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Is Giftedness a Form of Neurodiversity?
Neurodiversity refers to the range of possible biological variation in human brain function which manifests in unique ways in how individuals process information, learn, and experience the world. The term was formed in the 1990s and became aligned with the social model of disability (Oliver, 1983), which proposed that what society labels as disability is often less a product of individual pathology than a socially constructed oppression, a feature of being different or unusual. From this perspective, neurocognitive variability is not an anomaly but a defining human specificity like sex or race (Armstrong, 2011; Ortega, 2009). Over recent decades, this concept has increasingly been used in psychology and education as a term commonly associated with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), dyslexia, and Tourette's syndrome. This moved the focus beyond exclusively deficit-oriented medical models to also emphasize cognitive diversity, individuality, and person-environment fit. The scale of neurological variation in the population is significant. Recent estimates, for instance, indicate that approximately 1 in 36 children are identified with ASD in the United States (Maenner et al., 2023).
The neurodiversity movement itself emerged in the early to mid-1990s, largely from online communities of autistic self-advocates who advocated for rights and acceptance on the ground that atypical ways of thinking, communicating, and behaving should not be necessarily construed as deficits or disorders (Nelson, 2021; Ortega, 2009). The term ‘neurodiversity’ is credited to Judy Singer, an Australian sociologist and a disability activist, who conceptualized neurodiversity as a new addition to the familiar social and political categories such as class, gender, and race (Singer, 1999, 2017). Over time, the movement expanded to include a wider range of neurocognitive differences beyond autism. In the disability studies literature, neurodiversity has been widely studied and supported by disability theorists who challenge the medicalization of stigma, discrimination, and exclusion (see, e.g., Disability Studies Quarterly’s 2010 special issue on “Autism and the Concept of Neurodiversity”).
This shift in perspective has engaged very little with the intellectually gifted whose cognitive differences are likewise distinct. Individuals identified as gifted think, process, and engage with the world in ways that are measurably distinct from the general population (see recent systematic review, Kuznetsova et al., 2024). That distinctiveness, however, has rarely been examined through the lens of neurodiversity. This is a consequential gap. How giftedness is classified has real implications for how gifted individuals are supported in educational, clinical, and advocacy contexts. This paper therefore seeks to address this question: should intellectual giftedness be recognized as a form of neurodiversity? What follows explores how different disciplinary frameworks support or challenge this classification and further analyzes the theoretical and practical implications of adopting either position for research, education, and advocacy. 
Under What Frameworks is Giftedness Included Within Neurodiversity, and on What Grounds?
To answer whether giftedness should be characterized as a form of neurodiversity, we should look at the question from multiple disciplinary perspectives. Neurodiversity as a construct itself is not fixed. It has different meanings depending on whether it is approached as a biological, developmental, clinical, or sociopolitical phenomenon. This section presents four frameworks. Each framework draws on distinct bodies of evidence to assess whether, and on what grounds, giftedness might be recognized as a form of neurodiversity. It is worth noting at the outset, however, that the definition of giftedness itself varies considerably across and even within different frameworks. Whether and how giftedness qualifies as neurodivergence may depend in part on which definition is in play. This tension is worth keeping in mind throughout. 
The Neurological and Biological Framework
Studies comparing the neurological functioning of gifted children with their non-identified same-age peers report that gifted children exhibit qualitatively, not merely quantitatively, distinct neurological profiles. Similarly, the neural function and structure of high-IQ people significantly differ from those of average IQ. For example, using voxel-based morphometry (VBM)[footnoteRef:1], Haier et al. (2004) examined grey matter correlates of IQ in two independent samples. Higher IQ was associated with significantly greater grey matter volume in discrete regions of the frontal, temporal, parietal, and occipital lobes. Most consistent IQ-correlated voxels were found in prefrontal areas (Brodmann areas 9, 10, and 46), which are widely implicated in executive functioning and working memory (e.g., Miller & Cohen, 2001). Individual voxels across these distributed regions accounted for up to 74% of the variance in IQ scores, suggesting that grey matter volume in a relatively small number of brain regions may substantially explain individual differences in general intelligence. In a longitudinal MRI study, Shaw et al. (2006) tracked the brain development and intellectual ability of over 300 children and adolescents across six years. They found that what distinguished intellectually gifted children was not how thick their cortex (i.e., the brain's outer layer responsible for higher-order thinking) was at any given age, but rather how it changed over time. Cortex in the high-IQ group started out thinner than average in early childhood, but rapidly grew by adolescence so that their cerebral cortices were significantly thicker than average. This was especially observed in the prefrontal cortex. [1:  Voxel-based morphometry (VBM) is a neuroimaging technique that uses high-resolution MRI to measure grey matter volume and density at thousands of discrete points (voxels) across the brain ] 

Thus, it could be speculated that giftedness reflects a fundamentally different course of brain development rather than simply more of the same. This seems consistent with the evidence from the Iowa study of mathematically precocious youth (CY-TAG; O’Boyle et al., 1995) that the early academic performance of gifted children can be attributed to an early maturation of their frontal lobes. O'Boyle et al. (1995) conducted an ERP study comparing highly gifted adolescents from the top 0.5% of the IQ distribution with age-matched controls. Gifted students showed significant differences in frontal EEG recordings, suggesting that “enhanced frontal activity is a uniquely important characteristic of intelligent (perhaps gifted) brain functioning” (p. 438). Multiple other studies also report gifted students activate unique brain networks during cognitive processing (Desco et al., 2011; Navas-Sanchez et al., 2014; O’Boyle et al., 2005; Prescott et al., 2010; Zhang et al., 2017). And when task complexity increases, their brain appears to reorganize its functional networks to transition dramatically from modular resting-state configurations to an integrated “workspace” architecture during reasoning (Zhang et al., 2014, 2015). Findings from these converging sources suggest that the “gifted brain” is characterized by enhanced coordination between left and right hemispheric processing resources at an early age and structural brain differences that support their capacity for information processing. 
It is important to note that neurobiological research operationalizes giftedness almost exclusively through IQ scores, typically using instruments such as the Raven’s Advanced Progressive Matrices (RAPM), WISC/WAIS, or Stanford-Binet. IQ has practical advantages as a laboratory variable. It uses age-normed scoring to compare children of different ages fairly and explains substantial variance in general cognitive ability (Carroll, 1993; Geake, 2009). However, it has been broadly criticized in the field of gifted education when used as the sole basis for identification. This is because IQ largely captures analytical and logical reasoning but leaves out domain-specific talent, creativity, and motivation, and other dimensions that contemporary definitions of giftedness consider equally central. Renzulli's (1986) three-ring conception, for instance, situates giftedness at the intersection of above-average ability, creativity, and task commitment. Gagné's (1985) Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent (DMGT) distinguishes between natural aptitudes and the developmental process through which they become expressed as talent. More recent frameworks recognize domain-specific giftedness, creative giftedness, and leadership giftedness as distinct phenomena that may not co-occur with high general intelligence. If giftedness is defined narrowly as high IQ, the neurobiological evidence provides a relatively direct case for neurological atypicality. If it is defined more broadly to include creative, social, or domain-specific exceptionality, the existing neurobiological research offers insufficient grounds to characterize giftedness as a distinct or unified form of neurodiversity. 
The Developmental Perspectives
The developmental perspective in gifted education is emerging through research and practice, but most frameworks approach development in terms of how student potential is transformed into performance, or how their abilities are shaped, over time, into demonstrated talent (Gagné, 1985; Subotnik et al., 2011). There is a different developmental question that asks about the intra-individual interaction and melding of cognition and emotion in the gifted child, which is also about their qualitatively different inner experiences. The Columbus Group, a group of parents, practitioners, and theorists, came together to propose a definition of giftedness that challenged the field’s then-current focus on performance and achievement. They gathered in July 1991, at almost exactly the same time as the neurodiversity movement was beginning to take shape. This coincidence is worth noting. These were two independent intellectual developments emerging from entirely different communities, but both challenged dominant frameworks that failed to account for individuals who experienced and engaged with the world differently from the norm. The Columbus Group’s definition called for recognition of the "unusual mental processing that constitutes giftedness" (Tolan, 1994, p.137), including a heightened capacity for the construction of meaning within experience (Morelock, 1993) and the resultant complexity of the gifted child's moral and emotional life (Silverman, 1994):
Giftedness is asynchronous development in which advanced cognitive abilities and heightened intensity combine to create inner experiences and awareness that are qualitatively different from the norm. This asynchrony increases with higher intellectual capacity. The uniqueness of the gifted renders them particularly vulnerable and requires modifications in parenting, teaching and counseling in order for them to develop optimally. (The Columbus Group, 1991)
The definition received widespread support among practitioners and parents worldwide, and remains the most frequently cited phenomenological definition of giftedness in the literature. 
Giftedness as asynchrony offers a coherent framework for understanding and responding to developmental differences and inner experiences of gifted children. To be gifted is to be vulnerable, according to advocates of this child-centered perspective (Silverman, 2017). A gifted eight-year-old who reasons like a fourteen-year-old but must navigate the social world of an eight-year-old experiences unique challenges analogous to those of a fourteen-year-old with the reasoning capacities of an eight-year-old. The developmental gap is equally real in both directions, and teaching or parenting a child with such large developmental discrepancies is equally challenging. This is precisely where the neurodiversity framework becomes instructive. These developmental asymmetries are not deficits but differences that require accommodation. Note that asynchrony increases with higher intellectual capacity (The Columbus Group, 1991). In other words, the more profoundly gifted the child, the wider the developmental gap, and the greater vulnerability that follows.  
Research in gifted education has typically focused on the moderately gifted, which is understandable given that they constitute the largest group of students served in school gifted programs. Studies of gifted students may include highly to profoundly gifted in their samples, but these children are rarely the central focus of research. What is known about their social and emotional development therefore derives largely from a limited number of studies with small sample sizes (Guilbault, 2026; Johnson et al., 2024). The most comprehensive evidence on this population comes from Gross (2004), whose 20-year longitudinal study of exceptionally gifted young Australians with IQs of 160 and above, reported social isolation, peer rejection, and significantly depressed social self-esteem among participants retained with age peers —outcomes she discussed as being due to a lack of supportive developmental environment responsive to their needs. The social and emotional lives of profoundly gifted children are not defined solely by vulnerability. There is a form of asynchrony that needs to be mentioned here:  the condition of dual-domain advancement. Some gifted students have very advanced development in both cognitive and social-emotional domains, which may lead them to experience heightened moral sensitivity, global caring, and a strong sense of empathy (Lovecky, 1997; Ruf, 2009; Silverman, 2019)
Asynchronous development is not merely about precocity, it also implies complexity. Dabrowski’s (1967, 1970, 1972) theory of positive disintegration proposes five domains of heightened psychophysical responsiveness: psychomotor, sensual, intellectual, imaginational, and emotional. Neural activity substantially beyond the norm in any of these five domains is called “overexcitability.” 
Each form of overexcitability points to a higher-than-average sensitivity of its receptors. As a result, a person endowed with different forms of overexcitability sees reality in a different, stronger, and more multisided manner. Reality for such an individual ceases to be indifferent but affects [them] deeply and leaves long-lasting impressions. Enhanced excitability is thus a means for more frequent interaction and a wider range of experiencing (Dabrowski, 1972, p. 7). 
Individuals differ in their inheritance of overexcitability (Dabrowski, 1970). Some inherit none, other individuals, one or two or more, and some inherit all five forms. 
Dabrowski did not use giftedness as part of his theory, but he included significant commentary on intelligence. In the theory of positive disintegration, there is a relationship between intelligence and overexcitability, but this relationship is not a positive relationship in which the higher intelligence means the more overexcitability. The relationship is complicated. Intellectual overexcitability includes several factors which make it different from simple cognitive ability. Intellectual overexcitability is manifested as a drive to ask probing questions, avidity for knowledge, theoretical thinking, reverence for logic, preoccupation with theoretical problems, etc. (Mendaglio, 2021). This drive should not be understood merely as a personality trait but rather as indicators of a more sensitive and more complexly organized nervous system.
The theory has grown in popularity in gifted education, particularly among practitioners, perhaps because it helps to explain some of the unexpected sensitive responses to stimuli observed by teachers and parents of the gifted (Mofield & Peters, 2015). Overexcitabilities are often presented as stable personality traits, despite not originally being defined as such, and are frequently used to interpret non-cognitive aspects of giftedness (Vuyk et al., 2016). This has led some recommended applications of overexcitability to misrepresent its theoretical meaning. For example, in discussions of twice-exceptional students, behaviors associated with ADHD have sometimes been interpreted as manifestations of psychomotor overexcitability, which obscures important distinctions between a developmental construct and a clinical diagnosis (Mika, 2006).  The empirical basis for giftedness-overexcitability association remains similarly tenuous. A limited number of studies report some differences in overexcitabilities between the gifted and nongifted, but results vary (Mendaglio & Tillier, 2006; O’Connor, 2002; Piirto, 2010; Pyryt, 2008). Winkler and Voight’s (2016) meta-analytic review identified 12 studies to investigate the existence and strength of the giftedness-overexcitability relationship. Gifted samples were found to have higher mean scores in intellectual and imaginational overexcitabilities than nongifted samples, but substantial methodological limitations make it far below the level of evidence needed to draw confident conclusions about the nature and strength of this link. More rigorous empirical research is clearly needed. Outside gifted education, this construct has received less attention. The reasons of this are outside the scope of this paper. But there are proponents of the theory in gifted education who believe that viewing giftedness through a Dabrowskian lens may provide new opportunities for designing more empirical research (Pyryt, 2008) and contribute to a deeper understanding of giftedness (Mendaglio, 2021). 
Current evidence on asynchronous development and overexcitabilities does not speak with one voice, but it points in a consistent direction. Giftedness involves qualitatively different inner experiences, not just advanced performance. The heightened responsiveness observed in some gifted individuals may reflect deeper differences in how they experience and process the world. These differences are not deficits. They are not incidental. They require accommodation. It is also worth noting that these differences appear to intensify with higher intellectual capacity. The more profound the giftedness, the wider the developmental asymmetries, and the stronger the case for viewing the individual's neurological profile as meaningfully different from the norm. At more moderate levels of giftedness, the neurodiversity framing may be less compelling. But at the higher end of the intellectual spectrum, the differences in how the world is experienced, processed, and responded to become difficult to characterize as anything other than neurological distinctiveness. This is consistent with a neurodiversity-informed interpretation. The developmental evidence reviewed here does not definitively establish giftedness as a form of neurodiversity, but it provides a reasonable basis for taking that question seriously.
Twice-Exceptionality
Twice-exceptionality refers to the co-occurrence of giftedness and a disability. It is a popular term in gifted education. For about half a century, professionals have striven to focus the attention of educators on the unique needs of twice-exceptional learners. The characteristics, identification, and programming of this population have been at the forefront of public awareness through ongoing nationwide efforts, the earliest of which dates to 1975, when the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) established a national committee of educators and the following year co-sponsored the first conference dedicated to this population. 
Twice-exceptional individuals are gifted and also have one or more neurodevelopmental diagnoses, most commonly ASD, ADHD, or dyslexia. Numerous articles and books have been written, often for practitioners, on how to work with youth who are twice-exceptional. Before examining what this literature contributes to our question, an important conceptual clarification is necessary. By standard definition, twice-exceptional students are neurodivergent, but this is not because they are gifted. Their neurodivergent status derives from a co-occurring diagnosis. For instance, a twice-exceptional student with ASD and high intellectual ability is neurodivergent because of the ASD, not because of the giftedness. The twice-exceptional population, therefore, does not by itself establish giftedness as a form of neurodiversity. What it does offer, however, is a body of evidence suggesting that giftedness and neurodivergence are not as categorically distinct as they are often assumed to be and that treating them as entirely separate has consequences for how students are identified and served. For example, current school policies often contribute to the underidentification for specialized educational services of the twice-exceptional (Gilman et al., 2023). 
Despite the high practitioner interest in twice-exceptionality, the research base remains limited but growing. A review of six major gifted education journals (i.e., Journal for the Education of the Gifted, Gifted Child Quarterly, Journal of Advanced Academics, Roeper Review, Gifted and Talented International, and High Ability Studies) yielded 67 articles engaging with the concept between 2015 and 2026, 40 of which treated twice-exceptionality as a primary focus of inquiry. 
Most of these studies anchor their conceptual framing in the 2009/2014 National Joint Commission definition, which describes twice-exceptional learners as “students who demonstrate the potential for high achievement or creative productivity in one or more domains such as math, science, technology, the social arts, the visual, spatial, or performing arts or other areas of human productivity and who manifest one or more disabilities as defined by federal or state eligibility criteria” (Reis et al., 2014, p.222). The disabilities included vary considerably across studies. Some studies apply broad definitions that include ADHD, ASD, specific learning disorders, emotional and behavioral disorders, and mental health conditions (Dare & Nowicki, 2015; Matthews & McKinney, 2025; Ronksley-Pavia et al., 2019). Others restrict the term to a single disability category for the purposes of their specific research design such as ADHD only (Ba et al., 2026; Park et al., 2024) or ASD only (Gelbar et al., 2022; Wu et al., 2019). Operationalizations of giftedness vary too, from a specific cutoff score calculated from an IQ assessment or an achievement test to the measure of abilities in nontraditional domains such as artistic or leadership abilities (Gelbar et al., 2022). A small number of recent publications have introduced terms such as multi-exceptionality and thrice-exceptionality (Silverman, 2024; Alodat & Asad, 2024). 
An important theme highlighted in many studies with twice-exceptional students is the masking effect (Lewis & Milam, 2026; Pereira et al., 2015; Ritchotte & Zaghlawan, 2019). Giftedness may conceal a disability, a disability may obscure giftedness, or both may suppress each other simultaneously. If giftedness masks the visibility of a co-occurring disability, and vice versa, then these two conditions are not independent of each other. They interact. This interaction suggests that there is no clean categorical boundary between the gifted and the neurodivergent. In other words, twice-exceptionality is not a simple additive combination of giftedness and disability. For example, high IQ children with ADHD showed a profile that resembled neither typical giftedness nor typical ADHD (Antshel, 2008). They struggled academically in ways not expected of gifted children, including higher rates of grade retention and a greater need for academic support (Antshel et al., 2007). They also appeared to be protected from some outcomes commonly associated with ADHD, such as antisocial behavior and conduct disorders, suggesting that high IQ may buffer against these risks (Antshel et al., 2008). In mathematical ability, twice-exceptional students more closely paralleled gifted students, but in reading and written language ability, they were more reflective of the group with learning disability (Nielsen, 2002). The interaction seems to produce something qualitatively different from either condition alone. 
Complexities in defining and diagnosing twice-exceptional learners place them a unique space that neither gifted education nor special education frameworks, on their own, has been well equipped to address. They make it difficult to estimate the prevalence of twice-exceptionality (Cain et al., 2019) and increase the challenges of identifying these individuals (Antshel, 2008; Ruban & Reis, 2005). 
Given the complex profile that twice-exceptional students present, identifying them for gifted or special education programs based on standard state criteria can be a frustrating endeavor. A co-occurring disability often interferes with performance on testing (Nielsen, 2002). Therefore, these students are less likely to meet the cutoff scores required for gifted identification on cognitive ability and achievement measures. At the same time, many twice-exceptional students may not qualify as having a learning disability because their academic performance is typically not significantly below average or grade level, even though it may be significantly below what their intellectual ability would predict. 
Things can be complicated further. For example, ADHD shows many overlapping symptoms with other psychiatric disorders and issues, such as obsessive-compulsive disorder (Abramovitch et al., 2013), mania (Biederman & Jellinek, 1998), bipolar disorder (Chilakamarri et al., 2011), and pervasive developmental disorder (Perry, 1998). Age is another factor. The youngest children in a classroom are significantly more likely to be diagnosed with ADHD and prescribed medication compared to their same-grade peers (Morrow et al., 2012), because developmental immaturity relative to older classmates can be mistaken for attentional disorder and prompt a referral for evaluation. 
Symptoms of ADHD also overlap in behavioral characteristics of giftedness. Hartnett et al. (2004), in their first empirical study of potential misdiagnosis of ADHD and giftedness, reported that high activity levels, difficulty paying attention, and impulsivity are among those overlapping characteristics. These behaviors among gifted children are typically explained by asynchronous development (Silverman, 1997), boredom in the classroom (Gallagher et al., 1997), or overexcitabilities (Mendaglio, 2008). Hartnett et al. (2004) included a vignette of a hypothetical child with these overlapping characteristics in their study and found that participants, who were graduate students in a school counseling program, were more likely to give a diagnosis of ADHD, even when giftedness was presented as an alternative explanation. Rinn and Nelson (2008) replicated this study with preservice teachers, who are often the first to identify students for referral to gifted or ADHD evaluation. Similarly, preservice teachers were more likely to provide a diagnosis of ADHD.
Of course, the identification challenges are not only practical problems. They reflect how these categories are conceptually constructed. Gifted identification methods are largely performance-based (e.g., intelligence, achievement tests). They are built to detect high performance. Special education identification practices, however, focus on identifying difficulty. A student whose giftedness masks a learning difficulty does not register clearly in either system. This is a conceptual gap that reflects a disjuncture between the two identification systems. A framework that does not treat strengths and challenges as mutually exclusive may be better suited to understanding twice-exceptional learners. The neurodiversity framework, which emphasizes variability across multiple dimensions rather than deviation from a single norm, offers a more coherent basis for understanding profiles that are both advanced and complex.
The use of the neurodiversity paradigm to support twice-exceptional students has been reported in a recent qualitative case study of a student whose cognitive profile defied single-norm interpretation (Lawson et al., 2025). The student demonstrated visual-spatial reasoning at the 96th percentile alongside processing speed at the 2nd percentile. This is a profile that standard systems had no framework to address coherently. The study illustrates practically what a neurodiversity framework makes visible: a profile that appears contradictory or disordered within a single-norm system becomes coherent and addressable when viewed across multiple dimensions. The neurodiversity paradigm, in the study, was described as framing cognitive and learning differences as natural forms of human variation rather than pathologies to be corrected. The authors argued that the student’s experiences of disadvantage were associated not with their impairments but with systemic barriers in traditional school settings. When practices were redesigned accordingly to leverage the student’s strengths, engagement and well-being improved. 
To conclude, by looking at the twice-exceptionality literature, it is difficult to conclude that giftedness is a form of neurodiversity. But we know two things clearly. First, giftedness and neurodivergence co-occur in ways that have significant implications for the child’s education and development. Second, the assumption that gifted and neurodivergent are separate groups makes it difficult for twice-exceptional students in their identification, service delivery, and perhaps how they perceive and understand themselves. The question of whether giftedness belongs within the neurodiversity framework remains an open question. The twice-exceptionality evidence makes it harder to maintain the assumption that it clearly does not.
Social Experience and Identity
As noted earlier, neurodiversity was never simply a biological description, nor was the neurodiversity movement primarily a scientific project. It was a sociopolitical one developed by way of the Autism Rights Movement with the goal of challenging the authority of neurotypical norms. It was a form of resistance. Neurodiversity activists supported the idea that neurological conditions should not be seen as pathologies that need a “cure” but as natural cognitive variations which should be accepted and accommodated. On this reading, the question of whether giftedness belongs within neurodiversity is not primarily a question about brain biology or psychological development but about social experience: do gifted individuals experience forms of mismatch with normative educational structures that shape their development and well-being, even if those experiences differ in origin and form from neurodevelopmental disabilities? This question makes things clearer for gifted advocates, because the idea is not to see giftedness as equivalent to conditions such as autism, dyslexia, or ADHD, but to meaningfully understand the concept and identified individuals within a broader discourse of cognitive difference that includes questions of recognition, support, and advocacy. 
The social experience of gifted students has been studied for decades and from a variety of angles. There is evidence to show that gifted students are influenced by how others treat them and how they believe others feel about their abilities. If they think they are seen as nerds, eccentrics, or socially awkward simply because they are intellectually advanced or unconventional, many of them would avoid the stigma through conformity. Some would rather underachieve and deny their giftedness than risk social rejection. According to Coleman’s (1985) Stigma of Giftedness Paradigm (SGP), (a) gifted students, like all students, desire normal social interactions, (b) as others learn of their giftedness, they believe that they will be treated differently, and (c) they attempt to manage the information others have of them to maintain their social latitude. Numerous studies examining the stigma of giftedness have reported specific coping strategies that gifted students use to manage information and reduce perceived social stigma.
In one of the earlier studies of the SGP, T. L. Cross et al. (1993) examined the perceptions and experiences of being gifted in high school. About two thirds of the students reported that other students saw them as different. Over half reported engaging in coping behavior such as withholding comments and hiding differences in order to control the information available to others. These findings are particularly significant given the developmental stage in which they occur. Adolescence is the period in which young people are trying to resolve what Erikson (1950) called an “identity crisis” (Erikson, 1950). They are often preoccupied, sometimes morbidly, often curiously, with what they appear to be in the eyes of others (Erikson, 1959). A body of studies has confirmed that gifted children are cognizant of the SGP and manipulate the information others have about them through various coping strategies such as denying giftedness, conformity, and hiding giftedness (Carter et al., 2025; Coleman & Cross, 1988; J. R. Cross et al., 2015; 2019; Mammadov, 2019, 2021; T. L. Cross et al., 1995).
In a cross-cultural study of the social experience of giftedness with 90 students from five countries (United States, United Kingdom, Ireland, France, and South Korea), J. R. Cross et al. (2019) found that, overall, gifted students were pleased with their exceptional abilities, but giftedness was a social handicap for many of them. Prosocial helping behaviors were reported as a useful coping strategy in nearly all age groups (elementary, middle, and high school). In a recent study, Carter et al. (2025) examined the school experiences of gifted adolescents and their non-identified peers. About one-third of gifted students reported experiencing some degree of stigma. These students had significantly lower relationships with teachers, weaker peer support, lower social adjustment, and a lower sense of belonging compared to other gifted students who experienced little or no stigma. 
Studies examining coping strategies report that gifted students use these strategies to find a comfortable niche in their school and other social environments (J. R. Cross et al., 2015; Rudasill et al., 2007; T. L. Cross et al., 1991). Gifted students experience inner conflict when they are expected to behave in certain ways, and they recognize that others’ knowledge of their 'tainted' gifted characteristics is potentially discrediting because it disrupts their full social acceptance (Mammadov, 2021). The social costs highlighted in research such as conformity, denial, underachievement, and information management are not trivial. They are the behavioral residue of students’ experiences of stigma. 
The stigma of giftedness may differ in visibility and social weight from that directed at other marginalized groups. Traditionally, stigma has been defined based on a deficit model, which considers only those who fall below social norms (i.e., inferior deviants) to be stigmatized (Striley, 2014). Goffman’s (1963) famous analysis of stigma focused on absolute stigmas and did not account for subtler forms of spoiled identity, such as being exceptional or ‘gifted.’ This deficit framing remains the dominant view today. A recent philosophical analysis confirmed that stigmatization is still understood as involving publicly recognized standings of inferiority, which raises the question of whether individuals who deviate upward from the norm are also recognized as stigmatized at all (Allison, 2024). Posner (1979) expanded Goffman’s notion to include difference, rather than deficit, as the true basis of stigma. She argued that being superior to others can be as problematic as being inferior, and that excellence can be isolating and painful. This may be especially true in the social environments of young people, where fitting in and normalcy are particularly important. Gifted students, according to Posner (1979), may feel apologetic for their lack of similarity with others. 
Neurodiversity is about celebrating human differences (Singer, 2019). Its goal is to promote an understanding of alternative cognitive profiles, their negative and positive sides, and ways of experiencing the world. On those grounds, the evidence reviewed in this section provides partial support for considering giftedness within neurodiversity frameworks. The social experience of giftedness shares some important features with the experiences of other neurodivergent groups. It is not about claiming equivalence with other diagnosed conditions. Individual differences in cognitive styles, in either direction from the norm, have social consequences that deserve to be named, understood, and addressed. This is what needs to be acknowledged.
Implications
Neurodiversity, or the uniqueness of all brains, was an idea that inspired people with and without conditions to situate neurological differences at the intersection of other minority identities (Gillespie-Lynch et al., 2021). “Just as biodiversity is essential to ecosystem stability, so neurodiversity may be essential for cultural stability” (Singer, 2017, loc. 1079). Over the years, the neurodiversity movement reshaped public and scientific narratives, research priorities, and services (Fletcher-Watson et al., 2019; Kapp, 2020). For example, it inspired the emergence of participatory approaches to autism research (Nicolaidis, 2012). Neurodiversity-aligned perspectives also started applying to other conditions such as dyslexia, anxiety, ADHD, learning disabilities, and mood disorders (Armstrong, 2010; Fenton & Krahn, 2007; Griffin & Pollak, 2009). The field of gifted education, however, has paid little scholarly attention to neurodiversity. Discussions of the concept, where they exist, have been largely limited to practitioner-oriented pieces on twice-exceptionality. A search of the Web of Science Core Collection, ERIC, and APA PsycINFO databases yielded fewer than 15 publications that explicitly addressed both giftedness and neurodiversity in their abstracts. Factually speaking, even though individual papers and commentaries have argued that giftedness is a form of neurodiversity, it has never been systematically treated that way in research or educational practice. 
Should the neurodiversity paradigm apply to gifted individuals? The evidence reviewed in this paper through four frameworks pertaining to the characteristics, development, and experiences of gifted individuals does not point to any clear agreement. To recap, from the neurological evidence, we can conclude that gifted individuals differ from the norm in measurable ways. Studies in this line of research list IQ as the sole measure, which is controversial in the field of gifted education. Developmental perspectives emphasize qualitatively different inner experiences and developmental trajectories. The twice-exceptionality literature specifically challenges assumptions that giftedness and neurodivergence are entirely separate categories. Finally, the social experience and identity framework examines experiences of stigma and identity management. The ‘gifted’ label, not being gifted, appears to be the main reason gifted children perceive for themselves as being treated differently (Mammadov, 2021). 
Two further, broader questions deserve consideration. Does the field of gifted education need this framing? What are the pros and cons for research, service delivery, and advocacy? And should the neurodiversity movement itself include giftedness? Does the movement need this broadening? Will it dilute or strengthen it?
Excellence and equity are two competing American values that have shaped the education of gifted students for more than half a century. Gifted education has often justified services through arguments about talent development, achievement, and human capital (Gallagher, 2002; Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2019; Subotnik et al., 2011; U. S. Department of Education, 1993). At the intersection of politics and education, gifted education has been argued to be elitist, following a Hamiltonian tradition based on the idea that individuals from an upper cognitive or other class are intrinsically superior to others. The National Association for Gifted Children (n.d.) lists this as a myth and suggests that what gives the appearance of elitism is the absence of federal money and the fact that only a few states provide funding, leaving only higher-income school districts to be able to provide services. In some instances, gifted programs have been blamed for worsening racial segregation and inequities (Associated Press, 2021; see, for example, New York City’s plan to phase out the gifted and talented programs back in 2021). Underrepresentation has always been a critical issue in the field and debates over admission criteria to gifted programs continue. Neurodiversity introduces a different rationale. Attention shifts from what individuals can contribute to what those individuals experience. Support is framed as a response to cognitive characteristics that shape development, identity, and well-being. This is what proponents of gifted education are advocating today. A rationale grounded in equality of opportunity is more defensible. In this sense, the neurodiversity paradigm may have something important to offer gifted education.
Recognizing giftedness as a form of neurodiversity has implications for clinical and psychological practice. The literature on twice-exceptionality suggests that giftedness and neurodevelopmental conditions frequently interact in ways that complicate identification and support (Antshel, 2008; Nielsen, 2002). Giftedness and a disability may mask one another, which may result in delayed diagnosis, misidentification, inappropriate intervention, or unmet educational needs (Webb et al., 2005). A neurodiversity paradigm does not address these challenges automatically. However, it encourages practitioners (e.g., school counselors, psychologists, teachers) to move beyond single-norm assumptions and to understand that cognitive styles may include substantial strengths and substantial challenges at the same time. 
Educational environments should be structured to facilitate learning, intellectual development, and creativity in a broader sense. Boredom, lack of challenge, pressure to fit in, and perceived stigma are common difficulties gifted students face in regular classrooms (Carter et al., 2025; Coleman & Cross, 2001; Smedsrud et al., 2022; Vuyk et al., 2024). These difficulties are largely products of environment that lack appropriate support and opportunities.  The neurodiversity paradigm may be valuable here to advocate for adaptive educational environments because it locates the problem not solely within the individual but within the relationship between the individual and the environment.
There are also reasons for caution. Extending neurodiversity to giftedness can create tensions. Neurodivergence is so multidimensional, and so is the neurodiversity movement. A further increase in viewpoints among its members may dilute its core goals, which can harm both the movement and the field of gifted education. Diversity of perspectives is generally good, but not when it makes the goals of a movement too vague to act on. Goals need to be clear and attainable. There is already limited consensus within the movement about how to respond to certain edge cases, for example how to respond to people who are harmful to others (Gillespie-Lynch et al., 2021). Adding giftedness to this conversation places an additional burden on a field that is already navigating its own epistemological and methodological challenges and has not settled its own foundations. 
In addition, the neurodiversity movement emerged from communities that had long been pathologized and marginalized. Gifted individuals, as a population, are not marginalized in the same sense. Of course, certain groups within the gifted population, such as gifted Black girls, who face intersecting barriers of race and gender in identification and programming, do experience marginalization (Anderson, 2020). But that is a distinct issue that belongs to ongoing conversations about equity and representation within gifted education itself, which does not require reframing the entire field under the neurodiversity umbrella. At bottom, exceptional ability is often viewed as an advantage. Yet the evidence reviewed in this paper suggests that advantage and vulnerability are not mutually exclusive. 
Conclusion
The purpose of the present paper was to explore if intellectual giftedness should be considered as a form of neurodiversity. The discussion centered on three related but distinct terms: neurodiversity, the neurodiversity paradigm, the neurodiversity movement. Neurodiversity, at its most basic, refers to the fact that all brains are different. The neurodiversity paradigm is the system of beliefs that this variation is valuable, and that the idea of a normal brain is socially constructed. The neurodiversity movement refers to a decentralized civil rights movement that advocates for respect, full inclusion, and equal opportunities for neurodivergent people in education, work, and society (Walker, 2014). 
Four frameworks offered an adequate theoretical and empirical background for this discussion. However, the literature examining the direct link between neurodiversity and giftedness is substantially undeveloped. Several other limitations prevent a definitive verdict. There is no consensus on the term giftedness itself.  Similarly, neurodiversity has remained a controversial concept over the last three decades (Jaarsma & Welin, 2012). 
From this discussion, there are several important points to take away. First, the question of whether giftedness can be described as a form of neurodiversity cannot be addressed as binary classification. The boundary between these terms is conceptually permeable. There is a need for more empirical work on clear neurological differences between gifted and non-gifted individuals, which currently are far from clearly documented. The heterogeneity of gifted profiles based on their cognitive characteristics complicates any attempt at categorical inclusion or exclusion. For twice-exceptional students, giftedness and neurodivergence are more closely aligned at the level of lived experience. 
Second, there is no contradiction between giftedness as a social construct and the neurodiversity paradigm’s view that a normal brain is socially constructed. Socially constructed phenomena reflect the social, cultural, and institutional contexts in which differences are interpreted and labeled. As social norms continue to evolve, it is possible that the boundaries between these frameworks shift over time. Future theoretical and empirical work may lead either to greater convergence or to conceptual separation. 
Third, the neurodiversity movement is at the center of this discussion as a rights-based and advocacy-oriented framework. Its key role in disability studies is, to a large extent, in public advocacy, which is something that the field of gifted education widely lacks. Gifted individuals are often misunderstood and victims of myths and stereotyping. Whether the neurodiversity movement should include the gifted within its advocacy work is an important question, but that belongs as much to the gifted community and the neurodiversity movement as it does to researchers. 
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