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How does one become a high -tlyer? For several years, Ulrike
Stedtnitzhas been occupied with the issue of giftedness and
superior ability. She knows which paths lead down blind alleys,
and which bring a person's full potential to light.

Theme: High-flyers and giftedness

Skills count, not IQ
lsn't it odd? Here we are, the inhabitants of the 21st cen-
tury, with access to a vast range of scientific knowledge -
more than any generation in history - and yet in so many
areas, we still allow ourselves to be influenced by prelu-
dices and make-believe certainties. Among the remarkable
fallacies still haunting the minds of many people today is

the notion that someone with an lQ of 130 or more is a

highly gifted human being.

Such a statement is at once problematical on two levels.

First, it treats giftedness solely as a function of intelligence.
And second, it is a very static approach: Any measurement
of intelligence can only ever be a snapshot, which will still
bear the stamp of significant methodological randomness.
Current research is cognizant of the dubious nature of
the label "gifted" and therefore prefers to use language
that focuses more on developing a person's potential.
And when referring to particularly capable people, "high
per{ormers" is the preferred formulation.

Close to the subject for 30 years
Ulrike Stedtnitz also emphasises nuanced terminology and
avoids assigning labels to people prematurely. Together
with a team of eight specialists, she heads up a consulting
company in Zurich for developing potential. She discov-
ered this area more than 30 years ago, when she was a
young primary school teacher. She had recently earned
her degree, but even with a diploma in her pocket, there
were no jobs to be found - a glut of teachers reigned in
Switzerland at that time. So the young teacher decided to
deepen her education by studying behavioural sciences

and pedagogical psychology in the United States.

ln the USA, Dr. Stedtnitz' eyes were opened to the issue

of developing people's potential: "l read an article about
American adolescents, who, thanks to their abilities, were
already allowed into college at the age of 10 instead of
16 or '17," she recalls. That was her first contact with the
subject, and it immediately enthralled her. She also realised

how different the reactions to these situations can be. "ln
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the USA," notes the psychologist, "people equally admire
top performance and top performers, whilst in Cermany
and Switzerland, we only really appreciate the top perfor-
mance, but not the top performer. "

Adult high performers are usually able to cope with this,
but children often cannot. This is one of the reasons why
Dr. Stedtnitz avoids the label "gifted child" wherever pos-
sible. "Except perhaps in sports, high-performing children
have a problem in many countries - they are envied and
excluded." lnterestingly enough, studies show that chil-
dren who have been labeled as "gifted" perform less well
than gifted children who are able to grow up without this
burdensome label. The reason: the "gifted" are often pas-
sive because they imagine themselves as already having
reached the goal, while the others remain curious, creative
and motivated.

What it all comes down to
"Talent, giftedness and intelligence are not static," insists
Dr. Stedtnitz from long experience as a professional coach
and consultant. Neuroscience, as well as research on
cognition, expertise and intelligence, shows that talent
or intelligence is not in itself sufficient for success in life.
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^ Experienced in the promoiion of gifted individuals: Ulrike Stedtnitz and her teanr have analysed the poientiai of mcre lhan 8.000 inCividuals



Thus, for example, Henry Mintzberg of McCill University
in Montreal looked at the '19 top graduates from Harvard
Business School in a particular year and found that only
five had succeeded in their professional life. Four of them
had mediocre careers, and ten were complete failures.

Ulrike Stedtnitz is not really surprised by these findings and
those of similar studies. "lntelligence and talent are often
overvalued," she says, "while skills are undervalued." ln
this sense, talent and intelligence are good starting points,
but not much more. Much more crucial is the acquisition
of skills. Skills are capabilities. And skills do not simply fall
from heaven onto a few lucl<y people, fully developed in

more," "Co to your limits," she heard constantly from
her professors, taking this as genuine interest on the part
of teachers in their students - a level of interest she had
never previously experienced in Europe.

Recent research has rebutted and seen off the stage the
old static concepts of giftedness, which were based all too
much on intelligence and talent. Ulrike Stedtnitz' thinl<ing is

completely in line with current research when she says that
an lntelligence Quotient of 115 ts entirely sufficient for top
performance, be it in school or on the job. These findings
have been very liberating for both children and parents,
because suddenly, many more people see that they have

the potential to become high perform-
ers. From the standpoint of educa-
tional policy, however, the findings are
explosive, because they indicate that
universities, polytechnics and colleges
should be accessible to a larger group.

ln her work, Dr. Stedtnitz time and
. again encounters people with a high

skill level, who are not managing to
achieve a corresponding level of performance. In such
cases, it is necessary to find out what it is that is inhibiting
their performance. ln one case, it may be due to a learn-
ing or attention disorder, whilst in another, it may be an
emotional imbalance or deficiencies in social skills that are
holding the person back.
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the form of giftedness or talent. People have to acquire
skills through learning and practice, through experience
and mistakes. Along this long path, the encouragement
of parents, teachers or bosses is important. During her
years of study in America, Dr. Stedtnitz experienced this
encouragement as a profound empowerment. "Try to do
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r Albert Einstein

Siold out as a low-achieving pr',lpil; latcl berame a 'rvcdd-renowned
phyricist, the fcunder c{ the lheory oi reiativity and v;inner of the
I\cbel Prize.
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Find out what fascinates you
When it comes to consultations and analyzing a person's
potential, Dr. Stedtnitz and her team follow a principal
objective: Afterward, their clients - whether young or old
- should lcnow themselves better and be able to evalu-
ate themselves better. Or in the words of Ulrike Stedtnitz:
"Figure out what matters to you, what fascinates you and
where your strengths and interests lie. And then mal<e

the best of them and don't let yourself be discouraged by
setbacks." I
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Distraught, suffered at schocl; as an author and piaywright, he

among the greatest figures in 20th century Cerman literatir.e.

r Henry Kissiilger
A nrediccre pedormcr in school; later becanre a retotiator in maay
clelicate internaticnal misslons and one of the most i,'nportant Secre-
taries of State of the United States.
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