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TERMAN'S GIFTEDNESS STUDY

Terman's Giftedness Study (Genetic Studies of Genius)

Date(s): Initiated 1921; Ongoing Follow-up
Location(s): California, United States

1. Summary of the Study

Terman's Giftedness Study, officially known as the Genetic Studies of Genius, is one of the
longest and most ambitious longitudinal research projects ever conducted in psychology. Named
after its principal investigator, Lewis Terman, a prominent American psychologist and developer of
the Stanford-Binet IQ test, the study commenced in the early 1920s with the radical premise that
exceptionally high intelligence was the single most potent predictor of lifelong success, superior
health, and emotional well-being. This research effort was revolutionary not only for its subject
matter--focusing exclusively on the intellectual elite--but also for its methodology, tracking the lives
of over 1,500 gifted children, affectionately nicknamed the "Termites," from childhood into late
adulthood. The initial goal was to definitively prove that gifted children contradicted the pervasive
stereotypes of the time, which often depicted high-1Q individuals as weak, eccentric, or socially
inept.

The core objective of this massive undertaking was to test the hypothesis that gifted individuals,
defined strictly by high 1Q scores (typically exceeding 135), would demonstrate unequivocally
greater levels of achievement, professional attainment, and personal adjustment compared to the
general population. The study began by identifying a cohort of 1,528 participants, aged between 3
and 19 years, drawn primarily from California schools. These individuals were followed through
multiple waves of data collection across subsequent decades, providing a rich, multidimensional
dataset spanning nearly a century. The longitudinal scope allowed Terman and his successors to
assess the long-term trajectories of these exceptional individuals across educational attainment,
occupational status, marital stability, physical health, and psychological happiness, setting a
foundational standard for research into intellectual giftedness.

The enduring significance of Terman's work lies in its profound influence on the understanding of
talent development and educational policy in the United States and globally. While subsequent
research and modern conceptions of giftedness have broadened beyond Terman's singular focus
on psychometric intelligence, his study provided the first robust, empirical data challenging the
notion that genius was linked to fragility or maladjustment. The findings largely affirmed Terman's
initial hypothesis, indicating that his participants, as a group, achieved remarkable success by
conventional cultural standards, demonstrating higher rates of advanced degrees, prestigious
occupations, and generally positive life outcomes than their chronological peers.
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2. Background and Origins

Lewis Terman initiated the study in 1921, spurred by a strong conviction that intelligence was
largely hereditary and that high intelligence constituted a valuable national resource that needed
identification and nurturing. Terman's academic background was deeply rooted in the early 20th-
century psychological movement that emphasized the quantification of intelligence, notably through
his work refining the Binet scale into the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Test. This context is critical,
as the very methodology of the study--defining giftedness purely by a numerical threshold on an 1Q
test--reflects the dominant psychometric paradigm of the era. The study was not merely an
academic endeavor; it was an attempt to apply scientific rigor to social questions about human
potential and societal contribution.

The conceptual framework of the study was heavily influenced by the contemporary eugenics
movement, though Terman himself focused more on identifying and promoting superior human
capital rather than mandatory sterilization or restrictive policies. Terman believed that identifying
and investing in the cognitively gifted would lead to disproportionate societal benefits in science,
arts, and leadership. The initiation of the study was ambitious, requiring extensive resources to
screen hundreds of thousands of schoolchildren across California using teacher nominations,
group intelligence tests, and finally, individualized Stanford-Binet assessments to ensure the high
criterion of 1Q 135 was met. This rigorous, multi-stage screening process ensured the cohort was
genuinely comprised of individuals in the top 1 to 2 percent of the intellectual distribution.

The project was designed to address a common folklore of the time, often fueled by anecdotal
accounts and literary depictions, which suggested that child prodigies "burn out" or suffer from
psychological imbalance later in life. Terman sought to systematically dismantle this myth by
providing hard data over several decades. He envisioned the study as a living laboratory
documenting the natural history of intellectual precocity. The original funding and institutional
support, primarily through Stanford University, reflected the significance placed on mental
measurement and the belief that understanding the nature of human excellence was crucial for
optimizing educational and social structures.

3. Methodology and Longitudinal Design

The hallmark of the Genetic Studies of Genius is its unprecedented longitudinal design.
Beginning with the selection of participants in the 1920s, the study utilized periodic follow-up
surveys, assessments, and interviews throughout the participants' lives, with data collections
occurring roughly every five to ten years. These follow-ups covered an enormous range of life
variables, including academic records, occupational history, military service, avocational interests,
personality traits, physical health reports, and self-reported life satisfaction. The sheer volume and
consistency of this data collection provided an unparalleled view into how intellectual potential
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translates--or fails to translate--into real-world outcomes over the lifespan.

The initial selection process was meticulous. Teachers in numerous California public schools were
first asked to nominate their most intelligent students. These nominees were then subjected to
group intelligence tests. Only those scoring exceptionally high proceeded to the final stage: an
individual administration of the Stanford-Binet 1Q test, personally administered by Terman's
research assistants. The final cohort consisted of 856 boys and 672 girls, forming a highly select
group. Terman recognized the importance of studying the gifted in comparison to the average,
although a formal, matched control group was not a primary feature of the study's design, which
later became a point of methodological criticism. Instead, comparisons were often made against
established norms and demographic statistics.

The follow-up instruments evolved over time, adapting to changing societal contexts and
psychological measurement standards. Early surveys focused heavily on academic and vocational
interests; later surveys delved into mid-life career success, income levels, and creative output. The
commitment to maintaining contact with the "Termites" was paramount. Even after Terman's death
in 1956, the study was continued by his colleagues, notably Melita Oden, and later by Robert
Sears and Albert Hastorf, ensuring the continued integrity of the project into the 21st century. This
dedication to tracking the cohort across historical events like the Great Depression and World War
Il yielded rich data on resilience, adaptation, and the role of historical context on individual
achievement.

4. Key Findings: Success, Achievement, and Health

One of the central and most widely cited findings was the strong relationship between high
childhood 1Q and subsequent conventional cultural success. The Termites, as a collective,
overwhelmingly surpassed typical expectations. By mid-life, the group demonstrated significantly
higher levels of educational attainment, with a disproportionately large number earning advanced
degrees (Master's and Ph.D.s) and professional degrees (M.D.s and J.D.s). They entered
prestigious and high-status professions such as medicine, law, engineering, and academia at rates
far exceeding the general population. The study documented thousands of publications, patents,
and significant professional contributions made by the cohort, providing empirical evidence that
high intelligence, as measured by 1Q, is a strong correlate of vocational achievement.

Contrary to the prevailing myths of the era, the study also found that the gifted participants were
generally healthier and better adjusted than their peers. The data indicated that the Termites
experienced fewer instances of physical illness, lower mortality rates, and reported superior
psychological well-being. They were, on average, happier, more socially adept, and demonstrated
better emotional stability than typical populations. This finding was crucial in shifting public and
academic perception away from the notion that exceptional intellectual ability often came packaged
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with physical or mental fragility. Terman concluded that not only were gifted children not prone to
physical or emotional weakness, but they tended to be physically superior, possessing greater
robustness and vitality.

Furthermore, the study offered insights into the diversity of outcomes within the gifted group itself.
Although the collective success was striking, the research revealed a wide range of achievements.
While many Termites became highly influential figures, some exhibited only moderate success,
and a small percentage experienced significant underachievement or personal struggles. This
intra-group variability demonstrated that high 1Q is a necessary but not sufficient condition for
extraordinary success. Factors such as motivation, effort, personality traits (like
conscientiousness), and socioeconomic background were identified as crucial moderators
influencing the ultimate realization of potential, laying the groundwork for later models of giftedness
that incorporated non-intellectual factors.

5. Impact on the Understanding of Giftedness

The legacy of Terman's Giftedness Study fundamentally redefined the field of gifted education and
psychology. Prior to Terman, giftedness was often viewed through an anecdotal or philosophical
lens; Terman provided the first large-scale, empirical foundation for its study. His findings provided
a powerful impetus for the development of specialized educational programs designed to identify
and cater to the needs of intellectually advanced students, leading directly to the establishment of
numerous acceleration and enrichment initiatives across the US school system. The study
cemented the psychometric definition of giftedness (IQ > 135) for decades, influencing
psychological research and public policy regarding intellectual talent.

Terman's work conclusively demonstrated that intellectual giftedness is not an exotic anomaly but
a measurable trait distributed normally across the population, estimating that approximately two
percent of the populace is gifted based on the IQ threshold used. This statistical grounding
provided a clear target for identification efforts. The documentation of the Termites' achievements
served as a compelling argument for the importance of identifying high potential early, ensuring
that appropriate educational pathways were available to maximize their contributions to society.
Without this foundational work, the institutional recognition of gifted and talented programs might
have been significantly delayed.

However, the study's impact also necessitated critical evolution. The rigid definition of giftedness
based solely on IQ spurred later researchers, such as Joseph Renzulli and Robert Sternberg, to
develop more complex, multi-faceted models of giftedness that included creativity, task
commitment, practical intelligence, and domain-specific talents. The Terman study remains the
historical benchmark against which all subsequent longitudinal studies of talent development are
measured, serving as both an inspiration for research methodology and a catalyst for expanding
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the conceptual boundaries of what it means to be gifted.

6. Criticisms and Methodological Limitations

Despite its landmark status, Terman's Giftedness Study has faced substantial methodological and
theoretical criticisms over the decades. The primary criticism centers on the sample selection
bias. The initial cohort was predominantly white, urban, and drawn from middle- and upper-middle-
class backgrounds in California, reflecting the demographics accessible to Terman in the 1920s
and limiting the generalizability of findings to diverse socioeconomic or racial groups. Furthermore,
the reliance on teacher nominations in the initial screening phase may have introduced bias,
favoring students who were compliant and well-adjusted in the classroom over potentially more
difficult but equally intelligent students.

A second major limitation involves Terman's operational definition of success and his potential
influence on the cohort. Terman focused heavily on conventional metrics like income, professional
status, and published works, potentially overlooking forms of achievement less tied to traditional
societal standards. More critically, critics have argued that Terman, due to his personal investment
in proving his hypothesis, became overly involved in the lives of his participants. By offering advice,
writing enthusiastic letters of recommendation, and creating a sense of community among the
"Termites,” Terman may have inadvertently created a self-fulfilling prophecy, facilitating the
success of his participants rather than simply observing it objectively. This raises questions about
the purity of the cause-and-effect relationship between 1Q and success.

Finally, the lack of a proper, matched control group has always hampered definitive causal
claims. While Terman compared his subjects against population norms, he failed to follow a
matched cohort of high-achieving individuals who scored just below the 135 IQ cutoff, or even
high-achieving non-gifted individuals. This makes it difficult to ascertain whether the remarkable
success observed was purely due to the cognitive ability captured by the 1Q score, or due to other
confounding variables common to the highly selective sample (such as parental education,
motivation, and socioeconomic advantage). These critiques have been vital in shaping ethical and
methodological rigor in subsequent longitudinal research.

7. Further Reading

Genetic Studies of Genius (Wikipedia)

Lewis Terman and the Intelligence Testing Movement (American Psychological Association)

Terman's Giftedness Study (Psychology Dictionary)
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