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Prepare for a captivating journey into the depths of human potential
and excellence in this scholarly work. Within these pages, discover
evolving complexity theory (ECT), a unified theory of talent devel-
opment that integrates a rich body of research and explores a wide
array of talent-related phenomena. This theory challenges conven-
tional wisdom, shifting the focus from genetics and environmental
factors to the dynamic interplay of self-organized development and
real-time person–environment interactions. This book provides
a practical roadmap, emphasizing actions over genetic determinants,
guiding readers toward the attainment of higher levels of excellence.
Departing from traditional perspectives, Dr. Dai envisions human
development as a self-organized journey toward higher coherence,
reframing talent development as active participation in sociocultural
activities from which one’s individuality evolves, and directions and
purposes are crystalized. Written in an engaging and narrative style,
this work is essential reading for researchers, students, and profes-
sionals seeking a deeper understanding of human potential.

david yun dai is Professor of Educational Psychology and
Methodology at the State University of New York at Albany and the
author ofThe Nature and Nurture of Giftedness (2010), which is a prelude
to this book. He has published 13 books and over 130 articles and was the
recipient of the Distinguished Scholar Award conferred by the National
Association for Gifted Children in 2017.
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Foreword

As I read the lengthy proposal for David Yun Dai’s book on the nature and
nurture of talent, I had what felt like an insight – that what Dai was arguing
about the development of the individual applied not only to the individual,
and especially the gifted or talented individual, but also to the field of
giftedness and talent itself. In particular, fields, like individuals, get off
from origins that are almost an historical coincidence, next get onto certain
developmental tracks, and ultimately find the tracks they are on influen-
cing their long-term development. As a result, the historical accident of
their origins, although long past, continues to influence their evolution
many years after the originators of the field are gone. One often cannot
predict well where the fields will go, any more than one can predict what
will become of an individual. The events that transpire over time are just
too unpredictable.
The field of giftedness, as we know it today, had its primary origins in

the work of Sir Francis Galton (1883/1907/1973) in England. Galton had
many beliefs, but key among themwere that (a) human gifts and talents are
an intrinsic property of the person, (b) they are inherited, and (c) they are
immutable. Whatever you are born with is what you end up with.
Galton’s views had a lot of appeal to those at the top of the socioeco-

nomic heap. First, those at the top now “knew” they were there not merely
by virtue of the accident of their birth, but also because that accident of
their birth actually made them better. Their status meant something not
just in terms of societal accolades, but also in terms of their alleged intrinsic
worth as talented people. Second, they now “knew” that those who were at
the bottom of the heap were there not just as an accident of birth, but also
because that is where they deserved to be on the basis of their lack of
intrinsic merit. And finally, where everyone was, they were going to stay.
People’s potential was set by their heredity and was inalterable. To people
in power, this must have beenmusic to their ears then, as similar arguments
are to many privileged and entitled people today.

xi
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There were views in opposition to Galton’s, most notably the views of
the eminent French psychologist Alfred Binet. Although Binet and Simon
(1916), like Galton, devised a battery of tests to measure intelligence, they
took a very different approach. Whereas Galton measured psychophysical
skills, such as acuity of vision, hearing, and touch, Binet and Simon
measured higher-order thinking and judgmental skills, such as are used
in normal school activities. A crucial difference, however, was that Binet
believed that abilities are not simply inherited but rather are modifiable.
He even proposed “mental orthopedics” to help children increase their
skills. He did not live to follow up seriously on this idea.
Binet won the battle on testing; today’s tests far more reflect the

emphases on complex processes originated by Binet than the emphases
on psychophysical processes touted by Galton. But a successor to Binet,
Lewis Terman at Stanford University (Terman, 1916, 1925) would end up
adapting Binet and Simon’s test for use in the USA, but with Galton’s
notions about the relative unmodifiability of intelligence and related
abilities.
Terman (1925) and his colleagues conducted a longitudinal study that

showed that gifted individuals, as identified by testing children with his
Stanford–Binet Intelligence Scales, excelled in almost every aspect of life,
including not only professional accomplishments but also personal health,
safety, and longevity.What better evidence could there be that giftedness is
determined early, likely at birth, and that the trajectory is set in the early
days of life, or even before birth? This mindset became entrenched in the
field of giftedness (Sternberg et al., 2021a).
The Terman longitudinal study, known as the Genetic Studies Genius,

was fatally flawed, not in just one respect, but in numerous respects. The
study was done in California, mostly among socioeconomically advantaged
children, most of whom were White; however, most important, the mere
identification of the students as “gifted” provided them with the advan-
tages that, throughout their lives, could create a self-fulfilling prophecy
(Rosenthal & Jacobson, 2003), so that when predictive validation studies
were done, the correlations obtained reflected not only any natural pro-
cesses that might be operating, but also the direct societal interventions
that result when children are labeled as “gifted” (Sternberg, 2022). Society,
in effect, creates the correlation it expects, and then acts as though it has
discovered rather than manufactured the correlation.
There have been many attempts to break out of the deep groove that the

Terman work created, some of which are reviewed in compendia in the
field of giftedness and talent development (e.g., Pfeiffer, 2018a, 2018b;

xii Foreword
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Silverman, 2012; Sternberg & Ambrose, 2021; Sternberg et al., 2022). But
the practice of the field has been largely oriented toward identifying the
gifted fairly early, sticking with the identification, and viewing it as a fixed
and generalized trait.
As Dai points out, a countertrend emerged in response to the Terman

tradition, characterized by the work of Anders Ericsson (e.g., Ericsson &
Pool, 2017) and also his mentor, Herbert Simon (e.g., Chase & Simon,
1973). This view is that talent development can be understood largely, or
even exclusively, in terms of deliberate practice and guided exposure to the
environment. The problem with this view is that it simply is unsupported,
even without doing one empirical study. Scientists sometimes become so
tunnel-visioned that they miss what is obvious. Lots of people have tried to
be like Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Jascha Heifetz, Albert Einstein, Paul
Dirac, Pablo Picasso, Marie Curie, Jane Austen, or Martin Luther King.
But no matter how many hours of deliberate practice they put into the
effort, they never came anywhere close. And they will not. You do not have
to test subjects in a science lab to know that being the next Albert Einstein
is almost certainly not in the cards, no matter how hard one works.
In the years, decades, and near-century since the work of Terman (1925),

there have been a number of approaches to understanding gifts and
talents – psychometric, cognitive, socioemotional, biological, and others
(Sternberg & Ambrose, 2021). I would characterize David Dai’s evolving
complexity theory (ECT) as harking back to an organismic approach
(Goldstein, 1939) – an approach that seeks to understand a quality, in
this case talent development, in terms of the organism, its interacting parts,
and its interactions with the environment as well as with those chance
factors that determined the time and place of birth. Karl Rogers (1995) also
could be viewed as taking an organismic, personological approach,
although in a way that traced human development with much less detail
than Dai does in this book. The contemporary theory that is probably
closest to Dai’s is the bio-ecological account of Bronfenbrenner and Ceci
(1994), a relationship that Dai readily cites.
Dai provides a series of ten propositions that undergird his theory. The

propositions show how talent development can best be understood – and,
arguably, only fully understood – in terms of the kind of organismic, or
bio-ecological, framework he provides. Whereas the Bronfenbrenner–Ceci
theory is a general developmental theory, Dai’s theory pertains especially to
talent development. Proposition 1 of Dai’s (this volume) theory captures
many of the essential elements.

Foreword xiii
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Proposition 1a. Talent is a structural and functional property of the person
contextually and temporarily emergent through maturation and adaptive
transactions with certain social-cultural environments, with ever-evolving
complexity, and thus cannot be “explained away” by lower-level compo-
nents that are part of the developmental system in question.

In a sense, the following propositions are elaborations on this idea. The
theory is different from so many others in that it is organismic, nonreduc-
tive, nondeterministic, and cognizant of the many environmental, bio-
logical, cognitive, social, personality, and other factors that interact to lead
to talent development.
What makes Dai’s ECT theory especially attractive is that it flies in the

face of much of contemporary “scientizing.” When I took introductory
psychology, I learned that one of the “essential” elements of a psychological
theory is that it is reductive and parsimonious. Dai attempts to be neither
in the construction of his theory. Rather, he attempts to capture the full
range of common and idiosyncratic elements that lead each of us to
become unique in the set of talents we offer the world. These talents are
emergenic; they cannot be predicted much in advance, and they are also
partially attitudinal. Much depends not just on one’s mental and other
resources, but on how one chooses to deploy those resources (Sternberg,
2021b, 2021c). If one wishes to understand talent development, the goal
should not be to reduce development to a set of static or even dynamic
components! Rather, one’s goal should be to understand how the multiple
facets of a person interact with the environment and with the circum-
stances in which people find themselves, often through no desire on their
own part.
The field is very fortunate to have David Yun Dai making his brilliant

contributions to understanding talent development. There is perhaps no
other scholar, living or deceased, who has quite put together as complex, as
detailed, and as comprehensive a theory of talent development as Dai has
constructed.

Robert J. Sternberg

xiv Foreword
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