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Article

Human Excellence: The Contribution of Personality1

Seille Cristine Garcia-Santos2 
Pontifícia Universidade Católica do Rio Grande do Sul, Porto Alegre-RS, Brasil

Leandro da Silva Almeida
Universidade do Minho, Braga, Portugal

Blanca Susana Guevara Werlang
Pontifícia Universidade Católica do Rio Grande do Sul, Porto Alegre-RS, Brasil

Abstract: This paper presents an analysis from the perspective of Positive Psychology of explanations from researchers 
concerning human excellence and what promotes and maintains it in the most varied domains. Personal and contextual factors 
are mentioned in the literature, while cognitive skills and intentional practice to achieve excellence stand out; personality 
variables are also critical to the development and demonstration of excellence. Based on the literature, this study suggests the 
importance of persistence, emotional control, and openness to experience.

Keywords: positive psychology, personality, performance

Excelência Humana: A Contribuição da Personalidade
Resumo: Este estudo teve por objetivo analisar, sob o enfoque da Psicologia Positiva, as explicações dos pesquisadores da 
excelência humana sobre o que a promove e a mantém nos mais variados domínios de atuação. Constatou-se que fatores 
pessoais e contextuais são mencionados, destacando-se as habilidades cognitivas e a prática deliberada no desempenho 
superior, sendo também as variáveis de personalidade decisivas para o desenvolvimento e a manifestação da excelência. Neste 
estudo, como na literatura na área, destaca-se a importância da persistência, controle emocional e abertura à experiência.

Palavras-chave: psicologia positiva, personalidade, desempenho

Excelencia Humana: La Contribución de la Personalidad
Resumen: El objetivo de este estudo fue analizar, desde el punto de vista de la Psicología Positiva, las explicaciones de 
los investigadores de la excelencia humana proponen para su desarrollo y manutencion en los mas variados campos de 
actividad. Se encontró que los factores personales y contextuales son mencionados, resaltándose las habilidades cognitivas 
y el rendimiento superior en la práctica deliberada, siendo las variables de personalidad fundamentales para el desarrollo y 
la demostración de la excelencia. Este estudo, basado en la literatura, destaca la importancia de la persistencia, el control 
emocional y apertura hacia la experiencia.

Palabras clave: psicología positiva, personalidad, desempeño
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From it’s inception, Psychology has strongly focused 
on understanding psychological disorders seeking an expla-
nation for individual diffi culties, cures for mental illnesses, 
and stopping the suffering they cause. Nonetheless, Psychol-
ogy brings at its core the understanding of the human being 
as a capable and productive being. The fi rst studies in this 
context, comparing giftedness to its opposite, sought to ex-
plain individual differences and what enabled superior per-
formance. In the mid 20th century, the humanist movement, 
directed by Maslow and Rogers, led Psychology to focus on 
the healthy aspects of the human being and his/her develop-
mental potential. Afterwards, Positive Psychology emerged 
to investigate optimism, perseverance, virtue, wisdom, well-
ness and high-level performance (Seligman & Csikszentmi-
halyi, 2000). 

In the last decade, driven by Positive Psychology, many 
studies have been developed seeking to understand the func-
tioning of individuals with superior abilities in the most var-
ied segments of human life. These studies seek to describe 
the characteristics of excellence and its foundations, as well 
as to identify the personal and contextual variables of excel-
lence and under what conditions it occurs.

The manifestation of outstanding human skills and 
talents arouses the interest both of scientists and the pub-
lic in general due to the enigma they represent. A well-
written book, the ability to drive the ball to the goal, the 
brilliance of playing a musical instrument, the ease in 
conducting research that uncovers a mystery and enables 
scientifi c advancement draws attention because they go 
beyond the ordinary. Oftentimes, such productions rep-
resent unique contributions to the development and prog-
ress of society. Understanding individuals with this type 
of performance is among the challenges of the social and 
human sciences. 
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There are a great variety of studies in the fi eld. Some 
researchers are concerned to understand the aspects of devel-
oping superior performance, its stages or phases (Ericsson, 
2005; Renzulli, 2010); others are concerned with the qual-
ity of results, focusing on the effi cacy and means to achieve 
such objectives (Zimmerman, 2002); some emphasize the 
importance of determination, commitment, and personality 
characteristics to achieve an established goal  (Ardelt, 2004; 
Moon, 2003); others stress the role of the context in which 
someone achieves excellence (Robinson & Clinkenbeard, 
1998; Sternberg, 2001). All associate excellence with a high 
level of performance of an individual in a given fi eld (Trost, 
2000) and agree that excellence requires some extent of ex-
perience and practice in a given domain of knowledge and/
or fi eld (Ericsson, 2005). Finally, it is assumed that excellent 
performance depends on a set of factors that encompasses 
intrapersonal, interpersonal, and contextual variables that in-
teract in a dynamic and constant manner (Sternberg, 1999; 
Trost, 2000).

In the attempt to didactically organize studies address-
ing excellence, Araujo, Cruz and Almeida (2007) highlight-
ed three fi elds of research consonant with the following: the 
approach that concerns superior abilities, which associates 
excellence with talent and above average skills; the one con-
cerning expertise, to evaluate high performance in certain 
domains; and wisdom, which associates excellence with the 
experience of life, maturity, and personal integrity of indi-
viduals who achieved high performance. 

Aiming to clarify these concepts, this study’s objective 
was to analyze, from the perspective of Positive Psychology, 
the explanations of researchers investigating human excel-
lence concerning what promotes and maintains it in the most 
varied domains of practice. For that, a theoretical review was 
performed in the following databases: PsycArticles, SciELO, 
the CAPES Periodical Portal, and the collection of works of 
the Human Cognition, Learning and Development Research 
Group at Universidade do Minho. The following descriptors 
were used in combination: human excellence; high perfor-
mance; wisdom; high ability; expertise; personality; positive 
psychology, and only the studies addressing optimal human 
functioning in socially valued contexts were selected.

History of Studies Addressing Excellence

The studies addressing excellence can be divided into 
stages that show the course of how existing knowledge was 
constructed. Aiming to follow a chronological order, we can 
say that the fi rst stage, which had its heyday in the late 19th 
century, focused on heredity or genetics. At the time, Galton 
(1869/1979) provided scientifi c status to the study of gift-
edness, publishing the fi rst paper on the subject, Hereditary 
Genius, which emphasized family aspects and the genetic 
transmission of intellectual and motivational ability. 

Following this study, Simonton (1990) reports that, 
in 1904, Havelock Ellis released A Study of British Genius 

stating there is a connection between the order people are 
born in a family and the level of creativity of people con-
sidered to be geniuses. James McKeen Cattell published 
A Statistical Study of Eminent Men, which classifi es one 
thousand eminent men while Frederick Adams Woods 
published two books: Mental and Moral Heredity in Roy-
alty and The Infl uence of Monarchs. In the fi rst book, he 
linked intelligence and virtue as a hereditary trait when 
he evaluated European families and dedicated the second 
book to understanding what leadership is. He assessed 
one hundred European monarchs seeking to show that 
their personality characteristics were predictors of the 
well being of their countries. 

The second stage of studies addressing excellence is 
marked by the observation of personality and other psy-
chological aspects. In this stage, Raskin (1936) worked 
with scientists and writers. The works of Thorndike (1950) 
related intelligence and morality as a condition of person-
ality, while Terman (1926) conducted a longitudinal study 
with 1,500 children considered to be gifted based on IQ tests 
(IQ ≥ 150) and presented faster physical development, being 
at the same time psychologically stable and socially well-
adjusted. These results were offset by Hollingworth (1942) 
who reported adjustment problems and emotional diffi cul-
ties among children with a very high IQ. Cox (1926/1992) 
estimated the personality scores of one hundred adult indi-
viduals considered to be geniuses, confi rming that personal-
ity traits are complementary to intelligence in the description 
of high performance levels. Simonton (1990) also mentions 
the work of Pitirim A. Sorokin (1926) who associated the 
personality of monarchs and political leaders to the achieve-
ment of distinction in some fi elds, especially in monarchy 
and governmental leadership.

The next period of studies addressing excellence in-
cludes a greater diversity of themes with an emphasis on 
experience and practice. De Groot (1965/1978) was the fi rst 
to compare the performance of expert and beginner chess 
players, attributing expertise to prior knowledge and exten-
sive experience in the fi eld, a concept that was corroborated 
and further elaborated by Simon and Chase (1973), and 
was later called “deliberate practice” by Ericsson (2005). 
In this context, various studies compiling information and 
observing the extent to which and how training accelerates 
and enables excellence emerged. Some of these papers re-
fer to Lubinski and Benbow (2006) and Wai, Lubinski and 
Benbow (2005) who seek to explain facility in math on the 
basis of practice. Bloom (1985) Gaspar, Ferreira and Pérez 
(2005), and Ruiz, Sánchez, Durán and Jiménez (2006) added 
a set of psychological and affective-emotional variables that 
reinforce training received (e.g. motivation, ability to make 
commitments or establish objectives, the ability to plan, and 
attention spam) capable of distinguishing excellent athletes 
from the remaining athletes.

A stage that occurred simultaneously with the latter 
was initiated by Maslow (1954/1970), who also inaugurated 
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the humanist movement in Psychology. This author fo-
cused on prominent people  (e.g. Lincoln, Beethoven, El-
eanor Roosevelt and Einstein) and suggested that there is a 
sequence of needs to be progressively satisfi ed: (1) physi-
ological; (2) safety and security; (3) belongingness and 
love; (4) esteem; (5) self-actualization. Maslow explained 
that self-actualization motivates growth and to reach this 
stage the previous needs already have to be met. He con-
sidered that self-actualizers have determinant personality 
characteristics, among them: spontaneity, creativity, au-
tonomy and independence, openness to experience, inter-
personal relationship skills (they prefer to relate with a few 
but have deeper relationships) and identify themselves with 
humanity. Hall, Lindzey and Campbell (2000) note that, for 
Maslow, all (clinical and research) evidence indicates that 
“it is reasonable to assume that in practically every human 
being, and certainly in every newborn baby, there is an ac-
tive will toward health, an impulse towards growth, or to-
wards actualization.” (p. 357). 

Rogers (1961/1982), considered to be the father of 
humanism, also took a scientifi c look at what is beauti-
ful and virtuous in the human being – whether it is latent 
or manifest—based on the unique experience of each. He 
held that all persons are capable of using their latent po-
tential to do what they desire and transform themselves 
based on a tendency to self-fulfi llment consistent with 
their heredity, self and context. Rogers highlighted the 
role of responsibility concerning individual choices, tak-
ing free will into account.

After Rogers, there is a scarcity of studies expanding 
or elaborating on existing knowledge concerning excellence. 
The work of Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) then 
emerges and makes a critique of humanism’s lack of scien-
tifi c basis and raises many questions concerning Psychol-
ogy’s lack of knowledge about optimal human functioning. 
These authors question the level of knowledge of psycholo-
gists concerning the way normal people fl ourish in benign 
and challenging contexts, on how they feel well at work, and 
on how they are happy and satisfi ed with their lives. 

According to Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000), 
Psychology has operated over the course of its history un-
der three approaches: the fi rst is related to the cure of men-
tal diseases, understanding of psychopathologies, repairing 
damage and creating tools to combat psychological suffer-
ing; the second investigates how to make people’s lives more 
productive and signifi cant in a way that is balanced and ap-
propriate to particular contexts; and the third approach stud-
ies the identifi cation and nurturing of talents, directly acting 
on human potentialities. The most common approach in 
Psychology according to the authors, in both research and 
practice, was the fi rst, that is, the cure of mental illnesses. 
Positive Psychology emerges in this context, seeking to pro-
mote understanding concerning the excellence of human 
performance in the most varied domains. 

Positive Psychology: A New Approach to Current 
Psychology

Positive Psychology has been attributed to the work of 
Martin Seligman, who has worked on gathering studies, pro-
moting debates, publications, and bring together researchers 
in the fi eld to introduce a new perspective of Psychology in 
the last decade (Paludo & Koller, 2007). Positive Psychol-
ogy results from a movement that sought to reexamine sci-
entifi c effort, redirecting psychologists to appreciate human 
potential, motivation and capacities, in contrast to traditional 
Psychology, which only focuses on what is not going well 
with the human being. He does not (or did not) have the in-
tention to demean the work already developed in Psycholo-
gy, but asserts that the study of health, achievement, and well 
being is as meritorious as the study of diseases, disorders, 
and psychological suffering (Linley, Joseph, Harrington, & 
Wood, 2006). 

Thus, what is Positive Psychology? What does it in-
tend to develop? According to Seligman and Csikszent-
mihalyi (2000, p. 5) “at the subjective level, Positive 
Psychology values the experiences of well-being, content-
ment and satisfaction (in the past), hope and optimism (in 
the future) and fl ow and happiness (in the present).” They 
explain that at the individual level, Positive Psychology 
seeks to develop the “capacity to love, vocation, courage, 
interpersonal ability, talent, and wisdom” and at the col-
lective level, “responsibility, altruism, protection, civility, 
moderation, tolerance, ethics, and work” (p. 5). Sheldon 
and King (2001) complemented this idea when they assert 
that Positive Psychology promotes the scientifi c study of 
the optimal functioning of human beings, their strengths, 
potentialities and virtues. 

Gable and Haidt (2005) reinforce the thinking of Shel-
don and King, stating that Positive Psychology is noth-
ing more than the “study of conditions and processes that 
contribute to the fl ourish of optimal functioning in people, 
groups and institutions” (p. 104). To conclude their expla-
nation of Positive Psychology, Sheldon and King state that 
“Positive Psychology is simply Psychology” (p. 216) recov-
ering the initial objectives of this science to identify and nur-
ture human talent. 

This new perspective of the human being gave emer-
gence to a need to understand how healthy individuals de-
velop, that is, those people who are highly productive in 
the most diverse fi elds, who contribute to the development 
of society, and show satisfaction, wellbeing and happiness 
with the way they are and with what they work. Araújo et 
al. (2007) also notes that it is necessary to understand what 
the conditions are that facilitate the emergence of excellence. 
These authors clarify that it was the advent of Positive Psy-
chology that mobilized the scientifi c community to recog-
nize the need to understand the pathways of excellence in the 
various contexts in which it emerges.
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Human Excellence and Its Research Fields

The term excellence comes from the Latin excellentia, 
which means “the quality of being excellent; primacy”. Ex-
cellence refers to the excellent as the one at the highest level, 
and if it is an individual, someone who achieves something 
superior, in a position above what was expected, exceeding 
all expectations, surprising, creating new possibilities in a 
given fi eld of knowledge. 

Even though the concept of excellence seems to be ob-
jective, some ambiguities emerge when it is put into practice. 
Genetic, contextual, and personality variables complicate 
explanatory lines of excellence and its conceptualization. 
A consensus has not been reached about what factors de-
termine excellence, dividing studies into various fi elds that 
may encompass the study of intrapersonal, interpersonal or 
contextual variables (Sternberg, 1999). Others address the 
dynamic existing among these variables (Garcia-Santos, Al-
meida, Werlang, & Veloso, 2010). Additionally, studies may 
differ according to their focus: high abilities, expertise, or 
wisdom (Araújo et al., 2007).

Studies Addressing High Abilities

As it happens with concepts of excellence, there is no 
consensual defi nition to or a single direction for the under-
standing of superior abilities. It is known that excellence ex-
presses a high level of intelligence, a more rapid or early 
development of brain functions, and is infl uenced by ge-
netic, psychological, social, cultural and educational factors 
(Gagné, 2004, 2007). In Brazilian legal terms, according to 
the National Policy of Special Education (Ministry of Edu-
cation, 2001) students with special abilities are those whose 
performance is above average or has a high potential in iso-
lated or combined aspects, in areas such as intellectual ca-
pacity, academic aptitude, creativity, leadership, or talent for 
arts (drama, musical, psychomotor). In Article 5 (§3º, p.15), 
high abilities are explained as a “great learning ability that 
leads the individual to rapidly master concepts, procedures 
and attitudes.”

The concept that seems to encompass all these aspects 
is that individuals with high abilities surpasses the average 
for their age group (population in general), have high levels 
of cognition, a high capacity to elaborate ideas and perform 
in a specifi c fi eld of knowledge or in various domains com-
bined (Alencar, 1986). According to this rationale, it is pos-
sible to highlight at least fi ve models of current studies that 
address the understanding of high abilities. 

Renzulli’s Three-Ring Model (1986, 2002, 2010) propos-
es that high abilities are understood as the result of the interac-
tion of three components that have the same level of importance 
for the result: above average intellectual ability, commitment 
to tasks, and creativity. High abilities in this model are seen as 
behavior that is developed and depends on appropriate stimulus, 
therefore, are the result of opportunities, resources, and encour-
agement promoted in learning contexts and situations. 

The Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent was 
proposed by Gagné (2004) and explains that high abilities 
depend on natural and hereditary abilities that are sponta-
neously expressed. Talent derives from the interaction of 
natural abilities and the individual’s developmental context, 
subject to learning processes and practice. The development 
of talent in this model is linked to three types of factors that 
may speed up or hinder the developmental process: intrap-
ersonal (personality, motivation), environmental (socioeco-
nomic and educational contexts, among others), and factors 
such as chance or luck (being in the right place, at the right 
moment, with the necessary preparation). 

Winner’s Model of Inborn Giftedness, Intrinsic Interest 
and Motivation suggests that inborn giftedness is at the base 
of high abilities. According to this model, individuals with 
exceptional abilities have differentiated brain characteristics 
and a tendency to become interested in the fi eld or fi elds 
for they have greater facility and are more prone. Winner 
clarifi es that for an individual with high abilities to become 
an eminent adult, personality characteristics related to high 
levels of creativity, risk-taking, and the ability to break with 
determined conventions are needed.

 The Intellectual Exceptionality Model of Castelló Tar-
rida (2005) considers exceptional abilities and talent to be 
phenomena of an intellectual nature, as in a building process 
in which talent could be simpler or more complex, conso-
nant with the cognitive abilities involved and expression 
domains, subject to the infl uence of biological or environ-
mental developmental aspects. Despite the differences in 
each individual’s pace, intellectual development occurs on 
a continuous basis and can be facilitated (or hindered) by 
the culture that defi nes the context, opportunities, and indi-
vidual’s personality. 

Finally, the Developing-Expertise Model of Stemberg 
(1998, 1999) defi nes high abilities as a process of acquisi-
tion and crystallization of a set of competencies considered 
necessary for high levels of performance. This process oc-
curs continuously and culminates in mastering a given do-
main of expertise. In this model, natural abilities and training 
are reconciled, introducing interactional meta-components: 
learning competencies, thinking, knowledge, and motivation 
(Sternberg et al., 2010).

Studies Addressing Expertise

Another fi eld of research concerning excellence ad-
dresses the subject expertise in which some of the capaci-
ties emphasized in high abilities are no longer relevant and 
give place to experience and practice in a particular domain. 
The studies conducted by De Groot (1965/1978) sought to 
understand how training infl uenced performance and origi-
nated comparisons between experts and novices that were 
conducted by Simon and Chase (1973). These comparisons 
indicated that the main difference between those individuals 
was not in basic cognitive processes but was explained by 
intense practice in their fi eld of knowledge. 
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Sharing these ideas and questioning those related to 
excellence determined by hereditary, Ericsson and Lehm-
ann (1996) proposed an approach of superior performance 
based on deliberate practice. These authors conceived ex-
pertise as superior performance in a specifi c set of tasks 
that represent a domain. Ericsson (2005) and Ericsson, 
Roring and Nandagopal (2007) assert that superior per-
formance occurs in a process of progressive development 
based on changes at the brain level; changes occur gradu-
ally with practice, and even individuals with great potential 
need training to achieve excellence.

For Sternberg (1998), deliberate practice leads novices 
to expertise. The author notes that there is a set of metacog-
nitive abilities that enable the development of expertise: 
extensive knowledge in a specifi c domain; the presence of 
well-organized units of knowledge (in terms of memory 
storage), strongly interconnected to a specifi c domain; dedi-
cation to effective understanding of a given problem to fa-
cilitate its solution; the development of an accurate ranking 
process to classify problems; strategies to complement the 
knowledge required to reveal a problem and its solution; au-
tomation of problem-solving sequences; the ability to solve 
problems with appropriate agility; and monitoring the imple-
mentation of solutions (Garcia-Santos et al., 2010). Accord-
ing to Sternberg, expertise in excellence is the result of the 
investment individuals make in fi elds concerning which they 
have knowledge and feel very competent, and the result of 
the ability to transform weaknesses in other domains (differ-
ent from the domain in which they are expert) in aspects that 
are irrelevant to their performance. 

Studies Addressing Wisdom

The third area of studies addressing excellence, his-
torically grounded in philosophy, is wisdom. According 
to Barros-Oliveira (2005), interest in the theme crosses 
the history of mankind. Records about wisdom in Egyp-
tian writings date from 3,000 BC and there are inscriptions 
about sophia for the Greeks as a godsend to philosophers, 
a way to contemplate truth; phrónesis as the prudence that 
should cloak men of greater responsibility; and also as a 
virtue that involves the person in the search for goodness, 
truth and beauty. In Psychology, the interest in studying 
wisdom emerged under the developmental approach, and 
was connected to the last phase of life as the summit, since 
aging favors contemplation, spirituality, and counseling 
ability. From 1990 on, studies addressing various types 
of intelligence emerged and Baltes and Staudinger (1993) 
and Sternberg (1990) resumed studies of wisdom. More re-
cently, in the light of Positive Psychology and excellence, 
they advanced studies on the theme beyond the traditional 
work on wisdom associated with intelligence (Kunzman & 
Baltes, 2003). Additionally, psychologists interested in un-
derstand what wisdom involves started developing research 
methods to test it empirically and confer on it a scientifi c 
character (Baltes & Smith, 2008).

Other defi nitions and insights concerning wisdom 
emerged, some emphasizing the cognitive aspects, oth-
ers expertise, and some relating both factors. According 
to Baltes and Smith (2008), many researchers were infl u-
enced by what was called the Berlin Wisdom Paradigm, 
which resulted from the work of a group of researchers who 
proclaimed that wisdom is a system of knowledge high-
ly specialized in conduct and ways of understanding life. 
Hence, Horn and Masunaga (2000) consider wisdom to be 
a special type of intelligence, expertise that comes with the 
maturity of personality. Clayton and Birren (1980), based 
on the popular knowledge of wisdom (implicit theory), 
identifi ed attributes of wise people: knowledge, under-
standing, and experience. Sternberg (2001) in turn, after 
asking diverse people to describe ideal individuals in their 
professions, characterized the wise person as the one with 
reasoning ability, wit, insight, ease in processing informa-
tion and making judgments. 

Baltes and Staudinger (2000) explain that wisdom is 
the expression of cognitive aspects enhanced by affective-
emotional aspects, which, when they result in correct be-
havior, achieve an exceptional level of human functioning, 
that is, the person evaluated, felt and judged a problem-sit-
uation the best way possible, and acted in a balanced and 
thoughtful manner. The authors add that, based on implicit 
theories, wisdom is seen as a concept that involves maturity, 
intelligence, and creativity; an exceptional level of human 
functioning that is related to excellence; a state of spirit and 
behavior balanced by intellectual, affective, and motivation-
al aspects. Finally, wisdom is associated with a high level 
of intra- and interpersonal competence, absolutely necessary 
for oneself and others. 

Barros-Oliveira (2005) explains that explicit theories, 
based on empirical fi ndings and the theoretical thought of 
researchers in the fi eld, are divided into three groups of con-
ceptualizations of wisdom: (1) as a personal characteristic or 
a constellation of personality dispositions; (2) as a product 
of post-formal and dialectic thinking and; (3) as a system 
specializing in the meaning and conduct of life. The three 
forms of approaching wisdom converge in Baltes’ Paradigm 
(Baltes & Kunzmann, 2004; Baltes & Smith, 2008; Baltes 
& Staudinger, 2000), which considers wisdom to be the ap-
plication of knowledge to intrapersonal, interpersonal and 
extra-person actualization. Therefore, wisdom is evidenced 
as a result of cognitive aspects combined with experience. 
Contrary to this assertion, Ardelt (2000, 2004) defends wis-
dom as a characteristic of personality or a combination of 
personal qualities reserved for people with a deep knowledge 
of life. The author suggests that wisdom is part of people and 
is not only linked to knowledge acquired through training 
received to acquire expertise. Ardelt (2004) advances this, 
saying that wisdom should be evaluated through personal 
characteristics related to management of life as a whole and 
not the solution of hypothetical problems. 
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Personality and Excellence

Since the beginning of studies addressing excellence, 
even when only intelligence or some physical aspect emerged 
as the focus of the study, some personality trait emerged to 
inspire the researchers. Superior performance, in any do-
main, is associated with personality traits that predispose the 
emergence of abilities and potentialities required for perfor-
mance. Holland (1997) elaborated a theory that, even though 
it did not seek discoveries related to excellence, did enable 
the improvement of understanding on how personality is as-
sociated with and infl uences individual’s choices when one 
is dedicated to achieve a unique accomplishment. The author 
clarifi es that one’s interests, preferences during life, voca-
tional choices or professional career, are an expression of 
one’s personality in order to accommodate the individual in 
a congruent occupational environment.

Based on the Hexagonal Model RIASEC, Holland ex-
plains that each vertex of the hexagon refers to one of the 
six types of personality. The realistic (R) type is more in-
terested in working with machines, tools and the manipula-
tion of objects, prefers outdoors, appreciates nature, and is 
interested in solving practical problems. The Investigative 
(I) type is focused on the exploration of ideas, data analysis, 
explicative theories, is interested in solving mathematical 
problems, interpreting formulas, is more introverted, less 
sociable, and prefers independence and the indoors. The Ar-
tistic (A) type appreciates creating new things, is imagina-
tive and innovative, prefers individual activities, does not 
appreciate routines and rules, and is focused on emotions. 
The Social (S) type is interested in helping and teaching, 
in teamwork, planning activities, and prefers dealing with 
people. The entrepreneur (E) type includes individuals in-
terested in activities and environments where they can 
persuade, make decisions, negotiate, initiate and promote 
projects, convince others, and are also persistent and enthu-
siastic individuals. The Conventional (C) type is focused on 
work with numbers and computer problems, enjoys a struc-
tured environment in which they can become responsible 
for details, organized, effi cient and conscientious.

According to the thinking of Holland (1997), person-
ality accommodates itself to the occupational environment 
that is most comfortable to individuals. All the types in the 
model are interconnected and the interests of a person can 
belong to more than one type among the six in the hexa-
gon. Nonetheless, there will be a more evident domain, the 
one that will manifest and actualize the individual’s interests 
and preferences, characterizing the individual’s strength in 
which s/he will be more resourceful and thus, will have bet-
ter performance and more personal satisfaction, especially if 
the individual receives appropriate or challenging stimulus.

Holland’s theory associates personality with the con-
text/environment, which was also explored by other authors 
willing to explain excellence. Hence, when Moon (2003) de-
fi nes personal talent as an exceptional ability to select and 

achieve diffi cult life objectives that are related to personal 
interests, values, and the context in which the individual is 
inserted, he explains that talent is conditioned upon intra- and 
interpersonal factors and on social intelligence. Staudinger, 
Lopez and Baltes (1997) point to the relevance of wisdom 
to personality characteristics such as maturity, the absence 
of emotional instability, openness of spirit and sociability, 
recalling the works of Clayton and Birren (1980) and Holli-
day and Chandler (1986), since they clarify that openness to 
experience and openness of spirit are the strongest predictors 
of wisdom related to personality.

It seems that the theory in Cox (1926/1992) explain-
ing that some personality traits are complementary to intel-
ligence and everything else that surrounds excellence has 
gained followers. Both in studies addressing high abilities as 
those addressing expertise and those related to wisdom, there 
was an interest in identifying to what extent some personal-
ity aspects were relevant in determining excellence. Simon-
ton (1990) notes that studies conducted by Woods verifi ed 
that the personality of European monarchs infl uenced the 
wellbeing of the peoples of their nations. Thorndike (1950) 
related morality and personality, which was later studied by 
Orwoll and Perlmutter (1990) who associated wisdom with 
maturity of character and integrity. The focus on personality 
in research addressing expertise appears in the works of Gas-
par et al. (2005), of Ruiz et al. (2006), and of Poczwardowski 
and Conroy (2009), focusing, for instance, on the infl uence 
of affective-emotional aspects in the performance of excel-
lent athletes. When Maslow (1954/1970) studied eminent 
people, he also focused on uncovering personality charac-
teristics of self-actualizers while Rogers (1961/1982) high-
lighted the congruence required between personality and 
self-actualizing tendencies.

Silverman (1993) explained that people with exception-
al abilities have specifi c characteristics of personality that 
constitute a peculiar way of being. Among them are included 
keenness of perception, passion for learning, vivid imagina-
tion, intense dedication, perseverance, pursuit of perfection, 
sensitivity, and empathy, in addition to self-awareness, abil-
ity to refl ect and a tendency to introversion. They also have 
an acute sense of justice, question rules and authority, and 
manifest an early moral concern. In the same line, Winner 
(2000) asserts that there are specifi c personality characteris-
tics necessary for a child to become an eminent adult, which 
are creativity, openness to experience and the ability to break 
with conventions. These personality characteristics are nec-
essary to the development of talents  (Castelló Tarrida, 2005; 
Gagné, 2004).

Final Considerations

The studies addressing excellence in the scope of Pos-
itive Psychology are interrelated with considerations con-
cerning the variables that determine superior performance 
of some individuals in different fi elds of knowledge. It 
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seems that the authors previously mentioned have no doubt 
that genetic inheritance does not matter for the achieve-
ment of superior performance nor context or luck, not even 
knowledge or intelligence, if the person does not have 
some personality traits that facilitate perseverance, asser-
tive social relationships, appropriate affective-emotional 
conditions, creativity, fi rmness of purpose, and emotional 
management, among others.

In terms of evaluation and attention paid to high 
abilities, it does not seem to be a coincidence that some 
schools in the Nordic countries, in the United Kingdom 
and in the United States are currently identifying the in-
terests and personalities of children from an early age. 
Based on the their preferences, children are then stimulat-
ed and monitored early on in order to develop the domains 
in which they have greater interest and facility, deepening 
their physical and intellectual efforts toward that which is 
the most congruent with their personality, according to the 
rationale of Holland (1997).

Much effort has been exerted to achieve expertise, es-
pecially in the fi eld of sports, where ‘overcoming’ has been 
the keyword, to confi rm that (intra, inter and extra-personal) 
balance, the establishment of goals, concentration, intensive 
training, and perseverance lead to the podium. Organiza-
tions, as well, in an attempt not to fall behind, have started 
a movement to train and qualify their best employees (those 
with exceptional performance combined with intelligence, 
knowledge, commitment and favorable personality char-
acteristics) so that they make a difference in the currently 
highly competitive business world. The exploration of wis-
dom has produced sophisticated studies designed to learn the 
essence of excellence, associating a large number of positive 
characteristics in a single individual to practical results con-
cerning exceptional understanding of life, maturity, integrity, 
and other qualities that indicate an individual is wise. 

Psychology took a hundred years to get where it is; 
there is no telling where it will be in a hundred years, but it 
is possible that knowledge generated by Positive Psychology 
and studies addressing excellence will be embodied in Psy-
chology so that it will be part of it. We expect that appreciat-
ing nuances of the happiness and well-being of people, their 
causes and effects, will become inherent to this science as 
well as the construction of psychological strategies focused 
on what makes life worth living, giving meaning and result-
ing in optimal human functioning. 

The development and stimulation of human potential 
emerges as one of the major concerns of the modern world 
because it seems to be one of the most effective ways to en-
sure the survival of human beings on Earth. Through their 
unique achievements, those who exceed expectations change 
previously established models and try new solutions, pro-
ducing unexpected answers for what was standard so far. 
Therefore, the promotion of excellence in all the socially 
valued domains is extremely urgent, simply because of the 
moment in which humanity fi nds itself. 
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