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Abstract

This case study explores the relationship between neonatal hypoxia and giftedness in a 59-year-old patient identified as Maria. 
Despite experiencing a brief oxygen deprivation at birth, Maria displayed exceptionally high cognitive abilities, evidenced by an IQ of 
141. Genetic analysis revealed the presence of variants associated with brain development, such as those in the BDNF, COMT, ASTN2, 
and CDH8 genes, which influence synaptic plasticity and neuronal migration. However, these genetic predispositions alone do not 
fully explain Maria’s high cognitive performance, suggesting the action of compensatory mechanisms and the significant influence of 
an enriching environment. Furthermore, the recent diagnosis of ADD raises questions about how these compensatory mechanisms 
operate and what limitations they may have. The study discusses the importance of integrating IQ test results with genetic and 
environmental factors to better understand the complex interaction between neonatal hypoxia, giftedness, and ADD. 
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Introduction 

The relationship between neonatal hypoxia and giftedness is an area of research that requires a detailed analysis of the interactions 
between environmental and genetic factors in neurocognitive development. Hypoxia, defined as oxygen deprivation during birth, is a 
clinical condition with potential long-lasting consequences for brain development, often associated with cognitive and motor deficits. 
However, in the context of the Gifted Debate, part of the GIP - Genetic Intelligence Project, carried out by the Heraclito Research and Analysis 
Center (CPAH), there are clinical reports that indicate a possible association between episodes of neonatal hypoxia and the development 
of exceptionally high intellectual capacities in some individuals. This article presents a case study of a patient identified as gifted, with a 
history of neonatal hypoxia, exploring the possible correlations between her genetic predispositions and her high cognitive capacity.

Case Report

The patient, who will be referred to here as “Maria” to protect her identity, is a 59-year-old woman who experienced a complicated birth. 
During the birth, Maria’s legs were born first, while her head was trapped, requiring the use of forceps to facilitate her exit. This procedure 
resulted in neonatal hypoxia, a condition in which there is oxygen deprivation during birth, which can have several consequences on brain 
development [1].
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Despite this complication at birth, Maria demonstrated exceptional cognitive abilities from childhood. In adulthood, she was formally 
diagnosed with giftedness, presenting a total intelligence quotient (IQ) of 141, as assessed by the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale 
(WAIS-III). In addition, Maria responded to a questionnaire that assessed various emotional and behavioral aspects [3]. She reported an 
extremely high intensity in almost everything she does, high happiness, absence of depression, and low levels of stress. Although she feels 
moderately challenged in her daily life and has moderate dissatisfaction, Maria demonstrated extremely high levels of curiosity, empathy, 
and moral conscience. 

Genetic analysis performed in the context of the GIP - Genetic Intelligence Project led by the Heraclito Research and Analysis Center 
(CPAH), revealed several genetic variants associated with brain development and cognition. For example, variants in the MSRB3, REC114 
and ASTN2 genes, which play crucial roles in processes such as neurogenesis and synaptic plasticity, were identified in Maria. These 
variants suggest a robust biological basis for her high cognitive ability [3].

These findings indicate that although Maria experienced significant adversity at birth, a combination of genetic and environmental 
factors may have contributed to the development of her exceptional intellectual abilities. Continued research in this area is essential 
to better understand how these interactions may influence the emergence of giftedness in individuals with histories of neonatal 
complications. 

Methodology 

Genetic analysis

Maria’s genetic report, despite its comprehensive, complete and detailed nature, does not appear to correspond directly to her high 
IQ measured by the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale (WAIS-III). This raises the hypothesis that compensatory mechanisms in the brain 
may have contributed to the development of her intellectual abilities. This hypothesis is based on the idea that the human brain has a 
remarkable plasticity, capable of reorganizing and adapting itself in response to different challenges and experiences. In the context of 
Maria’s genetic analysis, the variants identified, such as those affecting hippocampal volume or cortical thickness, for example, suggest 
predispositions that, by themselves, would not fully explain her high cognitive performance. This dissociation between genetic profile and 
IQ can be explained by a “law of compensation”, where the brain, when faced with limitations in one area, reinforces other functions or 
brain regions to maintain or even increase cognitive capacity.

Details of genetic variants: Positive and negative aspects

In Maria’s genetic report, some variants were identified as potentially beneficial for cognitive development. For example, the variant 
in the BDNF (Brain-Derived Neurotrophic Factor) gene is associated with increased synaptic plasticity and neurogenesis, which may 
have contributed positively to Maria’s learning and memory capacity. BDNF is essential for the survival of neurons and the strengthening 
of synapses, which may explain Maria’s superior performance in tasks that require memory and rapid learning. This variant favors the 
brain’s adaptation to new challenges and may have played a crucial role in compensating for the adverse effects of neonatal hypoxia. 

On the other hand, the report also identifies variants that may have negative implications for Maria’s cognitive development. The 
variant in the COMT (Catechol-O-Methyltransferase) gene, which regulates the degradation of dopamine in the prefrontal cortex, is an 
example of this. Although dopamine is crucial for executive functions, such as attention control and reasoning, certain COMT variants can 
lead to a faster degradation of dopamine, resulting in difficulties in maintaining focus and making quick and effective decisions. This factor 
could be related to the possible diagnosis of Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) in Maria, suggesting that, despite her exceptional cognitive 
abilities, she may face challenges in specific areas, such as sustained attention and executive control [4].
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Furthermore, variants in the ASTN2 and CDH8 genes have been identified as influential in the development of brain structures critical 
for learning and memory. The ASTN2 gene is involved in neuronal migration and synaptogenesis, processes that are fundamental for the 
formation of efficient neural networks. Alterations in this gene may affect brain connectivity, which could be a limiting factor for certain 
cognitive functions, although in Maria, this limitation appears to have been mitigated by other genetic variants or environmental factors. 
The CDH8 gene, which regulates cell adhesion and synaptic plasticity, is also crucial for the integrity of neural networks. Variants in this 
gene may compromise communication between neurons, potentially affecting the ability to process complex information. However, the 
presence of compensatory variants, such as those associated with BDNF, may have counterbalanced these effects, resulting in the high 
cognitive performance observed in Maria [5].

Maria’s genetic profile is characterized by a complex interaction between variants that, in isolation, could either favor or limit her 
cognitive capacities. However, the combination of these variants, together with the brain plasticity and the enriching environment in 
which Maria was raised, seems to have allowed her not only to overcome the challenges associated with neonatal hypoxia, but also to 
develop exceptional cognitive abilities. This case illustrates the complexity of human genetics, where negative predispositions can be 
compensated for and even overcome by adaptive mechanisms intrinsic and extrinsic to the organism.

Brain plasticity and compensatory mechanisms

Maria’s remarkable ability to change and adapt over time, known as brain plasticity, is particularly evident in response to injury 
or learning. In Maria’s case, neonatal hypoxia, an adverse event that occurred during her birth, may have triggered a unique adaptive 
response. The short-term oxygen deprivation, rather than causing irreversible damage, may have stimulated the developing brain to 
strengthen existing neural connections or even create new ones in an effort to compensate for potential deficits. Scientific studies support 
this hypothesis. Research shows that brief episodes of neonatal hypoxia can, paradoxically, lead to improvements in cognitive functions, 
such as memory and learning, by stimulating neurogenesis (formation of new neurons) and the reorganization of synapses (connections 
between neurons). A study with neonatal rats, for example, revealed that brief exposure to hypoxia resulted in improvements in memory 
and structural changes in the hippocampus and frontal cortex, brain areas crucial for learning and memory [7].

Study suggests that neonatal hypoxia may even confer resistance to brain senescence, that is, to the cognitive decline associated with 
aging. This long-term protective effect would be mediated by increased synaptic plasticity and neurogenesis [6]. In the context of Maria’s 
case, these scientific findings suggest that neonatal hypoxia may have played a crucial role in the development of her exceptional cognitive 
abilities. The adversity she faced at birth may have prompted her brain to adapt and strengthen, resulting in a cognitive capacity superior 
to that which would be expected based solely on her genetic predisposition. This remarkable resilience highlights the potential of brain 
plasticity to shape cognitive development, even in the face of significant challenges [5]. 

In the context of Maria’s genetic analysis, in addition to the variants affecting hippocampal volume and cortical thickness, several other 
genetic variants were identified, suggesting a complex predisposition regarding her cognitive development. For example, variants in the 
ASTN2 and CDH8 genes are associated with the development of brain structures involved in learning and memory processes. The ASTN2 
gene has been implicated in neuronal migration and synaptogenesis processes, while CDH8 is related to the regulation of cell adhesion 
and synaptic plasticity, both critical for the formation of efficient neural networks.

The dissociation between Maria’s genetic profile and her superior cognitive performance can be interpreted through the concept of 
“neural compensation”. Studies, such as that of [2], suggest that in situations where the brain faces genetic or environmental limitations, it 
can restructure its networks to compensate for deficits. In this process, adjacent or even distant brain areas can be recruited to take over 
the functions of compromised areas, which could explain how Maria maintains or even improves her cognitive capacity despite variants 
that could suggest disadvantages.
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Variants in the BDNF and COMT genes, which influence the modulation of neurotransmitters and synaptic plasticity, were also identified 
in Maria. The BDNF (Brain-Derived Neurotrophic Factor) gene is essential for neuronal survival and synaptic plasticity, and its expression 
has been associated with performance in memory and learning tasks. On the other hand, COMT (Catechol-O-Methyltransferase) regulates 
dopamine levels in the prefrontal cortex, a critical region for executive functions and reasoning. Variants that increase dopaminergic 
efficiency may be correlated with a greater ability to focus and make decisions. 

Maria’s genetic profile is complex and multifaceted, where variants that could limit cognitive ability are possibly compensated by 
others that favor neural plasticity and cognitive performance. This dynamic interaction between different genetic factors may be the key 
to understanding how Maria exhibits exceptional cognitive performance despite apparently limiting genetic predispositions. 

Hypoxia and the impact on brain development: The oxygen deprivation paradox

The relationship between neonatal hypoxia (lack of oxygen at birth) and brain development is complex and intriguing. Although 
oxygen deprivation is generally associated with brain damage and cognitive deficits, research suggests that in some cases it can trigger 
adaptations that lead to improvements in cognition. Studies in animal models, such as that of [7], have shown that brief exposure to 
neonatal hypoxia can result in an increase in memory and learning capacity. This paradoxical response can be attributed to the stimulation 
of neurogenesis (formation of new neurons) and the reorganization of synapses (connections between neurons) in brain regions crucial 
for cognition, such as the hippocampus and frontal cortex. 

However, it is essential to emphasize that neonatal hypoxia-ischemia, a more serious condition that involves blood flow restriction in 
addition to oxygen deprivation, can have devastating consequences for brain development. Lack of oxygen and nutrients can lead to cell 
death in vulnerable areas, such as the cortex and hippocampus, affecting the development of neural networks important for functions 
such as attention and executive control [9].

In Maria ‘s case, neonatal hypoxia may have triggered an adaptive process that resulted in superior cognitive ability. However, the 
precise influence of neonatal hypoxia on her development is difficult to determine, given the complexity of the interaction between 
genetic and environmental factors. It is possible that brain plasticity, stimulated by oxygen deprivation, interacted with an enriching and 
favorable environment for learning, resulting in his high IQ.

In conclusion, neonatal hypoxia is a complex event that can have both positive and negative consequences for brain development. 
Research in this area continues to unravel the mechanisms by which oxygen deprivation can lead to brain adaptations and how these 
mechanisms may interact with genetic and environmental factors to shape cognition. 

Neonatal hypoxia, ADHD and compensatory mechanisms

Maria’s recent diagnosis of ADD, which contrasts with her giftedness and successful academic career as a physician, suggests an 
intriguing scenario of brain adaptations. The brief neonatal hypoxia, an adverse event experienced by Maria at birth, may have triggered 
adaptive responses in her brain, resulting in the strengthening of some neural networks and the creation of new connections to compensate 
for potential damage. Maria’s giftedness may be a successful manifestation of this brain plasticity, fueled by early adversity. However, the 
diagnosis of ADD suggests that this plasticity may have its limits, indicating areas where the brain has not fully compensated for the effects 
of hypoxia. Maria’s academic path, requiring focus and organization, demonstrates her ability to overcome the challenges of ADD. The 
enriching environment in which she grew up, with access to quality education and cognitive stimulation, likely amplified the effects of 
brain plasticity, allowing her to develop strategies to deal with her challenges and achieve success. 

In short, Maria’s case illustrates the complex interplay between adversity, brain plasticity, and cognitive development, where neonatal 
hypoxia may have triggered a process of brain adaptation that resulted in both her giftedness and her ADD. The combination of genetic 
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factors, brain plasticity, and environmental influences shaped Maria’s brain in unique ways, enabling her to overcome obstacles and 
achieve success. 

Result and Discussion

Integration of IQ test results

A detailed analysis of Maria’s IQ test results reveals a complex manifestation of giftedness that unfolds across multiple cognitive 
dimensions. With an overall IQ of 141, it is critical to explore the subtests that contributed to this high score, such as working memory, 
processing speed, and verbal comprehension. These areas are directly influenced by brain plasticity, suggesting that Maria’s brain may 
have developed specific adaptations to compensate for deficits resulting from neonatal hypoxia. Furthermore, by relating these results 
to her diagnosis of ADD, it is possible to better understand how these conditions coexist and influence each other, especially in terms of 
attention, executive control, and impulsivity. 

Exploring the influence of the environment

Maria’s environment played a crucial role in her cognitive development. Although the study already mentioned the importance of 
an enriching environment, more research is needed on how specific stimuli, educational support, and social interactions contributed to 
the observed cognitive adaptations. Studies suggest that environments rich in cognitive stimuli can amplify neurogenesis and synaptic 
plasticity, especially in brains genetically predisposed to high cognitive performance. Therefore, Maria’s environment may have acted as a 
catalyst, allowing her genetic predispositions to be expressed optimally, resulting in exceptional cognitive performance.

Consideration of other hypotheses

In addition to the compensatory mechanisms described, it is important to consider other possible explanations for the discrepancy 
between Maria’s genetic profile and her high IQ. The presence of rare genetic variants, which are not detected by conventional analyses, 
could be contributing to her advanced cognitive abilities. Furthermore, epigenetic factors - which regulate gene expression in response 
to environmental stimuli - could have played a crucial role in how Maria’s brain developed after exposure to neonatal hypoxia. This 
interaction between genetics and environment, mediated by epigenetic processes, may offer a more comprehensive explanation for 
Maria’s cognitive abilities. 

Conclusion

The analysis of Maria’s case highlights the complexity of the interactions between genetic, environmental, and compensatory 
mechanisms in individuals who have faced neonatal hypoxia. Maria’s giftedness, manifested by an exceptionally high IQ, appears 
to be the result of a combination of favorable genetic variants, such as those associated with BDNF, and the action of compensatory 
mechanisms that enhanced her cognitive abilities despite the limitations imposed by hypoxia. The diagnosis of ADD, however, suggests 
that these mechanisms may have limits, reflecting areas where the brain was unable to fully compensate for early deficits. Furthermore, 
the enriching environment in which Maria was raised played a crucial role, amplifying the effects of brain plasticity and allowing her 
to develop exceptional cognitive abilities. The study reinforces the importance of considering multiple factors in understanding the 
relationship between neonatal hypoxia, giftedness, and ADD, highlighting the need for future research that explores how these factors 
interact to shape cognitive development.
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