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'GREATPERFORMANCEIS

AMATTER OF CHOICE.

THE QUESTION IS:

HOWBADDO YOU WANT IT?
BY GEOFF COLVIN

IT 1S MID-1978, and we are inside the giant Procter & Gamble headquarters in Cincinnati,
looking into a cubicle shared by a pair of 22-year-old men, fresh out of college. Their
assignment is to sell Duncan Hines brownie mix, but they spend a lot of their time just
rewriting memos. They are clearly smart—one has just graduated from Harvard, the
other from Dartmouth—but that doesn’t distinguish them from a slew of other new hires
at P&G. What does distinguish them from many of the young go-getters the company
takes on each year is that neither man is particularly filled with ambition. Neither has

any kind of career plan. Every afternoon they play waste-bin basketball with wad-
ded-up memos. One of them later recalls, “We were voted the two guys probably least
likely to succeed.” These two young men are of interest to us now for only one reason:
They are Jeffrey Immelt and Steven Ballmer, who before age 50 would become CEOs
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of two of the world’s most valuable
corporations, General Electric
and Microsoft. Contrary to what
any reasonable person would have
expected when they were new re-
cruits, they reached the apex of cor-
porate achievement. The obvious
question is how.

Was it talent? If so, it was a
strange kind of talent that hadn't
revealed itself in the first 22 years
of their lives. Brains? The two were
sharp but had shown no evidence
of being sharper than thousands
of classmates or colleagues. Was it

The cellist, 53, has built an
astounding repertoire, with
more than 75 albums.
“When you go to a public
beach, most people con-
gregate in the first quarter
of amile. Butif yougoa
little further out, you
have a better view,” he
told Fortune. “SoIthink in
terms of success, you're
always thinking about
where the center is, and
whether you can go close
enough to the edge, look
over, and jump.”

mountains of hard work? Certainly
not up to that point.

And yet something carried them to the heights of the business
world. Which leads to perhaps the most puzzling question, one
that applies not just to Immelt and Ballmer but also to everyone:
If that certain special something turns out not to be any of the
things we usually think of, then what is it?

IF WE'RE ALL WRONG about high achievement, that’s a big prob-
lem. In particular, if we believe that people without a particular
natural talent for some activity will never be competitive with
those who possess that talent—meaning an inborn ability to do
that specific thing easily and well—then we’ll direct them away
from that activity. We'll steer our kids away from art, tennis, eco-
nomics, or Chinese because we think we've seen that they have
no talent in those realms. In business, managers often redirect
people’s careers based on slender evidence of what they’ve “got.”
Most insidiously, in our own lives we’ll try something new and,
finding that it doesn’t come naturally to us, conclude that we
have no talent for it, and so we never pursue it.

A number of researchers now argue that talent means noth-
ing like what we think it means, if indeed it means anything
at all. A few contend that the very existence of talent is not,
as they carefully put it, supported by evidence. In studies of
- als, researchers have found few signs of
precocious achievement befare the individuals started intensive
aintrg. Similar findings have turned up
in studies of musicians, tennis players,

lalent 1s
Overrated

artists, swimmers, mathematicians, and
others. Such findings do not prove that
talent doesn'’t exist. But they do suggest
an intriguing possibility: that if it does, it
may be irrelevant.

The concept of specific talents is espe-
cially troublesome in business. We all tend

MYTH BUSTER to assume that business giants must possess
INANEWBOOK B9 _‘

AUTHOR COLVIN some special gift for what they do, but the
EXPLORES THEREAL evidence turns out to be extremely elusive.
SECRETS OF HIGH i Y
ACHIEVEMENT In fact, the overwhelming impression that
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comes from examining the lives of business greats is just the oppo-
site—that they didn't seem to give any early indication of what they
would become, Jack Welch, named by Fortune as the 20th century’s
manager of the century, showed no particular inclination toward
business, even into his mid-20s. With a Ph.D. in chemical engineer-
ing, approaching the real world at age 25, he still wasn't sure of his
direction and interviewed for faculty jobs at Syracuse and West
Virginia universities. He finally decided to accept an offer to work
ina chemical development operation at General Electric. Bill Gates,
the world’s richest human, is a more promising candidate for those
who want to explain success through talent. He became fascinated
by computers as a kid and says he wrote his first piece of software
at age 13; it was a program that played ticktacktoe. The problem is
that nothing in his story suggests extraordinary abilities. As he is
the first to note, legions of kids were interested in the possibilities of
computers in those days. What suggested that Gates would become
the king of them all? The answer is, nothing in particular.

YOU MIGHT SUPPOSE that in the age of genomic research, there
should no longer be any question about precisely what’s innate
and what isn't. Since talent is by definition innate, there should
be a gene (or genes) for it. The difficulty is that scientists haven't
yet figured out what each of our 20,000-plus genes does. All
we can say for the moment is that no specific genes identifying
particular talents have been found. It’s possible that they will be;

Adapted from Talent Is Overrated: What Really Sep;r-ates World-Class
Performers From Everybody Else, by Geoff Colvin, with the permission of Portfo-
lio Books, a member of the Penguin Group. Copyright © Geoffrey Colvin 2008.
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achampionship, it doesn't
mean youchangeasa
' person or as a player.” he

3 told Newsday. “There’s still
: i % a lot of preparation. and
" the harder you work and
= = the more dedicated you are,
s a— s 3 the better you'll be.”
i — -
' el
. i

“If you do something well
in one game, or you win




scientists could yet find the piano-playing gene or investing gene
or accounting gene. But they haven't so far, and doing so could be
along shot. The most one could say is that if genes exert any influ-
ence, it would seem to be much less than the whole explanation
for achieving the highest levels of performance.

So if specific, inborn talent doesn't explain high achievement,
on an answer. It‘s some-

practlce—makes-perfect explanation. It isn’t just hard work, either.
Deliberate practice is a specific and unique kind of activity, neither
work nor play. It's characterized by several elements that together
form a powerful whole. The greatest performers have consistently
combined these elements, sometimes just by luck. But now that
researchers have decoded the pattern, the path to top performance
is becoming much more accessible. The elements if
deliberate practice are each worth examining:

- Deliberate practice is designed specifically to
improve performance. The key word is “designed.”
The essence of deliberate practice is continually stretch-
ing an individual just beyond his or her current abili-
ties. That may sound obvious, but most of us don't do it
in the activities we think of as practice. At the driving
range or at the piano, most of us are just doing what
we've done before and hoping to maintain the level of
performance that we probably reached long ago. By
contrast, deliberate practice requires that one iden-
tify certain sharply defined elements of performance
that need to be improved, and then work intently on
them. Tiger Woods—intensely applying this principle,
which is no secret among pro golfers—has been seen to
drop golfballs i intoa sand trap and step on them, then
practice shots.fram that near-impossible lie. The great
performer arkably specific aspects of what
they do an
improved; then it’s on to the next aspect.

In most fields, years of study have produced a body
of knowledge about how performance is developed and
improved, and full-time teachers generally possess that
knowledge. At least in the early going, therefore, and
sometimes long after, it's almost always necessary for
a teacher to design the activity best suited to improve
an indswidual’s performance. It’s striking how many

1is on just those things until they're

great pesformers had fathers who started designing
their practice activities at early ages; Tiger, Picasso,
and Mozart are perfect examples. So is the New York
Giants’ Super Bowl MVP quarterback, Eli Manning,
whose father, Archie, was a successful NFL quarter-
back. Archie was always ready with instruction for Eli
(and for his brother Peyton, Super Bowl winning quar-
terback of the Indianapolis Colts). Eli always seemed
clear that intense practice was key. According to anew
biography, Eli Manning: The Making of a Quarterback,

“Eli never bought into the gene theory.” In some fields,

CHRIS ROCK

The comie dazzles audiences
with his risk taking, but
his performance is also the
result of repeated practice.
“Hisinstinctis to always
reach for the hottest rivet
in the bucket—barehanded,
of course—then jam it
whileit's still glowing right
into the girder hole where
it belongs.” Jerry Seinfeld
wrote in Time."Then,
one clean hammer shot
and that baby's flush.”

especially intellectual ones such as the arts, science, and business,
people may eventually become skilled enough to design their own
practice. But anyone who thinks he’s outgrown the benefits of a

teacher’s help should at least question that view. There’s a reason
the world’s best golfers still go to teachers.

- Deliberate practice can be repeated a lot. High repetition is
the most important difference between deliberate practice of a task
and performing the task for real, when it counts. Tiger Woods may
face that buried lie in the sand only two or three times in a season,
and if those were his only opportunities to work on that shot, he'd
blow it just as you and I do. Repeating a spemﬁc aCthlt\ over and
over is what people usually mean by practice-ye Q't especially
1be|ate PYaLtIL(_

effective. Two points distinguish

most of us actually do. One is the ch® . y demanding
activity just beyond our current abilities. The other is the amount
—_— of repetition. Top performers repeat
their practice activities to stultifying
extent, Ted Williams, baseball’s great-
est hitter, would practice hitting until
his hands bled. Pete Maravich, whose
college basketball records still stand af-
ter more than 30 years, would go to the
gymwhen it opened in the morning and
shoot baskets until it closed at night.

- Feedback on results is continu-
ously available. Obvious, yet not
nearly as simple as it might seem, espe-
cially when results require interpreta-
tion. You may think that your rehearsal




of a job interview was flawless, but your opinion isn’t what counts.
Or you may believe you played that bar of the Brahms violin con-
certo perfectly, but can you really trust your own judgment? In
many important situations, a teacher, coach, or mentor is vital for
providing crucial feedback.

= It’s highly demanding mentally, Deliberate practice is above
all an effort of focus and concentration. That is what makes it “de-
liberate,” as distinct from the mindless playing of scales or hitting
of tennis balls that most people engage in. Continually seeking
exactly those elements of performance that are unsatisfactory and
then trying one’s hardest to make them better places enormous
strains on anyone’s mental abilities. The work is so great that it

3

THE POWERFULEFFECTS of deliber- [
ate practice are cumulative, so starting :
early inlife can produce remarkable
results. We've grown accustomed to
watching 16-year-old pianists, chess
players, and gymnasts who are astound-
ingly good. Would it be possible to train
young people intensively in business
knowledge and skills? The answer is
clearly yes. You wouldn't try teachinga
5-year-old about the capital asset pricing
model or the inner workings of the FDA,
but you could start teaching the facts of

SINESS PRODIGIES?

EARLY STARTWITH YEARS OF PRACTICE
CHILDREN COULD BE TRAINED TO BE CORPO-
RATETITANS BY THETIMETHEY TURN 21.

with kids being directed toward other fields

seems no one can sustain it for very long. Nathan Milstein, one of
the 20th century’s greatest violinists, was a student of the famous
teacher Leopold Auer. As the story goes, Milstein asked Auer if
he was practicing enough. Auer responded, “Practice with your
fingers, and you need all day. Practice with your mind, and you
will do as much in 1% hours.” What Auer didn’t add is that it's a
good thing 12 hours are enough, because if you're truly practicing
with your mind, you couldn't possibly keep it up all day.

= It'shard. This follows inescapably from the other characteristics
of deliberate practice, which could be described as a recipe for not
having fun. Doing things we know how to do well is enjoyable, and
that’s exactly the opposite of what deliberate practice demands.
Instead of doing what we're good at,
we insistently seek out what we’
not good at. Then we identify the
pamtul, diffitult activities that will
make us better and do those things
over and over. After each repetition,
we force ourselves to see—or get oth-
ers to tell us—exactly what still isn't
right so we can repeat the most pain-
ful and difficult parts of what we've
just done. We continue that process
until we're mentally exhausted. If it
seems a bit depressing that the most
important thing you can do to im-
prove performance is no fun, take
consolation in this fact: It must be so.
If the activities that lead to greatness
were easy and fun, then everyone

aspecific business—and of course this
was done routinely for centuries under
the apprentice system. Today basic
finance concepts would fit perfectly well
in an elementary-level math curriculum.
Justask Larry Bossidy, former CEO of
Honeywell, who says his deep feel for
corporate finance began with what he
learned as a kid in his family's shoe shop
in Pittsfield, Mass. Fairly young kids
could be educated also in the business
aspects of probability and statistics.

at early ages. No one seems to think that
Earl Woods was a bad father for directing
Tiger emphatically toward golf from the

age of 18 months; on the contrary, he seems

to have been a wonderful father. Nor do
we seem to mind when young achievers
in other fields sacrifice a broad education
to focus on their chosen domains. In cases
of high achievement at early ages, the bril-
liance of what has been achieved blots out
any sight of what was given up.

Second, even if we reject the notion of

would do them and no one could
distingui e rest.
eality that deliberate practices
rd can even be seen as good news.
It means that most people won't do
it. So your willingness to do it wil
distinguish you all the more

IF YOU WORK IN THE CAREERS where
the concept of deliberate practice is
most deeply entrenched—sports and
music—you're probably thinking that

From such beginning steps, it would
seem possible to train young people
over a period of many years for high

purposefully turning 5-year-olds into future
banking executives or textile plant manag-
ers or retail strategists, other societies may

the researchers have explained and
elaborated on ideas that many people
in your world have understood for a

achievement in a specific business.

It would be possible—but would it be
good? Should we use the principles of
great performance and early develop-
ment to turn out little Jack Welches and
Donald Trumps? Most of us instinctively
reject the idea of sacrificing a kid's broad
education. But as we think about it, let's
keep a couple of points in mind.

First, our society haslittle problem
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not hesitate. Fast-developing nations in
Asia, Africa, and Latin America will view
the research on early development from
their own perspectives, and there's no

reason to assume they'll be just like ours. If

governments or families in some of these
countries decide to focus on turning out

managers who are whizzes at age 21, we will

have to confront that reality—and perhaps
think again about our own views.

-G.C.

long time. But if you're among the far
more numerous people who make
a living in business-related fields,
you're probably thinking, This is ab-
solutely nothing like work!

In fact, life at mo ies
seems ingeniously designed to dg-
feat all the principles of deliberate

——

ractice.

——

@ Exclusive video: Author Geoff Colvin reveals more secrets from his new book at fortune.com/talent.
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ROBERT MAXWELL (2}

Most fundamentally, what we generally do atirectly
opposed to the first principle: It isn't designed by anyone to make us

better at anything, Usually it isn't designed at all: We are just given
an objective that’s necessary to meeting the employer’s goals and
then expected to get on with it. From the lim-
ited, short-term perspective of many employ-
ers, this is completely justified. We weren't
hired so we could spend time improving
our own abilities; we were hired to produce
results. While deliberate practice demands

INDRA NOOYI

The PepsiCo CEO considers
“hard work, perseverance,
diligence” as keys to success,

don't set goals at all; they just slog through their work. Mediocre
performers set goals that are general and are often focused on
simply achieving a good ou rder; get the new
project proposal done. Tfie best performers sef goals that are not
about the cutcome but rathe@t_hg,pmﬁﬂss
of reaching the outcome. For exma
of just winning the order, their goal might be to
focus especially hard on discerning the customer’s
unstated needs. You can see how this is strongly
analogous to the first step of deliberate practice.

. e told Fi d sh
that we push ourselves to the point where we zhfﬁ the ortun;:: f bei:e:ga The best performers are focused on how they
break down and then develop a solution, in janitor in a building: could get better at some specific element of the

our business lives the cost of mistakes is often
high. Every incentive urges us to stick with
what'’s safe and reliable—which ensures that
Wwe Wor t Improve.

Continuous feedback? At most companies
that is a travesty, consisting of an annual
performance review dreaded by the person
delivering it and the one receiving it. Even
if it's well done, it cannot be very effective.
Telling someone what they did well or poorly
on a task they completed 11 months ago is just
not helpful. You could say that work, like de-
liberate practice, is often mentally demanding
and tiring. But that's typically not because of
the intense focus and concentration involved.
Rather, it’s more often a result of long hours
cranking out what we already know how to
do. And if we're exhausted from that, the pros-
pect of spending additional hours on genuine
deliberate practice activities may seem too
miserable to contemplate.

Bottom line, at most companies: The fun-
damentals of fostering great performance are
mainly unrecognized or ignored. Of course

S

ge by adopting
few companies

that means the opportunities for achjevingateag
the principles of great performande are huge._2
realize that. They embed mentoring ame-6oa
develop employees' careers through carefully chosen growth assign-
ments, and increasingly put people through high-fidelity simula-
tions, among other steps. But maybe you don't work in one of these
organizations, and maybe you're not in a position to change your
company's culture and way of operating, How can you apply the
principles of great performance on your own? The opportunities are
far more available than we usually realize, even in environments
where it’s tough to take practice time away from real work. Among
them are well-established methods for practicing in the work itself.
And they're all done in your head. Researchers call those activities
self-regulation. To be most effective, it must be something you do
before, during, and after the work activity itself.

- Before the work. Self-regulation begins with setting goals—not
big, life-directing goals, but more immediate goals for what you're
going to be doing today. In the research, the poorest performers

ing in the culture,

“I'm going to do my job, but
I'malso going to figure out
how to eventually manage
the building, even though
I wasn't hired for it. Tome,
that's what a leader does.
Aleader knows no bounds.”

work, just as a pianist may focus on improving a
particular passage.

With a goal set, the next step is planning how
to reach it. Again, the best performers make the
most specific, technique-oriented plans. They're

Unambitious as a junior
executive, he developed
an intense work ethic and

thinking exactly, not vaguely,
of how to get where they're go-
ing. So if their goal is discern-

vaulted to CEO of Microsoft.
ing the customer’s unstated “Leadershiprequiresa
needs, their plan for achieving heavy degree of personal-

ization,” he told students
at Wharton. "A lot of lessons
are valuable, but what's

it on that day may be to listen
for certain key words the cus-
tomer might use, or to ask spe-

; : ~ probably more valuable
cific questions to bring out the is hearing people talk
customer’s crucial issues. about their experiences
-» During the work. The most and then developing
important self-regulatory skill your own model.”

that top performers in every

5 ing their work is
self-observatio r example, ordinary endurance runners in
facetend to think about anything other than what they're
doing; it’s painful, after all, and they want to take their minds
offit. Elite runners, by contrast, focus intensely on themselves.
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Among other things, they count their breaths and simultane-

ously count their strides in order to maintain certain ratios.
Even in purely mental work, the best performers observe

themselves closely They are ab]e to monitor what is happenlng

Rgabe fwn thinking. Top performers do this much ‘more
systemancally than others doj it’s an established part ot their
routine. Metacognition is important because situations change
as they play out. Apart from its role in finding opportunities for

WHAT SUGGESTED THAT BILL GATES WOULD
BECOME KING OF THE CODE WRITERS?
THE ANSWER IS, NOTHING IN PARTICULAR.

practice, it plays a valuable part in helping top performers adapt to
changing conditions. When a customer raises a completely unex-
pected problem in a deal negotiation, an excellent businessperson
can pause mentally and observe his own mental processes as if
from outside: Have I fully understood what's really behind this
objection? Am I angry? Am I being hijacked by my emotions? Do
I need a different strategy here? What should it be?

-+ After the work. Practice activities are worthless without useful
feedback about the results. These must be self-evaluations; since

the practice activities took place in our own minds, only we can
know fully what we were attempting or judge how it turned out.
Excellent performers judge themselves differently than most people
do. They're more specific, just as they are when they set goals and
strategies. Average performers are content to tell themselves that
they did great or poorly or okay. By contrast, the best performers
judge themselves against a standard that’s relevant for what they're
trying to achieve. Sometimes they compare their performance with
their own personal best; sometimes they compare it with the per-
formance of competitors they're facing or expect to face; sometimes
they compare it with the best known
performance by anyone in the field.
Any of those can make sense; the
key, as in all deliberate practice, is to
choose a comparison that stretchgs
you just beyond your current limits.
Research confirms what common
sense tells us, that too high a standard is discouraging and not very
instructive, while too low a standard produces no advancement.
The final element of the post-work phase is affected by all the
others and affects them in turn. You've been through some kind of
work experience—a meeting with your team, a trading session, a
quarterly budget review, a customer visit. You've evaluated how it
went. Now, how do you respond? Odds are strong that the experi-
ence wasn't perfect; in fact, parts of it may have been unpleasant. In
those cases, excellent performers respond by adapting the way they

ADVERTISEMENT

An Innovative Banking Partner

developing a creative approach to the debt and
equity markets. American Campus Communi-
ties (ACC)—a Texas-based company that
builds, owns, and manages high-end stu-
dent housing—has found it's easier with
the help of an innovative banking partner.
Earlier this year, ACC decided to
acquire the student-housing assets of
competitor GMH Communities. The chal-
lenge: quickly arrange funding in the face
of tough financial markets. The company NS

Financing a fast-growing company often means

$200 million, fully underwritten term loan commit-
ment. Then Key worked with ACC as a book runner
to complete an equity offering prior to closing the
acquisition. “It was a soup-to-nuts fi-
nancing," says Key's managing director
David Gorden. Strong demand for the
equity offering resulted in $264.5 million
in proceeds, reducing the amount of
debt required to $100 million.

Key's ability to marshal all of its
resources impressed ACC CEO Bill
Bayless. “When we were looking to

looked to KeyBanc Capital Markets (Key) Bill Bayless, CEO do the big transaction that would take
for a solution. Key first worked with ACC us to the next level, Key was there on
in the company’s 2004 initial public offer- MM‘M both sides of the equation—commercial
ing, and it has assumed increasingly larger AMERICAN lending as well as investment banking."
roles in ACC's subsequent debt and equity CAMPUS Bayless says Key's “willingness to really

COMMUNITIES

transactions.
To finance the GMH acquisition, Key explored

a variety of alternatives with ACC, ultimately offering a

learn our business” enables the bank to
provide smart, customized solutions to support our
“very active" development program. @

May not be representative of the experience of other clients. Not indicative of future performance or success.




act, while average performers respond by avoiding those situations
in the future. That stands to reason. Since excellent performers
went through a sharply different process from the beginning, they
can make good guesses about how to adapt. That is, their ideas fo
how to perform better next time are likely to work. So it's hardly
surprising that they are more likely than average

repeat the experience rather than avoid it. b .d‘ 'ﬂu ,
\-.__——-—"—..- g

BUT WHERE DOES THE CYCLE START? Why do certain people put
themselves through the years of intensive daily work that even-
tually makes them world-class great?
This is the deepest question about
great performance, and the research-
ers do not offer us a complete answer.
We've reached the point where we
must proceed by looking in the only
place we have left: within ourselves.
The answers depend on your response to two basic questions:
What do you really want? And what do you really believe?

__Whatyou want— is fundamental because
\ deliberate practice is an investment; Jhe costs come now, the
benents later. The more you want something, the easier it will

be for you to sustain the needed effort until the payoff starts to
arrive. But if you're pursuing something that you don't truly want
and are competing against others whose desire is deep, you can
guess the outcome.

The second gquestieg is more profound. What do you reall
gvou believe fRat you have a choice in this matter? Do
vou believexPrrTyou do the work, and do it with intense focus
vearson end, your performance will eventually reach the high-
est levels? If you believe that, then there’s a chance you will do the
work and achieve great performance. But if you believe that your
performance is forever limited by your lack of a specific innate
gift, then there’s no chance at all that you will do the work.
What you really believe about the source of great performance
thus becomes the foundation of all you will ever achieve. Such

THE SECOND QUESTION IS MORE

PROFOUND: DO YOU BELIEVE THAT YOU
HAVE A CHOICE IN THIS MATTER?

beliefs can be extremely deep-seated. Regardless of where our
beliefs in this matter originated, however, we all have the op-
portunity to base them on the evidence of reality.

The evidence offers no easy assurances. It shows that the price
Wﬂt is extraordinarily high. Maybe it inevi-
table that not many people will choose to pay it. But the evidence
shows also that by understanding how a few become great, all
can become better. O
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