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DEDICATION

To Larry, who has never lost his sense
of adventure and childlike wonder.


EPIGRAPH

           You shall not cease from exploration and the end of all our journeying will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.

—T. S. ELIOT
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INTRODUCTION

When is not knowing more valuable than knowing?

Why are you often at your best when you are new to an undertaking, doing something for the first time?

I’ve often wondered about these questions, too. At the age of twenty-four, just a year out of business school, I was thrown into a management role, due more to circumstances than to capabilities. I was working at Oracle, at the time still a young, maverick software company that was doubling in size each year. After a year of teaching Oracle software to new recruits, I was put in charge of company-wide training and charged with building a new corporate university—a task about which I knew absolutely nothing. The job felt more than a few sizes too big for me. Nevertheless, it seemed unwise to begin my career by turning down a promotion.

With only a little direction from my supervisors, I went to work—with no grand vision and no clue how to build a corporate university. And yet I understood that my task was critical to the company’s future: If our sales force and field consultants didn’t know our new product inside and out, it would probably break the young company. So, it was critical that I figure out how to get it right. My own ignorance, coupled with the harsh reality that my work mattered because it was directly linked to the company’s future, prompted me to talk with everyone and anyone I could in order to close this knowledge gap. Mine was a humility born of desperation.

My team was made up of recent college graduates who were also new to corporate education—all of us lacking experience but sharing a hunger to make our marks. Together, we went to work seeking out conversations and interviews with product bosses and senior field managers, trying to understand what information needed to be taught to whom by which dates. With few resources and tight timelines, we kept our model simple: The university would mobilize existing experts and resources and create a learning environment where technical knowledge could be transferred to those working with customers.

We decided to co-opt space on the current campus rather than to build a stand-alone facility, a costly, time-consuming process that was the norm at the time. Without a stand-alone location, our campus-within-a-campus needed an even stronger identity and gravitas, so we decided to adopt an official crest and a Latin motto. Knowing no Latin myself, I phoned nearby Stanford University and asked to be connected to the humanities department. Within a minute, I had a professor of Latin on the phone. I explained our need, and asked him to translate our chosen motto, “Knowledge Is Power,” into Latin. He seemed amused, if not exactly delighted, by my naïve but sincere request and carefully spelled out Sapere Est Valere (literally, “to know is to have power”). I thanked him for his time, hung up the phone, and called the company’s T-shirt vendor to order several hundred T-shirts with our collegiate crest. Oracle University was now official.

Within a year, I was asked to expand Oracle University to serve more than one hundred countries around the world. Once again, none of my bosses seemed concerned that I didn’t have international work experience and had, in fact, never traveled outside the United States. When I mentioned that I lacked a passport, I was told to get one, fly to Europe, and figure things out.

Our team was scrappy, but we continued to move fast. From my perspective, everything seemed to be working well. That is, until the day my immediate superior, the director of human resources, sat me down and explained that due to the company’s fast growth, we now needed an experienced manager to lead Oracle University. He told me that a candidate for the job was coming in the next day to interview with a few senior executives. Ouch. I was devastated. But I could certainly understand the wisdom in hiring a more experienced manager. The next day a man named Jay, who looked every bit the experienced training executive I’d expected, met with me and then interviewed with the senior executives. Meanwhile, I weighed my options: Should I leave the company or stay and learn from the person who had been brought in to replace inexperienced me?

It turned out that my ruminations were unnecessary. The following day, my boss came to my office and announced emphatically but rather awkwardly, “We’ve decided not to hire Jay or anyone else to take over Oracle University. We’d like you to continue in the job.” What? While I was still reeling, he apologized with dignity and grace that I still admire today, “I misjudged. When I solicited feedback from the executives, they were perplexed that I wanted to hire someone else. They assured me that you and your team are doing a great job and they were adamant that we not hire someone else.”

Their vote of confidence was reassuring, but I still wondered why they would want to keep a rookie like me on in such an important role. Further reflection clarified what, at first, seemed to be a counterintuitive decision: Because I had no agenda of my own, I eagerly sought guidance from both product experts and senior leaders; because I lacked experience, I worked cautiously, staying close to my stakeholders, reporting on progress and outcomes, and continually seeking feedback. The obvious gap between the size of the job and the length of my experience forced me to leverage any and all available resources around me. My value didn’t derive from having fresh ideas; it came from having no ideas at all. What my team and I lacked in experience and conviction we compensated for with our willingness to learn, to think creatively, and to deliver quick wins to prove ourselves.

This experience—simultaneously scary, exhilarating, unpredictable, and extremely rewarding—shaped my outlook as I continued to lead Oracle’s corporate university for the next fifteen years. My boss Bob would occasionally tease me and mention to others how underqualified I was for my job. I reminded him that I didn’t actually want a job I was qualified for—there’d be nothing to learn. I came to realize that the best jobs are often the ones we’re not fully prepared for. Eventually my learning curve flattened, and I came to a troubling realization: I was, at last, legitimately qualified for my role. I had ascended the steep slope of ignorance and found myself on a plateau of accomplishment, gazing at a flattened landscape. Like others stuck on a plateau, I was relying on routines and building on past successes. Honestly, my work had become mediocre. Determined to recapture these earlier feelings of exhilaration, I left the cradle of my career in search of something I didn’t yet know how to do. Sure enough, in this foreign, virgin terrain, I once again began to do my best work.

Sometimes not knowing is more valuable than knowing. A certain genius gets sparked in our rookie state and a learner’s advantage kicks in.

Is it possible that we can be at our best when we are underqualified, doing something for the first time? With the right mindset we can. When we are stretched to reach beyond our current capabilities, we can open ourselves up to learning from everyone and everything around us and tap into a different mindset—what I have come to call rookie smarts.

While coaching executives and teaching leaders around the world in my post-plateau, post-Oracle life, I’ve seen rookie smarts at play over and over again; I’ve seen people on fire, doing their best work while closing massive knowledge and capability gaps. Sometimes a young professional has been given the chance to hit above his weight class. Other times an executive has taken on a new assignment outside her area of expertise. Once out of their comfort zone, these rookies experience a sense of challenge and exhilaration. One executive described his first month at his new job: “It’s so much fun to be doing something new and invigorating. I have to turn my brain on and have to really think again. I felt so stale in my last job, and I welcome the challenge.” Whether the rookie is a new college grad or a seasoned executive, behind them you will likely find a manager who took a risk and bet on their ability to learn quickly.

In other organizations, I’ve seen bright, driven people idling away at a job they’ve been doing for years. These veterans have been around the block more than a few times, and they tend to approach their work with the same level of mindfulness we give to our daily shampooing ritual—lather, rinse, repeat. When it is time to run the annual customer satisfaction survey, they pull up last year’s project plan, update a few names and dates, and present the same, warmed-over program. They confess that they’ve become stale in their jobs, working well past their sell-by date. They feel themselves wasting away, anxious that their hard-earned knowledge and skills will become obsolete, wondering if they will be fit to work anywhere else. It is painful to watch, and even more painful to experience.

As I’ve worked with various organizations and individuals over the past ten years, the contrast between these scenarios has raised a host of questions in my mind: When does experience become a burden? Why are we so often at our best when we are newcomers, when logic tells us we might be underskilled, underqualified, clueless, and potentially dangerous? And, why do some people thrive in these conditions while others disengage or operate disastrously?

Curious, I determined to study these issues and understand the implications for managing talent inside organizations. After scouring the existing literature, I assembled a team to investigate how inexperienced people approach work differently than their experienced counterparts. Over the course of two years, we interviewed and surveyed more than one hundred managers asking them to contrast the two approaches and to assess the performance of each. We then surveyed more than two hundred professionals to better understand how they worked when they had experience and when they were brand-new to a task. Lastly, I conducted in-depth interviews with dozens of high-performing rookies. What we found was often surprising.

While experience provides a distinct advantage in a stable field—like the realms of bridge building, ballet, or concert piano performance—it can actually impede progress in an unstable or rapidly evolving arena. When the world is changing quickly, experience can become a curse, trapping us in old ways of doing and knowing, while inexperience can be a blessing, freeing us to improvise and adapt quickly to changing circumstances. In the new world of work, where knowledge is fleeting and innovation cycles spin so quickly that many professionals never face the same problem twice, rookies are often top performers, drawing on the power of learning rather than falling back on their accumulated knowledge. If rookies now have the home court advantage, where does that leave us veterans? Fortunately, even the most experienced professionals and organizations can tap into their rookie smarts. Those who choose to live and work on a learning curve will experience greater vitality in their careers and will be well positioned in the new game of work.

THE NEW WORKSCAPE

The theme of a recent Human Capital Institute annual conference intrigued me: talent management in a VUCA world. While the term might sound like Klingon, VUCA is an acronym commonly used in the military to describe an environment of Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity, and Ambiguity. These sorts of environments require heightened awareness and situational readiness because conditions can change quickly, mistakes are easy to make, and surprises lurk around every corner. It is the stuff of high-stakes military missions, suspense thrillers—or a typical day with toddlers!

The term VUCA closely approximates the reality under which many, if not most, leaders now operate—conditions that are far more complicated than when they began their careers. Some of this change is seen in how we talk about work: Work has become less of a place to go—a building to check into in the morning and out of in the evening—and more of a landscape to which we contribute. The shift is from a workplace to a “workscape” characterized by three fundamental shifts—vast, fast, and fleeting—that necessitate new ways of working and a different type of intelligence.

Vast: An Abundance of Information

Everyone in the wired world can already feel it: We have a lot of data streaming at us. To understand the magnitude of this deluge, consider the astronomical rate at which humans generate new knowledge:

        •     The total amount of information in the world doubles approximately every eighteen months.

        •     New biological data doubles approximately every nine months.

        •     In the field of medicine, knowledge doubles every two to three years.

        •     More video is uploaded to YouTube in two months than the three major TV networks in the United States have created in the last sixty years.1

One might argue that there is too much “content,” but there can be no doubt that the amount of content will continue to grow, and at an ever-increasing rate. The question then becomes how to manage this glut of information. How can we process this data, converting it into information, then knowledge and insight, and eventually wisdom? Mastering the data will prove futile. When there is too much to know, the only viable strategy is to know where and how to find information you need when you need it.

More and more people around the world are joining the knowledge economy. By the year 2000, information workers composed the majority of the workforce (growing from 37 percent of workforce in 1950 to 59 percent in 2000).2 This transition is impacting nearly every job in every profession.

As work shifts from the physical to the knowledge realm, what are the implications for mastery? While physical virtuosity requires practice, might brilliance in the world of ideas demand mental agility? When there is too much to know, having the right question may be more important than having a ready answer.

Fast: Work Cycles Spinning Faster

As more tasks get automated and productivity tools abound, we can finish our work faster, allowing us to complete more work in the same amount of time. Improved tools supply the grease that allows the wheels of work to spin at higher RPMs. Instead of closing the accounting books quarterly, we can now report monthly, daily, or in real time on online dashboards—and we can work 24/7, so the business day never ends. Work can begin to feel like a never-ending Spin class with an overzealous instructor.

The “lean” mentality that optimizes customer outcomes while minimizing waste is compounding the effects of increased automation in shortening the work cycle. With the lean approach, nothing extraneous is kept on the manufacturing floor, and nothing extra is kept on the intellectual shelf, either. New functionality is currently created, tested, and iterated faster than past projects could have been planned. Work cycles are spinning so fast that managers and professionals find themselves in uncharted territory daily. The implication for professional excellence is clear: When work spins faster, learning cycles must spin faster, too.

Fleeting: Disposable Knowledge

While truth may be eternal, knowledge is fleeting: not because we forget, but because as the pace of discovery quickens, what we learned yesterday may no longer be relevant today. In the 1970s it was estimated that the annual rate of knowledge relevance decay was over 10 percent across all industries. A more recent study in 2005 estimated that knowledge becomes obsolete at a rate of 15 percent per year. Another recent study reports that the annual rate of decay in high tech is 30 percent.3 As technology permeates every industry, we are likely to see increased rates of decay in all arenas. We used to spend a week in a training class to learn to use a software program. Now, with new functionality being introduced via “the cloud” weekly (if not daily), we must constantly update our skill sets.

If the amount of information in science doubles every nine months and decays at 30 percent a year, how long does one’s expertise last? Without constantly updating your knowledge base you could end up with as little as 15 percent of your technical knowledge relevant within just five years. However, when you can google just about anything, knowledge acquisition becomes more important than knowledge retention. We must learn to operate like our mobile devices, all data-processing power and negligible data storage.

Not only is the shelf life of information decreasing, but institutional memory has shrunk as well. Over the last couple of decades, there has been a migration of talent away from large organizations and toward self-employment. In his book Free Agent Nation, Daniel Pink reported that there are as many as 25 million free-agent workers in the United States alone. A recent survey by Inc. found that 20 percent of small businesses prefer hiring independent contractors to full-time employees.4

Like our electronics’ reliance on cloud storage, many companies are turning to crowdsourcing to solve complex problems. In this fluid staffing model, project teams come together like flash mobs of talent. They assemble, learn, contribute, and then disband. This model of work demands heightened levels of collaboration and learning. To contribute, individuals must swiftly ramp up their understanding of the situation, the problem, the players, the options, etc. They must then learn how to quickly assemble expertise, without the benefit of long-term relationships. When the flash of collective brilliance ends, they must let go and move on to the next rapid-learning, rapid-contribution cycle. Business strategist Jennifer Sertl has observed, “Our role as conduit is more vital than our role as source in this knowledge economy.”5 Much like I found with my research for the book Multipliers, the critical skill of this century is not what you hold in your head, but your ability to tap into and access what other people know. The best leaders and the fastest learners know how to harness collective intelligence.

Today we work in an environment where information is vast, fast, and fleeting. While this technology-based reality has utopian overtones, many would claim a more dystopian existence. Those trying to cling to the mastery model in today’s world will surely struggle. Many will feel overwhelmed and exhausted as work expands like a gas taking up all available space. The overwhelmed may yearn for the day when work was merely a place we went and then left, whether at the end of the day or the end of a career. They may take a break, lingering too long on a learning plateau, and get left behind.

Others will cling to their amassed body of knowledge and expertise, trying to hold their own in a culture that no longer values their brilliance. When their ephemeral knowledge becomes obsolete, they will be left faking a mastery they no longer possess. As the great physicist Stephen Hawking said, “The greatest enemy of knowledge is not ignorance, it is the illusion of knowledge.”

GETTING ON THE CURVE

For experienced, midcareer professionals exhausted from climbing a career ladder or just stuck on a learning plateau feeling bored, Rookie Smarts offers renewal. For those who wonder if younger upstarts will upend their careers (or their whole company), Rookie Smarts offers a competitive edge. If you are stuck climbing your way up a corporation, it might be time to get off the career ladder and get onto a learning curve. The ladder leads to stagnation while the curve promises renewal, both for you and the corporation.

This book is about living and working perpetually on a learning curve. It is about why we do our best work when we are new to something, striving up that steep ascent. As the pace of work quickens, you don’t need to move into the slow lane or disengage; you can speed up along with it. As Jonathon Colman, the leader of the content strategy team at Facebook, blogged as he started his new role, “I’m energized. And since life doesn’t slow down, I’m going to speed up.”6 You can even take the benefit of your experience with you.

Rookie Smarts is also for leaders of organizations who must ensure their workforce remains vital and competitive. It is for corporate talent management, learning, and coaching professionals who must ensure the talent inside their organizations is engaged and vibrant. Wise leaders leverage the rookie smarts on their team, not out of an obligation to “enlightened” management practices, but because of the value rookies bring to the table: new practices, expert networks, agility, tireless improvisation, and a greater sense of ownership. Managers who ignore this pool of talent, which is often exiled to the outer edges of the organization, may find themselves and their teams left behind.

In Silicon Valley, an epicenter of technology innovation and birthplace of many new companies, cafés brim with talk of the newest, hottest company to work for. But, when a company is white-hot, why can you almost be sure that eighteen to twenty-four months later it will be stone-cold? At the end of 2011, game maker Zynga had just offered an IPO and was on fire. By the spring of 2013, they were desperately fanning the flickering flames of their former success.7 What happened? Is it hubris? Complacency? Or a sluggishness and bureaucracy that come with size? Surely some combination of these forces is at play. As companies mature and grow, many become caught in the trappings of success and lose their rookie smarts—the twin powers of naïveté and chutzpah that germinated their initial success. Large organizations, even more than growing start-ups, need an injection of rookie thinking to maintain their competitive edge. Perhaps the most important quality leaders can infuse into their organizations is a youthful metabolism and the ability to learn. Rookie smarts provide that metabolic boost to your workforce.

The promise of this book is simple: You can be the perpetual rookie. You can renew your mind and your skills and combine your hard-won wisdom and experience with the naïve brilliance and vitality of a rookie. You can live on the steep side of the learning curve, perform at your best, and create an organization or a career that never stops growing.

I still have that first T-shirt I created for Oracle University, but its message (Knowledge Is Power) is a relic of the times. It is no longer sufficient to simply know. Information flows in too many directions, knowledge is fleeting, and power can be perilous. The vast majority of us now work in environments where the ability to learn is more critical than what we know and where the most valuable currency is influence, not power. And so we need a new motto, one that recognizes these new realities.

Shifting into rookie mode once again, I summoned my naïveté and phoned the Stanford University switchboard. This time, I connected with Father Greg Haake, Ph.D. candidate in the language department (and a Holy Cross Father from the University of Notre Dame), who thoughtfully translated my new motto: Quaerere Eruditionem.8 That’s the new rallying cry for leaders who safeguard and strengthen the intellectual vitality of their workforce: “Seek Learning.”
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PART ONE

ROOKIE SMARTS: LIVING ON THE LEARNING CURVE


CHAPTER 1

THE RISE OF THE ROOKIE

                  The ark was built by amateurs, but professionals built the Titanic.

—RICHARD NEEDHAM

During the 1970s, the National Basketball Association (NBA) experienced what Alon Marcovici called “a decade of parity.”1 In this era, when the players’ shorts were still short, no one team dominated. It was anyone’s game. Although well respected, in 1979 the Los Angeles Lakers hadn’t clinched an NBA title in eight years. At the time, the phenomenally talented seven-foot-two center Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, considered by many to be the greatest basketball player of all time, anchored the team. Despite his wicked skyhook, Abdul-Jabbar hadn’t yet led the team to a victory in the finals. It was in this situation that the Lakers secured first-pick rights for the 1979 NBA draft.

Enter Earvin “Magic” Johnson II, the six-foot-eight point guard from Michigan. Johnson had played two years for Michigan State, where he averaged 17.1 points, 7.6 rebounds, and 7.9 assists per game and earned the nickname “Magic” for his ability to make every team better.2 For Magic, life was “a joyous journey,” and the opportunity to play on the Lakers and learn from Abdul-Jabbar was a thrill.3

While the sports world called him Magic, his teammates called him “young buck” for his childlike enthusiasm. When Magic spontaneously hugged Abdul-Jabbar after Abdul-Jabbar’s last-minute, game-winning skyhook, the big guy remarked, “Take it easy, kid, we’ve got 81 more of these to play.”4 After thirteen games, head coach Jack McKinney sustained a serious head injury while cycling, so assistant coach Paul Westhead (who had more experience as a Shakespearean scholar than an NBA head coach) took over. Sixty-eight games later, the Lakers made it to the finals, going up against the Philadelphia 76ers.

The Sixers brought a veteran lineup led by the phenomenal Julius Erving. The Lakers took a 3–2 lead in the series with strong performances from Abdul-Jabbar and company. But the team faced another distressing setback in game five when Abdul-Jabbar, who was averaging 33 points a game, sustained an ankle injury that would prevent him from traveling to Philadelphia for game six.

The Lakers would surely get beat without their star center, so said the pundits. Experienced advisers to the new head coach suggested he send the “B team” to Philly and save his best players for the seventh game back in Los Angeles. Instead, Westhead decided to play Magic at center in game six. Coach Westhead gave Magic the news. Magic assured his team that he would not just play center, he would be Kareem. The team wasn’t convinced. He was good, but he was a bit unpredictable, and he was just a rookie.

Boarding the flight to Philadelphia, the players were quiet as they passed Kareem’s noticeably vacant seat, 1A. Even when Kareem didn’t travel, no one dared sit there. But that day, Magic did. According to the NBA Encyclopedia, “Magic plopped himself down in the first-class seat always set aside for Abdul-Jabbar. Then he went through Abdul-Jabbar’s normal routine, stretching out in the seat and pulling a blanket over his head. This done, Magic looked back at his coach and winked. ‘Never fear,’ he told his teammates.”5 Magic intended to carry the team, but not as Earvin Johnson; he was going into game six as Kareem Abdul-Jabbar.

The rumor mill spun at the outlandish idea that Magic might play center. Before the game, a reporter asked the rookie about his readiness to guard Erving and if he would play center. Magic responded, “I’m going to do my best wherever I play. [This season’s] been a learning experience. But I enjoy challenges. And it’s a challenge tonight to see what I can do.”6

ESPN’s Rick Weinberger described what happened when the rookie point guard lined up at center in Kareem’s spot: “Sixers center Caldwell Jones turns to Magic and said, ‘You gotta be joking, right?’”7 Magic was unsure which foot to put into the tip-off circle, but he was grinning nonetheless. He lost the tip-off, but then took control of the game as he transformed into a smaller version of Abdul-Jabbar.8 Playing center, forward, and guard, Johnson scored 42 points, and made 15 rebounds, 7 assists, and 3 steals. He scored 9 points in the final 2:22 and led the team to a 123–107 victory, winning the NBA finals for the Lakers and receiving the NBA finals Most Valuable Player award.9 Many consider that game on May 16, 1980, the greatest rookie performance in NBA history. The stronger team was beat by a flash of rookie brilliance.

But, was this magnificent performance an isolated incident, a fluke? When a rookie performs exceptionally, is it magic? Is it luck? Or is it something more ordinary, more accessible?

Rookies are more capable than we might expect. We often see it on the athletic field, but it also plays out in the halls of the workplace. Is it possible that the rookies inside our companies might be our most valuable players? Research conducted by my team suggests that, in many cases, inexperience can work to your advantage: It can spark a dazzling performance, and help you compete with, if not surpass, even the most talented, experienced players. Not only does inexperience confer an advantage, but also it is desperately needed in today’s rapidly evolving world of work.

A QUESTION OF EXPERIENCE

To understand the promise of inexperience, we must first recognize the lure of experience.

Experience is the steady hands of a master craftsman, the accumulated knowledge, both broad and deep, of a venerated professor, or the wisdom of a guru atop a mountain dispensing pearls of wisdom gathered throughout a lifetime. We admire the master teacher who can tame an undisciplined classroom with a single stare. We idealize the image of an organization guided by a seasoned executive, surrounded by expert technicians and a skillful staff. We gravitate toward experts because they represent safety, comfort, and certainty.

It’s not merely wishful thinking, either. As we gain experience, we accumulate a repertoire of tools, techniques, and resources that can be repeatedly leveraged. It just makes sense that a veteran sales executive with a well-worn Rolodex of contacts will outperform the new sales associate starting from scratch.

The prevailing view also holds that experienced people have better intuition—the ability to understand new problems immediately, without the need for conscious reasoning. Intuition guides a veteran firefighter to take the north stairs rather than the south stairs. He isn’t sure why, but it feels right, and it later proves right. Several researchers have shown a link between experience and greater powers of intuition. One study concluded that intuition is the brain unconsciously drawing on past experiences and external clues to make decisions. Another study found that participants who possessed expertise in a particular task domain performed as well, on average, using their intuition as they did when relying on analytical means.10 In short, experts have better intuition, because they have amassed more data points on which to base gut feelings.

We generally assume that it takes years to achieve this kind of mastery. Psychologist Anders Ericsson’s oft-cited study (referred to as the 10,000 hour rule) shows that in professions such as music, medicine, and sports, mastery is achieved after roughly 10,000 hours of deliberate practice.11 This equates to roughly five to ten years of relevant work experience. Coincidentally, to the frustration of many young professionals and career changers, five to ten years is the typical minimum experience level required just to be considered for many jobs.

For years, we’ve elevated experience to a position of primacy. We idolize the idea of someone at the top of his game or the peak of her career. The master is the manager, the mentor, and the teacher, who, having climbed the mountain, will guide others to the top.

But this is not the whole story. Research offers some intriguing insights into the genius locked inside decidedly average nonexperts. Indeed, studies have shown that a group of rookies can outperform individual experts. Behavioral scientists at the University of Chicago showed that expert pathologists poorly predict a cancer patient’s survival time based on viewing a biopsy slide; yet when the decision of a group of less experienced individuals is aggregated, the readings are much more accurate than the predictions of individual experts.12

It has become clear that most jobs don’t require anywhere near ten thousand hours of practice to attain mastery. Business author Josh Kaufman claims most career skills require only twenty hours of practice to master. And several studies show that practice accounts for only 30 percent of the variance in ability among those considered experts.13 Ericsson’s famous study focused primarily on violinists, surgeons, and athletes, professions requiring mastery of precise physical motions. A large workplace study conducted by the European Union in 2007 showed that the ability to mobilize the skills and competencies of the people around us has a bigger impact on our performance than does the amount of experience we have.14 Most professions today do not require this sort of physical precision. Have we too quickly assumed that the degree of experience necessary to achieve virtuosity in physical and technical pursuits is also required in the knowledge realm?

Finally, companies are finding that the amount of previous experience an employee has is not correlated with job success. For example, when the U.S. call and customer care center for Xerox Services implemented personality testing and cognitive skills assessments in 2010, they found that a customer service person’s previous experience had no bearing on either their productivity or their retention.15 A study from the IE Business School in Spain and the NEOMA Business School in France found that CEOs in S&P 500 corporations with former experience as a CEO performed worse than those without such experience.16

The upside of experience may be less pronounced than once imagined, while its downside may be even steeper. What we know might actually mask what we don’t know and impede our ability to learn and perform. All too often, the person doling out the advice is the one least likely to learn.

THE LEARNED AND THE LEARNERS

January is hardly the prime time for a retreat in Seattle. But the leaders of the sales and marketing readiness group for this global company are holed up at a winter lodge for an off-site team workshop and strategy session. The goal of the off-site is to refocus the group’s priorities for the next six months. It is this group’s responsibility to ensure that sales and marketing staff thoroughly understand and can appropriately sell a new product by the time it is released. Commensurate with their importance, this group is well funded, with a multimillion-dollar budget and a staff of 140 people.

Chris,17 the group’s general manager, is a bold thinker who has been tasked with leading an important change: General management wants the sales and marketing teams to start thinking about the company’s products in terms of lines-of-business (that is, which products would be useful for particular types of businesses) instead of clusters of functionality (what the products do). Chris’s management team consists of veteran training professionals with a massive wealth of experience. But Chris has also recruited two new players, Sara and Angela—both of whom are experienced and successful sales leaders but complete novices in the employee-training arena.

The team has isolated themselves in this winter lodge to plan key initiatives for the second half of the fiscal year. During one exercise, each member of the management team is asked to craft a “challenge question”—a concrete objective that will focus the team’s energy on quick, sustainable wins. Sara, just starting her third week on the job, suddenly blurts, “This is going to be really hard. I’m just getting started and I have no idea what I’m doing.” Chris tells her this just might be her superpower.

Each person works independently and then shares their challenge question with the group. The veterans go first. Carina begins by explaining that she ignored Chris’s list of priorities and came up with her own: She figures she has a better handle on what needs to be done. Another member of the team, Will, lays out an ambitious challenge, which is quickly countered by another veteran on the team: “Isn’t this what we’ve been trying to do for years?” Will quickly explains that his team will be more inspired by his lofty vision than by a series of smaller, tactical challenges. Carlos articulates a challenge to introduce a new online program. When asked how he would engage the executives inside the company, Carlos brushes it off, declaring, “I’ve learned to keep the executives out of things. I usually just ask for their opinion on issues that don’t really matter. I know what needs to be done.” Each of these veterans has missed the mark. Each one has relied on their own expertise to craft a plan of attack independent of their colleagues.

Next come the rookies. The newest member of the group, Sara, nails it. Her challenge question aligns with Chris’s priorities and orchestrates a much-needed small win that will garner attention and support from internal clients. The rest of the team is stunned. Someone comments, “Wow, pretty good for a newbie.” Next comes another rookie, Angela. Her challenge is pretty good, but it’s not yet great. During the next work session, while the others work independently, Angela seeks guidance from the workshop leader. She listens carefully, takes notes, and then goes back to work. In round two, Angela nails it, too, while the veterans are still struggling. Will, who is prone to the lofty, aspirational approach, has made little progress, so the group jumps in to help him. As the challenge statement begins coming together and the excitement is building, he abruptly shuts down the conversation, saying, “I’m not really comfortable with this approach. I need to go away and think about it.” The team’s energy dissipates with an almost audible hiss. At the end of the day, Chris remarks, “Wow, it seems like the more you know the harder this is.”

Does this scenario feel all too familiar?

Sometimes the more you know, the less you learn. Too often expertise can blind us to new possibilities and put us on the defensive. When we feel we already know what needs to be done, we are unwilling to coordinate our efforts with others or to accept outside input. Too often we play solo when we should be gathering the support of a broader team. Too often we drown out new voices with cynicism, blunt criticism, and explanations for why their ideas won’t fly. Perhaps that’s why so many of these off-site exercises feel routine and even disheartening. It might be why so many initiatives run out of steam. And it might explain why so many energized newcomers get frustrated and move on to more dynamic environments.

THE RESEARCH ON ROOKIES

I’m not suggesting that experience has no place in the workplace, but I am suggesting that the value of inexperience may be a largely untapped resource. I’m also not suggesting that sheer ignorance is better than studied intelligence. I am suggesting, however, that there is something truly valuable and different in how rookies think and work to make up for their knowledge and skill gaps—a mindset and a way of behaving that more experienced workers might do well to learn.

To get some answers, my team of researchers studied almost four hundred workplace scenarios, comparing how rookies versus veterans tackled work assignments. We defined a rookie as someone who had never done that type of work and a veteran as someone who had previous experience with that type of work—both regardless of their age. We analyzed the data by performance level, looking for the key differentiators between how rookies and veterans approach their work and the situations under which they excelled (see Appendix A for a full description of the research process). Our work yielded four major surprising observations.

First, rookies are strong performers. Our research, conducted across a broad array of industries, gave veterans a slight advantage, but when we isolated the results specifically on knowledge industries, we found that rookies performed at slightly higher levels than veterans.18 In particular, rookies consistently outperformed veterans in innovation and time-to-completion.

Second, rookies have a unique success profile. Our data showed that rookies and veterans take very different paths to success, but that they both fail in much the same way. The highest-performing rookies sought out expertise in others, connected the dots, experimented, learned from mistakes, and focused on making incremental gains. Conversely, the top-performing veterans had a distinct savvy of their own: They were fast to act, marshaled resources, found simple solutions, persisted along a path, and focused on solving the right problem. While the profile for the top performers looked different, the profiles of bottom performers looked remarkably similar. Regardless of their level of experience, bottom performers operated with a sense of invincibility and acted as if they had something to prove or a reputation to defend. The low performers shared a set of blinders while the top performers had distinctly different approaches to success.

Third, rookies aren’t always what they seem. As you might have guessed, our research confirms that rookies listen more, are more likely to ask for help, believe they have a lot more to learn, and learn faster.19 Our research also found that veterans are more politically savvy, use more intuition, and are more likely to default to past behavior.20 You might also expect inexperienced rookies to be idea-wielding risk takers and veterans to be cautious, incremental workers. We found just the opposite. Veterans bring more ideas and seek greater clarity while rookies work more cautiously, biting off smaller pieces and checking in frequently with stakeholders to minimize risk. We also found that:

        •     Rookies have significantly higher levels of self-awareness than veterans, although we often assume they are clueless.

        •     Rookies seek out expertise more than veterans despite having weaker networks. And, when they do reach out, it is to a surprisingly high number of people.

        •     Rookies tend to deliver more timely solutions despite having a steeper learning curve.

        •     Rookies are more attuned to politics (although veterans possess greater political savvy).21

Rookies don’t operate with a false bravado as much as they are driven by desperation. Their coarseness makes them porous and open to new information; they have a productive anxiety that drives them to establish themselves as players and peers. By virtue of their naïveté, rookies are unencumbered by preconceived views or deeply engrained assumptions.

Finally, experience creates dangerous blind spots. Our analysis identified a number of areas where experience created blinders that narrowed the veteran’s focus and kept him stuck in a rut. With experience come habits, and once we form a habit our brain stops working.22 Researchers at Duke University found that 45 percent of everyday behaviors tend to be habitual, repeated in the same location almost every day.23 As we build (and come to rely on) experience, we also become desensitized to the world around us. Previously acquired knowledge can prevent us from seeing new developments, and as we build expertise, we often stop seeking outside perspectives. In his book To Sell Is Human, Daniel Pink describes the inverse relationship between power and what he refers to as perspective taking. Power or status decreases the likelihood of someone trying to understand another person’s perspective. The less power we have, and the fewer resources available to us, the more attuned we become to the people and events around us. As we climb to the top of the learning curve, we also tend to stop seeking feedback. This tendency underlies Malcolm Gladwell’s conclusion that planes are safer when the least experienced person is flying: the junior pilot will be open to feedback from the second, more senior, pilot if something goes wrong.24 We also stop exploring new domains and paths. With experience inevitably come bad experiences. While these quickly scar over, we often dismiss ideas and ventures that might reopen these wounds.

THE ROOKIE SMART MINDSET

We live and work in a culture obsessed with youth. Who doesn’t want to look young and feel young? But real vibrancy comes from thinking young. Fortunately, no matter how old you are, no matter your level of experience, you can once again begin to think with the acuity and agility of a newcomer and generate new learning every day. You can start drinking from an intellectual fountain of youth by putting yourself into the rookie smarts mindset, which, our research shows, is characterized by four distinct modes, which I refer to as: Backpacker, Hunter-Gatherer, Firewalker, and Pioneer. Each mode is a component of how we tend to think and act when we are in a rookie assignment—doing something for the first time. We’ll examine each of these modes in more detail.

1. Backpacker—Because rookies typically have nothing to weigh them down and nothing to lose, they are open to new possibilities, explore new terrain, and act wholeheartedly. Instead of getting stuck in yesterday’s best practices, rookies find new practices to fit new realities. This unencumbered and hopeful mindset allows them the freedom to wander and explore new terrain. Rookies operate like Backpackers.

Richard Branson, founder and CEO of Virgin Group, captured this mindset when he said, “We have started hundreds of new businesses, in most cases knowing next to nothing about the industries we were moving into. And our inexperience has always allowed us to focus on how we can do things differently, rather than on the reasons we cannot. This gives us freedoms that other businesses don’t have, constrained as they are by past lessons and industry history.”25

In contrast, veterans can too easily act as Caretakers. Having accumulated a track record, a trophy case, and the spoils of success, they maintain the status quo.

2. Hunter-Gatherer—Because rookies are disoriented and lack know-how, they are forced into a sense-making mode that causes them to pay close attention to their environment and reach out to others for guidance. They scan the area, seek out experts, and return with ideas and resources to address the challenges they face. Instead of bringing one person’s expertise to bear on a problem, rookies marshal a network of experts, garnering five times the expertise on average.26 Alert and seeking, these rookies function much like Hunter-Gatherers.

An IT manager at a large financial services firm exemplified the Hunter-Gatherer mode. When Jeff was abruptly put in charge of vendor management, he had no experience and felt completely out of his element. He systematically reached out to twenty-five people with deep experience in purchasing and vendor management. Within a few weeks he had acquired a set of tools and knew the right questions to ask.

In contrast, because veterans are often confident that they understand their environment, they don’t seek new information. They act like Local Guides who stay close to what they know, doling out advice rather than seeking out learning.

3. Firewalker—Because rookies lack situational confidence, they operate cautiously but quickly in an effort to close a knowledge or a performance gap. They take small, calculated steps, move fast, and seek feedback to stay on track. Because they operate in fast cycles, they build agile, lean organizations. The mindset is cautious and quick. They move like Firewalkers.

A former executive, now venture capitalist, described how he developed this mindset: “I was always put in jobs where I was in over my head, so I never had experience to draw on. The knowledge gap forced me to listen to people, let them teach me, and gather data as fast as I could. But I had this paranoia that I had to show leadership immediately, which forced me to quickly turn these insights into a plan.”

In contrast, because veterans feel capable they tend to operate like Marathoners, running the long race at a steady pace. They readily revert to autopilot and either traipse along or take big, careless steps without consulting critical stakeholders along the way. It is a mindset of staying steady, pacing oneself, and plodding along, assuming one is still doing a great job.

4. Pioneer—Because rookies are traversing uncharted and often uncomfortable territory, they improvise and work tirelessly to provide for basic needs. They face a paucity of resources, so they keep things simple and focus on meeting core needs. Their work pushes boundaries as they take ownership and create value for others who follow in their footsteps. The mindset is one of hunger and relentless pursuit. They forge ahead like Pioneers.

Sara Blakely’s journey to build Spanx from $5,000 in savings to a billion dollars of market value in just twelve years reflects this pioneer mentality. Sara prototyped the product herself and then bypassed the established direct distribution channels, all the while operating on a lean, scrappy infrastructure until the brand was firmly established.

In contrast, because veterans are well established and have access to more resources, they tend to behave like Settlers, and put down roots.
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