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Chapter 3 

What is an Expert? 

 (A very rough draft of Chapter 3 of my forthcoming book, The Myth of Just-do-it: Thought 

and Effort in Expert Action) 

 
 
 An expert is a person who has made all the mistakes possible to make in a very narrow field 
                                                                                                            —Niels Bohr 
 
    One can consider any skilled professional as a person who has had the motivation to practice one 
 thing far more than most people could endure. 

                                                                                                                   —Yarrow et al.  
 
A 1991 study by the psychologists Timothy Wilson and Jonathan Schooler is frequently 
cited in support of what I’m calling the just-do-it principle, the principle, roughly put, that 
experts, when performing at their best, act intuitively, effortlessly and automatically, that 
they don’t think about what they are doing as they are doing it, but just do it.1  The study 
divided subjects, who were college students, into two groups.  In both groups, participants 
were asked to rank five brands of jam from best to worst, and in one of these groups, 
participants were additionally asked to explain their reasons for their rankings. The group 
whose sole task was to rank the jams ended up with fairly consistent judgments both 
among themselves and in comparison with expert food tasters as communicated in 
Consumer Reports. The rankings of the other group, however, went haywire, with subjects’ 
preferences neither in line with one another nor with the preferences of the experts. Why 
should this be? The researchers posit that when subjects explained their choices, they 
thought more about them. Thus, thinking, it is suggested, is detrimental to doing; or, as the 
journalist Malcolm Gladwell sums up this research, “[b]y making people think about jam, 
Wilson and Schooler turned them into jam idiots.” 
 But the take-home message from Wilson and Schooler’s experiment ought to be 
quite the opposite. Yes, it may very well be that when college students think about their 
jam choices, their ability to accurately identify the best jams declines.  However, the expert 
food-tasters, who were a panel of trained individuals, were able to both justify their choices 
and, arguably, make the best choices.  Indeed, the consumers’ report that that Wilson and 
Schooler rely on is filled with such justifications.2 Thus, the experiment does not support 
the idea that thinking is detrimental to occurrent expert performance. Indeed, assuming 
that the food experts made the best choices, we should conclude from the experiment that 
poor choices come not from thinking, but from not being trained how to think. 
 To be sure, the difference between the experts’ and the students’ initial rankings 
was not great; the overall correlation was .55 and the difference turned on the students 
simply preferring the slightly sweeter jams. Moreover, although I am a firm believer in “the 
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less sugar the better,” it must be admitted that the taste of jam is not something entirely 
objective.  Thus, one might opine, “Who is to say that the students without thinking are not, 
after all, the best judges of jam?” This lack of objective ranking standards is one of the 
reasons why chess playing, which is the subject of chapter 11 is so highly studied in the 
expertise literature. Still, the conclusions drawn from this experiment—moreso by 
journalists such as Gladwell than by Wilson and Schooler themselves—highlight what I see 
as a problem in some of the expertise literature, which is that the results of experiments 
performed on nonexperts are assumed to hold true of experts as well.  It might be that 
thinking reduces the quality of preferences and decisions for college students, but I claim 
we overgeneralize when we assume that such a conclusion applies to experts.  And, indeed, 
more recently Melcher and Schooler (2004) claim that (2004) the effects of thinking in 
action do appear to differ dramatically between experts, who have been given conceptual 
training in a domain, such as the jam-tasters employed by Consumer Reports, and 
nonexperts, who simply have perceptual experience in a domain without having gone 
through any conceptual training.  For example, they found that even a modicum of 
conceptual training improved subjects’ abilities to recognize various kinds of mushrooms 
while explaining the reasons for their decisions in comparison to subjects with no training 
who similarly performing the visual recognition task while explaining their reasons for 
their decision. It may be that in our everyday lives, we develop useful habits and fall into 
patterns that tend to deteriorate when we reflect on them, but experts have conceptualized 
their skills, or so I claim, and this enables reflection and action to occur simultaneously.   
 As I understand Aristotle, this is his view as well.  Aristotle believed that we must 
become morally upstanding individuals through habit; through practicing the right actions, 
such actions become second nature and we are able to perform them without thought and 
deliberation. However, if you want to become an expert at ethical behavior, according to 
Aristotle, you need to develop a theoretical understanding of morality. His book The 
Nicomacean Ethics is aimed at providing such an understanding, that is, providing 
theoretical understanding of morality for those who have already developed the habit of 
acting ethically. Yes, Aristotle held that someone with expertise “does not deliberate’’over 
their aim—a doctor for example does not deliberate over whether to cure—but he also 
held that experts deliberate over the means to achieve their desired end  (NE112b).   
 Similarly, the expert in ethical behavior who has studied the Ethics will not 
deliberate over whether she should achieve virtue, though will deliberate over the means 
to arrive at it. Thus, although those who have merely developed the habit of acting ethically 
(or enjoying various jams, or driving well, or playing the piano) may not engage the self-
reflective mind while doing their habitual action, and that self-reflection may even be 
detrimental for such individuals, those who have developed expertise in ethical behavior 
(or any other endeavor) will engage their minds when acting in their area of expertise, and 
will do so with without detriment.  
 But what, on my view, makes someone an expert?   
 Answering this question is the main goal of this chapter. Why, for example, should 
the trained food-tasters count as experts, yet not the college students?  College students eat 
jam on a fairly regular basis too—in fact, if memory serves, sometimes straight out of the 
jar. Why is it only after having developed a theoretical background that one should count as 
an expert in moral action?  Aren’t we all experts at this?  Should we define expertise in 
reference to some sort of societal standard, perhaps saying that experts are those who have 



become “professionals” in their field?  Or should we rely on a test of ability, saying perhaps 
that, regardless of whether they are recognized as such, experts perform in a relatively 
superior manner?  Or might there be an objective standard against which we should 
measure expertise?  Can we define expertise as the attainment of a certain level of skill, 
such as what on the Fitts model of skill acquisition counts as the highest level of skill?  Or 
should expertise be thought of as the accumulation of knowledge?  Is having trained for a 
certain number of years a necessary component of being an expert?  Or could an expert be 
born instead of made? Finally, should expertise be based on performance or ability, 
allowing for, say, someone with debilitating performance anxiety to still count as an 
expert? The truth of the just-do-it principle—since it is a principle about experts—depends 
in part on how we answer these questions. 
 There is a vast literature in the cognitive sciences on expertise, yet there is a 
considerable amount of disagreement as to what counts as an expert. Without a definition 
of what it means to be an expert, researchers can still conduct studies investigating what 
benefits and what hinders individuals with particular kinds of skill (regardless of 
whether we should identify such individuals as experts). For example, Wilson and 
Schooler’s experiment tells us something about college students, and this is informative 
and perhaps could be generalized to the lay population. However, the danger is that 
without a guiding definition of what is to count as an expert, conclusions formulated in 
terms of one notion of expertise might, without notice and without warrant, be applied to 
a very different conception of an expert.  This might be behind what I see as the 
overgeneralization of the jam experiment; those who think that the conclusion is 
applicable to experts in the sense of trained individuals, may simply see the college 
students as experts themselves. I think, however, that that the differences between 
individuals such as college-student jam-tasters, and trained food critics, are significant 
enough that generalizations about how thinking affects action in the one might not apply 
to the other.    
 Applying conclusions from research on everyday “expert” action to professional-
level action also, I think, leads Dreyfus astray.  Dreyfus applies his theory of expertise, 
which is arrived at in part by phenomenological investigation into driving, to the actions 
of individuals who have trained intensively and studied for years. Indeed, in work with 
his brother, Stuart Dreyfus, and funded by the United States Air Force, he generalizes 
from driving a car to piloting an airplane. As he puts it—though no doubt exaggerating for 
effect—“once Stuart had worked out the five stages [of expertise] using his driving skills 
as his example, we just changed car to plane and driver to pilot and wrote a report for the 
airforce” (p. 32). Yet as a lay driver, Dreyfus’s position is similar to that of the college 
student tasting jam; he just does it, and does it fairly well.  Or rather, in contrast to expert 
drivers, Dreyfus’s position is actually significantly worse, as the judgments of college 
students did not differ much from the judgments of the expert jam tasters, while 
Dreyfus’s driving ability is presumably far worse than a professional race-car driver’s. In 
brief, it is the Indianapolis 500 driver, rather than the lay driver, whom I shall refer to as 
an expert.    
 By what criteria am I to draw the line between the lay driver and the Indianapolis 
500 driver or, more generally, between the expert and the nonexpert?  Is there anything I 
can say that will illuminate this distinction?  No doubt if God were an analytic 
philosopher, there would be nontrivial necessary and sufficient conditions for what 



counts as an expert, as well as for a wide number of other weighty concepts. Yet, as will 
become clear as we make our way through various attempts to define expertise, God is 
not an analytic philosopher. (Indeed, it seems likely that She is not a philosopher of any 
kind, else She would have never made the six day deadline.) However, my goal in this 
chapter is not to come up with the one true conception of expertise, if there is such a 
thing. And in fact, though I do eventually stipulate what I mean when I say that the idea 
that experts “just do it” is mistaken, I lead into this with various extant accounts of 
expertise and show why they fail as necessary or sufficient conditions for expertise, as I 
would like to use the term.  
 
The expert performs automatically  
 There is one conception of being an expert, a conception found in both philosophy 
and psychology, that for my present purposes I need to reject right off the bat—or the 
golf club or whatever expert sports equipment you happen to favor—and that is the idea 
that an expert is an individual who has developed her skills to the point where they 
become effortless and automatic. This notion plays a role in Guthrie’s (1952) classic 
definition of expert skill as “the ability to bring about some end results with maximum 
certainty and minimum outlay of energy, or of time and energy,” in Dreyfus’s view of 
everyday driving as expert skill,3 and in Wulf and Lewthwaite’s comment that “relative 
effortlessness is a defining characteristic of [expert] motor skill.” Obviously, since I am 
going to argue that expert action is often effortful rather than automatic, I must reject this 
conception of expertise for my purposes.  
 Is the idea that expert action is necessarily effortless action an acceptable way to 
define expert action?  Clearly some people think of expertise along these lines, but my 
aim is not to arrive at a conception that captures what everyone means by the topic, if 
there be such a thing, but rather to arrive at a conception that is germane for my 
purposes, and since I am going to argue that expert action is often effortful rather than 
automatic, I must reject this idea.   
 
 
 
Accumulation of knowledge  
 Everyone is familiar with the old joke that an expert is someone who knows more 
and more about less and less until they know everything about nothing. However, the idea 
that experts have accumulated extensive knowledge about a specific domain is not at all a 
joke but is rather one of our central conceptions of expertise the expert: the grandmaster 
chess player knows over one thousand openings (Charnes), the expert cardiologist has 
amassed a great store of knowledge about medical problems related to the heart and the 
treatment thereof, and an expert on the history of the Spanish conquest of Mexico may 
know, among other things, what percentage the native population decreased in 
Mesoamerica from the early 16th century to the middle of the 17th century, which diseases 
were transmitted by the Europeans, as well as the form of taxation imposed on and labor 
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demanded of the natives.4  On this view of expertise, as the psychologist Earl Hunt puts it, 
the idea of “an ignorant expert would be an oxymoron.”5 
 Such a conception of expertise is more promising for my endeavor, since if what 
makes an expert an expert is the great stores of knowledge she possesses, then it is at least 
possible that reflecting on such knowledge is a component of expertise. However, although 
experts often do seem to have copious amounts of knowledge about a topic, it is not clear 
that knowledge alone can be used to draw the line between those who have what I would 
like to call expert level skill and those with merely very good skill. Outstanding chess 
players, for example, not only have knowledge in abundance, but they seem to have 
developed amazing cognitive abilities that allow them to excel, such as the ability to follow 
through long chains of moves. Because of the importance of such abilities, two people 
might posses, the same knowledge about chess, yet differ as to whether we want to call 
them experts, as one is able to consistently beat the other.  So it seems that superior 
knowledge does not suffice for expertise. 
 The philosopher Alvin Goldman brings out this point in his discussion and definition 
of expertise. Goldman makes a distinction between what he calls “an objective sense of 
expertise,” which is “what it is to be an expert,” and a “reputational” sense of expertise, 
which is what it is “to have a reputation for expertise.” Since, for Goldman, “a reputational 
expert is someone widely believed to be an expert (in the objective sense),” the basic 
question, for him, is: What is it to be an expert in the objective sense? On his view, experts 
(in the objective sense) possess extensive knowledge in their domain of expertise.  But this, 
he tells us, is not all they possess, for, according to Goldman, an expert also must have “the 
(cognitive) know-how, when presented with a new question in the domain, to go to the 
right sectors of his information-bank and perform appropriate operations on this 
information; or to deploy some external apparatus or data-banks to disclose relevant 
material.” Although Goldman explicitly restricts his inquiry into what counts as an expert to 
the domain of “cognitive expertise,” the shortcomings of the “mere accumulation of 
knowledge” definition of expertise are even clearer in the arena of bodily expert endeavors.  
For example, one can know quite a bit about performing a routine on the balance beam, yet 
not be able to do it even if one’s life depended on it.  
 Of course, how significant of a problem this is for devising a notion of expertise in 
terms of an expert’s superior knowledge depends on how we understand knowledge. As 
Jason Stanley points out, if knowledge can encompass indexical knowledge, for example, 
knowing that a split leap on the balance beam is  like this, where the “this” refers to the 
action, then skill would seem to depend rather closely on the knowledge an expert has.  
Stanley is interested in showing that skill—all skill, not just expert skill—requires 
knowledge, at a minimum, knowledge of how to initiate the skill.  As such, he feels that he 
needs to defeat purported counterexamples to this view, such as the idea that Mozart could 
compose a symphony at age eight yet not been able to explain how to compose. Stanley 
argues that the mere fact that we cannot express a certain piece of purported knowledge in 
words is no reason to think we do not have such knowledge. Knowing p, he points out, does 
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not imply knowing that we know p, or else we are left with an infinite regress. So some 
knowledge relevant to the activity is, for Stanley, at least a necessary condition for all skill.   
 As I proffered in the introduction to this book, I think that this and other purported 
counterexamples to the idea that experts have declarative knowledge of their own expert 
skills is open to question. But as I am going to leave the question of whether there is a sense 
in which different skill levels supervene on knowledge, including indexical knowledge, I do 
not want to define expertise in terms of the knowledge an expert has. Besides, even if I 
were to accept that different skill levels supervene on knowledge, since my concern is 
expert skill and not just skill in general, the question of how much knowledge is necessary 
to reach the level of expert skill would still need an answer, and it is not at all clear what 
this answer should be. Goldman thinks that when someone is an expert in an objective 
sense, this individual possesses superior knowledge; and it is not just superior relative to 
others but superior from something like a “God’s eye point of view.”  Yet how are we to 
attain a God’s eye point of view?6  Moreover, how are we to judge whether an individual 
has the relevant knowledge and know-how in order to count as an expert?  Goldman wants 
to define reputational expertise in terms of objective expertise, but since we don’t have a 
God’s eye point of view, he needs a way to determine whether someone counts as an expert 
apart from deferring to the purported expert’s reputation.  Yet what can this be?   
 
      
Peer Nominations 
 Reputation or peer nominations is, in fact, one means by which some researchers 
identify the experts in a field.  And in our everyday thinking, we may do so as well.  For 
example, in deciding on what physician to see in the United States, you may look at Castle 
Connoly Ltd.’s selection of “top doctors” which is based on peer nominations; in finding an 
American lawyer you might search the “Super Lawyers” page which selects lawyers in 
part based on reputation among peers; and in philosophy, though philosophers are not 
ranked, some look to what is called the Philosophical Gourmet Report in order to see how 
philosophy departments are ranked in terms of the reputation of faculty members. How 
accurate are reports of an expert’s reputation, such as those based on culling peer 
nominations, in identifying experts?   
 Clearly there are some problems with this approach. Ericsson and Lehmann (1996), 
for example, have argued that peer-nominated expert stock futures traders and 
psychotherapists sometimes perform no better than so-called novices at these endeavors. 
And research by Shanteau (1988) suggests that peers might be unduly influenced by 
others’ “outward signs of extreme self-confidence” (p. 211). Moreover, research by Elstein 
and colleagues (1978), indicates that diagnostic skills were no better in a group of 
physicians that were identified by peers as outstanding compared to a group of 
undistinguished physicians.  
 One question, of course, to ask about studies that aim to show that peer nominations 
are not accurate indicators of expertise, is: What standards are being used to determine 
whether peer nominations are an accurate way of identifying experts? What is being 
judged when it is found that so-called experts perform no better than novices in a certain 
task?  Sometimes the standard is performance on some “representative task” that is 
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designed to be executed in a laboratory setting.  But how are we to judge whether 
performance on this task is more indicative of expertise than peer judgments?  Maybe 
when there is little reason to think that peers have insight into the skill level of others in 
their area it is reasonable to question peer nominations. In medicine, for example, doctors 
typically aren’t patients of very many other doctors, and thus there is little reason to think 
that they would be able to make accurate judgments of their peers’ diagnostic abilities. And 
in a retrospective analysis of their research into diagnostic performance, Elstein and 
colleagues suggested as much7 In other disciplines, this might not be such a problem. In 
philosophy, for example, we are more or less all each other’s patients inasmuch as we read 
quite a number of other philosophers, and thus we have opportunity to judge our peers’ 
work more readily than do doctors.  
 Is there a way to inform peers of the relevant data when they are making their 
nominations, as well as identify what this data is?  Perhaps there is, yet for my purposes, I 
would still not want to rely on peer nominations as a sole criterion for identifying 
experts, since such nominations are used to identify the crème of what are usually 
already defined as an expert crop. I, on the other hand, am interested in a conception of 
expertise that allows me to say that, for example, there are many expert philosophers 
who are not members of fifty philosophical institutions identified by the Gourmet Report. 
Of course, if just-do-it doesn’t apply to experts in general, it would be true that it does not 
apply to the best of experts.  
 Another reason, however, why I am not inclined to identify experts in terms of 
peer nominations is that reputation lingers; thus, certain individuals may still have a 
reputation for being experts even though they no longer care to improve. Yet, for the 
purpose of criticizing the just-do-it principle, the desire to improve is an integral 
component of expertise. I do not doubt that there may be some who, after years of tireless 
effort, having reached the top of their profession, decide to sit on their laurels. Such 
individuals may very well just go through the motions without thinking or effort. And 
because of their years of training, when they do so, they may still perform very well. 
Whether such individuals should be rightly called experts, is not, as I have said, a question 
I can answer. However, I do aim to ultimately arrive at a conception of “expert” that 
makes sense of my claim that just-do-it is a myth; of course, if this conception captures a 
good chunk of what we often mean by “expert,” all the better.   
 
Domain related experience 
 
Another idea that has played a role in identifying what it is to be an expert in some 
strands of expertise research and in our everyday understanding of the notion is that 
expertise is determined by extensive practice. On this conception, what it is to be an 
expert is simply to have plugged away at something for a certain number of years. But 
why should the mere number of years spent practicing, rather than the level of 
performance reached, be a reasonable yardstick by which to measure expertise? One 
reason I think that some use such a criterion is that it is relatively straightforward to 
measure how many years someone has spent practicing a skill. Although there may still 
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be questions about exactly when someone started engaging in extensive practice and just 
how extensive it was, the idea that experts are those who have practiced their endeavors 
for a certain number of years is comparatively objective.  
 For reasons similar to the criticisms of seniority-based systems of promotion, 
however, such a criterion is rejected by some because experience does not necessarily 
mean better performance. Ericsson, for example, rejects this approach to defining 
expertise since, as he explains, there have been “numerous studies where ‘experts’ with 
extensive experience and extended education were unable to make better decisions than 
their less skilled peers or even sometimes than their secretaries” (Camerer and Johnson 
1991 in Towards and General Theory).  Yet it is not clear how damning such studies are 
since they examine actions for which some question whether it is possible to develop 
expertise. And again, one wants to know, what criteria are being used to show that the so-
called “expert” is not better than her secretary? If, for example, one thinks that superior 
knowledge is the defining characteristic of expertise, then the “expert” security traders 
are going to have quite a bit more knowledge about the stock market than their 
secretaries  (even if the outcomes of their trades were no better).
 Nonetheless, mere hours or years of practice will not, for my purposes, suffice for 
having expertise, at least not without some further qualification of what this practice 
must be like. Habitual actions such as tying one’s shoes are the result of years of practice, 
yet I do not intend to argue against the just-do-it principle as is applied to everyday skill. 
Thus I cannot rely on merely the number of hours practiced as an indicator of expert level 
performance.   
 
Reproducibly Superior performance 
 
 In response to perceived problems with the prior definitions of what it is to be an 
expert based on peer nominations and domain-related experience, Ericsson has come to 
understand the notion of what it is to be an expert in terms of reproducible superior 
performance; experts are those who effect superior reproducible performance in their 
area of expertise (see also 2008 society for emergency medicine and (2006)). For 
example, he tells us that “chess masters will almost always win chess games against 
recreational chess players in chess tournaments, medical specialists are far more likely to 
diagnose a disease correctly than advanced medical students, and professional musicians 
can perform pieces of music in a manner that is unattainable for less skilled musicians” 
(p. 3). Experts, on this understanding of the term, are, in their domain of expertise, a cut 
above the rest of us, and consistently so. 
 Yet what is superior  performance?  Ericsson is not looking for a God’s eye point of 
view, but rather for a relative one: as he puts it in one place, an expert’s ability is “more 
than 2 standard deviations above the mean” ( Ericsson and Charness (1994). On this 
definition, if your skill is 2 standard deviations above the mean (that is, better than 
approximately 97.725 % of the population at a task), you are an expert at it.  One might 
quibble that any criterion that draws a sharp line is ultimately unlikely to be satisfactory. 
A difference in skill between 97.72% and 97.73% should not make or break an expert. So 
the line needs to be fuzzy: it is not that one turns into an expert when one’s abilities are at 
least 2 standard deviations above the mean, but rather that expertise occurs when one’s 



abilities are around more than 2 standard deviations above the mean. This is a simple fix. 
But I think it is not a complete one. 
 In defining expertise relative to the ability of others, we need to specify the 
population of comparison.  Clearly, we do not want to end up saying that Olympic 
marathon runners of the distant past were not experts because many of today’s serious 
amateur runners are comparatively faster.  So it seems that the comparison class should 
be contemporaries. But does this mean the entire population?  It might not be very 
difficult to be in roughly the top percentile in an activity in which few perform. For 
example, since the vast majority of the world’s population does not ice skate at all, any 
individuals who have simply tried to ice skate for a few hours might put place such 
individuals in the 99th percentile. And the student of poultry sexing, after one good lesson, 
easily rises into the top percentile in poultry sexing ability, simply because having any 
knowledge about this at all is so rare. Perhaps one way around this would be to raise the 
bar for ice skating and other uncommon skills, and lower it for more widely practiced 
skills, such as running.  However, we then need a prior criterion of expertise that tells us 
how high the bar should be for each activity.   
   Perhaps, instead of making expertise relative to the entire population, the 
comparison class should be only those who have engaged in the activity. So if we’re 
interested in identifying the expert ice skaters, we find only the top percentile of ice 
skaters. This would lead to better results for skills for which there is a normal 
distribution in activity, but perhaps ability in some skills does not lie along a bell curve.  
For example, perhaps some extremely creative individual invents a highly original and 
highly complicated game, NewGame, and teaches it to a few hundred people in a weekend 
seminar.  The inventor of NewGame is amazingly good at it and can consistently beat her 
students, all of whom have roughly the same level of ability at playing, which is 
determined by their scores at a 50-game tournament at the end of the weekend, wherein 
many games end in ties yet a few end up winning a couple more games than most of the 
others.  Here, we have the inventor of the game who knows how to play it extremely well, 
and a few students, who, in comparison to the inventor of the game, are terrible at it, 
counting as the expert players given a definition of expert skill as skill lying in the 97.7% 
of a population of people with that skill. Yet since the ability difference between the 
teacher and student is astronomical, while the ability differences among all the students 
is minor, this would seem an unwelcome conclusion.8  
 A related problem arises in situations where everyone who does a certain activity 
is, we would want to naturally say, very good at it. For example, perhaps everyone who 
plays period instruments is exceptionally good at it. Perhaps they are so expensive to 
purchase that anyone who makes the investment is determined to work hard at it. (I 
doubt that this is true—not the expense part but the hard work part—but let us imagine 
that it is true.)  If our comparison class is the general population, we do end up with all of 
these great period instrumentalists residing at the uppermost percentile of ability. 
However, if our comparison class is those who play these instruments, this standard 
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would necessarily count the vast majority of such musicians as non-experts. And, just as 
students in an honors class hate grading on the curve, such musicians would likely balk at 
curving the concept of expertise in this way as well.    
 Remember, I have a specific goal in mind in addressing the question of what it 
means to be an expert and that is not to find the “true” meaning of the term “expert,” if 
there be such a thing, but rather to arrive at a stipulative definition of the term that will 
capture the group of individuals for whom I claim that the just-do-it principle does not 
apply. Accordingly, the claim that expert ability is ability (around) two standard 
deviations above the mean, does not serve this purpose since it might lead us to count 
someone with quite ordinary everyday abilities as an expert. For example, for certain 
activities, people differ little in ability. Perhaps shirt buttoning is like this (at least among 
cultures where button-down shirts are a common mode of attire). Perhaps if tested on 
some sort of time and accuracy trial (how many buttons can you fully fasten in some 
number of minutes) we would find a normal distribution with some people emerging in 
the top 99%, yet, for the purposes of arguing against the just-do-it principle, as a principle 
about expert action, I would not want to count such individuals as necessarily experts.9

 Furthermore, on this criterion, we may be led to count people who have natural 
extreme abilities as experts. For example, there are savants who, with apparently no 
practice or training, can tell you what day of the week any calendar date lands on.  
Sometimes such abilities might even manifest themselves after a head injury; a child with 
“acquired savant syndrome” may have developed the ability to perform calendar 
calculations only after being knocked unconscious with a baseball. Such individuals are 
certainly in the top 99% of the general population in terms of their skill in calendar 
calculations. In some contexts it makes sense to call such individuals experts. However, 
since I do not want to say that the abilities of the savant are necessarily effortful, I shall 
exclude them from the category. (If you think that the notion of being an expert should 
rightly cover savants, you will need to simply understand savants as being exceptions to 
my claim that the just-do-it is a myth.)   
 There is also the question of how to determine whether someone falls into the top 
percentile of ability, for it is not always clear how to do this. In certain realms, such as the 
world of tournament chess, there are fairly clear standards as to what counts as superior 
performance—if one player is able to consistently beat another player, the one counts as 
superior to the other. But occasionally researchers on chess expertise take a chess 
player’s ability to choose the better move (based on a computer analysis) from a difficult 
position as indicative of better skill. And in typing, speed and accuracy have traditionally 
been identified as criteria by means of which we can judge expertise. However, other 
areas are much more subjective. There is no direct test of skill that can weed out the 
expert abstract expressionist painter from the novice. And there is no set of questions one 
can ask of individuals with philosophy training such that, if answered correctly, some are 
revealed as experts. It is often more how they say it rather than what they say that 
matters, yet the how is less objective than the what (a fact that drives college assessment 
committees crazy). 
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 Ericsson mentions that beyond Olympic standards for athletic events, “more 
recently,  there have emerged competitions in music, dance and chess that have objective 
performance measures to identify the winners.” And I could add that there is even such a 
thing as a philosophy slam competition; my ten-year-old son entered one. Such 
competitions are not only recent inventions: during Roman Emperor Nero’s time (AD 67), 
competitive poetry reading was on the list of Olympic events.  Yet it is an open question of 
how well such competitions do at indentifying experts.10  The violinist Arnold Steinhardt, 
who himself won the Leventritt International Violin competition sees competitions in 
music like this: 
 
 You were a nag in a horse race with a number on your back. There’s nothing 
wrong with a  real 
horse race—the first one across the finish line wins—but how does one judge a 
 musical entrant in a competition?  By how fast he plays, how few mistakes he 
makes?  How 
does one grade beauty, after all? … The winners often triumph because of what they 
 didn’t do: they didn’t play out of tune, they didn’t play wrong notes, that didn’t 
scratch,  that 
didn’t do anything offensive.  Contestants who commit these sins are quickly voted  out, 
but they may be the ones to turn  a beautiful phrase and play with great abandon, the 
 ones who reach out to the listener’s heart and mind.  
 
Even in chess there is some question about the accuracy of the rating system, and in 
typing there is still a question of how much weight should be placed on accuracy versus 
time.   
 Finally, one might ask whether laboratory performance is indicative of the level of 
skill an individual has attained. A researcher might calibrate subjects’ level of golf 
expertise by looking at a golfer’s ability to make a put in the lab. But laboratory settings 
are not real-life tournament settings, and, it seems possible that there could be someone 
who does spectacularly in the lab, yet performs abysmally during actual games, because 
of some sort of performance anxiety. Are they still an expert?11  I cannot presume to 
answer this question, but it is interesting to note that in some areas we seem to allow for 
a bit more leeway than others.  If all that matters is performance in the concert hall or 
during a tennis tournament, for example, then an individual with extreme performance 
anxiety, even if she performs superbly in rehearsal and in the lab, would not count as an 
expert. Sometimes this is the right judgment: for example, if a surgeon frequently gets 
nervous in the operating room so much so that her hands shake and she cannot perform 
her job well, she is not, I think we would want to say, an expert surgeon.  With musicians 
we allow more leeway, and might allow someone, such as Barbra Streisand, who has 
severe performance anxiety, to count as an expert based on his or her recordings.12   
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The expert as a quick study  
 Ericsson mentions elsewhere that “it is part of the definition of an expert performer 
that they are able to perform at virtually any time with relatively limited preparation.” 
(208). Certainly an emergency room nurse must be ready to act when the call comes in.  
However, it is arguable that sometimes whether or not one must prepare for extended 
hours is irrelevant to whether we should judge that individual as an expert.  If in getting 
ready to give a speech, let us say, one speaker must prepare for weeks and another just a 
day, it seems that the individual with the longer preparation should not necessarily be 
judged as an inexpert speaker, especially if it was widely agreed that her speech was 
outstanding. In the psychology of expertise, a musician’s ability is sometimes determined 
by a test of how accurately an individual can play a piece without any preparation. But, 
given that musicians have time to prepare for their performances, should this matter? I 
once observed a group of mathematicians at Berkeley’s “math tea” discussing a problem; 
some were readily able to provide tentative answers while another, when asked her 
opinion, said that she doesn’t like to think off the cuff but rather needs to spend some time 
pondering over a problem before making a judgment. If ultimate solution to the problem is 
no less accurate and no less elegant, there seems no reason to deny her the honorific of 
expert.   
 Raw speed is also sometimes seen as indicative of expert action, yet, unless the 
action itself is one that requires speed, it is again not clear that this is a reasonable 
criterion.  Imagine that two news writers have assignments that are due daily at midnight 
and for the past ten years, one has typically taken around eight hours to get it done—and, 
at least based on her first-person experience of her job, has typically felt as if she needed 
this amount of time—while the other has typically pulled it off in a couple hours.  If the 
quality of the final output is the same, is there any reason to think that the quick one is the 
expert writer and the other one is not?  Leonard Cohen took, he says, at least four years to 
write the song Hallelujah. And it wasn’t easy for him: “I remember being in the Royalton 
Hotel on the carpet in my underwear, banging my head on the floor and saying, ‘I can’t 
finish this song.’”13 Does this disqualify him from being an expert song writer?  Since I 
would like to count the first news writer as well as Leonard Cohen as experts at what they 
do, I do not take the ability to perform quickly as a necessary condition of expertise.    
 
   
My view: Deliberate Practice and the Desire to Improve 
  
  I have now questioned definitions of expertise in terms of automaticity, 
accumulation of knowledge, peer nominations, domain-related experience, reproducible 
superior performance, ability to perform with limited preparation, and performance 
speed. What, then, do I mean by “expert,” when I say that “experts think in action”?  
Despairing of finding anything close to necessary and sufficient conditions for expertise, 
let me simply stipulate that by “experts,” I mean individuals who have engaged in around 
ten or more years of deliberate practice, which means close to daily, extended practice 
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with the specific aim of improving, and are still intent on improving.  These are the sorts 
of individuals I have in mind when I say that their performance is in line, not with “just do 
it,” but with the Master Cogito. Individuals who have engaged in (around) ten or more 
years of deliberate practice and who are still intent on improving, I refer to as 
“professional-level experts” or more often simply “experts,” and I use the term “expertise” 
to refer to the skill that such individuals have developed.  
 The “ten-year rule”—that is, the idea that in order to become an expert at any 
endeavor, one must engage in at least around ten years of practice—has been known for a 
long time. It was perhaps first formulated by Bryan and Hartner (1899), and although there 
may be some exceptions, it does seem that in many domains, ten does turn out to be the 
minimum necessary number of years it takes to reach professional status.14 But, as the 
psychologist Anders Ericsson has documented, those who excel in a wide variety of fields 
have not only engaged in ten years of practice, but have engaged in ten years of deliberate 
practice, that is, practice that involves not only doing the actions over and over again, as 
might be true of our daily activities like buttoning a shirt or driving to the office, but also 
involves working on aspects that are difficult and, after practice, analyzing one’s own 
successes and failures. 15 Beyond this, I would add that in order for someone to count as an 
expert under my stipulative definition, such individuals engage in ongoing practice. Apart 
from the modicum of studying drivers do in order to renew their licenses, most drivers 
don’t do much to try to improve their skills, if the studying for the driver’s test is to count 
as skill-building at all. Most everyday drivers, for better or worse, just do it. Experts, as I 
define them, necessarily engage in skill building.  
 The idea of practice, however, as the term is normally used, is contrasted with 
performance, yet not all “experts,” as I want to use the term, perform. For example, in 
philosophy, although we give talks, it is not as if all our work is leading up to the talk; 
indeed, the talk is often given in order to help improve a work in progress. Or a painter 
does not work on a painting with the end of a performance in sight, whatever that could 
be. Nevertheless, I would like to extend the idea of practice to cover any type of activity 
that is done with an aim, at least in part, to improve, or to learn or to figure something 
out. This covers not only what we would call a period of training, for example, either in 
grad school or in art school, respectively, but also the actions that such nonperforming 
experts engage in during which they are trying to get better at their craft.  In fact, I was 
rather tickled to notice that at the university where I work, it is part of official policy that 
all faculty must engage in such activities; quoting from an official CUNY document, “a full-
time faculty member is expected to …constantly [make] all efforts to improve his/her 
professional standing through study and thought, and also through activities such as 
research, publication, attendance at professional conferences, and the giving of papers 
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and lectures.”16   And even philosophers such as Dreyfus and Kelly, who hold that the best 
ideas come to one like a bolt of lightning, believe that some activities of the expert 
philosopher, painter and other such experts do involve trying to improve.   
 But what is it that needs to be practiced?  As the conditions of performance differ 
from situation to situation—for a tennis player, an unusually windy day might count as a 
condition under which one has never practiced, while for a philosopher, each new paper 
presents novel challenges—not everything will have been practiced.  Accordingly, my 
requirement for having practiced deliberately and extensively applies to the general 
category of the activity. An expert pianist will have to have deliberately practiced playing 
the piano for around ten years or more, though she need not have practiced playing some 
particular piece for that amount of time, or on a particular piano or in a particular concert 
hall or even with her specific interpretation for this amount of time. (I shall discuss the 
notion of practice in expertise further in chapter 6.) 
 In his quest to understand what goes into making an expert, Ericsson, of course, 
needs an independent criterion for what counts as an expert.  That is, he cannot define an 
expert as someone who is engaged in deliberate practice and then go on to find that, lo 
and behold, experts engage in deliberate practice.  And those who came up with the ten 
year rule would seem to need this as well. However, as my concern is not what goes into 
making an expert but with what goes on in the mind of the expert in action, I can, without 
circularity, simply co-opt their findings and build them into my definition of expertise.  
 To sum up the view we’ve arrived at so far, then, experts are those who have 
engaged in around ten or more years of deliberate practice and are still passionate about 
improving; expert actions are the domain-related actions of such individuals; and 
expertise is the ability they have to perform such actions.  My view, then, is that the just-
do-it principle is false when applied to those who have engaged in around at least ten 
years of deliberate practice and are still engaging in deliberate practice.  
 
How close is this notion to our common understanding of expertise? 
 
As this is a stipulative definition (that is, I am merely specifying what I mean by “expert” 
and not trying to say what an expert truly is) I am not bound to define the term in a way 
that comports with any common ways of understanding the notion.  However, if my 
stipulation does approximate one or more of our various understandings of expertise, all 
the better.  And I do think that many of those individuals whom we think of as experts—
for example, many professional-level performing artists, athletes, and chess players—are 
covered by my criterion. However, I also think that my conception of expertise does not 
line up with some common ways of thinking about what it is to be an expert. And 
although I am no doubt better at finding flaws in other people’s definition of what counts 
as an expert—and indeed, though I did not mention it in the introduction, perhaps a 
particularly salient defining characteristic of a philosopher is the ability to criticize other’s 
views—let me try to identify some of the ways in which my criterion might not line up 
with other notions of “expert.” I once heard my cousin Gerald Rosenberg explain: as long 
as you acknowledge that what you are eating breaks a Kosher law, it’s still Kosher.  And 
although I cannot comment on Gerry’s counsel, I have no illusions that by owning up to 
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some of the ways in which my definition of expertise diverges from ordinary 
understandings of it, I will have made my definition Kosher, as it were.  Nonetheless, in 
indicating some such divergences as well as possible objections to the view, I hope to help 
those who prefer to understand expertise in other ways see to where my theory would 
need adjusting.     
 
How close does my view come to our everyday understanding of what it is to be an 
expert? 
 
 Problem 1: Could someone reach the status of professional athlete without much 
deliberate practice?  I leave this as an open question, however, if there are such individuals, 
they simply do not count as experts on my definition. 
 Problem 2: Could there be individuals who have gone through approximately ten 
years of deliberate training yet have not reached the level of what we would want to call 
expertise?  Perhaps, though it may be that that unless one is acquiring some sort of 
recognizable high level of skill, it is at least rare for someone to persist; what makes all 
the work endurable for the few is that they are achieving results.  However, there very 
well may be some that persist out of sheer love of the activity or perhaps blind ambition 
(blind to the lack of progress).  If so, they would still count as exerts on my criterion.   
 Problem 3: Could an expert, after years of deliberate practice, maintain expert-
level skill without ongoing deliberate practice? Likely there are individuals who fall into 
this category and likely many would still call such individuals experts. Hence, this is a 
place where my definition and an everyday understanding come apart.   
 Problem 4: My criterion excludes everyday expertise. Yes, it does, so if one thinks 
that the notion of expert should cover everyday expertise, this will need to be another 
exception to my argument.  To keep the distinction between these two senses of “expert” 
in mind, let me use the terms “expert” and “expertise” to refer to what can roughly be 
thought of as professional-level experts and the type of skills they exhibit, while I use the 
terms “everyday expert” and “everyday expertise” when I intend to refer to the type of 
everyday expertise we all embody.  And, when useful, I shall refer to as “everyday expert” 
with “professional expertise.”  Those who understand expertise as the attainment of 
automaticity see us all as what I want to call “everyday-experts” in our daily tasks of tying 
shoes and driving, or, for us carless New York City denizens, navigating our way through 
a busy sidewalk.17 On my view, we are not, however, experts at tying our shoes, since we 
have not spent much time after the age of three or four (possibly later for the Velcro 
generation) engaged in deliberate practice with the aim of improving. This view that we 
should understand expertise to cover such everyday activities also contrasts with the 
idea that expertise occurs at the far right of the bell curve, as we cannot  all, by definition, 
be better than average.   
 Problem 5: This criterion, like defining expert action in terms of requiring little 
preparation, does not judge performance, but what goes into performance. Yet, isn’t it 
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true, as the German philosopher Gottlieb Hegel said, “the true being of a person is that 
person’s deed”?  Thus, shouldn’t we define what it is to be an expert in terms of what the 
expert doe and call people who have practiced diligently for extended periods of time, not 
experts, but workaholics?   
 There is, no doubt, something deeply correct about Hegel’s view about how we 
should judge individuals, for if our perceptions of others come with implicit biases, as tests 
such as the implicit bias test seem to indicate, then it will only be certain groups of 
individuals that will be perceived as having innate or “inner” talent and may then 
subsequently be treated in a way that facilitates the talents they have while other groups of 
individuals with possibly equal abilities are ignored. To be sure, there are certain aspects 
about how you get there as opposed to what is done that matter.  For example, if a writer 
plagiarizes, if a scientist performs unethical experiments on subjects, this discredits the 
performance. Yet these are deeds too, and thus, on Hegel’s view, ought to be taken into 
account. However, although plagiarism, we might want to say, should reveal that someone 
is not an expert at writing, the lack of deliberate practice should not. As long as the 
performance is superior in some relevantly important sense, a person should count as an 
expert.  Though, as we have seen, it is very difficult to say exactly what this important sense 
is, something about this view seems correct. Thus, it indicates another way in which my 
stipulated definition of what it is to be an expert does not line up with an ordinary sense of 
the term.   
 
How can I tell if someone is an expert? 
As I am using the term “expert,” whether someone is an NBA basketball player or 
someone who has taken it as his life mission to darn socks with utmost precision does not 
matter so much as long as the skill is the result of extended deliberate practice and the 
individual still has the drive to improve.  To contrast this view with everyday expertise, of 
the sort we all have in our daily ablutions, I sometimes refer to those whom I want to call 
experts as  “professional-level experts,” but this does not mean that they necessarily have 
become professionals in the sense of making a living from their skills.  As I am using the 
term, the vast majority of us who have merely spent ten-plus years mindlessly slipping 
one lace over the other do not count as experts at tying shoes; however, you would be 
such an expert if you spent more than ten years practicing with the intention of trying to 
improve your knots and bows. This is the idea I have in mind, yet how can I tell if 
someone satisfies it?  Indeed, in order to indentify someone as an expert, I need to know 
not only that she has spent the requisite number of years training intensively, but also 
that she is still intent on improving.  

  How do I verify that the individuals whom I cite to illustrate the Expert Cogito are such 
individuals? How, when I call someone an expert, do I know that this person has engaged in 
around at least ten years of deliberate practice and is still intent on improving? Typically, I 
reap this information from the individuals themselves or from biographical information 
about them (or in my own case, of course, autobiographical information), though 
occasionally I might simply take professional status or recognized national status, such as 
being a member of an Olympic team, as indicative of having engaged the relevant practice 



and having the relevant drive.  This is far from a perfect indicator yet I think that it is 
adequate for my purposes.18   
 
 
The generality of the claim: Mental and Physical Expertise  
Everyday expertise and professional-level expertise should, I believe, be addressed 
separately with respect to the question of whether the just-do-it principle applies to them.  
And my focus is on professional-level expertise.  However, within that bailiwick, there are 
some strikingly different kinds of expert actions that I plan to address in a more or less 
unified manner. In particular, my view about the inapplicability of the just-do-it principle 
applies to both what might be called “mental” and “physical” expertise, that is, to the 
actions of an Olympic gymnast, professional wrestler, grand-master chess player or 
polished poet.19 Clearly, given my view that expertise involves thought, I do not distinguish 
mental from physical expertise in terms of one involving thought and the other being 
mindless skill. As Bob Jones famously said, “competitive golf is played on a five and a half 
inch course—the space between a player’s ears.”  Yet I still think that there is at least a 
rough distinction we can make between mental skills and highly physical skills, even if both 
kinds of skills involve thought.  So let me conclude this chapter with a few comments about 
how I understand this distinction in light of my view about expertise.   
 Perhaps the first point I should note is that although I think that there is a 
distinction between physical or bodily expertise and mental expertise, the line between 
mind and body need not be that of Descartes, where the mind is immaterial and the body 
material, but is intended as the ordinary one in which we think of the mind as the part of us 
which, among other things, thinks, feels, emotes, wills and attends (be it embodied as you 
like), and the body as the part of us which, among other things, jumps, runs, dances and 
moves the fingers while typing.  Whether dualism is true and the mind is immaterial—as 
well as, for that matter, whether idealism is true and the body and mind are both 
immaterial—is irrelevant to our concerns; regardless of the truth of these metaphysical 
doctrines, we can distinguish mind, as what thinks and feels (among other things), from 
body, as what jumps and runs (among other things). Thus, when I say that my claims about 
expertise will apply to both bodily and mental expertise, the contrast between mind and 
body is in this metaphysically neutral way.  But what, then, is the distinction?   
 One reasonable suggestion would seem to be that we can draw the line between 
gymnastics and tennis on the one hand and chess and poetry on the other in terms of how 
these activities differentially employ large muscle movements.  That is, one might say that 
while both gymnastics and poetry involve hard mental work, gymnastics and golf also 
involve hard bodily work, as measured by strength of large muscle contractions, or, 
subjectively, by the gymnast herself, whereas chess and poetry—at least if you have good 
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posture, are sitting in a decent chair, and take occasional breaks—are physically 
undemanding. Yet golf is not nearly as physically strenuous as gymanastics,  and something 
like video gaming might be less physically strenuous in terms of large muscle contractions 
than even philosophy, which at a minimum often involves occasionally turning one’s head 
away from the screen and, perhaps in the best of situations, involves, in the peripatetic 
style, taking occasional strolls.  So it seems that some of what we might want to call 
physical skills do not involve more muscle contractions than mental skills. And in fact, 
chess would be counted as a mental skill even if it were played with heavily weighted 
pieces. Perhaps such a game could count as both physical and mental expertise, yet if the 
strength it took to lift the pieces did not require special training, we might not think of it as 
involving physical expertise at all.   

I think a better (though still not perfect)  approach is to look at what counts as 
success in the respective endeavors. In gymnastics, for example, the success of an action 
seems intimately connected to the bodily movements the gymnast makes, whereas in 
chess, the grandmaster’s exact bodily movements seem incidental.20  If a gymnast 
accidentally stumbles during a routine it reveals something about her ability as a gymnast. 
Similarly, if the fingers of an expert at playing video games slip, this merits criticism.  
However, if a chess player’s hand slips and accidently knocks over a piece during a game, 
she is not thought any the worse of as a chess player. That is, for the gymnast (or video 
gamer), if her intention to act fails to produce the desired bodily movement, her 
performance is generally seen as flawed.  Yet for the chess player, unintentional bodily 
movements are generally not relevant to the quality of play. To be sure, if a chess player’s 
hand slips during a tournament and accidentally pushes a pawn ahead, the player may very 
well need to accept the consequences of that move. It seems, however, that such slips have 
more to do with coordination than with chess expertise.   

But this still might not give the results we want since one might argue that physical 
slip-ups are not necessarily any more relevant in gymnastics than in chess.  If a gymnast 
accidentally stumbles on her landing from a butterfly twist this would seem to indicate that 
her actions are not as expertly performed as they would have been without the stumble. 
Yet does a small trip on the floor really matter in judging the overall quality of a gymnast’s 
performance?  The judges may say so, yet perhaps such a trifle is not really relevant to our 
judgment of an individual’s expertise; this would make the situation more similar to chess, 
where a slip, it would seem, should not affect our judgment of an individual’s chess ability.  
In arts such as dance, I think it is arguable that even a large misstep should at times be 
irrelevant to the overall quality of the performance. Dancers sometimes fall, but one might 
argue that as long as they can pick themselves up and continue without letting the fall 
hinder the rest of the performance, the quality of the performance need not be affected. (Or 
at least, since falls are not all that uncommon in dance, this is what dancers tell themselves; 
and some, like I did and still do, come to believe it.)  In philosophy-speak, one might say 
that although the quality of the dance supervenes on the individual movements, it is not 
reducible to them.  In other words, although you can’t change the quality of a dance without 
changing the dancer’s movements, you can change the movements—even to a large 
degree—without changing the quality of the dance.  This is true of chess as well: although 
you can’t change the outcome of a chess game without changing the bodily movements of at 
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least one of the players, bodily movements of the players can vary without altering the 
outcome of the game. (I’m simplifying here by ignoring the possibility that outcomes can 
change because of external factors. For example, two chess games might involve the exact 
same moves by the players, but if the rules of chess differ, then the outcomes of the games 
might be different as well. And the quality of two bodily identical dance performances 
might differ, if, quality depends in part on how observers perceive the performance.)     

Nonetheless, there does seem to be a difference between the kind of movements 
done in chess or in writing poetry and those done in ballet and basketball, for the physical 
movements of a chess player seem to be irrelevant inasmuch as the board could be 
replaced with a computer screen without really changing the game. Those who can play 
well on the physical board can also generally play well on the screen. But a dance created 
and performed on a computer is an entirely different kind of performance from one done in 
flesh and blood, and it is not the case that those who are good at physically dancing will be 
generally good at manipulating virtual bodies with a cursor. Video games, which seem to lie 
on the dividing line between mental and physical expertise (or at least the better ones do!), 
might still count as the same whether played with a mouse or joystick, however, if once 
moved to a nonvirtual setting with actual physical pieces, the skill that is required changes 
and those who are good at moving the mouse might not be as skilled at lifting and dropping 
chips.   

So, I think it does make sense to contrast mental and physical expertise, though not 
sharply. Yet despite the differences between chess and poetry on the one hand and ballet 
and basketball on the other, many philosophers and psychologists working on expertise, 
hold that the correct theory of expertise is going to cover all types of expert action, from 
overtly physical actions like gymnastics to barely physical ones like chess. As  Ericsson and 
his collaborators put it in their introduction to the Cambridge Handbook of Expertise and 
Expert Performance, although “[i]t is not immediately apparent what is generalizable across 
such diverse domains of expertise, such as music, sport, medicine and chess…[t]he premise 
of a field studying expertise and expert performance is that there are sufficient similarities 
in the theoretical principles mediating the phenomena and the methods for studying them 
in different domains that it would be possible to propose a general theory of expertise and 
expert performance.”  Whether the motivation for this classification is partly due to the 
human tendency to look for unified explanations, I cannot say; however, I, too, shall for the 
most part look for theoretically significant commonalities between mental and physical 
expert endeavors, and so, in talking about experts, be referring to those who have engaged 
in deliberate practice and are still intent on improving, whether athlete or dancer or chess 
player or poet.   

 
A theory of everything expert? 

 My investigations into a wide variety of areas of expertise have led to me to think 
that Ericsson’s premise in studying expertise and expert performance is a reasonable one, 
and I see this book as providing support for it. However, as is befitting theories in the so-
called “special sciences,” it may be that the most we can aspire to in this area is to identify 
principles that tend to be correct.  And, indeed, this is as far as my aspirations go.  For 
although I aim to propose a theory of all types of expertise, it is likely that there are some 
significant differences among individual experts within and between domains as to what 
goes on in their minds during performance.  For example, although I shall argue that unless 



a situation is such that it requires actions to proceed faster than thought (and, as I shall 
suggest, thought can move rather fast), I claim that experts in basically any domain can 
typically think without this interfering with their actions. But how far does the “basically” 
extend, and just what type of thoughts do I permit?  It is my view that the “basically” 
extends quite far, though I do not specify exactly how far, and although I claim that many 
types of thoughts are compatible with expert performance, I do not specify which are not, 
though I do hint that perhaps thoughts, such as entirely irrelevant thoughts or thoughts 
about impending doom, or even about great success, might sometimes throw experts off.  
In sum, I think that the types of thoughts that are compatible with performing well will be 
the type that have been practiced. With both the beneficial and the detrimental, then, I 
think that there will be individual and context-relevant differences, and for athletes it is the 
athletic coaches and sports psychologists who are best suited to identify what works for 
which individuals. Moreover, there may be differences within an individual from time to 
time. However, I do claim that, in general, thinking at the expert level does not hinder and 
at least apparently facilitates doing. And in the next chapter, the argument for this begins.   
 

 


