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We all know people who are described to be
“extraordinary” or “genius”. They are the top
experts who seem to achieve everything ima-
ginable in their field. What is the story be-
hind their success? Are these individuals ex-
ceptionally skilful or just extremely lucky?
In the book, “Outliers -- The story of suc-
cess”, Malcolm Gladwell ponders the factors
behind the possibility for people to achieve
the best possible outcome and become the ex-
ceptional professionals we read about in the
newspapers.

According to the book, there are numerous
events and circumstances in our life, which

we never come to think of, that determine, at
least in part, the direction of our lives. The
usual assumption is that successful people
either just work harder than others or pos-
sess some extraordinary talent. Either of
these arguments is completely wrong; one
has of course to work hard and have some
amount of flair to be able to stand out with an
exceptional performance in any field of art,
science or commerce. However, this is not
necessarily the whole story behind success.

Getting to the top in ice hockey is a per-
fect example of a career that is a result of
hard practice. Ice hockey in Canada is highly
competitive and requires countless hours of
training. A psychologist called Roger Barns-
ley was the first to find a variable that is
closely linked to success in ice hockey in
Canada. From every age class, starting from
age nine, the most promising players are se-
lected to play in the all-stars-teams. Being
in this group allows these young players to
get better coaching and teammates as well as
double amount of playing hours. The system
guarantees that the most talented youngsters
from every age group have similar possibilit-
ies to make it to the top. Or do they? When
Roger Barnsley looked at the data for any
elite group in Canada, he noticed that 40 per-
cent of the players were born between Janu-
ary and March and, furthermore, another 30
percent between April and June. This is sur-
prising but easily explained. The selection
for the advanced players is made yearly in
January. The timing of selection gives a huge
advantage to those who are older in January,
because at young age, a relatively small dif-
ference in age can be crucial for physical de-
velopment. In the next year’s round, these
children in the advanced team have already
been trained harder, which makes it so much
easier for them to do well in the following se-
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lections and develop their skills effectively.

Not only the time of the year, but also the
year itself might make a difference in the op-
portunities available specializing in certain
subjects. It seems that there is indeed a per-
fect time to be born to become a top level
programmer or to amass a huge fortune. The
main reason for this are the different peri-
ods of human or country history and how
they match different phases in peoples’ lives.
Studying in a school where it was possible to
freely practice programming at a time when
most students did not have any possibilities
of using computers, gave Bill Gates a good
starting point to success in this area. And if
you happened to be in the right age and right
place when Wall Street emerged and the rail-
roads were built in the United States, you had
a fairly good change to use the opportunity
and to become one of the richest people in
the world’s history.

Still, even the luckiest individuals need
practice. Malcolm Gladwell uses a term “ten-
thousand-hour rule”. This particular number
of hours of practice needed to really mas-
ter any skill was first mentioned in a psy-
chological test by K. Anders Ericsson. The
test showed clearly that the amount of time
a pianist uses for practicing correlates with
his/her career success. There were no “nat-
urals” who would develop fast without train-
ing. In the book, the histories of Bill Gates,
Mozart and the Beatles are described, in or-
der to show that all of them actually spent a
long time practicing before becoming excep-
tionally skilled professionals.

It seems that the secrets behind success
have been revealed. But the author goes fur-
ther, considering how IQ tests have been de-
signed and what type of intelligence they are
able to reveal. Furthermore, he questions the
benefit of an exceptionally high IQ and sug-
gests that our background has a stronger im-
pact to our behaviour than we tend to ex-
pect. Although partly simplified and even
provocative, the examples of the book are re-
latively well justified. The text is entertain-
ing and easy to read. I found myself ques-
tioning quite a few claims of the book but
I do not think this is necessary a negative
thing. This book is an inspiring discussion
about the complexity of the impact of back-
grounds in human life and the importance of
the people we surround ourselves with.
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