
Deliberate Practice 

Psychologist K. Anders Ericsson, a professor of Psychology at Florida State University, has been a 
pioneer in researching deliberate practice and what it means. According to Ericsson: 

"People believe that because expert performance is qualitatively different from normal performance the 
expert performer must be endowed with characteristics qualitatively different from those of normal 
adults." "We agree that expert performance is qualitatively different from normal performance and even 
that expert performers have characteristics and abilities that are qualitatively different from or at least 
outside the range of those of normal adults. However, we deny that these differences are immutable, 
that is, due to innate talent. Only a few exceptions, most notably height, are genetically prescribed. 
Instead, we argue that the differences between expert performers and normal adults reflect a life-long 
period of deliberate effort to improve performance in a specific domain."1  

One of Ericsson's core findings is that how expert one becomes at a skill has more to do with how one 
practices than with merely performing a skill a large number of times. An expert breaks down the skills 
that are required to be expert and focuses on improving those skill chunks during practice or day-to-
day activities, often paired with immediate coaching feedback. Another important feature of deliberate 
practice lies in continually practicing a skill at more challenging levels with the intention of mastering it. 

Ericsson says that it takes 10,000 hours (20 hours for 50 weeks a year for ten years = 
10,000) of deliberate practice to become an expert in almost anything. "10,000 hours; brilliant 
-- I’ll become a pro golfer in 10 years!"  If only it was that simple.  Most of the coaches or 
managers I hear referring to this research forget to mention the main principle -- it has to be 
deliberate practice. 

Practice is practice, right? Wrong, this is probably the misconception that leads coaches and 
managers to leave out the main principle of Ericsson’s research. Consider this simple 
example of the difference between the activities of two players practicing penalties in soccer. 
Player A takes 250 penalties in his/her hour, Player B takes 60. Player B is on his/her own 
retrieving the ball after every attempt, not taking note of any of his/her penalties. Player A 
has a teammate who retrieves the ball after each attempt. The teammate takes notes on the 
accuracy, power and how Player A strikes the ball. After every 10 penalties, Player A 
receives feedback from his/her teammate. A & B both have had an hour of practice at 
penalties but to categorize that hour as equal would hardly be accurate. Assuming they are 
of similar skill at the start and this is typical of their practice routine, which would you predict 
would be the better penalty taker after only 10 hours of practice? 
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