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One Thursday in January, I hit send on the last round of edits for a new book about how 
society undervalues generalists — people who cultivate broad interests, zigzag in their careers, 
and delay picking an area of expertise. Later that night, my wife started having intermittent 
contractions. By Sunday, I was wheeling my son’s bassinet down a hospital hallway toward a 
volunteer harpist, fantasizing about a music career launched in the maternity ward. 

A friend had been teasing me for months about whether, as a parent, I would be able to 
listen to my own advice, or whether I would be a “do as I write, not as I do” dad, telling 
everyone else to slow down while I hustle to mold a baby genius. That’s right, I told him, sharing 
all of this research is part of my plan to sabotage the competition while secretly raising the Tiger 
Woods of blockchain (or perhaps the harp). 

I do find the Tiger Woods story incredibly compelling; there is a reason it may be the 
most famous tale of development ever. Even if you don’t know the details, you’ve probably 
absorbed the gist. 

Woods was 7 months old when his father gave him a putter, which he dragged around in 
his circular baby-walker. At 2, he showed off his drive on national television. By 21, he was the 
best golfer in the world. There were, to be sure, personal and professional bumps along the way, 
but in April he became the second-oldest player ever to win the Masters. Woods’s tale spawned 
an early-specialization industry. 

And yet, I knew that his path was not the only way to the top. 
Consider Roger Federer. Just a year before Woods won this most recent Masters, Federer, 

at 36, became the oldest tennis player ever to be ranked No. 1 in the world. But as a child, 
Federer was not solely focused on tennis. He dabbled in skiing, wrestling, swimming, 
skateboarding and squash. He played basketball, handball, tennis, table tennis and soccer (and 
badminton over his neighbor’s fence). Federer later credited the variety of sports with developing 
his athleticism and coordination. 

While Tiger’s story is much better known, when sports scientists study top athletes, they 
find that the Roger pattern is the standard. Athletes who go on to become elite usually have a 
“sampling period.” They try a variety of sports, gain a breadth of general skills, learn about their 
own abilities and proclivities, and delay specializing until later than their peers who plateau at 
lower levels. The way to develop the best 20-year-old athlete, it turns out, is not the same as the 
way to make the best 10-year-old athlete. 

The same general pattern tends to hold true for music, another domain where the annals 
of young prodigies are filled with tales of eight hours of violin, and only violin, a day. In online 
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forums, well-meaning parents agonize over what instrument to pick for a child, because she is 
too young to pick for herself and will fall irredeemably behind if she waits. But studies on the 
development of musicians have found that, like athletes, the most promising often have a period 
of sampling and lightly structured play before finding the instrument and genre that suits them. 

In fact, a cast of little-known generalists helped create some of the most famous music in 
history. The 18th-century orchestra that powered Vivaldi’s groundbreaking use of virtuoso 
soloists was composed largely of the orphaned daughters of Venice’s sex industry. The “figlie 
del coro,” as the musicians were known, became some of the best performers in the world. The 
most striking aspect of their development was that they learned an extraordinary number of 
different instruments. 

This pattern extends beyond music and sports. Students who have to specialize earlier in 
their education — picking a pre-med or law track while still in high school — have higher 
earnings than their generalist peers at first, according to one economist’s research in several 
countries. But the later-specializing peers soon caught up. In sowing their wild intellectual oats, 
they got a better idea of what they could do and what they wanted to do. The early specializers, 
meanwhile, more often quit their career tracks. 

I found the Roger pattern — not the Tiger (or Tiger Mother) pattern — in most domains I 
examined. Professional breadth paid off, from the creation of comic books (a creator’s years of 
experience did not predict performance, but the number of different genres the creator had 
worked in did) to technological innovation (the most successful inventors were those who had 
worked in a large number of the federal Patent and Trademark Office’s different technological 
classifications). 

A study of scientists found that those who were nationally recognized were more likely to 
have avocations — playing music, woodworking, writing — than typical scientists, and that 
Nobel laureates were more likely still. 

My favorite example of a generalist inventor is Gunpei Yokoi, who designed the Game 
Boy. Yokoi didn’t do as well on electronics exams as his friends, so he joined Nintendo as a 
machine maintenance worker when it was still a playing card company before going on to lead 
the creation of a toy and game operation. His philosophy, “lateral thinking with withered 
technology,” was predicated on dabbling in many different types of older, well-understood (or 
“withered”) technology, and combining them in new ways, hence the Game Boy’s thoroughly 
dated tech specs. 

Roger stories abound. And yet, we (and I include myself) have a collective complex 
about sampling, zigzagging and swerving from (or simply not having) ironclad long-term plans. 
We are obsessed with narrow focus, head starts and precocity. 
A few years ago, I was invited to speak to a small group of military veterans who had been given 
scholarships by the Pat Tillman Foundation to aid with new careers. I talked a bit about research 
on late specializers, and was struck by the reception, as if the session had been cathartic. 
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One attendee emailed me afterward: “We are all transitioning from one career to another. 
Several of us got together after you had left and discussed how relieved we were to have heard 
you speak.” He was a former member of the Navy SEALs with an undergrad degree in history 
and geophysics, and was pursuing grad degrees in business and public administration from 
Dartmouth and Harvard. I couldn’t help but chuckle that he had been made to feel behind. 

Oliver Smithies would have made that veteran feel better too, I think. Smithies was a 
Nobel laureate scientist whom I interviewed in 2016, shortly before he died at 91. Smithies could 
not resist “picking up anything” to experiment with, a habit his colleagues noticed. Rather than 
throw out old or damaged equipment, they would leave it for him, with the label “Nbgbokfo”: 
“No bloody good but O.K. for Oliver.” 
He veered across scientific disciplines — in his 50s, he took a sabbatical two floors away from 
his lab to learn a new discipline, in which he then did his Nobel work; he told me he published 
his most important paper when he was 60. His breakthroughs, he said, always came during what 
he called “Saturday morning experiments.” Nobody was around, and he could just play. “On 
Saturday,” he said, “you don’t have to be completely rational.” 

I did have fleeting thoughts of a 1-day-old harp prodigy. I’ll admit it. But I know that 
what I really want to do is give my son a “Saturday experiment” kind of childhood: opportunities 
to try many things and help figuring out what he actually likes and is good at. For now, I’m 
content to help him learn that neither musical instruments nor sports equipment are for eating. 

That said, just as I don’t plan to push specialization on him, I also don’t mean to suggest 
that parents should flip to the other extreme and start force-feeding diversification. 
If of his own accord our son chooses to specialize early, fine. Both Mozart and Woods’s fathers 
began coaching their sons in response to the child’s display of interest and prowess, not the 
reverse. As Tiger Woods noted in 2000: “To this day, my dad has never asked me to go play 
golf. I ask him. It’s the child’s desire to play that matters, not the parent’s desire to have the child 
play.” 

On the strength of what I’ve learned, I think I’ll find it easy to stick to my guns as a 
Roger father. 
 


