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WHY BROAD THINKERS WIN IN A SPECIALIZED WORLD

Why broad thinkers win in a specialized world
I have always believed that a world ruled by
hard-core reason and over-specialism is a sure
recipe for collective and catastrophic failures.

are proving to be the worst courses of action after
leaning on them almost exclusively in every walk
of life for the last three centuries.

Don’t misunderstand me: I too believe in the
“10,000-hours-to-expertise”, “Data-Drivenanything” and “Deliberate practice and repeated
performance of the same task” until reactions
become natural like muscle memory. But that
code has its limitations for me.

Specialists are outstanding at predicting the
past, not the future.

The need/illusion to be “On-top” of everything
smacks of vulnerability, insecurity, corruption
or greed, or irrationality in my book.
I may be going against the grain, but misleading
influential propaganda and fierce manipulation
of public opinion are aligned to promote rigid
reasoning and narrow specialization even if both

Hyper-specialists are prone to become singleminded, individualistic, and dismissive of
different approaches because they can become
captives of extensive and repetitive patterns of
what has been experienced in the past. They get
so entrenched in their own ways and beliefs that
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they lose peripheral vision and sight of the
Bigger Picture, which can lead to realitydetachment. That’s why experts can actually
become worse with experience while acquiring
meltdown-inducing over-confidence – a
dangerous combination of personal and cultural
superiority.
Experience leads to skill only in structured and
stable domains and controlled-environments
where patterns tend to repeat themselves. In
other words, specialists thrive only when they
face predictable situations of the sort: “this
problem is probably like the one we faced last
time, so extensive narrow experience works”.
Hard-core rational people tend to promptly lose
purpose and direction in uncertain environments
or when they face ill-defined new challenges.
Often, if one is too much of a specialist, it’s
hard to for him or her to get a good perspective
of things. Faced with uncertainty, the singlemindedness of experts reinforces the exact
wrong lessons and wrong actions because
experts are too worried about looking stupid to
share ideas, or to admit mistakes, or to lose their
illusions of control. Bending to unfamiliar
situations is very difficult for experienced
specialists who have been hardened by
overlearned attitudes.
Hyper-specialists form neat theories of how the
world works through the single lens of their
specialty. The more information they have to

work with, the more they would fit any story to
their worldview. Rigid under pressure, they
would rather bend the reality to suit theories
instead of showing flexibility, enforcing critical
thinking and adapting.
Over-specialists try to come up with formulas to
hard-to-define challenges. Results do not matter;
they assume they are right by both successes
and failures and burrowed further into their
ideas. Knowledge is a double-edged sword; it
allows us to do some things but it also makes us
blind to other things we could do. When rigid
rationalists extend their skill to face uncertainty,
the results are disastrous for them and everyone
else.
Highly reasonable and hyper-specialists can
become more resistant to contrary evidence and
more politically polarized as they gain subject
matter knowledge and become an authority.
However, they have one advantage. Viewing
every event through their preferred keyhole
facilitates making interesting stories about
anything that occurs, and telling stories with
adamant authority – whether that confidence is
remotely justified or not. In other words, they
make great TV. But, the more likely an expert
was to have his or her predictions featured on
op-ed pages and broadcasting channels, the
more likely they are always wrong.
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The case for lateral thinkers
Where experts get stuck, generalists have a
broad range. The latters resort to analogical
thinking to take knowledge from one domain
and apply it creatively to another in order to
avoid single-mindedness and rigid
entrenchment. The ability to move freely is
telling of abstract thinking, broad significance,
conceptual connections and critical intelligence
– it tells of a mind that switches from narrow to
broad.
It often happens that what’s good and
reasonable for an individual and separate task is
harmful to many others in the wider context of a
value chain. While a specialist often just uses
the data people put in front of him or her; a
lateral thinker would say “is this the data I want
to make the decision I need to make?” because
there are tremendous dangers of reaching
conclusions from incomplete data and relying
only on what is in front of us.
In the real world, it is not important to merely
impart to an interlocutor what you have to say,
but to communicate to them the reasons, ruses,
lucky coincidences and unpredictable and
unforeseen small findings which led to a
discovery. Lateral thinkers do not to accept
contortions, rushing to say that some
observation must have been off trying to prove a
theory, or patching solutions that are close to
perfection but not perfect. Industriousness,
commitment and honesty, all qualitative traits,

are opportunities to identify keyhole views into
new understandings of whole new areas and
venture somewhere completely new. Broad
thinkers arrive at a theory after the totality of the
evidences have been met. They are
adept at science curiosity while hyperspecialists are driven by science knowledge.
Lateral thinkers and conceptualizers learn about
internal and particular details of the event in
question and probe external events that have
deep structural similarities to the current event
under consideration, which at the same time,
seem to have little in common on the surface or
are far removed from the current event. They
are humble – they view their own ideas as
hypothesis in need of testing instead of absolute
truths and encourage others to help them falsify
their visions rather than impose incomplete,
partial, biased and self-interest narrow views.
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Why lateral thinkers have the edge
Ultimately, humanity’s best course of action is
to bet on the exact opposite of specialization.
Our best bet is our ability to integrate broadly
because our world is complex, interconnected,
vulnerable yet robust, and rapidly changing. We
need people who evaluate then choose instead
of choose and then evaluate. In other words, we
need successful problem-solvers who figure out
the deep structure of a problem they are facing
before proceeding to match a strategy to it rather
than mentally classifying a problem only by
superficial and overtly stated features, jump
right in with memorized procedures and panic
when they fail. Broad thinkers figure out the
fundamental questions to ask, and ask questions
of the specialists who actually do know their
stuff. They understand that most cause/effect
relationships are probabilistic, not deterministic
as specialists do.

The world needs hyper-specialists (or vertical
thinkers) and lateral thinkers even in highly
technical fields. The world is both broad and
deep; but depth (i.e. efficiencies and
improvements) is finite while breadth is not.
The world also needs aces who have depth in a
core area (though not as deep as specialists) and
breadth (more than generalists have).
We must not let our instinctive dislike of
uncertainty and innate risk-aversion limit us to
having recourse to what we already know,
relying upon experience from quantitative
analyses because that is disastrous: science and
reason are variable while emotion and values
are constant. When we mix emotion with reason,
in the right proportion, a sweet spot is reached.
Humanity can no longer afford making shortterm gains at the expense of long-terms ones by
following the lead of specialists who have acquired
meltdown-inducing over-confidence – a dangerous
combination of cultural and personal superiority.
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