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EXPERIENCE = PEAK PERFORMANCE? 
 

 
Paul M. Whisenand, Ph.D. 
 

“Finally, it’s very important that the expert be able and willing to 
explain to you, in terms you can understand, everything he’s doing 
or plans to do.” 

    Steven Sample, Ph.D. 
    President, USC 

       
Would you prefer a police leader who has 30 years of work experience or just 10?  All things 
being equal, I’ll opt for the veteran.  But three decades of research into peak performance has 
proven that raw experience—the amount of time you and I spend pursuing any particular 
activity, from police work to scuba diving—can actually impair your ability  to deliver superior 
performance.  Conventional wisdom would respond to such a proposition with a resounding—
“Nonsense.”  Science, however, is instructing us to look a lot closer at the relationship of 
leadership experience and peak performance. 
 
It is widely accepted that mastering most complex human activities requires a minimum of 10 
years experience.  The “10 year rule” was posited in 1899 when the Psychological Review ran a 
paper saying it takes at least that long to become expert in telegraphy.  The modern study of 
expert performance began in 1973 when the American Scientist published an influential article 
by two prominent researchers Herbert Simon (Nobel Prize Laureate) and William Chase saying 
chess enthusiasts had to play at least 10 years before they could win international tournaments.  
(Bobby Fischer was an exception winning his first after nine years.) 
 



While the 10 year rule applies to achieving expertise in most fields, it does not guarantee peak 
performance!  Anders Ericsson wrote in the Cambridge Handbook of Expertise and Expert 
Performance (2006), “The number of years of experience in a domain is a poor predictor of 
attained performance.”  Ericsson is the world’s leading expert on “experts.”  The key here is that 
he distinguishes from experts (10 plus years of experience) and “expert performers”—those of us 
fortunate ones that possess both the experience (expertise) and get superior results. 
 
Ericsson’s research has revealed that being an expert is great until something unexpected 
happens—the rules of the game change, and the expert becomes no better than the rest of us non-
experts.  Indeed, routine actually reduces focus and concentration.  In other words, expertise is 
not only insufficient for expert performance; in some cases a lot of expertise can: (1) undermine 
expert performance, and (2) lead to overconfidence. 
 
O.K. then, if not experience or raw talent, what really counts as far as achieving expert 
performance?  Ericsson found two causative factors.  First, there is dedicated, slogging, and 
generally solitary exertion—repeatedly practicing new and difficult physical or mental feats.  He 
labeled this “deliberate practice.”  Second, there is regularly obtaining accurate feedback and 
truly valuing it.  (Note the words “regularly,” “accurate,” and “valuing.”) 
 
Obviously, experience (especially 10 years of it) counts for something.  But, if you and I really 
want to be an expert performer, we must count on repeated and regular: deliberate practice; and 
accurate feedback.  No coasting, relying on the simple proven routine to win.  It demands of us 
clear vision, constant stretching, and a great deal of energy.  Experience comes with time and 
routine.  Expert performance comes with trial and self-knowledge. 
 
I suspect that expert performers have discovered an answer to the question, “What would so 
motivate you that you would go further than wholehearted service to achieve it?”  If you have an 
answer to this query and are ready to act on it, you’re on the path to expert performance. 
 

“If you were to assume that many experts use their information to 
your detriment, you’d be right.” 

Steven D. Levitt 
Stephen J. Dubner 
Freakonomics (p. 70) 

 
Good News! 
We have six new courses as well as a vehicle for providing you with a team building and/or 
strategic planning workshop.  The courses are all POST Plan III reimbursable and described on 
our web page: 
 

·  Advanced Police Supervision – Oct. 20-22, 2008 ($395) 
·  Advanced Police Management – Sept. 30 – Oct. 2, 2008 ($362) 
·  Criminal Investigation – Jan. 7-9, 2009 ($395) 
·  Generations at Work – Oct. 23, 2008 ($140) 
·  Police Performance Measures – Jan. 27-29, 2009 ($398) 
·  Succession Planning for Police Management – Jan. 26-28, 2009 ($420) 



 
Regarding the workshops, please email or phone us, and we’ll describe how this can happen. 

 
Feedback on Feedback 
I was pleased to receive a lot of feedback on the Spring Commentary about “Crackberries.”  
Many respondents expressed frustration with pervasive invasion and disruptive cell phone usage.  
Some organizations are creating “dead zones” in the work places and conference rooms.  I 
thought the following cartoon timely: 
 

 
 

Private Investigator Opportunity 
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Norman A. Traub Associates is looking for retired former police executive/managers with a 
California private investigator license to investigate employee misconduct cases.  Interested 
persons must possess the following qualities: 
 

·  Proven excellent investigation skills 
·  Excellent report writing skills 
·  High ethical standards 
·  Excellent interpersonal skills 
·  Agree and support the organizational values 

 
Please email your resume and list of references to: 

 



Norman A. Traub Associates 
ntraub@sbcglobal.net 

 
Questions can be directed via email or by calling 714.693.3428 

 
 
If you wish to unsubscribe to this email list, please follow the link and enter your email address at the 
bottom of the home page.  http://www.pmwassociates.com/index.php  


