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  Rookie Smarts: Why Learning Beats Knowing in the New Game of Work, Liz Wiseman (2014) 
  
 Why are you often at your best when you are new to 
an undertaking, doing something for the first time? Mine was 
a humility born of desperation. I was tasked to create a learn-
ing environment where technical knowledge could be trans-
ferred to those working with customers. Within a year after I 
was hired out of business school, I was asked to expand Ora-
cle University to serve more than 100 countries around the 
world. When I mentioned that I lacked a passport, I was told 
to get one, fly to Europe, and figure things out. Because I had 
no agenda of my own, I eagerly sought guidance from both 
product experts and senior leaders; because I lacked experi-
ence, I worked cautiously, staying close to my stakeholders, 
reporting on progress and outcomes, and continually seeking 
feedback. My lack of experience forced me to leverage any 
and all available resources around me. What my team and I 
lacked in experience and conviction we compensated for with 
our willingness to learn, to think creatively. 
 The best jobs are often the ones we’re not fully pre-
pared for. Eventually my learning curve flattened and I was, at 
last, legitimately qualified for my role. Like others stuck on a 
plateau, I found I was relying on routines and building on past 
successes. Honestly, my work had become mediocre. Some-
times not knowing is more valuable than knowing and a learn-
er’s advantage kicks in. Is it possible that we can be at our best 
when we are underqualified? Once out of their comfort zone, 
rookies experience a sense of challenge and exhilaration. I’ve 
seen bright, driven people idling away at a job they’ve been 
doing for years. These veterans have been around the block 
more than a few times and tend to approach their work with 
the same level of mindfulness we give to our daily shampoo-
ing ritual. It is painful to watch, and even more painful to ex-
perience. 
 When does experience become a burden? While ex-
perience provides a distinct advantage in a stable field, it can 
actually impede progress in an unstable or rapidly evolving 
arena. When the world is changing quickly, experience can 
become a curse, trapping us in old ways of doing and know-
ing, while inexperience can be a blessing, freeing us to impro-
vise and adapt quickly to changing circumstances. In the new 
world of work, where knowledge is fleeting and innovation 
cycles spin so quickly that many professionals never face the 
same problem twice, rookies are often top performers. Those 
who choose to live and work on a learning curve will experi-
ence greater vitality in their careers and will be well posi-
tioned in the new game of work. 
 VUCA world: Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and 
Ambiguous. Work has become less of a place to go, and more 
of a landscape to which we contribute. The shift is from a 
workplace to a “workscape” characterized by 3 fundamental 
shifts—vast, fast, and fleeting—that necessitate new ways of 
working and a different type of intelligence. 
 When there is too much to know, the only viable 
strategy is to know where and how to find information when 
you need it. Having the right question may be more important 
than having a ready answer. Instead of closing the books quar-
terly, we can now report monthly, daily, or in real time on 
online dashboards. New functionality is currently created, 
tested, and iterated faster  

 
than past projects could have been planned. When work spins 
faster, learning cycles must spin faster, too. While truth may 
be eternal, knowledge is fleeting. As the pace of discovery 
quickens, what we learned yesterday may no longer be rele-
vant today. The annual rate of decay in high tech is 30%. If the 
amount of information in science doubles every 9 months and 
decays at 30% a year, only 15% of your technical knowledge 
will be relevant within just 5 years. However, when you can 
Google just about anything, knowledge acquisition becomes 
more important than retention. We must learn to operate like 
our mobile devices, all data-processing power and negligible 
data storage. 
 There has been a migration of talent away from large 
organizations and toward self-employment. 20% of small 
businesses prefer independent contractors to full-time employ-
ees. In this fluid staffing model, project teams come together 
like flash mobs of talent. Our role as conduit is more vital than 
our role as source in this knowledge economy. The critical 
skill is your ability to tap into and access what other people 
know. The best leaders and the fastest learners know how to 
harness collective intelligence. The greatest enemy of 
knowledge is the illusion of knowledge. 
 We do our best work when we are new to something, 
climbing that steep ascent. The value rookies bring to the ta-
ble: new practices, expert networks, agility, tireless improvisa-
tion, and a greater sense of ownership. As companies mature 
and grow, many become caught in the trappings of success 
and lose their rookie smarts—the twin powers of naïveté and 
chutzpah that germinated their initial success. Rookie smarts 
provide a metabolic boost to your workforce. You can be the 
perpetual rookie. 
 Most career skills require only 20 hours of practice to 
master. The ability to mobilize the skills and competencies of 
those around us has a bigger impact on our performance than 
experience. Companies are finding that the experience of an 
employee is uncorrelated with job success. Sometimes the 
more you know, the less you learn. Too often we drown out 
new voices with cynicism, blunt criticism, and explanations 
for why their ideas won’t fly, which is why so many energized 
newcomers get frustrated and move on to more dynamic envi-
ronments. 
 Rookies consistently outperform veterans in innova-
tion and time-to-completion; rookies and veterans take very 
different paths to success. Rookies work more cautiously, bit-
ing off smaller pieces and checking in frequently with stake-
holders to minimize risk. They have significantly higher levels 
of self-awareness. Experience creates dangerous blind spots. 
Once we form a habit, our brain stops working. As we build 
(and come to rely on) experience, we become desensitized to 
the world around us. Rookie smarts is a state of mind, as we 
shift into and out of these modes based on our situation, mind-
sets, and assumptions.  
 In a short-cycle environment, the rules can change 
before you get to the 2nd move. If the challenge is too big for 
any one expert, the situation is ripe for a rookie. The highest-
performing rookies were most often in executive roles, who 
lead in a new domain. Something magical happens when a 
skilled veteran successfully relearns his rookie smarts and is 
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still able to retain his veteran acumen. These are states of mind 
we should be able to conjure up and toggle to when we need 
it. Toggle to your veteran savvy—helping the team clarify 
their goals, simplifying their approach, and connecting them to 
those in the organization who can speed their progress. I call 
these people perpetual rookies.  
 Without good leadership and direction, rookies can 
be dangerous to themselves and others. When a single mistake 
can be game ending, playing a rookie can be risky. Is this a 
mistake they can recover from? If not, hover close and offer 
very specific guidance or coaching. Rookie Smarts is how we 
tend to think and act when mindful that we are doing some-
thing for the first time. We can be in rookie mode in one as-
pect of our work and veteran mode in another. 
 Success is a lousy teacher. It seduces smart people 
into thinking they can’t lose. Experience plus hubris makes for 
a deadly combination. If you are at the top of your game, it 
might be time to position yourself at the bottom of a learning 
curve. We may find ourselves on a slippery slope from trophy 
to atrophy. It is difficult to escape the gravitational pull of 
comfortable competence. 
 Naïve questions are natural, innocent, and unaffected. 
A child will fail and retry dozens of times in order to learn a 
word, since learning to speak is an efficient tool to manipulate 
and to interact with their environment. New neurons are 
formed every day in the adult brain, too. The majority of these 
new cells die within 2 weeks, but they can be rescued and kept 
alive by learning. When you exercise your mind to learn new 
things, these neurons become programmed as an integral part 
of your brain and they survive. 
 If you want to make an impact, stay unencumbered. 
When you consult with senior leaders, you can’t have any 
other agenda than to act purely in the interests of the leaders 
you advise. The Phantom Tollbooth is an insightful tome dis-
guised as a children’s book. Not all who wander are lost. 
 An echo chamber is our tendency to customize and 
configure our environment so that we only hear and see our 
own thoughts and beliefs echoed back to us. We run the risk of 
falling back on old tricks and shortcuts and feeling like we 
have all the answers even when the questions change. The 
better angels of our nature may espouse diversity as a core 
value, but our brains prefer familiarity. The larger the student 
body, the more likely students are to surround themselves with 
like-minded people.  
 When approaching a new project, think: I wonder 
what is possible? Who are the people who know more than I 
do? What can they teach me? Rookies are keenly aware of 
where they stand and see their deficiencies better than their 
experienced colleagues. It is impossible to begin to learn what 
we think we already know. I’ve found no one who didn’t want 
to help me if I asked them for help. Willingness to be vulnera-
ble is the most important value held by people considered 
wholehearted. The simple statement ‘I’d love to learn from 
you’ opens more doors than anything you can imagine. It’s the 
ultimate statement of humility, respect, understanding, and 
curiosity. Rookies can  became ‘expert magnets,’ pulling ex-
perts in to help solve new challenges. When you ask one vet-
eran, you get one expert. When you ask a smart rookie, you 
gain access to a team of experts. 

 Leaders often face pressure to be thought leaders and 
to have ready answers. When they reverse roles and become 
one who is seeking rather than sought after, they become more 
alert and strengthen their rookie mindset. Allow rookies to 
teach you new approaches or technologies and give you in-
sights that reflect your consumer base or employee population. 
Map out: Who are players? What are the rules of the game? 
What is valued in this culture? Fresco means “while fresh.” 
Rookies don’t necessarily lack self-confidence, but they do 
lack situational confidence. Pressure to perform propels rook-
ies forward while the same sort of pressure impedes progress 
for veterans. Just-low-enough confidence helps people recali-
brate and pay attention to negative feedback, work harder, 
prepare more thoroughly, and avoid the appearance of arro-
gance. 
 Remember that newcomers are sprinting and you are 
running a marathon. Compared with veterans, rookies are less 
likely to take risks. They only act boldly when they don’t real-
ize it. They are risk-mitigating machines. Entrepreneurs oper-
ate in an uncertain environment but do everything possible to 
minimize risk. They are simply better at calculating a sure 
thing. 
 A job rotation out of my comfort zone, where I was 
challenged and had to learn new skills immediately, did more 
for my career growth than any other “safe” move I have made. 
I continue to challenge my own staff to move into new posi-
tions on the team. 
 A 2011 poll conducted by MTV found that 75% of 
millennials want a mentor; 80% said they want regular feed-
back from their managers; and 61% say they need “specific 
directions from their boss to do their best work.” Rookies seek 
and respond to positive feedback, whereas veterans seek and 
respond to negative feedback. 
 Fail fast. Define a space for experimentation, where 
failure can be recovered from. Getting closer to the action can 
help you stay connected with the needs of your customers, 
stakeholders, or employees. Be cautious but be quick. And 
keep moving. When you don’t have resources, you get re-
sourceful. When we go to the edge of our limits, our limits 
expand. Perpetual rookies are leaders who, despite years of 
experience and success, maintain a rookie mindset. They stay 
amazed—curious, humble, and fun loving--rookies by choice 
and through deliberate practice. 
 Peter Drucker’s work was driven by an insatiable 
curiosity about the world around him—and a deep desire to 
make that world a better place, which allowed him to continue 
to write long after most others would have put away their 
pens. One of the reasons Musk is a serial entrepreneur is that 
he is an obsessed serial learner. Despite their varied innate 
talents and skills, these leaders share a set of traits that contin-
uously replenish their rookie smarts: an insatiable curiosity, a 
humility that makes them lifelong students. Curiosity grows 
from a deep-seated belief that what you don’t know is more 
interesting than what you do know. 
 Specific curiosity causes you to seek knowledge. This 
leads to greater expertise and better recall of information. Di-
verse curiosity results in seeking out varied sources of novelty 
and challenge. It keeps us open to new possibilities by allow-
ing us to reframe problems and explore unconventional paths 
and leads to better job performance. Both types of curiosity 
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shift people into rookie mode: seeking out ideas and staying 
hungry and open. Moreover, curiosity underpins diligence and 
grit: Studies have found that people are willing to work harder 
to find answers when they are curious. Certainty is one of the 
weakest positions in life. Curiosity is one of the most power-
ful. Certainty prohibits learning, curiosity fuels change. Hubris 
is the common cold of the smart and the successful.  
 For perpetual rookies, each time is their first; each 
challenge is unique. Perpetual rookies are skilled at toggling 
between states of mind, between their veteran savvy and their 
rookie smarts. C. K. Prahalad, one of the world’s top business 
professors, threw away his teaching notes every semester. He 
said, “My students deserve my best, fresh thinking every 
time.”  
 The illiterate of the 21st century will not be those 
who cannot read and write, but those who cannot learn, un-
learn, and relearn. Once roused from our dogmatic slumber, 
we begin to see the world and our place in it with greater clari-
ty and a sense of wonder. As the challenge level goes up, so 
does satisfaction. The cure for burnout is harder work, as we 
take on new challenges. Everything I’ve ever let go of has 
claw marks on it.  
 We learn more completely and quickly when we des-
perately need the skills and knowledge we seek. We simply 
need to put ourselves back in situations where we will be a 
rookie. Take one responsible, well-considered step out of your 
comfort zone. Sign up to do something new, hard (but not 
impossible), and visible. If it’s hard, break it into small steps. 
Leaders who operate as perpetual rookies form habits and ritu-
als that help them remain vital. Rookies tend to operate at their 
best under vigilant, mindful leaders—leaders who give them 
freedom to explore new possibilities coupled with enough 
responsibility to propel them up a learning curve. The key to 
managing rookie talent is give them space to fail. Clarify what 
needs to be accomplished and why it’s important. Set the 
guardrails and criteria for completeness of solution. Direct 
them to the experts who can provide guidance. Risk and Iter-
ate. Along with micro-challenges, rookies need micro-feed- 
back—a steady stream of information to help them correct 
course and stay on track. 
 Often the combination of rookies working in tandem 
with veterans produces spectacular results. The Ground and 
the Spark. In this power duo, the veteran typically brings clari-
ty, gravitas of purpose, and a ground to reality. The rookie 
brings new energy and determination. Partnership between the 
rookie entrepreneur and the veteran business adviser is another 
wonderful combination. Venture capitalists, typically accom-
plished technologists and experienced business operators, pro-
vide both funding to accelerate the growth of young compa-
nies as well as critical guidance to the rookie founders--i.e. 
Shark Tank. 
 Are the experience-based, pervasive HR policies of 
past decades fit for the future of our workplaces? How might 
these practices change in an environment where success de-
pends on employees’ ability to learn rapidly? Instead of hiring 
for experience, hire for learning agility. There are numerous 
instruments that test for it. Hire people who are curious, hum-
ble, playful, and deliberate--key components in Google’s hir-
ing criteria. The majority of employees are ready for a new 
challenge every 3 months and a new role every year. Design 

one rookie component into each job. Offer lateral (as well as 
promotional) assignments. It allows leadership to keep the 
thinking fresh and ensure that management has a panoramic 
view of the business. Expect members of your upstream global 
workforce to move to a new assignment every 4 years. Use 
training programs as a forum to solve real, high-stakes prob-
lems (not case studies or simple action learning). The best, 
most unique insights from rookies tend to come in the first 6 
months in an organization or role.  
 Start at the top by giving your senior leaders more 
rookie experiences themselves. They also need to be given 
explicit permission to be rookies themselves: to be uncertain, 
to learn, and to be vulnerable. When optimism becomes deep-
ly rooted, grounded in past successes and shared, it pushes the 
organization toward the future. 
 Children may only represent 20–30% of our popula-
tion but they represent 100% of our future. Teach them to 
think rigorously and build a strong foundation. Business can 
do the rest. Classrooms can become labs where student teams 
concoct new solutions, integrating what they are learning with 
what they know from prior classes. Strangely enough, this 
steep climb, with its scramble and struggle, is our happy place. 
It is while striving that we feel joyful and most alive. 
  
 [Sometimes not knowing is more valuable than 
knowing and a learner’s advantage kicks in. While experience 
provides a distinct advantage in a stable field, it can actually 
impede progress in an unstable or rapidly evolving arena. 
While truth may be eternal, knowledge is fleeting. We must 
learn to operate like our mobile devices, all data-processing 
power and negligible data storage. It is impossible to begin to 
learn what we think we already know. Rookie smarts—the 
twin powers of naïveté and chutzpah. Musk is an obsessed 
serial learner. Curiosity grows from a deep-seated belief that 
what you don’t know is more interesting than what you do 
know. Certainty prohibits learning, curiosity fuels change. The 
illiterate of the 21st century will not be those who cannot read 
and write, but those who cannot learn, unlearn, and relearn. It 
is while striving that we feel joyful and most alive. 
  

 
 

 


