Talent Will Get You Noticed – Persistence Will Make You Famous

We are primed to think that talent is the key to success.  But what counts even more is the fusion of passion and perseverance.  We're living in a world of instant gratification.  However, rarely is success gained overnight. In fact experts often speak of the “10-year rule”. It takes at least a decade of hard work, or practice to become highly successful in most endeavours.

Take a look at the track record of many successful people – Hillary climbed dozens of mountains before the big one. Bill Munroe struggled against all odds to build the worlds fastest Indian and Stephen Tindal started a small “odds and sods” store on the North Shore in 1982 (I remember it well). Today there are 128. 

These examples didn’t just happen because these men had talent or a special gift, yes they did, just like many other people. Their success was driven by “true grit”. These men had the true grit to stick to their beliefs and persevere through the “highs and lows” to finally accomplish success.

There is a lot of merit in that old cliché, “quitters never win”. In a world that is centre on praising, recruiting and promoting adults and children who are talented, gifted, or possess other flashier gifts of nature – perseverance is a lost concept.

Martin Seligman, a world-renowned psychologist at the University of Pennsylvania (best known for his work in optimism) has studied the concept of perseverance for many years. He believes that true grit will be at least as good a gauge of future success as intelligence.  

In a series of provocative new studies his researchers found that the grittier are more likely to achieve success in schoolwork and other pursuits - perhaps because the passion and commitment help them through the inevitable setbacks that occur in any long-term undertaking.  In other words, it's not just talent that matters but also character. Seligman contends, "Unless you're a genius, I don't think that you can ever do better than your competitors without a quality like grit."   

Many of life's failures are people who do not realise how close they were to success when they finally gave up.  So if grit is the bedrock of success, what role does intelligence and other abilities play?  Robert Sternburg, an intelligence expert, says that IQ accounts for different amounts depending on the task in the situation.  

Many large-scale analysis suggest that a mere 25% of difference between individuals and job performance and a third of the difference in school grades can be attributed to IQ.  Personality factors, creativity and luck are said to contribute to the other 75%.  

Angular Duckworth a graduate student working with Seligman has conducted several key studies on grit.  She argues that the precise number isn't as important as knowing that intelligence accounts for only a fraction of success.

There are certainly a fair number of people who are brilliant, ambitious and persevering.  But Duckworth reports that there are also a lot who are not in the genius category in any way, but are really tenacious.  This tenacity, she says, is the determination to accomplish an ambitious long-term goal despite the inevitable obstacles.  Grit clearly resides in the same psychological neighbourhood as motivation and self-discipline.

Louis Terman, the legendary psychologists who followed a group of gifted boys from childhood to middle age, reported that "persistence in the accomplishment of ends" was one of the factors that distinguished the most successful men from the least successful. 

Joseph Renzulli, director of the National research Centre on gifted and talented, argued that, "task commitment” - perseverance, endurance and hard work - is one of the three essential components of giftedness (along with ability and creatively).

Research is now showing us that true grit and intelligence are completely independent traits.  Both enhance the likelihood of success, but the brightest amongst us are no more likely than the dimmest to be gritty. Here’s the good news: perhaps even more than talent, grit can be cultivated and strengthened.

Passion is one of the cornerstones of grit. The idea that passion fuels perseverance has critical implications: If grit  - and hence high achievement - hinges on the passion, then it's essentially important for parents to expose their children to the broadest possible range of academic, artistic and athletic activities.  This will maximise the chances that something will capture the child's imagination.  

Helping children find their passion may turn out to be more important than addressing their academic weaknesses.  A classic example here is Lance Armstrong who took to the bike at 10 because he was determined to find something he could succeed at. He had a passion for riding. This led to perseverance in training that eventually led to five Tour de France wins.

So right now you are all asking, “Can we measure grit?” Duckworth has developed the True Grit Scale – this is not commercially available (it was developed as part of her PhD), but as we have addressed above, the foundations of grit or perseverance can be measured. Many valid psychometric tests measure motivation, tenacity, optimism, self-confidence, assertiveness, willingness to confront etc. 

Whether you are hiring or developing employee, grit and perseverance will contribute to higher performance. These are psychological constructs that can only be measured through the use of valid and reliable assessments. It’s easy to hire people on what they know. The trouble, once employed, usually revolves around who they are – you can’t assess this in the interview!   
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