
  [image: ]


  
    OUTLIERS


    THE STORY OF SUCCESS


    Outliers is an international bestseller and one of the best-known titles in the popular psychology genre.


    In Outliers, Gladwell challenges the notion of the self-made man, saying that to understand success we must look beyond the individual. Through a series of illustrative examples, he looks at successful outliers in their respective fields such as rock stars, software tycoons and athletes and describes the external factors which have contributed to their success.


    In examining the circumstances of the individual, the book is divided into two broad areas: the opportunities they were afforded and the impact of cultural legacy on their path.


    In each case study we are introduced to new concepts and contributory factors, the most iconic being the 10000 Hours Rule (the number of hours of practice, it is put forward, that are required to become an expert in one’s field) and the Matthew Effect (the idea that the rich get richer and the poor get poorer through accumulated advantage).


    
      KEY INFORMATION


      
        	Reference edition: Gladwell, M. (2009) Outliers: The Story of Success. London: Penguin.


        	1st edition: 2008


        	Author: Malcolm Gladwell (journalist, born in 1963)


        	Fields: popular psychology; popular science


        	
          Key words:

          
            	Outlier: 1: Something that is situated away from or classed differently from a main or related body; 2: a statistical observation that is markedly different in value from the others of the sample.


            	Accumulated advantage: The idea that those who are selected as being the best at some point in time then receive the best resources and most opportunities to succeed.


            	The 10000 Hours Rule: The number of hours of deliberate practice which Gladwell argues is required to become an expert in one’s field.


            	Cultural legacy: The traditions and attitudes we inherit from our forebears and their impact on our own paths.


            	Power Distance Index: Power Distance is concerned with attitudes toward hierarchy, specifically with how much a particular culture values and respects authority.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    CONTEXT


    THE AUTHOR: MALCOLM GLADWELL


    Writer and journalist Malcolm Gladwell was born in Hampshire, England on 3September1963 to a British father and a Jamaican mother. His father was a mathematics professor, while his mother was a psychotherapist. He moved to Canada with his family when he was six where his father taught at the University of Waterloo. Gladwell graduated from the University of Toronto in 1984 with a degree in history. After graduating, he decided to become a journalist when he could not find a job in advertising.


    Early in his journalistic career he worked at a conservative magazine called The American Spectator, before joining The Washington Post in 1987 as a business and science reporter and later serving as its New York City bureau chief until 1996.


    Since 1996, Gladwell has been a staff writer at The New Yorker magazine. His book What the Dog Saw and Other Adventures (2009) is a collection of his pieces for The New Yorker, and in 2001 he won a National Magazine Award for a piece called Pitchman on Ron Popeil (American inventor, born in 1935).


    In 2005, Time Magazine included Gladwell in its list of 100 most influential people, describing him as “the U.S.'s leading pop sociologist”.


    He is best known for his bestselling popular psychology books which explore concepts like success (Outliers), the power of thinking without thinking (Blink, 2005), the likelihood of improbable outcomes (David and Goliath, 2013) and the power of seemingly arbitrary details (his first book, Tipping Point, 2000).


    He was appointed to the Order of Canada in 2011.


    CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND


    Outliers was published in 2008 and, following in the footsteps of Gladwell’s earlier best sellers, it gained instant recognition, debuting at number one on the New York Times bestseller list and remaining there for 11 consecutive weeks.


    The book strikes at the heart of the American Dream, the traditional idea put forward by James Truslow Adams (American writer, 1878-1949) in The Epic of America in 1931 and the cornerstone of much American culture:


    “[The American Dream is] that dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for everyone, with opportunity for each according to ability or achievement. It is a difficult dream for the European upper classes to interpret adequately, and too many of us ourselves have grown weary and mistrustful of it. It is not a dream of motor cars and high wages merely, but a dream of social order in which each man and each woman shall be able to attain to the fullest stature of which they are innately capable, and be recognized by others for what they are, regardless of the fortuitous circumstances of birth or position.” (Truslow Adams, 1931:214-215)


    The central thesis of Outliers challenges this directly and unapologetically, warning against the consequences of a society which has overly personalised success and inviting the reader to conclude that individuals are very much a product of where they have come from and the opportunities that have been presented to them.


    In an interview with The New York Times in 2003, Gladwell stated that the book which “basically gave me my view of the world” was The Person and the Situation (1991) by Lee Ross and Richard Nisbett, a book which questions how the situations we find ourselves in influence how we behave and think.

  


  
    SUMMARY OF OUTLIERS


    OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK


    Outliers considers the ingredients of success through case studies of so-called ‘outliers’ in their fields. The central idea of the book is that to understand success stories we must look beyond the individual and consider the path which led them to their current position and the opportunities they were afforded along the way.


    The book opens with a story about the impact of community spirit on the lifespans of the inhabitants of a small town in Pennsylvania, asserting the importance of socio-environmental factors on something as scientific as health.


    Part One of the book (entitled “Opportunity”) looks at the steady accumulation of advantages that give rise to outliers. By looking at the backstories of software tycoons like Bill Gates (American businessman, born in 1955), rock stars like the Beatles, scientists, athletes and New York lawyers, Gladwell puts forward a theory that each was the product of a series of fortunate circumstances that allowed them to develop their talents and rise to the top. The two most iconic concepts from this section are the Matthew Effect (the idea of accumulated advantage) and the 10000 Hours Rule (that this is invariably the number of hours required to become an expert). Outliers then tend to be those who have had the opportunity to build up the required 10000 hours of practice in their field in the right place at the right time.


    Part Two (entitled “Legacy”) considers the impact of cultural legacy on individual success. In particular, it considers the idea that the ways of our ancestors can have a subconscious impact on our own behaviours and reactions. This Part looks at how different cultures view power difference and the impact that this can have on their approach to different situations.


    INTRODUCTION


    The book opens with the definition of an outlier:


    
      “1: Something that is situated away from or classed differently from a main or related body


      2: a statistical observation that is markedly different in value from the others of the sample.” (p.3)

    


    Gladwell piques the reader’s interest in what gives rise to outliers by telling the story of the inhabitants of a town called Roseta in Pennsylvania. Roseta was a town of Italian emigrants that was studied by a physician called Stewart Wolf in the 1950s because of the rarity of heart disease amongst its population. Having ruled out diet and genetics, Wolf eventually concluded that what was giving rise to the Rosetians’ longevity was their sense of community which they had brought with them from Italy.


    The takeaway from the story is that “the values of the world we inhabit and the people we surround ourselves with have a profound effect on who we are” (p.11). Gladwell asserts that in Outliers he wants “to do for our understanding of success what Stewart Wolf did for our understanding of health” (ibid.); that is, to look beyond the individual.


    PART ONE – OPPORTUNITY


    Chapter 1 – The Matthew Effect


    “For unto everyone that hath shall be given, and he shall have abundance. But from him that hath not shall be taken away even that which he hath.” (Matthew 25:29)


    The first chapter looks at the birthdays of those in the elite junior hockey leagues in Canada and shows that 40% of those in the teams had a birthday between January and March; 30% between April and June; 20% between July and September; and 10% between October and December. Gladwell opines that this is a result of the fact that the cut-off birthdate in Canadian hockey is 1January and hockey players in Canada are streamed from a young age, with those initially selected for their larger size and maturity (to the tune of up to 12 months) receiving more resources and training. The author says that this is what Robert Merton coined a ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’: “a false definition in the beginning […] evokes a new behaviour which makes the original false conception true” (p. 25).


    The chapter also considers the concept’s application in other sports and in education, stating that children born in the second half of the school year are underrepresented in four-year colleges by as much as 11.6%.


    Gladwell’s message is that half of a nation’s talents are squandered because of these arbitrary lines drawn by society and that we could increase the general level of talent in a field by considering different ways of developing it.


    Chapter 2 – The 10000 Hours rule


    This is the best-known section of the book. It centres on the idea that, on average, it takes 10000 hours to become an expert. Gladwell argues that this amount of deliberate practice is almost impossible to accumulate by the time someone is a young adult without circumstances conspiring to present them with extraordinary opportunity.


    Gladwell considers the Beatles, who spent a lot of time playing in Hamburg, Germany in their early days. In Hamburg at the time, they were required to play for up to eight hours at a time, often seven days a week. This taught them discipline, stamina and adaptation, providing them with the opportunity to build up 10000 hours of practice.


    The chapter also looks at software billionaires like Bill Joy (the inventor of Java, born in 1954) and Bill Gates (the founder of Microsoft) saying that, while each was talented, they were lucky in the timing of their births to be the right age in 1975 to capitalise on the dawn of the age of the personal computer: if you were too old, you already had a job and responsibilities and were not going to take a punt on the new technology, and if you were too young you could not get in on the ground floor. We see that Gates was also lucky enough to have the kind of access to computers in middle school that most colleges did not have at the time due to a string of coincidences. This meant that by the time the computer revolution began, he had already built up his 10000 hours of practice during his adolescence.


    To hammer home the importance of timing to success, Gladwell puts forward the list of the 75 richest people in human history, pointing out that 20% of the list come from a single generation – those born in the 1830s in America.


    Chapter 3 – The Trouble with Geniuses, Part1


    The central idea of this chapter is that intelligence has a threshold. Gladwell puts forward the comparison made by British psychologist Liam Hudson that intelligence is like height in basketball: you have to be tall, but only tall enough to compete. After a certain point height stops mattering so much.


    The chapter introduces a study by Lewis Terman, which identified gifted students (the Termites) whose intellect measured in the 99th percentile and then tracked their successes throughout their lives. Terman believed that intellect would translate into success, but this was disproven by the varied levels of achievement amongst the group, their lack of extraordinary success and the fact that, when selecting his participants, Terman actually tested two elementary school students who would go on to become Nobel laureates and selected neither.


    Chapter 4 – The Trouble with Geniuses, Part2


    Chapter 4 explores practical intelligence, contrasting the paths of two hyper-intelligent people. The first, Christopher Langan, is a man with an IQ of 195, who came from a poor background and lost his university scholarship when his mother failed to fill out the appropriate forms. When his car broke down and he could not afford to fix it, he approached the advisor at his next college to request a move from his early morning classes so that he could hitchhike into town for a later class. His request was denied and he became disenfranchised from the education system and never returned. Gladwell contrasts this experience with that of Robert Oppenheimer, the inventor of the nuclear bomb. While in college, Oppenheimer grew emotionally unstable and attempted to poison his tutor. Following protracted negotiations, Oppenheimer was merely put on probation. The point of the comparison is to show that neither would have achieved the outcomes which the other did if faced with the same situation because Langan did not have the savvy which Oppenheimer had to get what he wanted.


    Practical intelligence is described as a set of skills which have to be learned. Another study shows the sense of entitlement which children from more well-to-do families develop. This is a cultural advantage which teaches some children how to interact with the systems of the world. Reverting to the story of the Termites, their relative success in adulthood was strongly linked to one factor: family background.


    Chapter 5 – The Three Lessons of Joe Flom


    This chapter focuses on Joe Flom, a very successful Jewish New York lawyer, and seeks to identify the opportunities that contributed to his particular success.


    
      	Flom was Jewish at a time when Jews were not the preferred hires at the big law firms. At the same time, mergers and acquisitions were not popular work because of the culture of corporate America. This resulted in Flom setting up shop as a Mergers and Acquisitions lawyer and toiling in an obscure field. When the corporate culture shifted towards more aggressive practice, Flom had already developed expertise in the area.


      	He was demographically lucky, having been born in a smaller generation after the Depression, meaning there were smaller class sizes, more jobs and other opportunities.


      	Many professionals became so, not in spite of their humble origins but because of them. The Jews who came from Europe tended to come from urban areas, bringing their trades with them. These trades meant that the Jewish professional classes’ parents had practiced meaningful work which taught them – and allowed them to teach their children – autonomy, complexity and the concept of effort and reward.

    


    PART TWO - LEGACY


    Chapter 6 – Harlan, Kentucky


    Part Two opens by looking at the culture of honour of the Southern mountainous regions of America in the late 1800s. Gladwell explains that this culture comes from the different realities faced by herders and farmers: farmers do not have to worry that their livelihood will be stolen in the night, whereas a herder has to show that he is not weak and has to


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    EPILOGUE – A JAMAICAN STORY
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