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Growth Work, Fixed Talent
To be successful in life has been a natural desire of human beings for centuries. That desire to have wealth, power, fame, and achievement has been the end game for so many individuals. However, to be successful requires a means of getting there and whatever method is chosen there won't always be a guarantee that success will follow. So, we are then left with a decision of what element is best suited to achieve success. Though there are a variety, most if not all options can be narrowed down into two categories: hard work and talent. To have a talent means to have a natural aptitude or skill, and in the quest to become successful this talent is utilized in a manner that could achieve that outcome. In contrast, hard work involves putting forth an allotted amount of time and effort towards one or more goals, learning, and acquiring skills through experiences. There is evidence that both categories, individually or combined, can and have led to success for many people. Therefore, the true element of success must be shared by the individuals, famous or otherwise, who achieve with talent and hard work, and that element is the mental perception known as the ‘growth mindset’. The classifications of ‘growth mindset’ and its opposite number the ‘fixed mindset’, are psychological ideas that are the focus in the 2006 book Mindset: The New Psychology of Success by Carol S. Dweck, a “Professor of Psychology at Stanford University.” (“Carol Dweck”, Mindset) These mindsets are what separates the individuals who have focused their lives on improving through hard work and potential talent, and those who remain stagnant due to inaction.
According to Dweck, people who possess a ‘fixed mindset’ “believe their basic qualities, like their intelligence or talent, are simply fixed traits.” (Dweck, “What is Mindset”) They are under the impression that the ability to develop their talents and intellect is limited, extending only to a certain point in their life. “They also believe that talent alone creates success—without effort.” (Dweck, “What is Mindset”) It is true talents can seem like a God-given miracle, making it appear as if an individual applies little to no effort skill and excel at it in comparison to others. Such talents could include being a math whiz, having a photographic memory, being extremely flexible, an excellent negotiator, a superb singer with a wide range, a natural comedian able to make appealing jokes on the fly, or even a chef who knows how to cook their dishes to perfection, seemingly without struggle. 
However, hard work is not excluded to only those who lack natural talent, but rather it is universal. Having a talent doesn't automatically make one successful, that talent must be applied in a manner that can be successful and that takes effort or hard work. This is the philosophy of the ‘growth mindset’, where individuals “believe that their most basic abilities can be developed through dedication and hard work—brains and talent are just the starting point.” (Dweck, “What is Mindset”) With or without talent, working towards a successful life requires a disciplined mindset and attitude, that is achieved through hard work. It is hard work that is the foundation of so many successful individuals who set the example for others in their field.
We often forget that many famous individuals, both past and present, were not born with a talent that made them champions at the field they’re lauded for today. The majority of them, in fact, made it to where they were by committing to the hard work necessary to get there, and the list is long: Bill Gates, Michael Jordan, J.K. Rowling, J.R.R. Tolkien, Bruce Lee, Walt Disney, and Elon Musk just to name a few. They also have another common element, experiencing constant failure. All of these individuals and others have stated they had experienced failure on some level or another before they achieved success. "It is impossible to live without failing at something, unless you live so cautiously that you might as well not have lived at all — in which case, you fail by default." -J.K. Rowling, "I've failed over and over and over again in my life and that is why I succeed." – Michael Jorden, "I have not failed. I've just found 10,000 ways that won't work." – Thomas Edison (Smith et al.)
By having a mindset made for ‘growth’, these famous names learned from their failures, overcame their obstacles, and improved in areas where they might already excel. None of them would have gotten to where they were if they had a ‘fixed mindset’. Constant failure would have discouraged anyone, but the philosophy of the ‘fixed mindset’ would have these individuals concede that they were on the wrong path because they experienced a single failure along the way. Instead, they didn’t let any of their failures serve as an excuse to give up, but as motivations to propel themselves forward.
A lack of excuses means less to deter an individual from their work. By the same token, the more excuses one might have the harder it is to develop self-discipline and conduct self-searching because of the belief there are too many outside forces inhibiting from achieving where you want to be. The key thing to recognize is even though there are excuses that can be legitimate and justifiable, such as being physically or mentally handicapped, poverty, or growing up within a bad environment, they serve the same purpose as excuses that are not justifiable: to inhibit you from getting to where you truly want to be. Excuses can be overcome through experiences that result in accomplishment.
Walt Disney himself famously quoted “The way to get started is to quit talking and begin doing.” (Smith et al.) He succeeded with this ‘growth mindset’, despite having the odds stacked against him as “he dropped out of school”, attempted to “join the army but was rejected for being underage.”, his first studio ended up in so much debt that he “was forced to declare bankruptcy.”, had the rights to his first major character Oswald the Rabbit and all his animators “stolen”, and his first two shorts featuring none other than Mickey Mouse “failed to find distribution.” (“Walt Disney Biography.com”) Anyone of these roadblocks could have served as a justifiable excuse if Walt chose to go into a different direction in life, yet he persevered, and today the name ‘Disney’ is synonymous with success.  Though ‘growth mindset’ primarily utilizes hard work as a means of progression, talent is not excluded from the mix. While it’s true that in a ‘fixed mindset’ talent is heavily relied upon, but this does not diminish how useful having a natural gift can be when combined with the effort that is associated with growth. An example of this can be found in the book Outliers: The Story of Success by Malcom Gladwell, who details the success of a man named Bill Joy.
Bill Joy was an individual with talent, brilliant in both math and science, studying in the University of Michigan debating to pursue a career as a mathematician or a biologist when “he stumbled upon the computer lab.” (Gladwell, ch. 2) It was here he pursued a passion of programming, in an era where computers were in their nascent stages, “filling an entire room.” (Gladwell, ch. 2). He ended up surpassing and stunning his professors, rewriting the programming language Java, and the operating system UNIX which “is still being used to this day.” (Gladwell, ch. 2). Yet to achieve this, he worked more than 10,000 hours in the computer lab, constantly practicing and “spending eight to ten hours overnight coding.” (Gladwell, ch. 2) meaning that even though he was extraordinarily talented, he still needed to apply the time and effort to become successful at it. This is another example of an individual who achieved with a ‘growth mindset’.
From this story, an argument can be made that possessing a talent can make the work easier than it would be otherwise, though work and time must still be implemented to maintain and improve that talent. Those that don’t become complacent because “on the inside, talent can deceive the mind. Talent spreads lies that you’re already better than your peers without trying hard, so you can relax and take it easy.” (Robben) This is the trap that can ensnare those with a ‘fixed mindset’. Talent is subject from person to person and not all talents can lead to success. A talent can be possessed by more than one person and there is always the likelihood that one individual might be better than another. Even if the talent is rare, is it sought after? If so, the talent can potentially lead to success, but once again you still need to apply the effort with a ‘growth mindset’. If the talent holds little to no value, and you have a ‘fixed mindset’ “a certain amount of intelligence, a certain personality, and a certain moral character, well then you’d better prove that you have a healthy dose of them.” (Dweck, “What is Mindset”)
That said, how are those with raw talent perceived by employers? After all, as stated before, those who achieve success using the ‘growth mindset’ are not restricted to just hard work, and they’re not all famous individuals. If ‘growth’ affectively works well with those who have talent as well as a strong work ethic, then which one is considered more valuable to the hirers? As it turns out, there have been multiple recent studies where “researchers discovered that hiring managers show a strong bias for people whom they believe have natural talent.”
In the first study, members partaking in the study were provided information on man named Charles, who served as the test subject for a hypothetical prospect for employment. Half of the members were given information that proclaimed Charles as “a naturally talented leader from day one” while the other half’s data stated, “Charles was a striver who became a leader by developing critical relationships.” Following each sales pitch, participants graded Charles on elements of the study, including whether he should be hired and his chances at succeeding in his prospective future. Interestingly, the members of the study who had been told “Charles had natural talent gave him higher ranks.” (Morin)
Another study had members witness “pairs of individuals who differed” in multiple categories that would be suited for employing an entrepreneur. These categories included the subjects I.Q. levels, experiences in leadership, skills in management, and of course the most critical: comparing those with a natural talent with the hard workers. The results of the study showed similar results to the first, as “60% of the participants chose the natural over the striver. Even when hiring the natural would incur costs related to hiring a less qualified individual, they were still more likely to choose the person with natural talent.” That said, the parameters set for those who were naturally talented didn’t exactly outshine those of the hard workers, yet “participants were willing to give up over four years of leadership experience, 8% in management skills, 30 points on IQ, and over $30,000 in accrued capital to invest in an entrepreneur who was identified as a natural.” (Morin)
While these studies don’t diminish the ‘growth mindset’, as previously stated talent only works if combined with the time and effort that is put forth, it does certainly provide credence as to why many have come to be resolute within a ‘fixed mindset’. The good news is that talents can be developed from scratch through experiences rather than a result of natural birth, learning, and improving the skills for the particular field desired as a career (labor, office, athletic, tech, etc.)
Regardless of how the talent is obtained, the fact that employers search for it is not without reason: “the Pareto Principle-80 percent of the results flow out of 20 percent of the activities.” (Covey 156) meaning that the required behaviors and practices for individuals to achieve the goals of the business they are employed to are primarily fulfilled by the naturally gifted who typically encompass 20% or less of the staff. “As academic reviews have highlighted, a Pareto effect illustrates the distribution of scientific discoveries, publications, and citations; entrepreneurial success and innovation; and productivity rates.” (Chamorro-Premuzic)
Since the search for individuals with a ‘growth mindset’ and talent is predominant at young adults and older for employment, it only figures that there would be studies that attempt to discover such candidates at an earlier age. The study is known as “Exhibit A” set out with just that goal in mind, and was conducted by “Vanderbilt University researchers David Lubinski and Camilla Benbow.” Lubinski, Benbow, and their colleagues undertook the study by tracking the achievements, both academic and business-related, “of more than 2,000 people who as part of a youth talent search scored in the top 1 percent on the SAT by the age of 13.” Their reasoning for using the SAT scores as the method for quantifying solutions to the study is due to the SAT results being closely correspondent with I.Q. levels. From this, the conclusion of the study revealed that “compared with the participants who were “only” in the 99.1 percentile for intellectual ability at age 12, those who were in the 99.9 percentile — the profoundly gifted — were between three and five times more likely to go on to earn a doctorate, secure a patent, publish an article in a scientific journal or publish a literary work.” (Hambrick and Mainz)
The ‘growth mindset’ encourages, with or without talent, the need to set an end goal. Then you need to plan the steps that will help you lead that goal. After which you need to prioritize which steps are the most important, in what order to follow, and how long each one will take using time management. This can be done by making several habits that encourage the act of being self-disciplined. “Start with something simple as making the bed. Then work your way up from there.” (Tracy, ch. 2)
Keep, in mind that the structure of your plan is always subject to change. Reality is a major roadblock, and unexpected obstacles emerge all the time, but again, this goes back to the third element no excuses. Having to restructure a plan is a necessity, there’s a hindrance that needs to be overcome, and considering unexpected roadblocks actually improves your planning skills. When you plan again, you try to anticipate future obstacles in your way, you plan and prioritize alternatives, contingencies, and using time management to determine the length of their undertaking.
            Whether through talent, hard work, or both, those who succeeded did so with the growth mindset. Being successful is not an easy goal to reach, and having to rely on a special talent to achieve that outcome is the product of a ‘fixed mindset’ that pales in comparison to the rate that the ‘growth mindset’ has accomplished in the same respect. Famous and influential people achieved their success through hard work, and any talent they may have had or not was secondary. There are obstacles to be faced and overcome, failure to be experienced and learned from, all in the effort to be successful. “10% of life is what happens to you, the other 90% is how you react to it.” – A wise man
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