Nature or Nurture 
by Nigel Davies

   What makes a great chess player, is it nature or nurture? Judging from some of the enquiries I receive about coaching this is not a question people consider very seriously. There often seems to be an assumption that someone can raise the level of their game by several hundred points (or become an international master/ international grandmaster/ world champion) just by wanting it and taking a few lessons. It’s very difficult to know where to begin in explaining that the achievement of mastery requires talent and very serious dedication.
   Whilst I tend towards brutal honesty this is not a great marketing ploy. Usually people receive more positive messages from the salesmen they approach, which is probably why they get the wrong idea about what can be realistically achieved. There are a whole range of chess products that are advertised in a way which implies it’s easy for someone to achieve their chessboard dreams.
   What are the qualities needed for success in chess. Undoubtedly some talent is required, and the more the better. Grandmaster Jon Levitt proposed the formula that a player’s potential rating might be described as 1000 + 10 x IQ, though knowing Levitt he probably had his tongue in his cheek when formulating this. There are certain aspects of intelligence that appear to be critical, such as abstract reasoning. But perhaps what is most important is personality.
   I haven’t seen much written about this, but it seems fairly clear that certain personality types are attracted to chess. Anyone who hopes to get to a very high level will have to start early and devote themselves to the game over a number of years. Far from being academic types, most of the grandmasters I’ve known tend towards being rather rebellious, having a dislike of authority and insistence on checking everything for themselves. This last factor is critical for someone who wishes to develop an understanding that will be robust under competitive pressures. It also casts serious doubt on the idea that chess can be learned from books in an academic fashion.
   Dr. Piotr Wozniak’s website contains one of the most interesting essays I’ve seen on the matter.
   Of numerous interlinking factors, the personality of a chess player may be one of the most important factors for his or her ultimate success. The baseline IQ may determine the realistic ceiling of achievement. However, it is hard work and training that makes a great chess player. For this, you need a truly neurotic personality with an extreme obsession for the game. Scrupulous analysis of the game and highly competitive spirit are crucial ingredients. It is the personality that turns a budding player into a computer-like achieving machine where chess permeates all aspects of an individual’s life. Training, tournaments, game analysis and the highest accomplishment are central points of a chess champion’s mind throughout his day. With training, further qualities develop: the art of concentration, and chess expertise. On-demand concentration plays a greater role in chess than in other areas of creative activity. A chess player must reach top concentration at the right moment and sustain a high-level of game processing power until the next move is chosen. On the other hand, success in sciences, engineering, business, etc. will rely on the quality of the creative output independent of the speed at which it is reached. More like in correspondence chess. If you can produce a better result in 3 hours of thinking than another genius in 3 minutes of thinking, you can still arrive to a better business plan, better scientific theory, better algorithm, better design, better marketing idea, etc. Your creation over many years will accumulate those incremental points. In creativity, quality counts more than speed.

   So what’s the conclusion? The implication is that mastery of chess and indeed many other fields depends very largely on a love of the game, and that this love of chess will drive someone towards serious dedication. This contains an important message for those who would attempt to create a future champion by forced feeding; whilst there may be isolated examples of strong players having been driven to their success, I’ve seen many more that’ve fallen by the wayside and been seriously embittered towards those who pushed them.

