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The speed of mastering new skills can be decomposed into 3 components: (i) will, (ii) faith and (iii) 
knowlegde. In this article we will look at each of these causes in detail. If you want this article to be 
most beneficial to you: spend a week searching for people who have a lot of skills and ask yourself 
how they obtained those and what their attitude is. 
 
 

1. Will 

Knowing your goal and chasing it with a laserbeam focus is very important. It is usually those who 
are really driven who are the quickest to learn and become the best. 
 
The most important aspect in learning, is being prepared to put effort in. This desire should come 
from the inside and you should be willing to actually sacrifice other things for it. “The art of doing 
something is more like the art of not doing something else.” 
 
1.1 Your goal 

It helps to consciously realize what you want to achieve and pursuing this. Something which, 
unfortunately, happens all too often is that we really put our heart into something, only to realize 
afterwards that we wanted something else in the first place. I believe humans are inherently 
mediocre at understanding ourselves and that we too often confuse: ‘not having something’ with 
‘wanting that something’. 
 
I believe there isn’t a fixed recipe to find out what you want as this recipe will differ from person to 
person. Something which always strikes me is that ‘wanting something’ or ‘wanting to be able to do 
something’ aren’t good reasons. Loving the path to the goal is, in my experience, a much better 
reason. 
 
It might save you a lot of time if you first spends some effort to figure out what you really want, and 
why. 
 
1.2 Fun 

Our willpower is finite. You probably remember situations where you wanted to do something, but 
didn’t feel like it. You might want to lose weight, be more muscular, clean your house, or perhaps 
quit smoking, but it just never happens. In order to learn something you might have all the desire to 
reach it, you still need the willpower. In order to save your precious willpower, having fun along the 
way is essential. If you want to learn something, ensure you make it enjoyable for yourself. Don’t 
force yourself, or do force yourself and compensate by linking fun things to it. 
 
1.3. Knowledge vs realization 
There is a huge difference between knowing something and realizing it. If I tell you that, at this very 
moment, there are about 800.000 women who as a result of human trafficking are working in the 
sex industry, then you know. This will evoke limited emotional response. On the other hand, if you’d 
hear the story of a single woman, watch a movie about her, or would actually meet her, then it 
would really hit home. Knowing something is when you nod when someone explains something to 
you, realizing it is when your feelings engage. 
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In order to learn faster it is important to realize this difference. If you know something you’re not 
there yet as you still have little skill to use this knowledge. So just knowing you want something isn’t 
enough. For maximum effect you realize you want it. Take time to truly connect with your goal and 
revitalize your commitment. 
 
1.4 Limit your goals, one step at a time 

For maximum effect you concentrate yourself on a very limited number of goals. We all have the 
natural instinct to want everything, and to want it right now. It takes too much energy to 
concentrate on many things at the same time. Choose a couple of goals and improve those until 
improving them becomes habit, and then move on to your next goal. Another advantage of having 
fewer goals is that times between training is smaller.  I noticed that when doing something twice a 
week I learn about three times as fast compared to doing it only a single time a week. 
 
This also holds for when you’re giving a presentation. If your intention is to pay attention to a lot of 
things, it will be really hard and most likely will not work out. I notice I can keep track of up to 3 new 
things in a presentation. 
 
1.5 Keep going 
Sometimes you see people practicing really hard and improving quickly. But often they aren’t the 
people who become the best in the end. The best people are always those who have put in serious 
effort for a long time, instead of crazy effort for a shorter time. Try to pace yourself and find a 
sustainable amount of effort. This is the reversal of ‘will’. Wanting something too much makes you 
tired. 
 
1.6 Humility 

The skill level which can be reached is often lowered because people think they’re doing alright, 
instead of doing alright. The resulting minor self-delusion keeps them from growing by reducing the 
desire to grow. I think there is no better solution than humility. The humility to accept that there are 
always things which you can still improve on. 
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2. Faith 
 
Believing that a lot can be achieved in general, and believing you can achieve those things 
increases the speed of learning and also the final skill level we can achieve. 
Confidence ensures a more relaxed and open attitude and increases learning speed. But only 
confidence isn’t enough. To become truly good at something it is important to believe that the world 
has a lot of opportunities. “If you believe the sky is the limit, you’ll never reach the moon.” 
 
2.1 Self-fulfilling prophecy. 
The self-fulfilling prophecy is the phenomenon where the existence of an expectation increases the 
likelihood of it actually occurring [A.E. Woolfolk, M. Hughes, and V. Walkup. Psychology in education. 
Pearson Education, 2007]. For example, there exist studies where primary school students where 
passed on from one teacher to the next at a meeting of teachers at the end of a year. The study 
randomly assigned students to be passed along as either good or bad students. It turned out that a 
year later the students initially labelled as ‘good’ significantly outperformed the other group. 
 
We can apply this knowledge to our own learning process. Believing you can do something, or even 
just pretending you can, will make you learn faster. Is it hard to change this believe? Not if you 
believe it isn’t . If you find this hard: just faking confidence is a good start and will also give you 
nearly the same benefits as actual confidence. 
 
2.2 Drawing level to perceived level 
A way to increase your faith is to be around people who are already really good at that something. 
As social animals we have a tendency to base our ‘faith’ on our close surroundings. This results in 
people quickly adapting their skill level to those around them. The more skilled your surroundings, 
the faster you’ll learn. 
 
If you are teaching, there is a subtle way you can use this. Since people cannot actually see ‘true’ skill 
levels they always draw level to the perceived level (instead of the actual level). So if you seem more 
skilled, this will increase the speed of learning of your students. 
 
Nowadays the concept of ‘surrounding’ is rather fluid as books, youtube etc. are good substitutes for 
real people. So belonging to an online community might actually have similar effects to a real 
community. 
 
2.3 Arrogance 
You can call it independence, but it will feel like arrogance. Problems which plague others for a 
lifetime, or problems which grip entire nations can sometimes be solved in under a minute. That 
which keeps you from actually doing so is a lack of confidence, a feeling of arrogance or the feeling 
that ‘it would be impossible’ to do so. 
 
Problems solvable this way are usually ill-defined, irrelevant (which in that case is the solution) or 
problems where a lot of people have opinions, but they are mainly just repeating each other. 
Furthermore situations where there is a strong culture present, or a strong pressure to conform are 
situations in which arrogance (independence) will let you solve problems quickly. 
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3. Knowledge 
“A fool learns from his mistakes, but a truly wise man learns from the mistakes of others” –Otto 
von Bismarck. Having access to excellent sources of knowledge improves the speed of learning, 
bad or mediocre sources actually decrease the speed of learning. In order to apply the knowledge 
to your situation it is important to understand your own circumstances and skill level. 
 
A lot of the time spend learning is spent on finding out what we’re doing right and what we’re doing 
wrong, and thus would like to improve. Knowing how others engage in a certain task can kickstart 
your learning process. For example, I used to be able to hold my breath for at most 2 minutes, even 
after repeated practice during Dutch lessons in high school. The breakthrough happened when I 
looked online for tips and tricks and found a website on people practicing freediving1. One of their 
many tips is that you shouldn’t take as deep a breath as possible. Holding a really deep breath costs 
a lot of energy and actually that energy is more important than the extra oxygen. With these tips I 
made it to 4 minutes within a single day. 
 
3.1 Excellent sources. 
It is important that you find the right sources. As bad or even mediocre source will only stifle your 
learning because they decrease your flexibility and might teach you bad habits. Therefore: only read 
the excellent sources. 
 
But how do you find the excellent sources? In my experience there are a couple of indicators of 
excellent sources. First, read the books from the best person in the field. The world champion 
surfing, the #1 mind reader (or whatever). A second indicator which is important for me is to check if 
the author has a sense of humor, and/or is a bit cynical. People who take themselves too seriously 
are perhaps a little too occupied with themselves and how they come across. Someone who is really 
good at something can feel more laid-back in their writing. Furthermore people who come across as 
slightly cynical tend have their own opinion, have usually tested different approaches (and are now 
cynical about those which do not work) and perhaps they are actually are that good that they can 
get away with being slightly cynical. 
 
3.2 Feedback 
In order to apply the obtained knowledge you need to link it to your own situation; you need 
feedback. I believe that the quality and quantity of feedback is often the limiting factor in the speed 
of learning. 
 
When dealing with people the easiest way to receive feedback is your own observations. If you can 
observe the response of people to your actions you can often infer what they are thinking. Ponder 
their reactions, the causes and what you might have done differently can help. 
 
Another way of obtaining feedback is to proactively put effort into obtaining it, and ask people. At 
the examination training in Leiden all student receive evaluation forms which they carefully 
complete and because of this I’ve received over 1000 evaluation forms. Even after all those forms, 
the feedback is often surprising and you’ll always keep getting things to improve. Without the forms 
there would have been many things which I didn’t even know I could improve. And often, once you 
know what to improve, improving itself isn’t that hard. Finally, looking at video recordings of 
yourself can be confronting, and can help. 
 
3.3 Experience 
Personal experience is also a key source of knowledge. Having been in a lot of different situations 
allows you to build a personal database which is hard to replace with books. In order to have as 
many different experiences as possible I prefer having multiple short projects instead of a single 
large one (so I’d rather do two researches of 3 months instead of 1 big research of 6 months). 

                                                           
1
 Diving without scuba gear 
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4. Misc 
There are a couple of miscellaneous tips which I couldn’t really put in either category but which I 
wanted to share with you. 
 
4.1 Care 
“Everything worth doing is worth doing well”- unknown. You learn most of something if you pay 
attention and do it with care. 
 
4.2 Relaxation 
Starting well rested, active and relaxed will really help you learning. Starting when feeling hurried 
will result in things becoming more ‘knowledge’ instead of skill in the long run (knowing vs realizing 
if you like). In order to truly rest it is important to take active rest… so sports and social stuff instead 
of being a coach potato (or even worse… a computer potato!). 
 
4.3 Chaos 
Chaos is often considered as purely evil. But I feel this doesn’t apply to learning. Order results in 
clarity, structure and gives you something to hold on to. Order is therefore ideal for acquiring 
knowledge and in the final stages of learning. Chaos on the other hand nurtures creativity, new ideas 
and linking different pieces of knowledge. Therefore I believe chaos is a perfect state of being if you 
want to acquire insights and at the start of the learning process. 
 
4.4 Risk 
“When you look back on life, you’ll regret the things you didn’t do more than the ones you did” – 
unknown. Times change. In eras past it used to be important not to stick your head out. Nowadays 
nothing can happen. Even so, we’re stuck with this evolutionary endowment and we tend to be too 
risk-averse for optimal learning. You learn doing things when you’re uncertain of the outcome. If you 
know for sure what will happen you’ll learn less. 
 
So two limiting factors in learning often are fear and self-delusion. Fear to be socially excluded, self-
delusion which (for example) doesn’t make us realize we are socially excluded. Being honest to 
yourself and having faith in yourself avoids self-delusion. To overcome your fears there are two 
ways: gradual habituation and flash exposure. 
 
With gradual habituation you stay within your comfort-zone. You remain relaxed and can enjoy the 
learning. It is safe, makes you happy and you can slowly let go of fear and self-delusion. This doesn’t 
mean you should never feel uncomfortable. In fact slight discomfort will actually help (=comfort 
zone expanding), just ensure that you’re still comfortable with level of discomfort (paradoxically). I 
really like gradual habituation because it increases intrinsic motivation and you can keep it up for a 
long time. 
 
Flash exposure is a much more sudden and more radical approach. Here you look for your 
boundaries and intentionally cross them. This will be much more tiring but will be faster. I’m 
cautious to use this, but some fears are too big to get over in a gentle way. 
 
In the end, if you never fail this means you weren’t taking risks in the first place. So failure is your 
friend. “The black belt has failed more times than the beginner has tried.” If you’re not failing often, 
increase the challenge level. I believe the ideal training level is where you fail 30-70% of the time. If 
you also take into account the amount of willpower required I’d say it might be slightly lower. 
 
4.5 Long term 

Our feeling is primitive and cares a lot about the short term. If this weren’t so it wouldn’t be so hard 
to quit smoking, lose weight and to go to the hairdresser on time. The effect on learning is that we 
are biased towards the tangible and immediate results. Being aware of this will (hopefully) reduce 
this effect. 
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Another thing which happens which we can use is the realization that our final skill level will be 
determined by the slowest improving component of what you’re learning. So in order to have the 
highest level in the end you shouldn’t focus on your current weakest point, but on your future’s 
weakest point.  
 
For example when dealing with people there are a lot of ‘quick fixes’ but usually it is ‘understanding 
people’ which in the end is the limiting factor. Since this is less tangible and more long term, this 
might need a little nudge. 
 
  

5. The End 
 
5.1 Further reading 

If after reading this all you are a little disappointed that it is only about obtaining skills (and not 
knowledge) I recommend reading: “Moonwalking with Einstein: The Art and Science of 
Remembering Everything” by Joshua Foer. 
 
If you really cannot get enough of this subject you can consider reading “mastery” by Robert Greene. 
I don’t remember having learned a lot from this book, but it is on this topic and a pleasant read. 
 
If (like me) you have tolerance for self-help books a ‘book’ with shares a lot of topics with this article 
(but with surprising little overlap) is: The Hero Handbook – Nate Green. You can download it free 
online. I recommend focusing on the first part as the second part is all about muscles. 
 
5.2 Feedback 

I’m always interested in what tips and tricks you employ to when learning a skill. Did I miss anything? 
I hope this article wasn’t too succinct. Any feedback is always welcome! Email me at 
feedback@elivian.nl 
 
Happy learning! 
 
5.3 Copyright 

None (public domain): do whatever you want with this article (enjoy! ). 
 


