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Are You an Expert, Dabbler, or
Generalist?

What is the difference in an expert, a dabbler, and
someone whose desire to learn has resulted in a
generalized skill set?

A friend of mine serves as an expert witness at
trials. He told me that being an expert witness
requires him to maintain a thorough subject matter
knowledge and participate in trials several times a
month so he can answer in-depth questions
quickly, clearly, and confidently. In his case being
an expert is essential; if he only dabbled, he could
put a case at risk.

Some people like to go deep when they’re
assigned a role. For example, they may love
coding and want to learn everything about it. But
at some point, their career can stall when they
achieve the highest coding position below
manager. Then they must decide if they want to
be an expert in coding or develop new skills that
will allow them to manage coders.

Some organizations have formal programs that
encourage dabbling by allowing managers to rotate
through different roles. An HR manager might
rotate into a marketing function for a year or take
on project management responsibilities on a
technical team. These programs allow employees
to experience the many facets of the organization,
giving them insights that can benefit the
organization as a whole.
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Other people are constantly curious, eager to learn colleague, | refuse to get

a lot about many different things. As a generalist, pulled into a he-said/she-
their skills accumulate over time and their varied said spat and be
experience allows them to lead complex projects. expected to take a
They often have a number of experts working for position without hearing
them, and they enjoy learning from their expertise. all sides of the story. |
A generalist’s talent is in blending different skills have both parties meet
to complete a task. with me to surface

issues and resolve
Where you are in your career can affect whether problems. | find that
you're currently an expert, dabbler, or generalist. when people have to
And where you want to take your career can confront the person they
determine whether you should transition from one are talking about face to
role to another. The key is to recognize that each face, they realize they
choice has benefits and liabilities and each can be aren’t going to get
suitable at different times in your career. anywhere..
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