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Science 2.0:

Why do some people, chess players or musicians, practice less but attain more?

The common belief is that practice is necessary to achieve mastery in chess, but it’s not enough. There
has to be something else that sets apart people who get really good at chess, just like in music. A study
published in Psychological Science last year found that musicians need a lot of practice, but researchers
identified one additional factor: musicians who are better at sight-reading have better working memory,
the ability to keep relevant pieces of information active in your mind.

For chess, that additional factor has not yet been pinned down. One possibility is intelligence. A lot of
studies have found that children who play chess have a higher IQ than the general population but studies
have found mixed results on whether adults who play chess have higher IQs than adults who don’t play
chess. And only one study—of several that have been performed—found that adults with higher IQs are
better at chess.
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