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Introduction


Thinking Sideways


In 1917, a young French artist signed a porcelain urinal with a pseudonym, submitted it to a New York art show and changed the art world forever. Though this now infamous piece, ‘Fountain’, was rejected from that exhibition, it ignited a conversation that still hasn’t ended. What is art? What is ingenuity? The unexpected toilet put immense pressure on the art gallery’s jury, which had claimed it would accept all submissions. It’s fitting that the man who entered it, Marcel Duchamp, was also a chess master, though he is now better known as one of the most significant artists in history, with the urinal later voted by art experts as the most influential piece of 20th-century art. The shocking entry was much more than a commentary on the art world: it was a porcelain checkmate.


Duchamp had a small body of work because he refused to repeat himself. He looked for new ideas, even at the risk of being ridiculed for them. Duchamp had outgrown what he saw as ‘retinal art’ – interested only in pleasing the eye. His work was more about appealing to the mind, demonstrating new ways to think.


In 1918, Duchamp moved to Buenos Aires and began playing chess avidly to the point where he even stopped making art for a few years to focus on chess. He even carved his own pieces. In one legendary incident, Duchamp’s wife glued the pieces to his board to prevent him from playing.1 In a 1919 letter, he wrote, ‘I play day and night and nothing in the whole world interests me more than finding the right move.’2 In one of his best games, Duchamp gave up a powerful piece to line up a surprise checkmate across the long diagonal cutting through the board.3


Chess appealed to him because each game is different. Duchamp couldn’t repeat himself even if he wanted to there. Duchamp’s career was a preview of the values that would lead to success in our modern world. I don’t mean selling toilets for millions of dollars, or playing chess games on your honeymoon. It is much broader than that. Duchamp became wildly successful because he saw the increasing values of creativity, standing out and seeing things from a new angle. His work is an unforgettable reminder that being the first to do something has inherent value.


He was enthralled by the dance of the chess pieces and his art reflected an obsession with movement too, from the bicycle wheel he presented as a ‘ready-made’ sculpture to the blurred rush of chess pieces and nudes descending a staircase in one early painting. Readymades from the bicycle wheel to the urinal have sold for millions of dollars, though Duchamp derided the commercial side of art, praising chess for its lack of materialism. As he once famously said, ‘I have come to the personal conclusion that while all artists are not chess players, all chess players are artists.’4 Duchamp even embraced movements that seemed catastrophic at first. Like when a work he spent eight years on, known as ‘The Large Glass’, was shattered in transit. Rather than restore or remake it, Duchamp glued the pieces back together, letting the obvious cracks become part of the piece: it was finally finished.


In many ways, Duchamp showed us how attributes of a chess player can apply beyond the board. A crucial one is the ability to concentrate, which allows us to get in touch with our deepest thoughts, and find novel ideas. The total mental immersion that chess often brings is a state that is now known as ‘flow’, a term coined by famous psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi who first experienced flow by playing chess. The game requires each player to stay present and focused, to track the rapidly expanding possibilities.


Chess is, above all, the art of the possible. It’s human thought in constant motion. A small space like a chessboard may seem like it has limited options but when you explore, you’ll always find more: in the first four moves of chess, there are already billions of possibilities. Add up every grain of sand on earth and every drop in the oceans and we’re still nowhere close to the number of possible chess games. There are more unique chess games than atoms in the observable universe.


To deal with this multitude of possibilities, chess players develop skills and strategies that I call ‘thinking sideways’. What I mean by ‘thinking sideways’ is merging creative thinking with analysis. It’s a logical method to find more possibilities. As a three-time national chess champion, poker pro and coach, I’ve spent my entire career finding the moves that other people miss and helping others to do the same. All my biggest wins, in life and in games, were because I saw a sideways move – from the game-winning tactic that won my first championship title to my ideas for podcasts and art pieces, and even to risking everything to stand up for my beliefs.


Thinking sideways allows us to not just find more ways but better ways of doing things. It opens your eyes to moves that no one else saw but are right next to you. This way of thinking becomes natural when you fall in love with possibility, rather than fear it.


While this sounds intuitive, it can be hard to execute – on or off the chessboard. Most of us aren’t considering all the options when making life choices and therefore we don’t always make the best move. We might get tunnel vision and zero in on a bad idea, blind to other possibilities, or we just stop thinking when we find an option that is good enough.


As a species, we like to propel ourselves ahead. We’re not crabs: our knees and our eyes are built for forward movement. We look into the future both as we plan our dreams and project our fears. Chess players have a reputation for being particularly good at this forward thinking, plotting many moves ahead. But the clarity that strikes chess masters is not usually a light at the end of a long tunnel but the best move in the moment. We think sideways to seize an opportunity, idea or chess move that no one else bothered to consider. In today’s hyper competitive world, thinking sideways can propel you to greatness. If you see a move no one else sees, you provide a value that no one else can.


In this book, I’ll show you that there is a lot to learn from the way chess players think, even if you never move a single chess piece. Throughout, I’ll break down the lessons and secrets from the chess world that will lead you to your own version of success. Each chapter focuses on a skill, strategy or way of thinking that is as useful in life as it is in chess.


I’ll introduce you to ‘decision trees’ – a decision-making framework that chess players use to scan for all the viable options before making a move. This strategy can help you avoid tunnel vision or false binary choices, and can bring clarity when making decisions like where to live, what to name your business and even who to date.


I’ll also show you why chess is a brilliant canvas for honing our time-management skills and how to spend the right amount of time on each decision. You’ll learn about the two types of chess time, and what they teach us about how to think about and value time in our own life and work.


We’ll learn how to identify our own strengths and build confidence, as well as seeing strengths in others. We’ll meet one entrepreneur who leveraged his particular strengths to invent a wacky sport called chessboxing, and I’ll challenge you to find and cultivate combinations in your own suite of talents to develop your own version of chessboxing.


I’ll introduce you to champions of memory, of poker and of chess to teach you how to retain and recall more, culminating in a technique I coined called SOFA, designed to help you remember anything. And we’ll learn from the best players in the world how measuring out your mistakes can help avoid major blunders in all areas of life.


Sharing my own stories as a champion and coach, as well as academic research I’ve co-authored, I’ll explore the importance of a growth mindset and process-oriented goals to help you work through disappointment and stagnation and come out even stronger. From sports stars to inventors and investors, we’ll meet the thinkers and leaders who prove that changing the rules can be just as powerful as winning by them.


Thinking sideways is where logic meets imagination – it means structuring your decisions while always looking for surprises. It’s a way to stay present, think big and spot possibilities that others miss. This book will show you how to think sideways, even if you never play chess. Game on.










1


Decision Trees


Chess players think sideways. That’s what the British government were counting on when they enlisted a group of chess champions to break Nazi codes. As part of the now legendary Bletchley Park team, they were given the task of cracking the Enigma code, which encrypted critical Nazi messages during the Second World War. One of the Bletchley Park teams was led by the eccentric genius Alan Turing, who made one of the earliest chess computers and played a decent game himself. To relieve stress, Turing used to combine two passions: chess and running. One move of chess, run around the house, another move, another run around the house, and so on.


The brainy Bletchley Park team were vital to the Allied war effort though not everyone understood their unorthodox methods. But someone did. When the team warned prime minister Winston Churchill that they were running low on funds, they got a quick response: ‘Action this day’, with Churchill calling their work an ‘extreme priority’.


Twice British chess champion Conel Hugh O’Donel Alexander, a key member of the Bletchley Park team, was one of the most skilled at breaking codes using a technique that became known as Banburismus. It was based on logic similar to what we now think of as Bayesian reasoning, which uses probability, in this case to predict text. This allowed the code-breaking team to figure out partial phrases on the way to reconstructing an entire message, which was much faster than trying to decode them by brute force. There were a mind-boggling 159 quintillion possible settings for the German Enigma machine. Even if you enlisted the entire British Armed Forces, testing each one was impossible.


To chess players, the idea of pruning such a large number of options into something manageable might seem oddly familiar. After all, chess has more possibilities than that, by many orders of magnitude. It was the mathematician Claude Shannon who, in 1949, calculated there are more possible chess games than atoms in the universe. His estimate, 10 to the 120th power, was coined the ‘Shannon number’. To imagine a number so large, take a 1 and add 100 zeroes: we call that a googol, a mind-bending number that inspired the name of the search engine. That’s still way too small compared to the number of possible chess games. Now multiply that googol by the number of possible Enigma settings. Finally, we are in the ballpark of the number of possible chess games.


Another powerful pruning innovation, allowing the Bletchley team to get closer to the correct answer by ruling out possibilities, was mathematician Gordon Welchman’s diagonal board, a 26 × 26 grid featuring the alphabet on both axes. This echoes chess, played on an 8 × 8 board. Chess has the power to make the complex seem simpler and it also can show us the hidden beauty and power of something that seems rudimentary, like a diagonal line.


Some historians estimated the Bletchley Park team shortened the war by two years, saving millions of lives. It wasn’t one big dramatic moment where they broke a code, discovered all the Nazi secrets, found Hitler’s location and the war ended. It was more like a slog, a constant back and forth as the Germans continued to improve the encryption methods and the Bletchley Park team responded. Rather than one long chess game, it was a series of games, that had to be strategised and played anew each morning (or each midnight for Alexander, who preferred the night shift). As Stuart Milner-Barry, a chess master who personally delivered the plea for more funds to Churchill, put it: ‘It was rather like playing a tournament game (sometimes several games) every day for five and a half years.’


To break the code, they created systems to ask better questions. It was not all about thinking more moves ahead, but thinking more systematically and finding the best possibilities to check further.


This applies to all sorts of stakes, from the monumental to the everyday. We won’t always be able to accurately predict what happens next. In these cases, thinking in breadth is even more important than thinking far ahead. When it’s our move, we still control the action. When we plan ten moves in advance, there are so many factors that are totally out of control, making it much more likely that our long-term plans will be foiled or moot. If he does that, I do that. When he does that, I’ll do that. It’s a constant back and forth. As Winston Churchill said in a 1945 speech to the British Parliament: ‘It is a mistake to try to look too far ahead. The chain of destiny can only be grasped one link at a time.’


Growing Decision Trees


In 1971, Soviet champion Alexander Kotov introduced a powerful metaphor for optimal chess decision making: a tree.1 It all starts with identifying the branches, representing the options you are considering. A chess player may find themselves torn between a bishop retreat or a knight check. But what about a rook move? Instead of starting analysis right away, Kotov insisted that students first identify all their options. Then look at each branch, one by one. This organised and deliberate way of analysing, Kotov thought, was critical. ‘You must not wander here and there, to and fro.’ He didn’t underestimate the task: ‘One must be a real Tarzan to move unscathed through such tangled thickets.’


When I read Kotov’s book as a teenager, I was bamboozled by his observation that even very strong chess players can have sloppy thought processes. A chess player should be as organised as a wedding planner, according to Kotov’s method, with systematic ways of thinking.


It all starts with scanning. Imagine I offered you a slice of gooey lasagna. Some would immediately say yes, while others would want to know what the other options are first, what else is on the menu. Both approaches have their merits but often it’s the latter group that wins out. Let’s call them scanners. Scanners look sideways for all the viable options, or branches, before fixating on a choice. Sometimes there are a lot of good choices: lasagna, baked ziti, pizza. Other times, it may seem that there are only bad options (for me, that would be beans and onion rings). No matter what you’re choosing between, you need to know what the options are before you know what a good move is. You need to know the baseline, or what you are comparing each option to, before you can judge a decision. A decision tree can help you do it.


The decision tree framework can be used in so many life choices, from choosing between job offers or apartments, what study path to take, to picking a romantic partner. This process has several steps. In the realm of chess, first you determine the choices for your next move, which we call candidates. Those candidates are the branches of the tree. Not sure how many branches to consider? Start with three to four. As psychology professor Barry Schwartz describes in his book The Paradox of Choice, too many choices, whether in chess or ice cream flavours, can be numbing.2 ‘The fact that some choice is good doesn’t necessarily mean that more choice is better.’ Like perusing a ten-page menu at a cafe, too many options can be exhausting. Take a chess player’s very first move: there are twenty options, but most chess masters turn their attention to four major possibilities. What you want is a ‘Goldilocks attitude’ or, as Kotov put it: ‘It is bad to examine too few moves. It’s also bad to examine too many.’


Dating shows like The Bachelor or The Bachelorette focus on this process of expanding the options and then systematically contracting them. The star eliminates potential beaus until the season ends with a dramatic proposal. There is a scarlet rose to award each episode’s survivors, but the plate of roses dwindles as the weeks go by. Producers zoom in on the pain of elimination as many tears, regrets and longwinded explanations are chronicled. ‘Maybe she really was the one,’ a heartbroken hunk with sudden regrets bemoans as a roseless candidate walks away.


But even if a lucky bachelor or bachelorette falls in love at first sight, they must continue the charade of choice until the series ends. Meanwhile, hapless candidates, with no real hopes of winning, are dragged along till the finale. Whether onscreen or off, the game of choice is not one-size-fits-all and often has many surprises. In one memorable episode of a dating programme called Millionaire Matchmaker, two millionaires, one male and one female, did not choose any of the candidates that were pre-screened for them. Instead, the two eligible millionaires, who had become acquainted in the green room, chose each other.


In her book, How to Not Die Alone,3 matchmaker and behavioural psychologist Logan Ury says analysis paralysis is common in romance because ‘our minds are often stuck in a trap’. It can be hard to scan and choose who to date, let alone who to consider as a life partner, when the number of options and the stakes feel overwhelming. While few would argue that reality TV is a good way to find a spouse, it taps into a challenging intersection of decision-making skills. It’s about developing the ability to scan a number of options that are ‘just right’ and then being able to follow through and make a decision under pressure. Scanners can be indecisive, while decisive folks may not scan enough. Finding the sweet spot between breadth and action is what elite decision makers – in chess, love and life – are made of. Luckily, a decision tree helps both tunnellers and scanners. It compels a scanner to organise their options clearly while empowering tunnellers to consciously expand their choices.


Laying Out All the Options


My hometown of Philadelphia was founded in 1682 and was built as a rectangular grid, punctuated by square, leafy paved parks. The state’s namesake, William Penn, named many of the streets after trees – Spruce, Walnut, Chestnut, Pine . . . Philly is one of the most walkable cities in the country and it seems like everything is about fifteen minutes away: the doctor, the gym, my favourite hair salon. For years, to get to the salon I would walk along Lombard, then I’d turn off till I got to Walnut. Then my son enrolled in the school across the street from the salon. Running late for the bell on the first week of kindergarten, my instincts kicked in: we cut diagonally across a park, shaving three minutes off our journey time. That’s how I realised, slightly embarrassed, that I’d been taking a suboptimal route to the salon for years. I had been walking like a rook – in straight lines only – when I should have been moving like a queen – on the diagonals too.


In mathematics, my routes have names: the Manhattan distance, or the taxicab distance, is a restricted route using available lines – in this case, straight lines. But I am not a taxicab! The shortest possible line to get from my home to the salon is called the Euclidian distance. Finding such an ideal route is usually a fantasy, as streets and buildings prevent you from cutting diagonally through a city. I was so used to Manhattan distances that I forgot the park in the middle of the city allowed me to find the diagonal line.


In chess too, most players instinctively spot moves on straight and forward lines first, as that’s where our eyes are naturally drawn. Horizontal moves take more effort to notice and diagonal moves are even trickier. A diagonal line is precise, but it can also be harder to spot. Many of us don’t consider diagonals when imagining a ‘straight line’. But it is one.


My walk to the salon was already pleasant, so it didn’t occur to me that it could be even more enjoyable – and more efficient. A surprising obstacle to thinking sideways is a good idea – good, familiar ideas can blind us to better ideas. Chess coaches constantly remind students, ‘When you see a good move, look for a better one.’ Researchers studied this cognitive bias, known as the ‘Einstellung effect’, by testing a group of chess experts on a set of chess positions.4 One set of chess positions had two solutions, or winning answers. The first solution was a common pattern, or sequence of winning chess moves, that expert players come to recognise quickly. The second featured a rare idea that won the game even faster. Very few chess players found the quickest, best one; instead, they clung to the pattern they’d seen before. In the second set of positions, the unusual pattern was the only way to win. Now all the chess experts found it. They relied on their usual tools when these were available, even if those tools weren’t as efficient. But when they had only one way to win, the chess players discovered new patterns. If necessity is the mother of invention, familiar solutions are its nemesis.


Just because you think you’re doing things well, does not mean that you can’t do them even better. I call the Einstellung effect the ‘best move blocker’, to refer to our inertia and difficulty in finding the best move when there’s a familiar ‘pretty good’ option available. So many of us wait until we see a clear problem to expand our list of choices and get serious about big decisions. But if you wait until you’re under stress, you may be too emotional or exhausted to make the right choice. When you know you have a good move, it means you have leverage and a backup plan. This is exactly when you’re in the best position to look for a better move.


Tunnelling, or looking at only one choice, is the opposite of thinking sideways. Instead of looking for truth, tunnelling often leads us to justify the course of action we want to take, rather than stepping back and analysing whether it’s the right one to get us to where we want to be. This is more like elaborate confirmation bias, as opposed to decision making. This type of habitual tunnelling may avoid total failure but it can also leave us stuck, unable to find true success and happiness. For example, trying to rescue a doomed relationship by repeating the same arguments, despite continually failing to get the result we want. When it comes to a toxic work or life situation, tunnelling can have disastrous effects, blinding you to the possibility of escape.


A study on the ‘geometry of expertise’ led by María J. Leone, a chess player herself, showed that stronger chess players tunnel less.5 The research looked at hundreds of thousands of online chess games, organised by the level of each player. The weaker the player, the more likely they were to move pieces in the same area as their previous move or their opponent’s last move. The research also showed that weaker players are more likely to move the same piece over and over, while ‘strong players showed higher densities of successive movements which were more scattered in space’. The power in thinking sideways is not just metaphorical. When you zero in on one specific idea, you’re missing opportunities all around you. We don’t want to be life’s version of the chess player that moves the same piece over and over.


When tunnelling, we rely on our instinct being correct. But when it’s off, we tunnel at our peril. Spending energy to justify the choice you want to make can be doubly painful: your bias blinds you to the right choice and you’ll still be exhausted at the end. Whether in life or in a chess position, justifying to yourself what you were going to do anyway burns valuable time and energy.


False Binaries


Sometimes we get stuck in a false binary – we might have been able to avoid complete tunnel vision, but we’re fixated on only seeing two choices: option A or option B. But some thinkers have trained themselves to go beyond the obvious, like chess master Yosha Iglesias. After a long-running internet friendship, I finally got a chance to meet Yosha in person in the Saint-Germain neighbourhood of Paris on a winter’s day between chess and poker tournaments. We met at a chess café in Paris, not too far from the Café de La Régence, the historic venue where chess champions like Paul Morphy and François-André Philidor battled, and where Karl Marx and Edvard Munch downed coffees.


Beyond being one of the top female players in France, Yosha is a chess composer, meaning she creates chess games and puzzles from scratch. In one of her creations, Yosha challenges us to find a checkmate in one move. That should be simple – finding mates in one is usually easy, even for relatively new players. But this is no ordinary mate-in-one: there are thirty-two possible checks, or ways to attack the king, and only one checkmate.


Yosha was drawn to chess for the beautiful and often unintuitive answer to a problem. What seemed difficult before is often obvious once the solution is revealed. Finding and even composing so many of these eureka moments in chess prepared Yosha for a revelation that saved her life.


Although Yosha was categorised as a boy at birth, she never felt like one. Even in her earliest memories, Yosha had an intense desire to be a girl. She was shocked when she spoke with a friend of hers, a boy, who did not share her desire to be a girl. She was eleven years old at the time. ‘I assumed everyone wanted to be a girl, that it was objectively much better.’ She learned later, from movies and books, about the idea of transitioning and being transgender. ‘But I didn’t want to transition and because of that, I thought, “I am not transgender.” ’ But living in disharmony caused her a lot of pain: she drank at breakfast and even contemplated killing herself: ‘Paradoxically, the idea that suicide would always be possible kept me from doing it.’


Chess and the community she found within it, as well as the passion she had for the game and its history, helped to keep her afloat. She became friends with many of the top female players in France and they nurtured her progress over the board, and supported her off of it too. In her late twenties, Yosha read voraciously about gender as a construct and found transgender role models. A realisation that had been brewing for some time finally came to her: ‘Being a woman is not about doing, but about being. I am a woman; I am a transgender woman.’ After that, everything made so much sense to her. She came out, to widespread acceptance from her friends and family. In retrospect, it made so much sense to everyone. She had trouble believing she hadn’t seen it earlier.


In 2023, Yosha became the first transgender player to earn the Woman International Master title. While playing on the French women’s chess team, she is also a tireless advocate and communicator for people struggling with their identities. ‘Trying to be someone else doesn’t work. The more we are who we are, the easier the road gets.’ Yosha was able to resist the false binary, that she either had to live as a man or transition physically. She found the less obvious option, that wasn’t typical or expected. But once she saw it, it seemed so clear – and beautiful.


Thinking sideways isn’t just about avoiding tunnelling, though that’s a big part of it. We also need to think beyond false binaries and outside the examples in our immediate circles. Whether that’s by expanding what we read and consume, like Yosha did, or by widening our friend and mentor group, we may need a heavy dose of inspiration to broaden our thinking.


Alas, binary thinking can be very alluring and at times effective. It can be satisfying to narrow countless choices down to two. Then you can flip a coin – not necessarily to dictate your final decision but because when the coin is in the air, your true preference and innermost desire will reveal itself. You’ll know which side you want the coin to land on. But the coin flip method doesn’t always work. Sometimes, an inner turmoil between two choices means neither is right.


I learned this when pregnant with my first child. I loved brainstorming baby names with my husband. For a boy, we were torn between Leo or Isaac, but neither felt quite right. Unwilling to commit to either, I joked to my dad, ‘We’ve narrowed it down to Fabi and Magnus!’, referring to the top two chess players in the world. This was a decades-old callback to when my dad joked about naming my brother ‘Anatoly’ after the World Chess Champion at the time, Anatoly Karpov. My mom nixed the idea and my brother is Gregory.


But in the case of naming my son, the joke became reality. My husband and I started to call my pregnancy ‘Fabi’ and eventually we realised that what had begun as a joke was exactly what we wanted. Fabian is his name and I couldn’t imagine it otherwise. It almost felt like we discovered his name, rather than picked it.


Seeing the Wood for the Trees


So how can you train yourself to consider more options? I urge my chess students to give me at least three options, or ‘candidate moves’, before deciding.


Top chess trainer Jacob Aagaard goes further, telling students to focus on looking for ‘all the moves for all of the pieces’.6


The principle of ‘at least three’ can be a fun way to split a decision into two parts. For example, let’s say you’re debating with your friend or partner which movie to see or dessert to order. One person chooses three options, and the other picks between them.7 Deliberately expanding your options can also be relevant in higher-stakes situations, like in hiring for a new position. Quickly choosing an internal candidate can be tempting – thinking of the common saying that ‘the devil’ you know is better than the one you don’t. And there’s some truth in all this. Giving serious attention to internal candidates rewards loyalty and good vibes. But it depends on how you do it. Research by Cornell professor JR Keller on ‘Slotting vs. Posting’8 shows that even when an internal candidate gets the job, it’s better for everyone when there’s a formal interview process, rather than just ‘slotting’ an employee into the new position. The employee feels empowered to negotiate for the raise they deserve and the employer feels more confident they’ve made the right call, having considered alternatives. A great move feels even stronger when you do the hard work of scanning.


And sometimes, it pays to look at a lot of moves. Stanford University professor Tina Seelig believes that it takes ‘a lot of ideas to get to innovation’, invoking a timeless quote often attributed to Albert Einstein: ‘If I had an hour to solve a problem, I would spend fifty-five minutes setting up the right question.’ In one of her most famous experiments, Seelig set her class a $5 challenge. She split her students into groups and gave them four days and an envelope with five bucks of ‘seed money’ in it. The goal was to earn as much money as possible. Teams could plan as much as they wanted but once they opened the envelope, they had two hours to finish the challenge. Afterwards, each team gave a three-minute presentation showing their strategy and final earnings.9


Some teams took the challenge literally. These students bought cheap items with the $5 and then sold them at a mark-up. This method did not make a lot of money. Other teams realised that the envelope was a red herring. They tried to make money in other ways, by selling restaurant reservations or pumping air into bike tires. Their time was worth much more than five dollars. This technique performed much better.


But the most profit was made by the group who saw that their most valuable asset was not money or time. It was prestige. They sold their three-minute presentation slot to a firm that was keen to recruit Stanford students.


The winning group made better use of the brainstorming stage, before they opened the envelope. Once you select an idea, it can be hard to reverse course, especially within a group. Give yourself the time to develop the best choices – you may never get back to the point where you are open to all the possibilities.


Thinking One Move Ahead


Chess players have a reputation for thinking many moves ahead and many of us admire and attempt to imitate this in our lives. But the truth is more nuanced. Thinking far ahead can bring fewer rewards than looking thoroughly at more options. Imagine two decision makers. One looks at their favourite move ten moves forward, a branchless tree high into the sky. The second decision maker looks at four different moves, imagining each three moves into the future, for a shorter, fuller tree, with more branches. Who is looking at more moves? The second player, with twelve possibilities instead of ten. Player two looked fewer moves ahead, but they looked at more moves. And those moves are more likely to materialise, because they don’t require as many assumptions about how the future will unfold. The breadth of analysis matters even more than the depth.


As Grandmaster Anna Muzychuk says: ‘It’s not the length of the lines we are able to analyse, but the precision of the lines. Sometimes we only calculate two or three moves ahead.’10 Even Magnus Carlsen, the highest-rated chess player of all time, has said he doesn’t consider himself a particularly deep calculator. Rather: ‘I am good at calculating short lines’ and ‘seeing little details’ that others miss.11


The third World Chess Champion, José Raúl Capablanca, known for his incredible chess talent and suave manners, put it best. In a legendary exchange, a journalist asked him, ‘How many moves do you think ahead?’ The Cuban genius replied simply, ‘One. But it’s the right one.’12 If Capablanca looked only one move ahead, how could he be so sure it was the right one? Because he scanned all the possibilities. One move ahead, but every move wide. The quote may be apocryphal and exaggerated but that has not stopped it from spreading widely through the decades. It is now more relevant than ever.


In 2024, Google’s artificial intelligence research lab DeepMind published a paper based on their work, ‘Grandmaster-level chess without search’, a new chess AI model that played in the famous ‘I think one move ahead’ mode.13 14 It was not about trying to make AI that could beat the best human chess players – that had already been done in 1997. Nor was it about trying to make the most powerful chess AI – DeepMind had already done that in 2017.15 It was more about removing a seemingly essential component to see if the AI could still function. How well could AI play without any explicit search at all? ‘Search’ here means ‘looking ahead’. This program would not plan ahead at all. It would just examine all of its options and pick the move that best matched success in similar patterns. Let that sink in. Imagine writing a poem without the letter ‘E’ or making brownies without chocolate.


What the program lacked in depth, it made up for in breadth. Using a database of millions of games and positions, totalling 15 billion data points, it had an extensive network of patterns to draw from that would help it guess the correct move in any situation. And yet, the idea of thinking ahead to the next sequence of moves is so intertwined with the popular idea of what makes a good chess player that it’s hard to imagine such a computer program playing well. It could miss a checkmate two moves ahead. So how good would this player be? Awful? Brilliant? Or somewhere in between?
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