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Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) 
A short, practical guide to what an SME is, where the term comes from, and what makes 
someone truly credible. 

Executive Summary 

A Subject Matter Expert (SME) is someone recognized for deep knowledge and proven 

competence in a specific topic, field, or system. SMEs are relied upon to interpret complexity, 

reduce risk, and guide decisions in high-stakes environments like medicine, law, sports 

performance, engineering, and technology. 

Being an SME is not simply about time served. It is about validated expertise, applied results, 

and trusted judgment. 

Definition: What is a Subject Matter Expert? 

A common definition, such as one from the U.S. Department of Energy, describes a subject 

matter expert as an individual with qualifications and experience in a particular field or work 

process who, through education, training, or experience, is recognized as an expert on a 

particular subject, topic, or system.[1] 

In plain terms, an SME is the person people turn to when the details matter and the 

consequences are significant. 

A Brief History of the Term “SME” 

The concept of expertise is ancient, but the term “subject matter expert” became widely used in 

modern organizations as work grew more specialized and regulated. The phrase gained traction 

in government, defense, and engineering environments, where complex systems required 

qualified individuals to validate technical decisions, ensure compliance, and reduce operational 

risk. 

By the late 20th century, SMEs were increasingly formalized in training programs, technical 

documentation, audits, and standards development, serving as the trusted source of truth when 
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organizations needed to translate specialized knowledge into clear procedures and reliable 

outcomes. Today, the term is used across industries, from healthcare and education to 

corporate risk management and technology, wherever accuracy and credibility matter. 

What Makes Someone an SME? 

SME status is rarely self-proclaimed. It is earned through a combination of depth, proof, and 

trust. A true SME demonstrates knowledge that performs under pressure, consistently solves 

real-world problems, and delivers verifiable outcomes. 

Formal credentials matter, especially in regulated fields: licensure, board certification, and 

ongoing education signal adherence to external standards. 

What distinguishes an SME from someone merely experienced is adaptability, which includes 

the ability to: 

●​ Explain concepts clearly 

●​ Apply expertise across contexts 

●​ Teach or mentor others 

●​ Simplify complexity 

●​ Make sound decisions with incomplete information 

Equally important, SMEs earn trust from peers, leaders, and stakeholders through accuracy and 

objectivity. 

The 10,000-Hour Rule: Helpful, but Often Misunderstood 

The “10,000-hour rule,” popularized by Malcolm Gladwell, stems from research on expert 

performance but is frequently oversimplified. The key insight is that deliberate practice, which is 

structured and intentional effort supported by feedback and coaching, matters far more than 

simply spending time.[2] 

Research shows that quality practice is essential, but it is not the whole story. A major 

meta-analysis found that deliberate practice accounted for approximately 14% of performance 

differences across various domains on average (with higher percentages in structured fields like 

music or sports).[3] 
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In other words, experience helps, but true expertise accelerates through intentional training, 

guidance, and measurable progress. 

SMEs in Action: Medicine, Law, and Sports 

In medicine, SMEs include board-certified physicians, academic medical professors, clinical 

researchers/scientists, nurse practitioners (NPs), and clinical pharmacists. Their expertise 

reduces risk, prevents complications, and informs life-critical treatment decisions. 

In law, SMEs may be narrowly specialized attorneys, labor law experts, or forensic accountants 

who provide expert testimony. They excel at interpreting complex regulations, applying relevant 

legal precedents, analyzing evidence with precision, and delivering credible, well-supported 

opinions in high-stakes situations. 

In sports, SMEs include biomechanical analysts, elite strength and conditioning coaches, 

performance psychologists, and sports medicine professionals. They excel at analyzing 

movement and performance data, applying evidence-based training and recovery principles, 

making real-time adjustments during practice and competition, and optimizing athlete health, 

resilience, and long-term performance. 

Conclusion 

A subject matter expert is not defined by confidence or years alone. True SMEs are validated, 

trusted, and proven within their domain. While time and experience contribute, expertise is built 

through deliberate learning, measurable results, and peer recognition. 

The best SMEs do more than answer questions. They elevate standards, prevent costly errors, 

and make complex decisions clearer and more reliable for everyone involved. 
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