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      In retrospect, everyone is a genius.

      In reality, most people make-do as they go along—improvising, relying on a combination of luck, educated guesses, and past experience. Sometimes, you may be extra lucky and receive help from a friend or colleague who has already faced the situation or the problem you are handling, and they may be able to give you concrete suggestions that will speed up the resolution of your issues. Most of the time, you may be all alone.

      Throughout my life and career, a unique combination of geopolitical, social, and family circumstances forced me to cope with situations that no one in my closest circle had experienced or done before. My family and friends had their share of suggestions and advice, and they tried to support me the best they could. But at the bottom of it, none of them had ever faced the exact same scenarios that I did. Being a pioneer was a blessing and a curse.

      Fast forward twenty-odd years, and I’ve made it.

      In my view, the subjectivity of it (reinforced by tangible, measurable achievements) meant I was able to overcome a great many different and difficult obstacles in both my personal and professional life. I proudly carry a deep sense of accomplishment with me at all times—it’s often mistaken for arrogance.

      What my self-flattery doesn’t immediately reveal is that I also had to invest a lot of energy and effort in trying to figure out how to solve completely new, unknown problems. Yes, in retrospect, some of results look trivial, but they sure weren’t back then.

      A lifelong experience of trial and error has led me to develop a heightened level of self-awareness. That thing where you wake up in the morning, look in the mirror, and ask yourself: How am I going to try to become a better person today?

      I tend to look for context in all my past actions (perhaps even too much, sometimes), carefully trying to avoid becoming a victim of survivorship bias. It’s a known phenomenon in psychology: People focus on the success elements of an experience while blissfully and subconsciously ignoring the errors and the mistakes.

      In a way, this makes it very tricky to listen to other people telling you how they did it. Like, say, a self-help book on success . . .

      Factually, I have done a lot of cool things in my career. Please allow a paragraph or two of superlatives.

      I have published 20 books (not including this one) in just ten years. One of these, a book on problem-solving in High-performance Computing (HPC), is used in computer science studies at several universities worldwide; it has also been translated into Mandarin and is used in the Chinese scientific community. I have 15 patents registered with the United States Patent and Trademark Office (USPTO) and other jurisdictions. I was a spokesperson at a New York Stock Exchange-listed tech company. I’ve delivered dozens of keynote sessions and presentations at various prestigious international conferences.

      I have significant experience teaching, including a data center course at a Top100 university. The publishing part of my career includes editorial work at numerous tech-focused magazines and journals, more than 2,500 articles published on my website (dedoimedo.com) over a period of 18 years, awards for open source and Linux advocacy, and a nomination for the Sidewise Awards for Alternate History’s Short-Form category. Throw in a bunch of open-source projects and a handful of certifications, and you kind of get the picture.

      Great stuff, except . . . none of it shows what I did wrong.

      You don’t see the errors, the mistakes, the deliberations, the pondering, the doubt, the hesitation, the sheer stupidity. And there were plenty of those.

      Some of my endeavors were perfect from the get-go. Others took years and years to realize. Some were setbacks. I strongly believe the reasons and the circumstances behind the results (successes and failures) are far more useful and valuable than the actual results.

      As it happens, I have kept a careful tally of the whys. And now, I would like to share them with you. Not from the angle of some Silicon Valley hotshot, but from the perspective of an ordinary grumpy dinosaur who had to figure out how to handle the world, one project at a time, one idiot at a time.

      I do not presume to know all. I don’t believe my “success” is in any way unique or universal, or that it represents a golden standard by which people working in IT should measure their own careers. But I do believe that analyzing interesting, complex situations (almost like a series of scientific experiments), can provide one with an elevated measure of awareness that is critical to future successes—and failures—in whatever field you work or practice.

      Learning from one’s own past experiences (or mistakes) is the most helpful way to learn. useful thing. The next best is reading a book by someone who’s lived through it. Hopefully, a combination of practical advice, an easygoing writing style, and some dry humor should make this a pleasant, valuable lesson.

      Follow me.
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            MEASURE OF SUCCESS

          

        

      

    

    
      If you ask someone to name a successful person, even in the IT field, most people will probably point their finger at a billionaire, or at least someone fairly famous. They are not likely to name themselves, or someone in their office. I find this curious and sad—the entertainment world has spoiled us into co-equating money and grandeur with success.

      This brings about an important question: Media hype aside, what constitutes success in a career?

      And then: Is there a formula you could follow to become successful—or less of a failure?

      IF YOU’RE READING THIS BOOK, SOMETHING IS WRONG

      You are here because, probably, you believe your career could do with a bit of spit and polish. You feel something is off. You may or may not know exactly what it is, but you know that something is missing.

      Will this book help you figure out? Who knows? Read on!

      Anyway, I’ve been there. Pondering, introspecting into the wee small hours of the day, trying to put my vague perception of what’s missing into words, trying to translate the wrongness into a problem statement I could resolve. Once you know what the problem is, you can decide what to do next—accept it, work around it, or fix it.

      PERSONAL VS. PROFESSIONAL

      Over the years, this sense of wrongness would crop up occasionally. It wouldn’t be tied to any one specific work place, team, project, or anything like that. It threw me off balance for a while, because I wasn’t quite sure why I would feel unease with my own work or my own decisions. Many hundreds of hours of mental sweat later, it hit me.

      What I eventually discovered is that I was trying to be two people at the same time: the real Igor and the what-the-world-thinks-you-ought-to-be Igor.

      The sense of wrongness came from trying to harbor and wed opposing expectations of what my career was supposed to be. I realized I was conflating two conflicting perspectives, and trying to reconcile them in an impossible way by becoming the public version of myself. Mistake number one.

      The thing is, when people talk about success, they coincide the popular impression of whatever they’re trying to do with their personal one. In other words, people fight a subconscious battle of what the “world” thinks success is versus what they, sans any public fanfare, think success means to them. Often as not, the two are different, usually vastly different.

      As much as we’d like to feel we’re an unassailable island of integrity and personal truth, we can’t completely ignore the world. We can’t escape having our internal compass skewed by external forces. And we shouldn’t. We should fully acknowledge the effect, and make sure we are aware of its subtle pull on our thoughts and decisions. Let’s talk about this some more, starting with the popular opinion then.

      PREDICTING THE FUTURE

      Perceived success is often about money. Going back to the anecdote at the beginning of the chapter, judging people by the monetary stick is easy—and expected. It also makes sense because money, or wealth, gives people the power and influence to make important, far-reaching decisions, shape or dictate work strategy, or indulge in pastime activities they wouldn’t necessarily be able to do otherwise. Money can grant independence, even freedom. And, in the business sphere, the main purpose of every company is to generate profit, so they can sustain themselves in the long run. Companies are judged almost solely by the monetary stick.

      Unfortunately, too many people coincide individual success exclusively with money.

      The fact we are all individually motivated by different needs makes success hard to replicate. Things that work for one person may be totally wrong for another.

      
        
        This is why there really isn’t any magic formula for success.

      

      

      If you look at successful people (however you classify that them), you will find certain common patterns. But then, you can find common patterns in any group of people, because we are all ultimately humans, driven by the same biological necessities underneath our coat of civilization. Even so, knowing what successful people have, have done, or what personality traits they exhibit doesn’t really mean much. Everyone knows, in great detail, what Bill Gates or Elon Musk did. Doing the exact same thing does not guarantee any measure of success. If things were that easy, there’d be countless billionaires everywhere.

      Generalized qualities are applicable, of course, but how they translate into individual actions or success is beyond any algorithm. Perseverance and persistence will definitely help you achieve more. Good education opens doors. Being charismatic is another advantage. There are tons of things that can contribute to success. But without context, these are just excellent motivational slogans.

      Things are even murkier if you look at people around you today. Some of them may become the next IT genius or inventor, but you can’t know or claim that with any certainty. I’m sure you remember this or that bright kid from your school or college. You can even probably point out the “best” worker in your company. But can you guarantee their “success”? There might be people that stand out in the crowd, and you assume that their chances of making it big are higher than the average person. However, you cannot account for any number of unpredictable factors, like sheer luck, timing, or the small, arbitrary decisions people make in their lives, changes in personal circumstances, and so on.

      Most importantly, deep down, every person has their own definition of success, and it could be vastly different from any mainstream norm or expectation.

      IT’S ABOUT YOUR [INSERT VALUE HERE]

      For someone born in a country with low industrial development or a high level of corruption, emigrating to a different country, where they end up with a steady job in a stable society, may be all the success they ever need in their career. For someone with learning disabilities, graduating from university may provide them with an equivalent sense of accomplishment.

      Some people care about promotions. Others focus on job titles. Some people want to control people. Some relish power. Some just want peace and quiet, so they can go home to their family, or enjoy their hobbies. There are people who deeply care about having a harmonious work environment and the relationships they maintain with their colleagues. Or, indeed, they might be in it solely for the money—such people also exist.

      The list of motivators is endless.

      The personal drivers that push us to succeed are different in every one of us, as are the targets or goals we set for success. They depend on personal traits, upbringing, culture, social circumstances, and many other factors. Sure, we have many common traits with fellow coworkers. But this is where the paths diverge.

      Someone may be happy with a salary that matches their country’s median, while someone else may be unhappy even if they can afford to buy a yacht with their annual bonus. Someone else may not really care about the monetary aspect at all. We all have individual needs, which we express in our lifestyles and career choices.

      Unfortunately, by and large, workplaces are not designed to cater to individual needs.

      WORK IS NOT MEANT TO BE FUN

      Work is the medium by which society betters itself. It is not a vessel for self-expression and self-fulfillment. It can be, but that is a side effect of a mechanism that has a single purpose—survival.

      This correlation between work and survival (of humanity as a species) may be hard to see under the thick layers of technology and social constructs we have built over the centuries, but it is there nonetheless, and it guides our decisions and choices.

      In nature, the more complex the life form is, the more complex its survival process. For millennia, the humans had to hunt and forage to provide food for their families. It was a harsh existence, with low survival rates. It was not until the industrial revolution that we reached a level of sophistication high enough to generate sufficient surplus to allow the wider segments of the population (and not just the ruling classes) to begin indulging in concepts other than sheer survival. While art and entertainment have always existed, it was the birth of the middle class that led to the expression of self in the modern sense. But even today, large swathes of the planet do not have a guaranteed access to basic commodities, like clean water, sufficient food, electricity, and medical care.

      Work remains a necessity. The typical IT office setting may look like extravagant indulgence to someone from 200–300 years ago. Nevertheless, there are harsh, cold, practical imperatives behind most businesses. In a way, companies are rather similar to living organisms. They are born, they grow, and they fight for their survival.

      This harsh reality goes against our expectations, perhaps even our upbringing. As a child, in kindergarten or in school, you were probably asked a hundred times, “What do you want to do when you grow up?” Even if you guessed your field of employment just right, you didn’t envision it in terms of work hours, policies and procedures, annual appraisals, and occasional business travel. For a lot of people, the indignation of having their innocence washed away galls as much as having to sit in on another webcam meeting with boring, talentless colleagues.

      THE DISCONNECT BETWEEN THE INDIVIDUAL AND THE WHOLE

      Think of any company—but let’s focus on IT. If you were to start working there, provided you have the right credentials and skills, what do you expect to be given in return for your efforts? The list of conditions will most likely include, at a bare minimum:

      
        	Adequate pay

        	Reasonable workload

        	A good manager that can help you realize your needs

      

      If you get all these three, you will most likely be happy and content with your career. Job done; you can stop reading now.

      In reality, these conditions (any combination thereof) are rarely met. Most people, when asked how they feel about their job, will not be overly enthused. In fact, there’s a high probability they will be quite unhappy. It could be little things; it could be big things.

      So why does work suck? Easy!

      
        	You want money, but the workplace wants to pay as little as possible!

        	You want to work as little as possible; the workplace wants to give you as much work as they can—see the point above.

        	Good managers are extremely, extremely hard to find.

      

      This is no secret. Everyone is aware of the phenomenon, that is employees and their employers. However, as obvious as the “problem” is, the solution is almost impossible to find, hence the suck element in most people’s careers.

      THE PENDULUM OF GRUMPINESS

      No, it’s not a name of a fantasy novel. It’s the simple, inevitable phenomenon of the workplace cycle that contributes to the problem. Namely, your goals and the goals of the company are usually inverse. This is how it goes:

      
        	When you’re in your 20s, you’re fresh out of school/college. For the company, you’re a burden, because they must teach you everything. This is why they pay you little, but that’s okay with you. You’re gaining knowledge and experience—which you can put on your CV for your next job.

        	When you’re in your 30s, you’re trying to make as much money as you can to gain independence. On the company’s side, they try to squeeze as much intellectual juice out of you as they can because you’re still malleable. This is also the time when a lot of people consider major changes in their lives—like starting a family, taking a mortgage or similar—and so, for the company, it’s in their best interest to “lock you in”. If you have “no choice”, so to speak, you will put up with a lot of corporate policies and ideas that you may dismiss as a carefree, loaded bachelor or bachelorette. During this phase, the company will try to indoctrinate you, and build their next cadre of mediocre middle management.

        	In your 40s and beyond, you have wizened up, you are no longer easily impressed by buzzwords and titles, and you will be asked the pesky WHY question from clueless middle managers. You just want to be left alone. For the company, at this point, you often become either the most precious asset or a nuisance—an expensive liability. Hence why so many companies “downsize” their older employees or offer them voluntary severance packages. It’s cheaper to hire an entire new generation of potential future drones than put up with experienced people who can say no.

      

      In essence, that’s all there is to it. Your career goals and the company’s do not really—and often, cannot—meet. At best, you can try to mitigate the problems. Pay, workload, good manager.

      If you get all three, you’re a happy camper. Two out of three? Maybe. It depends on which two.

      Surprisingly, money is relatively easy. However, fiscal incentives are very short-lived, and do not foster long-term loyalty or productivity. Workload is somewhat more difficult to get right, but it can still be done, especially since most countries have laws and regulations limiting work hours to some extent.

      The key to obtaining a good manager? The trickiest of all components. But we will get to that.

      MORALE IMPROVEMENT TECHNIQUES

      Sadly, in lieu of a simple working formula, many companies are trying to placate or motivate their workers with alternative solutions. Indeed, in recent years, studies have shown that happy employees are more productive, more loyal, and, ultimately, more successful. Thus, businesses have invested efforts and resources in creating friendly (or at least friendlier) environments where the workers can, ideally, express some of their unique needs and desires, without them conflicting with business imperatives.

      The efforts translate into a wide range of practical (and usually impractical) applications:

      
        	On-site catering

        	Breakout areas where employees can play games or just relax

        	Team-building exercises or events

        	Various non-monetary benefits

        	Discounts to various affairs or stores, including business-branded merchandise

        	Training and education courses as part of the workplace

      

      Unfortunately, as well-intentioned as they may be, these short-term solutions rarely address individual needs or values. They still remain generic, and thus disconnected from our personal drivers
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