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There is a huge problem with how we perceive success. Most of this false perception comes from the culture shaped by the media and social media. You will find plenty of absolutely amazing stories on the internet, like Kimra Luna’s “From Welfare to 7 Figures.” Wow! If you click on the headline, you will reveal an even more impressive subtitle: “Starting a business that earned nearly $1 million in its first year.”

I don’t pick on Kimra. Her story is true. Her family was on welfare, and she started a business that generated almost a million dollars of revenue in the first year.

The trouble with this message is that there is no room for less impressive stories. Everything needs to be bold, huge, impressive, amazing, and quick.

Well, there is maybe room for one other kind of story—overcoming insurmountable hardships to succeed. Look at Nick Vujicic’s story. This guy has no arms and legs, and yet he has become a world-renowned speaker, a New York Times best-selling author, a coach, and an entrepreneur. He also has four kids with his wife, who looks like a supermodel.

Ha! That’s even more impressive than making a million within a year after being on welfare.

Bias

Do you know what “survival bias” is? Here is a neat definition:

Survivorship bias or survival bias is the logical error of concentrating on the people or things that made it past some selection process and overlooking those that did not, typically because of their lack of visibility. This can lead to false conclusions in several different ways.

The problem with those stories in the media is that they don’t paint most people’s reality. Yes, Kimra’s and Nick’s stories are 100% true. But they are not common. Those kinds of stories occupy about 0.01% of reality, but they occupy 99.99% of news headlines. What kind of damage does this narration about success in the media do? It can lead to two different but equally destructive attitudes. 

In the first, we believe that success is something enormous, immediate, and available only to superheroes. Average Joe has no chance to succeed. Period. So why bother trying?

Well, if Joe chopped his arms and legs off, then he could become a success story. Sounds idiotic, right? But this is how we think about success. And it is exactly because we are exposed to those mega-impressive stories all the time.

Brian Buffini emigrated from Ireland to the US and had a car accident two weeks later. He spent two years in the hospital and amassed $100,000 in medical bills. Then he made a fortune in real estate and became a public speaker. He said on his podcast that plenty of people literally say to him, “Oh, I haven’t had such hardships, hence I don’t have such a drive for success as you have.”

It’s ridiculous! Brian laughs that he offers to run them over with his car so they can have “the same” hardships.

With the second attitude, we believe that the superhero way will be our path to success too. There are 9,999 average Joe success stories for every Kimra, Nick, and Brian out there, but they are not visible, so we don’t try to mimic them. Instead, we try to mimic overnight successes and superheroes. 

And we invariably fail. Every single time. Or 9,999 times out of 10,000. And the one Joe who makes it gets to the news headlines.

We don’t see the stories of all of those other Joes, so it’s no wonder we ignore their path to success. However, their path is much more attainable than the path of enormous successes. In fact, it’s attainable in 9,999 cases out of 10,000.

The common success narration is even more hurtful on the personal level. It is simply bad for your sanity. You compare your reality to the 0.01% keyhole and think there is something clearly wrong with you. 99.99% of the success stories are about millionaires, Olympic medal winners, or cancer survivors. You think: “I cannot match their feats, so there is obviously something wrong with me. I’m a failure!”

This kind of self-judgement starts a negative spiral of self-beating and self-loathing. You internalize your failure, and this experience shapes your self-talk, which is the manifestation of your subconscious mind. You look for evidence to confirm you are a failure and, when you look for something, you will always find it. The wrong approach to the pursuit of success—chasing magnanimous feats and trying to force them to be realized ASAP—puts you on the path of constant internal struggle. When you don’t feel good about yourself, you torpedo everything you try.

You stop believing you can succeed. Then, you even stop trying.

I started writing my annual The Slight Edge progress reports in 2014. I began this practice for a few reasons, but the foremost was to lead by example. I experienced that the Slight Edge philosophy was indeed an answer for the average Joe’s struggle with pursuing success. Slow and steady wins the race. Success is a few simple disciplines. Do small things consistently, and success is unavoidable.

I succeeded, and I firmly believe you can succeed too, if you pick your own path to success instead of following the path laid out in media headlines.

Consistency: A Way for the Average Joe

Here are some of my favorite quotes about success:

“Success is not to be pursued; it is to be attracted by the person you become.” — Jim Rohn

“Success is neither magical nor mysterious. Success is the natural consequence of consistently applying basic fundamentals.” — Jim Rohn

“Success is not perfection. Success is progress.” — Darren Hardy

“Success is stumbling from failure to failure with no loss of enthusiasm.” — Winston Churchill

“The biggest determinants of success are consistency and effort.” — Tanner Baze

“Success is nothing more than a few simple disciplines, practiced every day.” — Jim Rohn

“Success in the knowledge economy comes to those who know themselves—their strengths, their values, and how they best perform.” — Peter F. Drucker

The main theme that shows up in those quotes is consistency. Success is a process, not a destination. You must enjoy the process to at least a certain degree, or you will not achieve success. You may achieve a specific goal, but at what price? If you don’t enjoy the process, you will be miserable for 99.99% of the time. You will get a quick pang of triumph at the end and that will be your whole reward.

Have you noticed that there is no “overnight” in the above quotes? The only word that correlates with the success from media headlines is “effort” in Tanner Baze’s quote, but it’s married with consistency.

Consistency is how I succeeded, and it is how you can succeed too. An average Joe already has a day job that he dedicates almost a third of his life to. An additional enormous effort will kill him much faster than it will make him successful. An average Joe is in debt, so he cannot leverage his way to success with money. An average Joe’s health is not so great, which also hampers his efforts.

But the average Joe, exactly like a successful Joe, has twenty-four hours and can start consistently inching toward success, ten minutes at a time.

You can succeed starting with what you have now, where you are now, and who you are now. Real success, not the shiny stories from the news, is attainable because it’s based on time, the one commodity that is given to each of us evenly.

Be consistent, and you will succeed. It won’t be overnight. It may take you a decade or two, but you WILL be successful.

I hope that after reading about my journey, you will get this not just on the intellectual level but at the gut level.

My story is not especially impressive. I don’t have a seven-figure business. I have all my limbs. I didn’t starve. I have not fought cancer.

There are plenty of success metrics to choose from, but the most common is money. I more than doubled our household income in eight years. 

Starting in 2014, I published a progress report on my blog every single year, but those reports never made it to CNN or Business Insider. 

Why? Because I’m an average Joe. Incremental progress is not sexy or flashy. Nobody gives a damn about my average success when they have so many impressive stories to choose from. My blog gets only a couple thousand visitors a month, and only a tiny fraction of them read my monstrous yearly reports.

But here comes the question: Can any average person double their income in eight years? I think yes. It happens to quite a huge percentage of folks at the beginning of their careers. They graduate, take the first crappy job available, and eight years later they are a manager or a specialist with a significantly higher salary.

So, quite a lot of normal people can double their income in eight years. Yet not everybody does. What is more, only a small percentage do it consistently. 

Why? Because we buy into the media picture of success—something grand, significant, and rapid. And we don’t even try to succeed.
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“The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.” – Henry David Thoreau 

Before I read The Slight Edge by Jeff Olson on the 10th of August 2012, I hadn’t been satisfied with my life. And I couldn’t put my finger on why that was so. It was an okay life.

After years of starving during my university studies, I finally had a stable job in IT, and I was making about two average salaries—just enough to support a family of five from one source of income. Even so, my wife got a job after the birth of our third child, and she was providing 20–30% of our overall income.

We had bought our own 1,000-square-foot apartment a few years before. We even had some savings—an unusual situation in our life.

I had my church community, which served me both as a vehicle for spiritual growth and as a circle of close friends. I had been married for almost twelve years.

My health was okay too. I was several pounds overweight, allergies killed me during pollen season, and colds kept me in bed two times a year, but otherwise, I was healthy. All the kids and my wife were also healthy.

Yet, I felt miserable. I didn’t count my blessings. Rather, I often ruminated about the shortcomings of my circumstances. I had a good job, but I didn’t enjoy doing it. It had its high points—for example, I loved solving technical puzzles—but 90% of the time I was bored and not engaged.

We had that savings I mentioned, a few thousand dollars, but saving every dime was a struggle. I would save 15% of our income one month, 3% another, and then we’d wipe it out for some big expense. I still had a student loan, and we rarely paid more than the minimum on our mortgage. It didn’t seem we could pay it off sooner than in forty years, as it was preplanned.

I didn’t realize some downsides of that lukewarm life. For example, I was socially retarded. I interacted with my closest friends, my immediate family, my church community, and my workmates, but that was all. I was so close-minded that I didn’t even try to make new connections. In fact, I was scared to death of the prospect of starting a conversation with a stranger.

As Thoreau said so aptly, I lived in a quiet desperation. My life was okay, but I didn’t want to live such a life for the next few decades. 

I just had no idea how to change myself or my life. I didn’t even try to succeed. I had the media success picture in my mind—beating records, making fortunes, helping millions. I wasn’t able to do any of the above, so I did nothing and kept suffering from the quiet desperation.

This is the sad reality of most people today. We draw conclusions about the state of the world based on the media headlines. And the way success is presented is just a part of the problem. Media is full of negativity because negativity sells. Wars, shootings, corruption, natural disasters, political clashes, atrocities, crime... The list goes on and on.

When we are bombarded day in and day out with the message that the world is in a constant state of catastrophe, we start to believe we have no power over our lives whatsoever.

Hence, we don’t even try to regain the lost control. And we keep quietly despairing.

Getting Started

After reading The Slight Edge in August 2012, I didn’t take action until the middle of September. I was so brainwashed into helplessness that this new definition of success had a very hard time penetrating my mental fog.

Just a few simple disciplines repeated over time? How is it even possible?

I pondered those questions in the back of my mind for over a month. I examined the stories instanced by Jeff Olson. I reflected on them. And I couldn’t get them out of my mind. Every time I pondered this foreign definition of success, it actually made sense!

My own experiences took me over the fence. I could ridicule or belittle stories from the book, but I couldn’t do that with my own stories. I reflected on the small successes I’d achieved and sure thing, there was always a small discipline, or a few, behind each success.

The other half of the Slight Edge message is that failure is a few small errors in judgement repeated over time. I examined my failures and found out it was true. For example, I tried to lose weight for years, but I let my sweet tooth get the best of me every single time. This error repeated consistently over time was enough to keep my weight climbing despite the fact I was doing over 100 push-ups every day.

Once I decided to change, I started consuming personal development materials like crazy. I read, listened, and watched a lot. One of the books I read in that early period was The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People. I found plenty of the advice from Stephen Covey to be way over my head, but one thing in the second chapter caught my attention—creating a personal mission statement. I bought into the idea that you need to begin with the end in mind. If you don’t know where you are going, how do you even realize you’ve arrived?

Around the beginning of November 2012, I had my personal mission statement ready. That mission statement got me through the struggle of the next eight years.

You need motivation to keep going. The definition of motivation I use for my purposes and in my teaching is:

“Motivation is something that makes you take action.”

It doesn’t have to be something wonderful or beautiful. Your motivation doesn’t need to be worldwide. Whatever will make you take action is OK.

“We generally change ourselves for one of two reasons: inspiration or desperation.” — Jim Rohn

It can also change over time. You can start out of fear or in a desperate attempt to get your family out of poverty or debt. The action taken out of desperation may later be a source of inspiration. You will pay off your debt and realize that you can save so much money now that you don’t need to pay your loans. That becomes its own inspiration.

Maybe you get started because you want to show your parents or your spouse that you can become someone. That will work, but in the long run, motivation derived from negative emotions is pricey. You dedicate as much energy to dealing with your emotions and their aftereffects as to attaining your goals.

Desperation is a good start. Inspiration is what you need to keep you going.

Keep Going

In my example, see how motivation can evolve. First it was sheer exhaustion from living a life of quiet desperation that got me moving. I desperately wanted to change, which is why I read The Slight Edge. That’s why I didn’t dismiss its message right away, despite the fact I had not been very consistent my whole life.

I sat down and wrote my goals and disciplines out of desperation. I started doing the daily disciplines out of curiosity. At the very beginning, the whole experience with daily habits was an experiment. I wanted to verify that, indeed, simple daily disciplines can make a huge difference.

One of my original disciplines, which I have been practicing since, was to practice speed reading. I practiced it for ten minutes a day. After a month, my reading speed had almost doubled! That was all the evidence I needed. 

My motivation morphed from curiosity into excitement. Yes! The Slight Edge method worked. I could change my life! I eagerly started more daily habits.

Excitement is usually short-lived. It lasted long enough for me to develop my personal mission statement. The excitement allowed me to dream big, so I put no limits on my dreams. I actually believed I could change myself, and I articulated in my mission who I wanted to become.

This identity-based motivation got me through some incredible struggles, but it also kept me going after big successes when I had a tendency to slow down, take it easy, and enjoy the fruits of my labor.

I firmly believe that a deep intrinsic motivation is the best source of motivation to keep fueling your desire to change. If you want to do daily disciplines, you need a daily dose of motivation. 

“He who has a reason to live can bear almost any how.” – Stephen R. Covey

Why do you want to change? Who do you want to become? How do you want to be remembered by your friends and family? Answers to those questions can shape your identity for decades to come. 

You will dig into a stable source of motivation. 

Why do you need a reliable source of motivation? The Slight Edge philosophy is based on time. Both daily disciplines and small errors in judgement are repeated over a very long period of time. It takes weeks and months of action to build great results.

Results

I wrote or co-wrote, and published, eighteen books. I translated my books into several languages. I sold tens of thousands of copies of my books. In the process of learning how to sell them, I learned Amazon ads. I started a small agency and served dozens of authors, running ads on Amazon for their books. I have had eight people helping me part-time to sustain and grow this service.

I publish my writing online—on my blog, Medium, and Quora. My answers on Quora have been viewed over 10 million times.

I became a habit coach and coached over 100 people one on one. I still work with a few select clients in that regard.

I have been interviewed on multiple self-publishing and personal development podcasts.

I was invited as a beta user to Quora in Polish, which got me some visibility in Poland. I got hundreds of daily views, started my blog in Polish, and was interviewed on the biggest Polish business podcast. Recently, I’ve just started a personal development circle on Quora, and it’s gaining traction.

I liberated my wife from her day job. I downsized my day job to half-time and later to quarter-time. The only thing that stops me from quitting my job is my wife’s lack of approval.

I more than doubled our household income. And I work about 50% less than eight years ago.

Are the above results impressive? They too could’ve made it into an impressive news headline. Millions of views! Best-selling author! Featured here and there!

Of course, those accomplishments look much shinier if you take the eight years of hard work out of the context. Working eight years to downsize your day job from full-time to quarter-time? It doesn’t sound so impressive anymore. 

Selling tens of thousands books sounds less impressive when you add that you spent tens of thousands of dollars advertising them. 

But those eight years and thousands of dollars spent on ads were an inherent part of the process! The struggle is always there. Passing over it in the headline doesn’t make it disappear. 

Moving forward, progressing, and growing are always sprinkled with struggles. That’s the nature of this world. The butterfly doesn’t just emerge one day from the cocoon beautiful and strong, ready to impress the world. It took a chrysalis a lot of struggle to penetrate the cocoon, and this struggle made the butterfly’s wings strong.

But this is the unpleasant part of success we prefer to gloss over.

Hardships

In 2020, my revenue was decimated by COVID and Amazon. Advertising stopped working when the lockdown was first introduced. Paperbacks were shipped with such a lead time that people stopped buying them. A bump in digital
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