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  Introduction


The profession of the IT consultant has never been more important than it is today. Our field has become the backbone of modern society, and without us, practically nothing works anymore. IT has not only become an integral part of most other sectors, but is gradually taking them over. 
Despite the increasing significance of our work, there is still a striking lack of books that focus on the IT consultant’s craft and the day-to-day realities of working in IT. Most IT books focus on a particular technology or methodology instead of truly timeless topics that can benefit the IT consultant over an entire career. I wanted to change that by writing a book for us, by one of us.
When I started my career, I had no idea what I was doing. In retrospect, I would have benefited enormously had I received more advice from someone with decades of experience in the field. A novice in IT can quickly reach a high level of proficiency in an individual technology, yet remain quite clueless about the big picture. I was certainly like that. Now that I have become an experienced professional myself, I would like to make it a little easier for the next generation and give them a head start in their careers.
Over the years, I have come to realize that natural talent and technical skills play a surprisingly small role in shaping a successful career. It continues to fascinate me how two consultants with similar cognitive abilities can end up with such dramatically different outcomes. One seems to thrive in any project, achieving considerable financial success in the process. The other struggles to hold on to a dead-end job, maintaining legacy systems. 
At a certain point in my career, I started to honestly reflect on my own standing. By this time, I was already an established professional and certainly had my moments, but was I really where I wanted to be with my career? Or was I just another mediocre consultant, content with scraping by a living? More importantly, was I still performing far below my true potential?
To find an answer, I began systematically studying why some people make it in IT while others struggle. Fortunately, I was in the perfect place to learn. I had the opportunity to work with some of the best consultants in the field and compare their approach to that of consistently underperforming colleagues. I studied an extensive range of topics, including neuroscience, psychology, sociology, and systems theory. I also examined high performers in other fields to understand how their insights could be applied to IT.
Over the following weeks and months, the answers started to unfold.
The success of the best consultants was not due to superior ability. They were simply using their minds in a better way. They had better methodologies, a more thorough and meticulous approach to their work, and a trained ability to break down complexity to the atomic level. They also had considerably better attitudes toward customers, coworkers, and their work in general. Above everything else, they were very consistent. While mediocre consultants still had some good performances on their better days, their performance on bad days could be close to zero. The best consultants didn’t seem to have bad days at all—only consistent levels of high performance. This led them to do extremely well over the long run.
I began integrating everything I had learned into a comprehensive career system, covering nearly every aspect of working in IT. With consistency at its core, I decided to name it The Grind. Through trial and error, the system began to take shape. Gradually, I started making progress, and within six months, I had completely revitalized my career. I could sense that my market value had increased, the customer was genuinely satisfied with my work, and people even started looking at me differently. At last, I found myself at the top of my game.
During my own journey of self-improvement, an idea began to take shape: I could gather the lessons I had learned into a book. I believe these ideas can offer value to everyone—from novices ready to jump-start their careers to seasoned veterans looking for fresh perspectives and renewed motivation. 
Many talented individuals perform far below their potential because they lack a system. I used to be one of them. Once I started using a solid system, I managed to dig myself out of that hole in a surprisingly short amount of time. In this book, I’ll explain in detail how I did it, and how anyone with at least average intelligence can build a successful career in IT without sacrificing their health or well-being along the way.
The topics that we will cover in this book are relevant regardless of the technology stack you are currently working on. Technologies will come and go, but human nature stays the same. Focused, disciplined professionals with a sound methodology and a good mentality will thrive in any kind of environment, regardless of the technological changes that will happen in the coming years and decades.
Most importantly, every piece of advice that I offer has been thoroughly tested in the field of battle. I wrote the overwhelming majority of it while neck-deep in The Grind myself. That made the writing process harder, but I felt it was necessary to add an element of authenticity. Not a single idea that failed to prove itself in the real world made it into the final version.
While I will reference a lot of scientific literature throughout the book, all the ideas remain heavily grounded in the everyday realities of IT. High-flying ideas and theories only offer value to the IT consultant when they can be applied in a practical and effective manner.
This book has been tailored to meet the needs of the modern, busy professional. Each chapter begins with a brief introduction drawn from my personal experiences and reflections on the topic at hand. These are followed by short, condensed pieces of advice that can be digested one at a time—in as little as a few minutes a day—and applied to boost your career, and even your life in general.
Even though I have written this book from my personal perspective, it’s not a book about me. I want you, the reader, to receive the maximum benefit from these ideas. These timeless topics, which transcend individual technologies, will remain relevant for the foreseeable future. I hope that they will bring you value for the rest of your career.
The next level begins here. Step into The Grind.







  
  Chapter one
Physical preparation


"Success is a byproduct of well-being." — Aki Hintsa
The Grind begins with physical preparation. In the first chapter of this book, we will cover a holistic approach designed to help you feel your best and perform at your highest level when it matters most. 
A healthy body and mind are universal goals shared by almost everyone. However, the goal of a cognitive worker shouldn’t be to become the biggest and toughest athlete on the planet. For us, the most important tool isn’t the body—it’s the brain. Physical preparation should be seen primarily as a means to sharpen that tool.
At least for me, following a rather rigorous approach during the working week leads to significant improvements in both mental performance and resilience to stress. In the highly demanding world of modern IT, these qualities are needed if you want to perform in the top tier. To paraphrase an unknown sage: you should take care of your brain the way a top athlete takes care of his body. 
The protocol I present here is based on the concept of Kaizen, which emphasizes the power of small, incremental improvements across all areas of life and work. Any single improvement in physical preparation might not be pivotal on its own, but as you begin stacking these on top of each other, you’ll start to feel the difference. When you sleep a little better, eat a little better, fine-tune your exercise routines, optimize your stress levels, start intermittent fasting, enhance your brain chemistry, and explore other small changes that give you an edge, you're setting yourself up for a career-lasting tailwind.
I am not a doctor, but I have studied these things my entire adult life. Through years of trial and error, I have gradually formed a template for physical preparation that works best for me. I have fine-tuned it specifically for cognitive work, and I believe it works very well for most people in our profession. You can think of it as a starter template, which can then be adjusted based on genetics and personal preferences. 
Finding an approach that works for you allows you to become the best physical version of yourself. That, in turn, will directly or indirectly support nearly every other aspect of your life. 
As with most effective approaches, the fundamentals are what matter most. That’s why we must begin with the basics. The foundation rests on a simple but powerful triad.
The triangle of well-being
The core foundation of physical well-being lies in the triangle of nutrition, exercise, and sleep. These three elements must remain in balance for the body to thrive. If the equilibrium is not present, reaching peak performance in cognitive work is not possible.
Nutrition
At least during the working week, high-quality nutrition is an essential part of the IT consultant’s toolbox. Focusing on your diet demonstrates that you're a professional who is serious about performing at the highest level. Poor dietary choices lead to decreased performance in direct proportion to their consumption.
I have personally benefited from the following dietary approach: a highly varied diet that restricts gluten, casein, and sugar, while also fine-tuning both the amount and glycemic impact of carbohydrates I consume. I prioritize foods with a long history in human evolution. This kind of diet, often referred to as the paleo diet, along with the highly carb-restrictive ketogenic diet, has gained popularity among tech workers as a means to improve focus.
Another simple way of boosting nutrition is to consume a separate superfood smoothie, if not every day, then at least a few times a week. This smoothie can include ingredients such as berries, chia seeds, kefir, ginger, turmeric, bananas, and oats. Several top-level chess grandmasters use their own personalized superfood smoothie to give them the final edge in cognition. Finding recipes is easy, so we don’t have to get into the details here. You can use these as a starting point, then fine-tune your own version to create your personal secret weapon.
Personally, I have found myself returning to the topic of nutrition over and over again. Nowadays, I consider it so important that I opt for a rather extreme approach during the working week. That said, I don’t believe we should live our entire lives like that. During weekends and holidays, I eat more or less whatever I want, such as pasta, ice cream, or the occasional fancy dinner. This approach makes the practice psychologically more sustainable while allowing me to live life to the fullest.
I firmly believe that all cognitive workers should, at the very least, maintain awareness of nutrition. It's especially important when you want to be at your best when it truly counts. For this reason, high-quality nutrition is inseparable from performing at your highest level as a professional.
Physical exercise
All forms of physical exercise obviously offer a myriad of health benefits. Unfortunately, modern societies have become very polarized on the issue. A truly shocking number of people engage in almost no physical activity, while others push their bodies to the extreme. Neither of these approaches allows you to maximize your cognitive performance. In order to operate at your peak cognition, the optimal amount lies somewhere in the middle, and the correct amount will vary a lot between individuals.
I am personally an exercise enthusiast, so not exercising has never been a problem for me. It has become an automatic behavior, kind of like breathing. However, I am unfortunately not particularly gifted at it. Especially during my younger days, I did damage to my career by exercising too intensely and too often. I thought I was doing the right thing and that in a way I would get more ‘points’ by exercising more, but that’s not how it works. In particular, the heavy strength training sessions during the week left me exhausted and caused me to underperform during a time when I should have been at my best. I managed somewhat better in the very beginning, but as the years accumulated, so did the problems. I finally realized that the exercise, in itself, was the cause of many of these issues, changed my training dramatically, and started feeling much better.
While exercise is a source of intrinsic joy for myself and countless others, it can also be thought of as an investment, where the profile of costs and returns depends on the selected modality.
Low-intensity exercise such as walking brings immediate returns with minimal cost. The returns rise in tandem with volume until you reach extreme mileage. It’s suitable for almost everyone, at any frequency, and is practically always beneficial. 
High-intensity exercise, on the other hand, has a vastly different profile. The most taxing forms, such as full-body strength training and HIIT, can essentially 'knock out' your body for a while, delaying any return on investment. After the initial endorphin high, a surprisingly long period of reduced working capacity may follow. Inflammation, lowered mitochondrial function, and fast-twitch muscle fibers potentially days away from full recovery characterize this phase, potentially accompanied by fatigue. The damage caused by intense exercise is not, in itself, beneficial to the body. Nearly all of the gains occur during the subsequent recovery and supercompensation stages. From a physiological perspective, it takes time before you're truly at your best again, let alone better off than before the workout.
Personally, I struggled to accept these biological realities. Eventually, like a cheetah recovering from sprinting across the savannah, I was simply forced to concede that bodily resources are finite. Beyond a certain threshold, every ATP molecule spent comes at the expense of other physiological processes. You can only use so much energy on high-intensity exercise before you start paying the price in productivity.
The amount of high-intensity exercise one can handle in a week depends heavily on genetics, age, and other individual factors. If your physical capacity is exceptional, you may tolerate frequent intense workouts with minimal downside. The rest of us have to be more cautious. For most people, the best approach is to listen to your body and adjust your training so it has an overall positive effect on your job performance.
While this isn’t a book about exercise, it makes sense to briefly recap a few common exercise modalities to help support both your well-being and your career.
Walking
Walking is the most typical form of exercise for our species. Our ancestors have been walking for roughly six million years, often for hours on a daily basis. It’s what we’ve evolved to do, and there’s no reason to stop now.
A study published in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition in 2015 found that the health benefits of walking start from only 20 minutes, which is slightly over 1% of your day [7]. Spending at least a few percent of your day walking every day will do wonders for your health and cognition and must therefore be a part of the IT consultant’s routine.
If you live in a location where it’s possible to walk everywhere, you can actually deduct the time it would take for you to get from point A to point B by other means and you never have to worry about public transportation or parking your car. This makes walking (as well as riding a bike) one of the most time-effective modalities of exercise.
Some of the greatest minds in history, including Albert Einstein and Charles Darwin, were known for their daily walks and came up with some of their best ideas during them [8]. Walking distracts the brain, allowing ideas to emerge from the subconscious mind. While we may not possess their level of ingenuity, it’s still a highly beneficial habit for anyone, especially for us cognitive workers.
Moderate intensity aerobic exercise
Cardio has been divided into five heart rate zones, based on your estimated maximum heart rate, which is roughly 220 minus your age. In addition to walking (which is usually Zone 1), moderate-intensity Zone 2 cardio at around 60 to 70 percent of your maximum heart rate is the real good stuff. It promotes neurogenesis by increasing levels of BDNF, a protein that supports the growth and survival of neurons. A wide range of studies support the benefits of this training zone for cognitive function, without any harmful effects [9][10].
If you want to be at your best in any field that requires a lot of cognitive effort, it is a good idea to add a lot of moderate-intensity Zone 2 cardio into your exercise routines. It will add benefit on top of your regular walking but will mostly avoid the negative sides of the higher heart rate zones. On top of this, smaller amounts of Zones 3 and 4 can be added as a spice with perhaps only a pinch of the highly damaging Zone 5.
Many younger people, in particular, work out at heart rates that are too high for too long. If you are still in doubt, consider the training routines of Eliud Kipchoge, who is widely considered to be the greatest marathon runner of all time and the first human being ever to run the marathon in under 2 hours. The overwhelming majority of his training takes place in the moderate heart rate zones [11], with only a touch of the higher zones (race situations are obviously a different story). He is undoubtedly very fit. If he doesn't have to train extensively at higher heart rates, then you won't need to do so either.
P.S. If you're looking for an easy way to get more Zone 2 cardio, try rucking.
Strength training
The relationship between intense strength training and high-level cognitive performance is surprisingly complex. On one hand, it’s the most complete form of training, as it can utilize all types of muscle fibers all around the body in a single session. It’s also one of the best things that you can do for your health and longevity. On the other hand, the heaviest lifting can cause a lot of fatigue, leading to a temporary dip in performance. Pushing your body to the extremes without sufficient recovery can even hamper your hormonal balance, which will further exacerbate the problem.
After a long period of trial and error, I concluded that I can only do one long, intense strength session during the weekend without it having any negative effect on my job performance. I also typically do other, very short strength workouts during the week, which have a more energizing effect and are therefore more compatible with work.
While strength training is great, you have to be wary of the amounts and timing of it so that recovery will not hinder your performance on the job. Your genetics and age will be decisive factors here. You are not a professional athlete, you are an IT consultant. It’s best to modify your training routines in a way that will benefit both your career and your health.
Sprinting: the ultimate time-saver
For most land-based mammals, the overwhelming majority of the 'exercise' they receive is based on the two extremes of locomotion: walking and all-out sprinting [12]. Particularly interesting is the ratio of these two typical modes of movement on foot: enormous amounts of walking (that is, several hours a day) combined with a tiny amount of sprinting. Based on what we know of the hunter-gatherer peoples whose lifestyles were preserved long into the modern era, there is no compelling evidence to suggest that our species has been particularly different. Our ancestors also engaged in persistence hunting, but this was more of a rarity than a consistent pattern throughout human history.
Given our evolutionary history, it’s perhaps no surprise that modern research has found all-out sprinting to be incredibly effective. A plausible reason is that this is what our bodies were fine-tuned for, and modern exercise routines are just that—a modern invention.
Anyone who feels that their body is not thriving with their current exercise routine, or lack thereof, might try using this template: plenty of walking combined with tiny amounts of sprinting. If this regimen makes you feel alive and vibrant, chances are you have found the evolutionary sweet spot that best suits your genetics.
If sprinting on foot is not a realistic option, a stationary exercise machine such as an elliptical cross trainer with the resistance cranked up is a very good alternative. For individuals with extremely busy schedules, sprinting remains the ultimate choice.
Morning vs. evening workouts: Which one is better?
In order to maximize your mental performance, it’s important to know when to schedule your workouts. Two key factors to consider are convenience and the short-term effects on your mental state.
First of all, for most people, morning workouts are often easier to schedule. When your workouts are out of the way first thing in the morning, you have a lot of flexibility for the rest of the evening and can move on to any pastime without extra distractions.
Despite this convenience, many people are simply not inclined to work out early. I’m not particularly fond of morning workouts either, but sometimes they are necessary due to scheduling.
Secondly, you should consider how the workout will make you feel for the next few hours. If it makes you feel energized and motivated, it's best to schedule it for the morning. If it makes you feel fatigued, it's better to leave it for the evenings, or even more so, for the weekend.
For me, running is energizing, so I prefer to schedule it in the morning. Strength training and HIIT have a kind of U-curve effect, meaning the initial endorphin rush is usually followed by a few hours of diminished mental performance.
Therefore, whenever I work out during the working week and the session is higher in intensity, I keep it relatively short and schedule it early in the evening, immediately after work. The logic is this: at that point, I have the maximum number of hours to recover before the next day begins. Thanks to the timing and the more moderate strain, the effect on mental performance is negligible.
If I were to move this workout to the morning, I’d have the least amount of time to recover before the working day begins, and most of that recovery would happen during the day—at exactly the wrong time.
A good rule of thumb is to schedule all workouts that energize you for the mornings, and to treat the short-term negative effects of depleting ones as a kind of “poison” that needs to be timed carefully, typically in the evenings or on weekends and in the right doses, so they interfere as little as possible with the rest of your life.
It’s worth keeping these factors in mind when thinking about how to approach your scheduling. Plan your best moments for the times when you need them the most.
Sleep
I'm not here to lecture you about sleep—you already know how important it is. However, in the context of cognitive performance, it's a topic we simply can't skip. Ensuring sufficient amounts of high-quality sleep is perhaps the single most important thing you can do to improve your cognitive performance.
Especially as a young, busy person, you might be tempted to cut back on sleep to make time for other things in life. This is usually a terrible mistake. Sleep should be among the last things you ever sacrifice. The results of the day are, to a surprisingly large extent, predetermined by how much good-quality sleep you had the night before. You may be able to power through the day after poor sleep, but the quality of the output won’t be the same. An IT consultant should always organize his life in a way that guarantees high-quality sleep as often as possible. High-quality sleep is a skill in itself—and without it, a significant part of your mental potential remains untapped.
Regular sleeping schedules, combined with 1–2 hours of calm relaxation before bedtime and a quiet, completely dark sleeping environment, will go a long way toward ensuring sufficient sleep. Certain over-the-counter supplements, such as magnesium and melatonin, might also be beneficial. If falling asleep is still a challenge for you, explore methods for consciously relaxing the muscles in your body one body part at a time. If the timing is correct, you should be able to fall asleep within a few minutes.
If your circadian rhythm is slightly over 24 hours, as is the case for many people[1], you can try to adjust it with morning light exposure or other "Zeitgebers" (time givers), while keeping nights completely dark. Alternatively, you can set your alarm just a bit later each day during the week and then readjust over the weekend. I call this sleep banking. This habit of small daily withdrawals won’t interfere with the idea of waking up around the same time each day, but it often leads to small, consistent improvements in performance.
Most importantly, you should always maintain awareness of this vital restorative process. Sleep is to your brain what maintenance is to a car. Instead of a rusty, screeching piece of junk, you should roll up every day with a well-maintained, smoothly running luxury vehicle. The results will speak for themselves. For the cognitive worker, high-quality sleep remains the ultimate productivity hack.
Fine tuning cognitive performance
Intermittent fasting
Although gaining momentum, intermittent fasting (IF) is still nowhere near as popular as it should be. For example, in the United States, only about 10% of the population practices it [13]. I would expect this number to be somewhat higher among IT consultants, but it's still incredibly low considering the potential benefits.
Studies have shown IF to boost brain function, improve heart health, enhance insulin sensitivity, increase autophagy, reduce inflammation, and potentially even extend longevity [14][15][16]. Long story short, we have evolved as a species to go through periods of food scarcity, and evolution has organized key maintenance operations to accelerate during these phases. In the modern world, our constant access to food has caused us to bypass these critical maintenance windows, leading to several adverse effects across the general population.
If the human brain were a knife, IF would be one of the most effective methods of sharpening it. In my experience, it may be even more effective than cardio for improving cognitive abilities, or at least a close rival. Once you get used to sharpening your tool every now and then, it can easily become a lifelong habit.
I have found short fasts of roughly 16 hours offer the best payoff in terms of schedule-friendliness. I do these very often, at least several times a week. They are also suitable for nearly all healthy individuals.
Longer fasts bring added benefits, but they can also lead to a temporary dip in energy that may hamper your focus in the short term. Once you eat again, the benefits become obvious and often last for several days. I typically do longer fasts on Fridays or during the weekend, but rarely during the middle of the week.
It's a good idea to ease into fasting gradually if you have not done it before, and, of course, consult your doctor if you have any medical conditions. Once you get the hang of it, fasting can boost your cognition and health for decades to come.
CSF Flow
The seemingly humble cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) plays a fundamental role in brain health. Present from the brain’s outer surface down to the spinal cord, it cushions the brain from external shocks [19]. It also supports brain metabolism in both directions—nourishing the brain and removing metabolic waste [20]. This essential role makes CSF a key factor in the broader topic of mental energy.
CSF remains in constant motion, moving in a wave-like pattern synchronized with breathing. Preliminary research suggests that practices like deep breathing may enhance CSF flow [20], potentially accelerating the removal of waste metabolites. Other promising practices include yoga, Tai Chi, cardio (especially running), changes in body position, and sleeping with the spine and neck aligned at a steady 90° angle.
All of these practices tend to boost mental energy, though their effects may come with a slight delay. I use them periodically to generate mental energy on demand—a crucial skill for any cognitive worker.
The complex dynamics of CSF are still not fully understood, and more studies are needed. Still, there is enough to suggest that keeping CSF in motion supports important biological functions. Regardless of the specifics, the practices based on this rationale work so well for me that I intend to keep them in my weekly routine. 
Blood sugar levels
If you were a professional athlete, would you show up to your main event with low blood sugar? Is that the state you should aim for when striving for maximum performance?
The more reliant you are on carbohydrates as fuel, the more important it becomes to eat something before a work session. During The Grind, it's not advisable to show up in a downer of any kind, including low blood sugar when it can be avoided. Becoming more fat-adapted makes this less of an issue, as you'll be able to rely on a more stable source of fuel.
While the brain primarily runs on glucose, it can also use ketones as an alternative energy source [17]. To promote overall metabolic flexibility, I aim to limit my carbohydrate windows. However, during the most crucial work sessions, I make sure I have some glucose available. This is my "train low, race high" strategy for the brain, and it works. When the session begins, I can draw from multiple fuel sources, giving me confidence that I will not run out of energy halfway through.
A strategic take on caffeine
Coffee and other sources of caffeine are hugely popular among IT consultants—and for good reason. Unfortunately, many people are using it the wrong way. I was one of them for years, unknowingly setting myself up for an unnecessary headwind every single day. 
An often overlooked fact about caffeine is that it's a powerful central nervous system stimulant. In fact, consuming less than a tablespoon of pure caffeine can be lethal [18]. Although it's widely consumed and generally safe in moderate amounts, caffeine is still a drug and should be treated as such.
The answer may seem blatantly obvious, but for cognitive performance, the only right time for caffeine is right before an extended work session. Taking caffeine at the wrong time can actually harm your performance. As with any drug, what brings you up will also bring you down. In other words, caffeine has a downer effect that can leave you performing below your baseline. If you drink a lot of coffee in the morning and only start working several hours later, you will essentially begin your workday in a mild downer. Not knowing how to time your caffeine intake is arguably worse than not consuming it at all. 
Taking caffeine at the wrong time of day can be likened to a professional football player who takes his performance-boosting substances outside the window when he needs to perform, and then shows up to the event in a downer. What kind of chance does he have against another player who will be at his best when it truly matters? Not much, and chances are you have never even heard of this player. 
It's also important to remember that in biology, the benefit or toxicity of any substance lies in the dosage. While moderate amounts of caffeine can increase alertness and mental performance, very high doses—over 400 mg, or roughly four cups of coffee per day according to some studies—can lead to jitteriness, anxiety, and insomnia, all of which may unintentionally impair your cognitive performance.
Caffeine is an important subject because it's used by so many people, so often, and for such long periods of time. Career-lasting headwinds or tailwinds can add up to great distances over the course of decades, even if they're relatively mild at any given moment. Constant misuse of caffeine is only for people who, for some reason, wish to be tools of almost epic proportions.
Optimizing stress levels
The relationship between stress and performance is both crucially important and surprisingly nonlinear. First of all, it is certainly not the great evil that some people make it out to be. All animals experience stress in nature, and danger is one of the very few reasons for them to engage in any kind of activity. To make a point, just imagine a well-fed lion taking it easy in the savanna, or an animal in the zoo, not moving a muscle.
To trigger action and achieve peak performance, a certain amount of stress is required. This is commonly known as the Yerkes-Dodson Law [5]. The activation of the sympathetic nervous system, the release of stress hormones such as adrenaline and cortisol, and other intricate mechanisms related to stress make you more focused and alert, giving you a boost of energy and motivation.
Too much stress can obviously be a bad thing. Over time, health and cognitive problems will start to mount. You are also setting yourself up for a collapse later on, during which your performance can drop dramatically.
Peak performance, especially in relation to cognitive skills, is found somewhere in the middle. This is the Goldilocks zone of stress. Continuing with the animal theme, it's not the bear that has just woken up from hibernation that performs at the highest level. It's also not the bear that's completely exhausted from an extended fight. It's the bear that has woken up, walked around for a while, caught a few fish, and growled at a few other bears. This bear is the most alive and vibrant, and therefore ready to take on the challenges of the day.
Temperament is crucial for finding the Goldilocks zone, and the optimal level of stress varies considerably between individuals. Highly anxious types do not need a lot of it, as the added stress will quickly be too much for them. For them, stress levels can also stay elevated for long periods of time. On the other side of the spectrum, deeply calm individuals need stress to get any kind of effort out of them, and it's quite difficult for them to be overstressed in terms of performance. After the situation is over, they will relatively quickly return to their natural calm state.
From years of experience, I have come to the conclusion that, from a performance perspective, it’s still much better to be overstressed than under-stressed. Extremely stressful situations such as wars are more terrible than most of us can imagine, but underperformance is not the word that comes to mind. Real underperformance is found in understressed couch potatoes who are incapable of any kind of productive work. That said, from a health perspective, chronic stress must be avoided [6], and we can all benefit from being couch potatoes occasionally. Stress should be seen as peaks and valleys, ideally aligned with the natural flow of life.
Two relatively easy ways to fine-tune your stress levels are ice showers and deep breathing exercises. For example, if I’m feeling sluggish in the morning and my interoception suggests that being understressed is the reason, an ice shower will give me the boost that I need. Being overstressed is rarely a problem for my temperament, but sometimes I might use deep breathing exercises before bedtime to calm myself down after a particularly stressful day.
With practice, it becomes easier to listen to your body and fine-tune your stress levels for performance. If stress feels too high, it should be brought down and occasionally kept low for a while. When it is time to perform again, stress should be elevated just enough to return to the Goldilocks zone. This is the range where you perform at your best.
Dopamine resensitization
Most people nowadays are familiar with dopamine. It's a neurotransmitter that is related to reward, pleasure, motor control, memory, learning, and motivation [2]. It's also arguably the most important neurotransmitter to understand in terms of career success.
Many modern people who think that life is miserable and find themselves motivated to do almost anything have actually become overrewarded. Constant access to food, video games, streaming services, social media, alcohol, caffeine, nicotine, and other substances, gambling, shopping, and all possible forms of entertainment that are possible today might sound great, but there are some serious drawbacks that affect us all on a societal level.
Occasional dopamine peaks are completely fine, and these are meant to happen. The problems start to arise when big peaks of dopamine start to happen very frequently. This will lead to a drop in the baseline of dopamine [3], which will not only desensitize us to rewards but also make it much more difficult to engage in any kind of effortful activity.
Mice that cannot produce dopamine will not even eat enough to survive and become extremely hypoactive, unwilling to engage in almost any kind of activity [4]. Timmy, the front-end developer who has spent the whole remote working day eating pizza, drinking coke, playing video games, watching funny videos, and engaging in various elite-tier slack-off techniques, knows that he should start working on the feature, but the underlying brain chemistry no longer allows this.
This is not a small thing that we're talking about here. It's an epidemic across the developed world, and it's making large parts of the population incapable of producing output that is anywhere near enough for them to make it in the labor market.
Luckily, many people have realized the problem and started to combat it. At the time of writing, the terminology hasn’t been fully established yet, and terms like “dopamine detox” and “dopamine fast” are often used. In my opinion, “dopamine resensitization” is a more accurate term. Many people swear by this practice and not only consider it important, but the #1 thing that anyone can do to boost their careers.
If you have been caught up in this modern epidemic, you can start the process of revitalizing yourself right now. Go out in nature, read a book, stare at a damn wall for a change. Anything that it takes for your brain to become resensitized to dopamine in a way that the rewards will once again feel as they should and for you to restore your natural desire to do hard things.
This doesn't mean that you should start living like a monk or that you should not enjoy the pleasures of modern life at all anymore. It means having awareness of the size, frequency, and timing of dopamine peaks in a way that it doesn't get completely out of line with the evolutionary history of our species.
In my experience, it's better to shift most dopamine-driven rewards to the evenings and weekends. I speculate that this is due to having more time to resensitize before the start of the workday. I also maintain some awareness of the topic even during the evenings of the working week. The goal is not to limit my life in any particular way, but to keep my brain chemistry balanced so that I'm able to perform.
A more in-depth look at dopamine is outside the scope of this book, but I encourage you to study this important topic in detail. And while you're at it, check out dopamine's peak performance buddies norepinephrine and acetylcholine. Get your brain chemistry back on track and start kicking some serious ass.
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Figure 1: The Kaizen of physical preparation.









  
  Chapter two
Mental prepation


“The horror, the horror.” — Colonel Kurtz, Apocalypse Now
Asking an experienced IT consultant about the worst project they have encountered is akin to asking a dentist about the worst teeth they have ever seen — it's unimaginable. Unfortunately, there is a huge gap between the ideal way software development should be done and how it often unfolds in the real world. In practice, many developers will cut every corner imaginable to make it to the next paycheck, then unload their nightmare solutions to be someone else’s problem. 
In an environment like this, no one should walk into the game unprepared. Working in IT requires a high level of mental preparation, and being a consultant further highlights this demand. In our profession, you must set your expectations at a level where nothing can shock you anymore. In essence, you have to be ready for anything.
When I was starting out in my career, I was completely unprepared for the mental demands of our line of work. I was physically fit and mentally sharp, but whenever problems emerged, I reacted in all the wrong ways. In retrospect, I'm not proud of how I handled things, but that can happen when you look back at your life before decades of accumulated experience.
As unprepared as I was, I had the luxury of growing up in a field that was still not nearly as demanding as it would later become. I was able to grow with the field in a gradual manner as both the complexity and professionalism steadily increased. Young professionals who entered the field just a few years later never had that luxury. Instead, they were thrown directly into the deep end, where they would either sink or swim. While recent advances in AI have turned the tide once more, making the field more accessible, mental preparation remains crucial.
The last thing I want to do is paint a rosy picture. The reality on the battlefield is not pretty. Our job as IT consultants is to accept this, do what we can with what we have, and constantly push for improvements to ensure the codebase keeps improving rather than deteriorating further.
In this chapter, you will learn to set your expectations to a level after which only positive surprises are possible. Then we will start building a mentality that helps you thrive in adversity. This will allow you to perform at your highest level under any conditions.
The codebase is a mess? Permissions are still pending? There’s not even a spec? That’s alright. I’m an IT consultant, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.
Accepting the brutal realities of IT
I remember when a junior developer asked a more experienced colleague whether every project was like this, or if it varied from one project to another. His answer was, ‘It’s the same shit everywhere.’ Unfortunately, that’s not too far from the truth.
This is the reality of the IT consultant’s world: best practices are ignored, the codebase is a mess, and deadlines are unrealistic. Instead of caving in, the IT consultant must learn to embrace this everyday struggle.
It’s going to be a mess
The worst project I can recall left a lifelong impression on me. In this project, it was practically impossible to pull the code without the local software exploding into little pieces. The same applied to running database migrations, which messed up the local database almost every time.
The codebase had several beginner-level problems with the APIs, and more than half the team wanted to do the bare minimum or nothing at all. Many of them could not be called professionals by any stretch of the imagination.
Even by IT standards, this project had reached another level, managing to stand far ahead of the pack. There were truly inexplicable technical solutions implemented — the likes of which I have never seen before or since. Like an experienced dentist who thinks he's seen it all, I stood in awe: 'Teeth cannot possibly look like this.'
During the course of the project, I remember going on three- to four-hour walks just to get my head straight. Sometimes I laughed with tears in my eyes at the dark horror comedy unfolding in front of me.
Since then, I have seen some progress in the field, particularly with the growing prevalence of code reviews. However, it's still common to encounter legacy code that was pushed straight into production with zero regard for quality. These are the kinds of projects where someone has cut every corner imaginable just to get something — anything that kind of works — released ASAP.
The “temporary” solution is still running in production several years later, and has only been patched with bubble gum ever since. Eventually, new features get built on top of this increasingly shaky foundation. The result is a wobbling deck of cards that collapses whenever someone tries to make a change.
And that's not all. Go ahead and ask where you can find the unit tests, or any kind of tests for that matter. There aren't any.
Before starting in an IT project, it's good to be well prepared for the possible scenarios on the ground. That includes setting expectations to a level from which there's only room for positive surprises. Rock-solid mental preparation enables you to focus on the tasks at hand while maintaining consistent performance.
Projects have a tendency to be late – but IT projects are much worse
In his wonderful book "Thinking, Fast and Slow", Daniel Kahneman, a renowned psychologist and Nobel Prize winner, explained why projects, in general, tend to be late and over budget. The reason is simple: humans have a neurological tendency to think about the best possible scenarios whenever planning a project. The estimates are also often made on intuition rather than being based on any sound methodology.
The three common timelines that I see all the time are: two weeks, six months, and five years. These are psychologically satisfying timelines that management can handle. Half a month, half a year, half a decade. They pick the closest one that sounds about right based on their hunch and then use that. In other words, they pull these timelines out of a place that doesn’t have any access to sunlight.
To be frank, I have made this mistake many times myself. Especially in software development, it's common to visualize the feature and make an estimate based on that. This is possibly a fairly accurate estimate of how long it takes to complete the code. But then there's unit testing, translations, responsive styles, partially changing your solution and refactoring the code after you realize how you should have done it in the first place, meetings, merge conflicts, code reviews, making changes based on your code review, more merge conflicts, exploding local development environment, problems in production, making more changes until you get approval, picking up your child from daycare, trying to run pipelines that don't work, asking someone why the pipelines don't work, waiting for a fix, then running the pipelines again, waiting for acceptance testing, then running the pipelines again until the feature is finally in production, and so on. Two weeks have suddenly become three or four — and in the worst cases, much more.
The more complex the project, the more likely it is to be considerably late and a complete shitshow. This applies to all projects, not only in software development. For instance, in Finland, a decision was made in 2002 to build a 1,600-megawatt nuclear power plant, set to become the most powerful in Europe. The construction commenced in 2005 with a planned completion date in 2009, despite the utilization of a nascent technology that had never been used before in a commercial power plant. As in many other similar projects, the original timeline was pure fantasy. The project was delayed dozens of times before finally completing in 2023 as one of the most expensive buildings in world history [22]. The overall cost was 10 times higher than the cost of Burj Khalifa, the tallest building in the world.
From the estimated four years to the 18 years it took to be completed in the real world, the delay factor is about 4.5. These kinds of factors are unfortunately very common in IT projects as well. During my career, I have noticed the original timeline is often completely unrealistic. A factor close to 2 is often the absolute best-case scenario. Factors of 3 and 4 are quite common, and 5 and 6 are not uncommon either. The worst that I have seen myself is about 9.
The joke among developers on how estimates should be multiplied by the value of Pi is, unfortunately, quite realistic. The same show has gone on decade after decade. AI is probably our only hope of this ever changing. When you are an IT consultant, you will constantly participate in projects that are considerably late. This is just the normal state of affairs, and there's not much we can do about it except keep calm and carry on.
One day ageism will be a factor for you
Youth is highly valued in IT, and for good reason. Young developers are enthusiastic, adaptable, and quick to pick up new technologies. They have a lot to give from day one. This creates a situation that is quite rarely seen in other fields. It’s not unusual for a 25-year-old—straight out of kindergarten, literally three days on the job—to start telling the old-timers how they should be doing their work. In almost any other profession, this would be seen as a giant slap in the face. However, in IT, this is often tolerated, even expected, because the younger generation tends to be more in touch with modern tools and practices.
When this first happened to me, I didn’t handle it too well. The way of doing things had changed dramatically over just five years or so, and I had been working on a small project for years, stuck in my old ways. Being lectured by someone far less experienced than me on how things should be done according to the latest trends struck a bad chord. It made me feel old, like I no longer belonged there. In almost any other field, this would have been ridiculous, but this was IT, where youth is often worshiped.
I eventually calmed down and started to put more emphasis on keeping up with the ongoing changes in coding style. I also started seeing more clearly that developers at different stages in their careers bring different strengths to the table. For example, the young and inexperienced seemed to have very little understanding about what kind of effects the choices that they make will have over a software's entire life cycle. That's because they had never seen one. Some things you only learn after years of experience, and therefore there will always be demand for this kind of knowledge.
Nowadays, I believe that the best teams include both youth and experience. Each brings different strengths that complement the other. While youth is still often favored, it’s important for more experienced professionals to remember that they have a lot to offer—and not be defeated in their own minds. It’s hard to say how valuable experience truly is compared to youth. But the experienced tiger that sharpens its teeth is heavily underrated. It will strike again and catch the prey when you least expect it.
Sometimes someone will pull the plug on the entire product
If you have any experience in working with IT, you have already seen technologies come and go. It's not particularly pleasant having spent time and effort learning something that has now become obsolete, but this is not necessarily as bad as it seems. New technologies often have the same aspects wrapped in a new package, and knowing these can actually give you something to build on despite different packaging.
A much more demoralizing situation occurs when someone pulls the plug on an entire product that you have worked on, perhaps for months or even years. Especially if this product never made it to the market, it can make you feel like your work has been flushed down the toilet, which is actually a fairly accurate description of the situation. There are many cases in the business world where even very viable products have been discontinued for business reasons alone, even though the developers themselves have done a good job developing them. This is unfortunately the name of the game, and there's nothing we can do about it. Technology is an exceptionally brutal field in this regard.
There's no way to sugarcoat these situations. Instead, it’s better to be prepared for them in advance and grind on, regardless of what happens tomorrow. In technology, some people have to work just to prove that something is not viable, and sometimes business does what business does. Almost every IT consultant has to face this kind of waste at some point. However, working with a variety of projects across several domains ensures this dilutes over time. In the end, the majority of the projects that you will work on will prove valuable. In the meantime, the only genuine form of gratitude sits in your bank account.
Building a winning mentality
Become an expert of the real world
If you truly want to improve any aspect of your life, you must become an expert of the real world. Modern people, with our exposure to social media, have become like ostriches, trying to escape from the real world by burying our heads deep in the sand. The internal world of ego and delusion feels so good that we like to stay there as long as possible instead of facing reality.
News flash: the real world is an ugly place, and you might not be as special as you think you are. Reality is full of obstacles that can only be overcome by relying on the mind and body you have, not those of someone else. While you are almost certainly gifted at something (otherwise, your genes wouldn’t be here anymore), you're not gifted at everything and never will be.
The Grind is all about operating in the real world. It focuses on solutions that actually work instead of talking, fantasizing, or blaming yourself for not reaching goals that were unrealistic for you. Things such as preparation, adaptation, consistency, methodology, and patience bring results in the real world. The idea is to have time—the most powerful of all allies—work to your advantage.
Despite its challenges, the real world is, in many ways, more fascinating than the fantasy world. It masks infinite complexity that we will never fully understand. However, once you shift your focus from the fantasy world to the real world, results will soon follow. Fantasizing about the outcome or feeling good about yourself when you talk about it will not bring those results. Getting something, anything done in the real world is infinitely cooler.
As good as the fantasy world might feel to you, the real world is the only world in which you can operate. It may be more difficult and fraught with obstacles, but it’s ultimately far more rewarding. If you haven’t already, now is a good time to get your head out of the sand.
Win the right games
Throughout this book, I try to emphasize the importance of being consistent and how this cannot be beaten in the long run by occasional one-off performances, no matter how impressive these may be. That said, some moments are obviously more important than others. This is no different from nature, where these moments can literally be a question of life and death, and there is absolutely no guarantee that you are going to make it.
The only thing that you can control is your own performance. If you know you're in Game 7, the last thing you want to do is play the what-if game for the rest of your life. You want to leave it all on the field, knowing that realistically there was nothing more you could have done better. If it doesn’t succeed, so be it—but at least you will have peace of mind knowing there was nothing more you could have done.
Depending on the kind of experiences one has had in the past, some people might even subconsciously start to expect defeat and behave accordingly. The good thing is that this can be unlearned. When you are in a tight spot, give it your all. That’s the only thing you can control, and as a reward for this, you will receive peace of mind. As you keep doing this for every Game 7, you will win some of them for sure because you didn't cave in but instead brought your A-game when it mattered most.
In IT, Game 7 can be either the final round of your job interview or the decisive moment of a project that affects your reputation. This moment will be more important than others. Grab it with both hands.
Using fear as fuel
“Fear is like fire. You can make it work for you: it can warm you in the winter, cook your food when you're hungry, give you light when you are in the dark, and produce energy. Let it go out of control, and it can hurt you, even kill you... Fear is a friend of exceptional people.” -Cus D’Amato

Fear lives in the heart of a software developer. Such is the level of challenges and frustrations that we are often forced to face. When you also take into account the amount of intelligent and capable people gravitating towards our field, it’s understandable that fearful thoughts might surface: “What if I’m not good enough to make it here? Is everyone around me better than me? Am I an impostor?”
It’s important to remember that fear is usually not a friend of higher cognitive function. While beneficial in emergencies where it can lead to higher physical performance, it's typically not helpful in complex problem-solving. However, as with anything related to humans, even this is not so simple.
Methods such as visualization can be used to overcome fear. Seeing something—even within your own head—tends to make it less scary overall. It’s often what we don’t see that scares us the most. 
But what if this doesn’t work and you can’t let go of it? Fear lies very deep within the human psyche, and as a force, it is more powerful than our desire to seek pleasure. In the course of human evolution, the people who found it more important to avert an immediate threat than to seek rewards at that particular moment gained an advantage. Also, while the human mind naturally gravitates towards pleasure, fear has the power to either paralyze you or make you run faster away from it than you ever would towards pleasure. If handled properly, this strong biological force can be turned into a powerful fuel.
So what if you’re an impostor? Doesn’t this mean that you have to grind harder than anyone else to make it to the finish line? If you’re afraid of how much time it will take to perform the task, knowing that the task is still finite, doesn’t it simply mean that you have to run faster and longer than anyone else?
If you cannot let go of fear, the next best thing is not to be paralyzed by it. Instead, you can learn to use it to your advantage to ignite some of your strongest performances.
Prepare yourself for the hard parts in advance
Accomplishing anything notable during a career requires enduring difficult moments. These are the moments that count. Anyone can get through the easy parts, but those who push through the hardest times are the ones who will make it in the end.
Preparing for the hardest moments in advance can help you overcome them. For instance, two-time Olympic gold medalist and former marathon world record holder Eliud Kipchoge has made mental preparation a core part of his training, allowing him to push through the most challenging parts of the race.
For most people, starting an aversive task is hard because it means transitioning from comfort to discomfort. Also, at some point during the day, fatigue often creeps in, making the thought of quitting feel very tempting. Both of these are prime examples of key moments, as you’re unlikely to quit during the easy parts of the day. Simply identifying these moments in advance helps your mind persevere, allowing you to become more consistent.
The good thing about moments like these is that they will give you a chance to study your own mind and see how it works in adversity. This can teach you a lot about yourself and help you grow as a person. There is no growth when you're sitting on the sofa eating nacho cheese balls. Almost all meaningful progress happens during moments of discomfort.
Contrary to popular belief, many of the mentally toughest people on this planet are not masochists. They are human beings just like the rest of us, and they don't like these moments any more than we do. Instead, they are very solution-based in their thinking and have found ways to alleviate pain during the key moments. They also know that these moments often pass sooner than expected, making way for an easier phase.
Through repeated exposure, your ability to handle discomfort will grow, and the results will soon follow. You will also feel much better about yourself afterward, knowing that you didn't quit something important due to a fleeting moment of pain.
The career is an ultra-endurance event
There is an old saying that goes something like this: “A career is a marathon, not a sprint.” Fair enough, they’re on to something. It’s also true that we can learn so much from the mindset of those who compete at the highest level in actual marathons.
However, upon closer examination, it becomes evident that a career has even more resemblance to an ultra-endurance event. Both include sustained effort over very long distances. While running a marathon usually involves a fairly steady, unbroken performance, an ultra can be completed in several different ways. This might include a combination of running, walking, and periodic resting. There is no single correct way to reach the finish line.
The lessons from endurance athletes offer countless applications for careers. For example, just look at how many professional running coaches design weekly workouts for their athletes. These often include a mix of structured intervals (such as 15 x 600 meters), varying fartlek sessions, pyramid workouts, and long runs. Similar principles can be applied to structuring everyday work. The most important aspect is psychological: a neurologically pleasant balance of repetition and variation that keeps you engaged and motivated over long periods.
While some people are true creatures of habit, I would argue that most thrive by breaking up monotony with variance and novelty. These seemingly small things can make a huge difference over the long run.
Ultra-endurance athletes also teach us how to endure discomfort at a level that makes a career look like a Sunday picnic. In many IT roles, the ability to tolerate discomfort is often far more decisive than natural ability.
Especially those at the elite level are more than just mentally prepared for discomfort; they actually seek it as an integral part of the process. They are ready to visit their ‘Pain Cave’ during the races as a means of personal growth. At the same time, they understand the role of psychological well-being and recovery, as even for them, mental fortitude is not an infinite resource.
Remember that a career is like an ultra, offering more flexibility than any other distance. You have autonomy in how you organize your work. You can be playful, creative, and break up the monotony in several different ways. Whatever resonates in the moment, use that to reach the next milestone.







  
  Chapter three
Solving complex problems


"Everything should be made as simple as possible, but not simpler." — Albert Einstein
Once the foundation of physical and mental preparation is in place, an IT consultant can focus on the most essential skill: breaking down and solving complex problems. This is what customers are essentially paying for. As such, an IT consultant must keep refining this skill in the pursuit of mastery. 
Learning this will not happen overnight. For example, when I started in this field, I had a certain talent for it but was completely lacking in proper methodology. I usually tried to solve problems entirely in my head, without any structured approach. This only worked for as long as I wasn’t working with truly complex systems.
Many young professionals starting their careers in IT right now will not have the luxury of the shallow learning curve that I had. Hence, proper methodology must be learned from day one, or many of them will have problems getting started in their careers. The complexity of the problems with large systems has risen to a level where everyone, no matter how gifted, is going to struggle.
In the face of this ever-increasing complexity, one aspect of our work remains constant. The essence of being an IT consultant lies in being the person who figures things out and makes them work. Much like a car mechanic who must be adept at fixing vehicles, other aspects of the job pale in comparison to this master skill.
The ability to solve complex problems is often not due to superior intelligence but to superior methodology. Luckily, no matter where you stand today, you can improve your problem-solving skills considerably with persistent practice.
In this chapter, we’ll take a closer look at the fascinating topic of complexity: what it is and why it poses such problems. After that, we’ll study methodologies for coping with it. Let’s start with the basics. To build a nuclear power plant, one must first understand the atom.
The beast of complexity
Have you ever wondered why so many IT projects fall apart? Why do they disastrously miss their deadlines, run over budget, or fail to deliver at all? If there's a single root cause that stands above all others, it's the overwhelming problem of complexity. IT has never been easy, but with each passing year, IT systems have become increasingly complex, and the difficulty of solving related problems has increased.
If you are currently working as a Software Developer or in a similar role, you already understand the nature of complexity. To a non-technical person, this can be best explained by using a blank sheet of paper. Take a pen, draw two dots on it and connect these with a line; you have one line. Add another dot and connect each of these with a line again. As you noticed, this time you added two lines instead of one. Add another dot and connect all of these once more. This time you added three lines, and so on. Each of these lines represents a theoretical interdependency between different parts of a system, and each one is a potential point of failure.
While this is a clear simplification, the underlying principle applies directly to real-world systems. As systems grow, even with loose coupling, the increase in points of failure becomes more exponential than linear. Therefore, developing and maintaining complex systems becomes exponentially more difficult.
Another way to explain complexity is by using mathematics as an analogy. For example, simple arithmetic is straightforward, and almost anyone can do it. However, as the equations become more complex, the number of people who are capable of solving them gradually decreases. This trend continues all the way to the most complex equations of General Relativity, which very few people on the entire planet can even understand.
In regards to real-world systems, consider the Lockheed Martin F-35 Lightning II, the most expensive weapons system in the history of the world. At the time of writing, this incredibly complex multirole fighter is expected to have a total lifetime cost of 1.7 trillion dollars. Not billions, but trillions with a T. To be frank, this includes operational expenses as one fighter is capable of burning most people's life savings worth of money in a single flight.
It took almost a quarter of a century of work by some incredibly capable people before the flaws or ‘bugs’ of the F-35 had been (mostly) sorted out. One of the most difficult parts of the project? The software. Such was the level of complexity. And if this doesn’t seem formidable enough, we can be assured that nothing will stop future systems becoming even more complex. The trend continues with no end in sight.
Simple problems vs complex problems
Every day, we encounter simple problems in our daily lives. For example, should you visit the large supermarket with lower prices and a better selection, or the smaller, pricier market downstairs? The number of possible solutions is small, making it easy to solve in your working memory without any formal methodology.
Of course, not all problems are this straightforward. Solving complex problems is fundamentally different from the simple ones, due to the exponentially increasing number of interdependencies and possible solutions. As the complexity of the problem increases, it eventually exceeds human capacity to solve it using working memory or by simply trying every possible solution.
To illustrate this, imagine yourself working with system A, which is very simple. You run into a bug. After studying it for a while, you conclude that there are 10 possible root causes for the problem. For simple problems like this, you might use the extremely popular brute-force method to try each possible solution until the correct one is found. When the number of possible solutions is low, this method is also the most time-efficient.
Now imagine working with a more complex system that consists of subsystems B, C, and D, each similar in complexity to the previous system A. You run into a bug, but you cannot determine which subsystem it originates from. For the sake of simplicity, we can say that there are no longer 10 but 1,000 different possible combinations for the root cause. With six identical subsystems, this number rises to one million. These numbers are obviously arbitrary and simplify how real-world systems work, but the principle remains. As mentioned earlier, in complex systems, the number of possible root causes rises exponentially, making the brute-force method fail spectacularly unless automation can be used to test each one. Still, it remains incredibly popular in our field to bang one's head against the wall and try “quick” solutions that end up taking more time than a proper systematic approach.
As the complexity of systems increases, the level of difficulty rises exponentially. This places progressively higher demands on the individual solving these problems. As the IT consultant, this burden falls on you. If you are willing to invest time and energy in improving this fundamental skill, you will have good career prospects ahead of you.
The methodology for solving complex problems involves gradually narrowing the search space and systematically examining the remaining possible root causes until the solution is found.
Miller’s law - It’s all about the working memory
Back in 1956, cognitive psychologist George A. Miller released his article 'The Magical Number Seven, Plus or Minus Two: Some Limits on Our Capacity for Processing Information,' which has since then become one of the most famous articles in psychology [57]. In the article, he states that the number of objects the average human can hold in short-term memory (a part of working memory that both stores and manipulates information) is about 7, plus or minus two.  Later work by other psychologists such as John Sweller states that trying to hold many objects in working memory causes cognitive load, leading to mental fatigue and hindrances in learning [58].
It’s important to remember that our working memory's capacity to manipulate information is limited, and pushing its limits depletes our mental resources more quickly than necessary. Therefore, deciding whether to break down a problem into smaller tasks largely depends on this capacity. If the task is simple, you should complete it using your working memory alone, as breaking it down would only be a waste of time and effort. However, if your intuition says that the task is too complex to be solved in your working memory, you should try to break it down into smaller chunks. This is crucial because failing to do so can lead to mental fatigue and failure, causing even more problems in the long run.
Remember that the top 0.1% of geniuses on this planet also have a limit to their working memory, although their capacity tends to be on the high end. Regardless, they are exceptionally good at breaking down complexity into smaller, manageable chunks and dealing with these one at a time. This enables them to achieve amazing things that the vast majority of people are not capable of. The rest of us can also get better at this through practice, and this is what we should constantly strive for.
The power of language
“A problem well stated is a problem half solved.” — Charles Kettering 
The first step in solving any complex problem is an accurate description.
Language is one of the most powerful tools embedded in the human brain.  Since the dawn of humanity, the ability to express and communicate abstract ideas has been one of our defining traits. This remarkable skill has facilitated an unprecedented level of cooperation, playing a pivotal role in our ability to dominate other species.
The origins of language are still partially shrouded in mystery. However, according to some leading scientists, language has developed gradually over tens or even hundreds of thousands of years, evolving from simple hand gestures and sounds to increasingly sophisticated means of communication [59][60]. Both ample time and evolutionary pressure have driven the development of this powerful feature. Therefore, it is hardly surprising that, to this day, a very significant proportion of our brain capacity is dedicated to language.
Today, we can utilize some of this brain capacity to enhance our problem-solving skills. Unfortunately, we often fail at this quite spectacularly. We hear ourselves uttering phrases like "It's not working" and "I don't even know what to do." Phrases like these effectively sabotage our ability to harness this powerful brain capacity.
An accurate description achieves more than just a strong starting point for searching the web or asking an AI for help; it also activates some of our most powerful cognitive resources, often triggering a cascade of associations and new ideas.
A well-known example of utilizing the power of language is a technique called rubber duck debugging. As a software developer explains the problem to an inanimate object (often a rubber duck), the solution often unfolds itself. While explaining the problem, one has to define the context, find the keywords associated with it, and then define it using clear sentences. The duck can also "respond," activating different cognitive processes compared to silently thinking about the problem. Mine is a particularly sarcastic one. It gives me good advice but also tells me to cut the crap and get to work.
To recap, do not say "It doesn't work" or "I don't even know what to do." Instead, define the problem in the most accurate and detailed manner possible.
"When I'm trying to start my local development environment for software X with the following command: [[command here]], I get an error, the essential part of which appears to be this: [[error message here]]. However, another developer is able to run the same environment on the same OS.
What could be the possible differences between the environments that explain this?
• Am I certainly using the exact same sequence of commands?
• Do I have the same versions of both the orchestration and build automation tools?
• Is there some software installed on my machine that could possibly interfere?"
Keywords lead to associations, which in turn trigger a cascade of new ideas and possible solutions. That's the incredible power of language—and it’s time we start using it to its full potential.
Methodology for solving complex problems
Decomposition
Whenever you’re facing a complex problem, start breaking it down.
After all, you may still be in complete darkness about the solution, but knowing how to take the next step will help you see further. Say, for instance, you encounter an unexpected issue in production and have no idea about the root cause. Here's a practical way to begin:
    • Is there logging related to this particular problem?
    • Where do I find the relevant logs?
    • Starting from which line in the log file do I find details related to this problem?
    • What does this entry in the log file mean, and can I find out more about it?
    • I have found a possible solution. How could I test it?
    • That didn’t work. Did I learn anything more about this problem?
    • And so on.
After each step, your knowledge of the problem increases. Have faith in the process, and remain unfazed by occasional frustrations. By default, any IT problem can be solved. After all, you are not trying to break the laws of physics here or invent something entirely new; you are using technologies that have already been proven to work in a multitude of real-world implementations.
I personally stopped criticizing myself a long time ago if I don’t understand something about the problem. Nowadays, I only criticize myself if I haven’t been able to break the problem down to the level of the atom. Somewhere in the problem lies the indivisible part that cannot be broken down any further.
Isolation
The first step towards solving an elusive problem is to narrow the search space as much as possible. This reduces the number of potential root causes, making the problem far easier to tackle. Whenever a problem is so ambiguous that even getting started feels daunting, the best initial approach is to identify the part of the system where it most likely resides. Once you have located it, you can narrow the search further until the number of potential root causes has fallen to a manageable level.
Consider how chess masters approach a similar problem. The number of possible variations in complex positions, like the number of potential root causes in a system, is far beyond human capacity to comprehend. However, the chess masters know that if they start by checking the opponent's king, there are often only a few legal moves the opponent can respond with. This reduces the number of possible variations to a more manageable level, allowing them to find a forcing sequence. In certain, often winning, positions, they may also trade off pieces to reduce tactical complexity. With fewer pieces on the board, they are able to calculate their way to victory.
None of us has infinite mental capacity, but the best problem solvers start by narrowing down the number of possible solutions. They reduce complexity until the problem is small enough to reason through clearly. Once the noise is stripped away and the search space is narrowed, the answer often unfolds with relative ease.
Let’s take a concrete example. Say you are writing an integration test for a system using an isolated test database, and one of the tests starts failing. Upon closer inspection, you notice that the endpoint response is missing some of the data the test expects to receive. You check the database and confirm the data is there. At this point, you know the problem lies somewhere between the database and the endpoint response. You have already narrowed down or “zoomed in” on the problem.
If your debug setup happens to be working (which, unfortunately, is often not the case due to how complex these setups can get), you place a breakpoint at the first line that queries the database, typically a repository method. From there, you step through the code line by line, watching expressions to see where the data gets lost.
If debugging isn't working, you fall back to a tactic called mining. This means adding logging to every point where the data could potentially vanish. These days, AI can help with this considerably. You can even feed it the log output and have it assist directly with the analysis.
It’s really no more complicated than this. Still, many developers hesitate to go through the process. Some even skip or delete the test entirely if they can get away with it. But not you. You're an IT consultant, and therefore, you don't mind doing some actual IT.
The scientific method 
The scientific method isn’t just for labs. It’s a mindset that reduces uncertainty, sharpens thinking, and delivers results across countless domains. While there are many variations of the scientific method — some of which are too slow for the IT world — the basic principles can still be applied in a lightweight manner to achieve results faster. Adopting the mindset of a scientist from the outset is crucial and can provide a decisive advantage in our field.
While hypotheses can and should be formulated in your head, it occasionally pays to write them out. This further reinforces a scientific mindset and uses the power of language.
You can get started immediately with a plain text file. Here’s a notation that I have been using for years:
Q: Ask questions.
S: Set up the conditions required to test the hypothesis.
H: Formulate a hypothesis that can be proven or disproven.
P: Proven.
D: Disproven, followed by a mandatory analysis.
A: Carefully analyze the results, especially when the hypothesis has been rejected.
The most important part is to meticulously analyze the results, such as error logs, when the hypothesis has been rejected. This helps gather as much information as possible to formulate a new hypothesis. (These days, AI is enormously helpful in this regard.) The cycle repeats until the problem is fully solved.
When you use the scientific method, even in a lightweight form, you are never stuck. You are simply learning more about the problem. The scientific method has split the atom and put humans on the moon. It can certainly solve the problems you have with your crappy little modal. No insult intended.
Scientific thinking can be applied to any kind of task. If your job is to set up A and B and connect them, do not start by hassling with both of these at the same time. A more scientific way to think about it would be:
	How do I first verify in isolation that A works?

	How do I then verify in isolation that B works?

	If both A and B work in isolation, how do I verify A and B work together?



This approach is also known as bottom-up testing. Organizations like NASA use a similar methodology to ensure quality in mission-critical systems. If you want quality in almost anything, adopting this kind of thinking makes all the sense in the world. In software development, this translates to unit testing, integration testing, and system testing — in that order. Sometimes, unit testing alone is not enough, and each detail must be systematically checked at the debugger level, one line at a time.
This kind of thinking can be reinforced daily. Often, the real problem is that we do not bother to think in a scientific manner. Instead, we opt for “faster,” unscientific approaches that eventually turn out to be much slower.
The granularity of the feedback loop
The granularity of feedback is easy to visualize and remember through an image analogy. Let's say you have a tiny image with a width and height of only 2 pixels, two colors (black and white) and no compression. There are 16 possible images. If you ran a feedback loop to test whether a randomly created image is correct, you would get the answer almost instantaneously.
Now, imagine another image that is much more complex: 800 pixels wide, 600 pixels high, with 65,536 possible colors for each pixel. How many theoretical images are there now? The answer is 65,536^480,000, which is an astronomical number. What if you ran the same feedback loop against this image? For practical purposes, getting the correct image would take forever. This illustrates how, in the face of complexity, relying solely on high-level feedback will eventually become impossible.
How would the situation change if you adjusted the feedback loop to focus on the smallest possible unit: the pixel? It would test a random pixel to find the correct color among 65,536 possibilities. This would quickly determine the correct color before moving to the next one. You would see the correct image forming gradually before your eyes, and it would not take too long to have the full image visible.
This granular feedback is akin to unit testing in software development. Breaking down the software into the smallest sensible units and testing each with an automated feedback loop is crucial to form “the big picture.” The more complex the system, the more granular the feedback loop must become.
Quality in any complex system is maintained by running automated feedback loops at all levels of granularity, especially after changes, and doing so as quickly as possible.
The speed of the feedback loop
In IT and elsewhere in life, the cost of any task depends on the time it takes to complete. Time is money in a very literal sense—just consider the hourly bills customers receive based on your work. It is therefore useful to think of tasks as “cheap” or “expensive,” depending on how long they take to complete.
When it comes to feedback loops, it is best to make them as quick (that is, as cheap) as possible. However, there is also a time and place for more extensive and thus more expensive iterations.
When you start working on a feature, it lacks form. In the early phases, it is usually best to reduce the number of moving parts to the bare minimum and rely on cheap runs, such as unit or integration tests, to develop the feature as far as possible, as quickly as possible. You may need to refactor along the way, but with cheap runs, these changes in form will not take excessive time.
Only after you truly believe the feature should work should you switch to the more expensive runs. These are the most realistic tests, as close as possible to the production environment, with all the real moving parts in place. This step is absolutely necessary, but the goal at this stage is to iron out only the parts of the code that did not work, without changing the overall form. A realistic setup might take time, and each run will be costly, but if you have done your groundwork with the cheap runs, you will not need many expensive ones before the feature is ready for production.
The price of the feedback loop contributes significantly to the overall cost of production. As in other forms of production, such as in a factory, there are meaningful opportunities to optimize costs by making each iteration as inexpensive as possible. Moreover, by treating different types of iterations as valuable resources, you can learn to deploy them in the most effective way.
Gradually rebuilding on something that works
Sometimes it can be exceptionally difficult to pinpoint a problem. The search space can be both vast and hard to narrow down. The code you are working on might also be, for lack of a better term, absolute shit.
In these cases, you have another method for narrowing down the search space: rebuilding the entire feature in small increments. This allows you to start moving toward the solution from a different direction, verifying each step along the way.
Rebuilding a feature is often faster than expected. In the end, the feature will be better, and you will have a clearer understanding of what it actually does. There is also a psychological benefit to this approach. Most people prefer steady progress in small increments over banging their head against the wall.
With experience, it becomes easier to determine when this approach will pay off. Sometimes, the entire feature has become such a mess that it’s better to burn it to the ground and start over.
Scaling down complexity for smaller projects
Our field has big problems with ego and obsession taking over common sense. One way this problem manifests itself is in tool selection. Some developers do not consider the size of the project or the company before making these long-lasting decisions. The incredibly robust tool designed for running a service with millions of simultaneous users is not necessarily the right choice for a project with a maximum of 10 simultaneous users. This tool might be so complex that it could take several weeks to learn and set up, and once that's done, it will offer absolutely zero added value to the customer. Even if you ran an end-user test with multiple users, no one could tell the difference.
Hey, I get it. Developers want to use the fanciest tools to get a line in their CV. It’s not like I haven’t done this myself. But what if the project is small and the schedule is tight? Is it still the right call to cram this tool into the project at any cost?
To verify this idea, you can think even smaller — that is, your own personal projects. Is the correct tool for a multi-million user software, run by a company with billions of dollars of revenue and tens of thousands of employees, still the correct one for your project where you have only a few dozen hours to spare?
I can distinctly remember one time when I was migrating one of my personal projects to the cloud. The software was broken down into microservices and had a fairly simple tool to orchestrate the containers. I wanted to learn the fanciest, most robust orchestration tool at the time and push this into the cloud. Complexity on top of more complexity. Fair enough, from a pure learning perspective this certainly made sense.
However, on this particular occasion, it ended up taking a rather ridiculous amount of time to get the software running in the cloud. On the other hand, with the simpler tool, it ran instantly. And how did all this show up to the end user? In absolutely no way whatsoever. For this particular project, the added value was zero.
The point I’m trying to make is this: What if this had been a real project? Should I really have recommended the customer use this complex tool in this particular case simply because a mega corporation is using it for projects of a completely different magnitude? Sometimes, the concrete velocity gains of the simpler tool beat the theoretical advantages of the more robust one.
There are some rare cases when one should even suggest to the customer scaling down existing tools or solutions. This can happen if the configuration and debugging of existing tools continuously consume development time without subsequent payoff. Obviously, it would have been better to consider the size and budget of the project before making these choices in the first place.
A project with two or three developers is vastly different from one with hundreds of developers and an enormous budget. These aren’t even apples and oranges, but more like melons and raisins. A small team has to rely on sanity and rationality if they want to have any chance above zero of providing the customer with a working product within a reasonable timeframe and budget. A small startup that has to get an app out as quickly as possible should often not use the same tools as a megacorp or public entity. Choose the correct tools for the project, and you will gain a significant velocity advantage.
P.S. While this approach is valid, it should not be overdone. Many of the most robust tools are still the correct choice and should not be 'scaled down' if they are industry standards. Seek examples from other small projects to see which tools can reasonably be replaced with simpler ones. Focus on areas where you see the largest discrepancy between technical effort and real-world user impact.
The psychology of solving complex problems
Facing a complex problem can seem daunting. It introduces uncertainty and a loss of control over the solution, which can make it hard to get started. Solving it also requires significant mental resources, which can feel aversive.
The reason why a problem often seems difficult is not because implementing the solution would be hard in itself, but because you don’t know enough about it. With perfect knowledge, typing out the solution would be trivial. It’s the unknown part that makes it difficult.
But have you ever considered that you might have been looking at it from the wrong perspective? What if the point isn’t what you don’t know about the problem, but that you now know more than you did a moment ago? Don’t focus on the dark and aversive side of the unknown. Focus on the bright part: the things you already understand and can control. This is the part that should be expanding. Every increment is a small victory that takes you one step closer to the solution.
When you’re facing the unknown, the only thing you may initially control is your own thinking. From there, the next logical step is to write a crystal-clear description of the problem at hand. Then you can move on to open or create the relevant files. Your sphere of influence continues to expand. Now you’re ready to start examining the first concrete part of the problem. As you start grinding through hypotheses, your knowledge will expand further. Eventually, you will know enough about it to figure out the solution.
Have faith in your abilities. Think back to a time when you truly impressed yourself with what you were capable of. That moment of brilliance didn’t even represent your peak performance. The human mind has incredible potential that remains largely untapped in daily life. Nowadays, you also have increasingly sophisticated tools assisting you along the way. Although many IT problems are hard, each of them can be solved with time, systematic methods, and perseverance. And solve them you will, every single time.






  
  Chapter four
Working with the customer


“Our rewards in life are in exact proportion to our service.” — Earl Nightingale
Hardly anything marks the passage into adulthood as much as participating in the market economy. When someone decides whether or not to pay you with their own money, your life stops being just fun and games. 
For reasons I still can't fully grasp, I managed to mess up customer work quite spectacularly at one point during my career. As foolish as it seems at this point in life, the concept of a paying customer didn't register with me at all for years, and this phase happened surprisingly late in adulthood.
This is paradoxical because I have always considered myself a relatively work-oriented person. I began working at 14, starting my first summer job as an on-site support person. My job, while technically in IT, was mostly manual labor—moving from one PC to another and copying CDs, the cutting-edge technology of the time. I vividly remember one particularly embarrassing incident: arms full of CDs, I tried to open the door to a conference room, realized there were dozens of people inside, and spilled them all onto the ground. My adolescent face burning with embarrassment, I picked each of them up and carried on. I still had shame back then.
Fast forward almost 20 years, and I was supposedly at the peak of my career. My employer was lucky if I showed up at lunchtime. I had sporadic issues with meeting some fairly basic criteria, such as appearance and showing up to meetings. I showed very little respect for workplace hierarchy, publicly stating that I only had nominal bosses. To demonstrate that I really didn't give a shit, I started taking occasional naps in the office bathroom. It did improve my performance, as I was often sleep-deprived. And yet, as if I were looking for more risk in my life, I got foolishly entangled with two women I worked with at two consecutive companies. Looking back at those years, I had a good time, but I was simultaneously doing a lot of damage to my career and reputation. In reality, I was lucky not to flush my entire career down the toilet.
Honestly, I don't know what the hell I was thinking or how I ever got away with it all. However, the market was very hot back then, and there was a lot of demand for the particular skills I had. I was very inconsistent, but on my good days, I could drop a well-crafted feature. I had a sixth sense for knowing when the employer was about to go over the limit with my behavior and would put in some strong performances at the 11th hour.
I had skills and interests, but overall, I was mediocre at best. I wasn't focused on the customer experience; to me, work was just a place to make some money. Later on, I shifted my focus from myself to the customer, which had an instant and dramatic effect on my work.
This chapter is all about building and maintaining a good relationship with the customer. To achieve this, you will need to learn how to work with many different kinds of personalities. You should also take time to study your own mind, especially how it works under pressure. Taking care of a customer relationship is a good practice that will pay off both in your career and in your bank account.
You don’t just work there, it’s a paying customer
“The customer does not want to continue the assignment”
No IT consultant wants to hear these words. Once I had to. There are many possible reasons for an assignment to be discontinued, many of which are completely harmless, but if the customer does not want to continue working with you, alarm bells should be ringing in your head.
Later on, I heard that the discontinuation was not related to my technical expertise, but to my behavior towards others. I had let my frustrations get the best of me, and it showed in my demeanor. I felt that some of those who had previously worked on the project had cut far too many corners, and that it was up to me to clean up the mess. Instead of rising to the challenge, I began naming these individuals and responding with silence when my proposals for improvement were met with apathy. As my frustration grew, my mind was already looking for an exit. On a subconscious level, I was probably expecting to get booted. Still, it’s always a kind of shock when it actually happens.  At the company Christmas party, my boss acted like everything was fine and dandy. Two weeks later, they terminated my assignment.
I learned my lessons relatively late in life. It was only after some serious self-reflection that I started to see the trail of destruction that I had left behind. No amount of technical expertise can save your career if the customer does not find working with you a satisfactory experience. After all, it’s the customer who pays for the house you live in, the food you eat, all the stuff you have in your house, and your memorable vacations. The customer can decide at any moment to no longer pay for these things. And the only reason they need is that they no longer feel like paying you.
The customer is perhaps the only thing in this field that you should truly be afraid of. It’s a beneficial fear to have, as it protects your career.  You can think of the customer as a tyrant who can chop off your head at any moment, simply because he feels like it. When it comes to your paycheck, this is the reality you face throughout most of your career. It doesn’t matter whether the customer dislikes your performance, your personality, or the way you look at him in the eyes. You may not even see it coming as your paycheck suddenly takes the axe.
This is the mindset you should adopt from the very start of your career. It doesn’t matter whether you currently work as a consultant or not. You should always do whatever you can to serve the customer. The entity that truly pays your salary—often the end customer—is the one that must be pleased with your work. Otherwise, you have no future in this field—or in most others, for that matter.
As you live under the tyranny of paying customers, you’ll need to use the power of your imagination to find some beauty in it and survive in the long run. After my first (and hopefully last) sacking, I developed a few useful methods, which I’m now sharing with you.
The Public Relations Coordinator
Come up with a fictional character who, from now on, has to approve everything you communicate to the customer. She is a very cautious person who always considers how your message—whether spoken or written—will come across. This is especially important if you only recently started working with this organization or if their working culture is very conservative.
AI can certainly help with this task as well, especially when it comes to filtering out the worst things you could say. However, as a non-feeling entity, it often fails to get the nuances right. Also, people will notice if your messages are not actually your own, but have been copy-pasted from AI. A hybrid approach is often best: ask advice from AI, but make sure to give it that last human touch so that it feels right.
Speaking the truth is virtuous, but one often has to think about how to present it before speaking out. Sometimes, staying silent is necessary when the truth might cause more harm than good. In some, more extreme cases, you may even have to accept the concept of the ‘tactical truth,’ which can take precedence over real-world truth to prevent serious harm.
The more blunt and outspoken you are as a person, the more you'll benefit from having an imaginary person around to prevent you from damaging your reputation. You may be dealing with a codebase that could accurately be described as spaghetti vomit or a steaming pile of legacy crap, but saying this aloud might hurt your relationship with the customer. Everything can and should be expressed in ways that benefit your standing in the eyes of the customer.
The coordinator has a say in everything—even the way you explain things. Say too little, and they will not understand. Say too much, and you risk insulting their intelligence. From now on, all forms of communication will be done just right.
The same person can also help you communicate in other areas of life, such as on social media. You can inflict significant damage on yourself with just one rash decision. Expressing your opinion on a divisive topic might feel like a good idea at the time, but from a career perspective, it could close many doors for you in the future.
In today's world, I would be very careful about expressing opinions on almost anything controversial. It makes sense to consider how much you stand to gain and how much you have to lose before speaking, especially knowing how many people are semi-professionals at constantly finding novel ways to be offended. From a purely career perspective, I see a lot of downside and very little upside in poking the hornet’s nest by speaking up on divisive topics on social media.
An optimal amount of communication
Effective communication isn’t only about quality — appropriate quantity and frequency are equally important. Striking the right balance between these is essential for a pleasant customer experience.
Too little communication can be perceived as not caring or even as a sign of underperformance. Additionally, dwelling on problems that you cannot solve by yourself is inefficient, as someone else in the organization might have relevant information that can speed up your work considerably.
On the other hand, too much communication can also be counterproductive. Constant interruptions can easily break your colleague’s flow. Flooding instant messaging channels with lengthy problem descriptions before making an effort to solve them yourself may come across as placing an unnecessary burden on others.
Instead of either extreme, try to find the middle ground. Start by trying to solve the problems you're facing on your own, and do so diligently. However, if you find yourself truly stuck, don’t hesitate to ask for help. Be mindful of how you communicate the issue, presenting it in a way that makes it as easy as possible for the other party to understand the nature of the problem you're dealing with.
Just as you appreciate receiving the right amount of feedback in various areas of life, it's important to ensure that your communication with the customer is pleasant, informative, and non-intrusive.
The committee
In the corporate world, naming anyone in a negative context can be risky. In fact, it’s usually best to avoid mentioning someone in a negative light at all, as the potential consequences often far outweigh the benefits.
To help with this, imagine presenting your issue to a committee in the former Soviet Union. Add the word "Comrade" before the name, knowing that if you say the wrong thing — no matter how truthful — they are going to kill you. Out of the entire committee, it’s Comrade Stalin, the highest-ranking one, whom you need to be most wary of.
You can still address the issue and achieve the desired outcome, but proceed with extreme caution whenever a person's name is involved. Even a slight negative mention of someone’s name can provoke a surprisingly strong reaction. Having one’s position weakened in a group activates the most primal of feelings, and people have an exceptionally long memory in these matters.
Buying yourself
Be completely honest with yourself: If you were in the customer’s shoes, would you buy yourself?
By the end of the day, what concrete output will you have delivered for the customer’s money? Is it an impressive list of tasks that you’re truly proud of? Or is it waking up at lunchtime, watching three hours of cat videos, constant complaining, and a button that says ‘Testing’ but doesn’t really do anything? During dailies, do you start with ‘I had a look at…’ or ‘I just finished…’?
If you wouldn’t buy yourself, don’t expect the customer to buy you either. They likely have accurate information about your performance and will make their decisions based on it.
On the other hand, if you would not only buy yourself but also truly believe that you’re underpaid from the customer’s perspective, plenty of good things are heading your way.
Don’t settle for just being worth what you're paid; always strive to give the customer a premium. For practical purposes, aim to deliver at least 20% more value than your salary. The benefit is easy to see when you imagine yourself as the customer. Do you like it when someone tries to squeeze every last dollar out of a product or service, leaving you constantly on the fence about whether it’s actually worth it? Or would you rather receive more than expected? Which approach is more likely to guarantee a long-lasting customer relationship?
Every day on the job, you have the opportunity to buy yourself. Be worth more than what you’re paid for. This way, you don’t have to be afraid of losing your job. Instead, you’ll be in a good position to ask for a raise.
Starting work with a new customer
Congratulations! So you just landed a new job and will be starting there soon. This is a major opportunity to start moving in right direction with your career. Don’t mess it up.
Having been through this countless times, here’s my take on the best way to approach it. First of all, take a moment to think about your future colleagues and utter these words in your mind: “Let’s get started on the right foot.” The attitude that you project toward your colleagues from the moment you step into the office will be reflected back to you. In reality, most people are either nice or at least half decent, and when you treat them with respect, they are likely to return the favor.
Don’t think of your colleagues as competitors. Yes, everyone has to perform to the best of their ability, but you are also collaborating for a common cause and helping each other out. I remember going into a certain project with a competitive mindset against a colleague working on the same project, but it didn’t take me more than half a day to realize that I actually like this guy and I have no reason to view him as a competitor. Nowadays we play badminton together. For another project where this didn’t happen, I still get chills from thinking about the cold, competitive atmosphere that was present all day long. Trust me, it’s much better to get started on the right foot. You and your colleagues work together to deliver value to the customer, and the better this collaboration works, the better the end result. The customer will have no reason to sack anyone in a team that is consistently overdelivering.
However, I do recommend starting cautiously until you learn how things work with this particular customer. No two customers are ever alike, and it takes time to learn the ropes. Hopefully, within a few weeks, you will have settled in, won't dread working there, and will have started your career climb.
Understanding your place in the hierarchy
Especially for some younger workers, with egos the size of Mount Olympus, it might be difficult to understand that there’s such a thing as hierarchy in the workplace. This rule also applies when these young guns know more about a specific, narrow subject than those who outrank them, which, in our field, is quite often.
To prevent yourself from making unnecessary mistakes before you really know the customer, you can visualize your workplace as a feudal society. The CEO is the king, the ruler of all the lands. Below him are the managers, the lords of the realm. Following the lords in the hierarchy are the IT consultants — the vassals — who are given end customers and work equipment as a fief for their services to the king. People in completely unrelated roles, such as HR, finance, and sales, are the clergy. They are generally not your concern. At the bottom of the pack are the interns, the peasants of the IT world.
If you are, for example, an IT consultant, you must understand that the lords outrank you and that they can chop your head off at any moment if they are displeased with your work. As for the peasants, our analogy starts to break down a little. I’m not advising you to “go medieval” on them if they make a mistake with your production release, but instead offer them your constructive advice as the more experienced worker.
Another mistake that you can make is to outshine the king or a particularly high-ranking lord. In the 17th century, Nicolas Fouquet, the finance minister of France, hosted an especially lavish and grandiose party in honor of King Louis XIV. The event impressed the guests so profoundly that it made the king himself pale in comparison — a dangerous position for any subordinate to create. Not long after, Fouquet was arrested by d’Artagnan, captain of the king’s musketeers. He was charged with embezzlement and offenses against the crown. After a lengthy trial, he was sentenced to life in prison. He spent the rest of his years in the fortress of Pignerol, where he died nearly 20 years later. This historical example illustrates how fiercely people have protected their social standing. And human nature hasn't changed.
When starting with a new customer, you obviously want to impress them with your performance. However, the best place to position yourself is just below the high-ranking managers, where you can prove your worth without threatening their position or making them look bad in any way.
As always, there are enormous differences between customers. With some, you can quickly relax and be yourself. In others, you must move in the shadows and play a game of political maneuvering. Perhaps, one day, you will be one of the lords.
What if there’s no specification?
This is an unfortunately common theme in IT. It’s like showing up to a construction site and asking, “What are we building?”  
— “I don’t really know, but we’re very, very late.”
This one hit me particularly hard in my younger days. I could live with having to figure out the technical details, but they don’t even know what they want me to do? Seriously? Sometimes, I had no issue to work on at all, or it consisted of one scribbled line of text — even though it was clear that the complexity of the task couldn’t possibly be captured in just one line.
This is not how things should work, but still it happens. The real world is an ugly place.
The IT consultant should never fall into apathy, not even in these kinds of situations. So be it, then. There is no real specification, just a vague idea of what the feature should be like. In that case, you’ll be the architect, the construction manager, and the worker all at once, while proceeding diplomatically and avoiding stepping on anyone’s toes. You’ll empathize with the end user, figure out what she actually wants, design, implement, and test the feature. Your ability to take on all of these roles as needed makes you extremely valuable to the customer — and ensures you won’t have to worry about staying employed in the future.
In the Sprint Review, suggest in a subtle but firm manner that better specifications would help you move faster. The customer can do nothing but nod and think to herself that you've done a very good job.
Keep Calm and Carry On
In both professional and private life, unpredictable events tend to unfold in a rather predictable fashion. The surprises of the real world are often on the negative side because our minds are more likely to construct images of best-case scenarios, while the real world is full of obstacles, and countless things can go wrong.
Whenever I have been pushing for a deadline and a negative surprise emerges, I have found that neither panicking nor rushing leads to good results. Trust me, I’m no stranger to either approach. Whenever I faced such circumstances, my mind tried to compensate by pushing harder.
Imagine yourself driving to a social gathering at 6 PM. You're on schedule until your partner says you absolutely have to make an unexpected 30-minute detour to pick something up. What do you do? If you rush to make up for lost time by breaking traffic laws, many bad things can happen. The same applies when trying to meet a deadline for a feature and realizing at the last moment there's an unexpected problem that went unnoticed. In these situations, it's often better to calmly state that, due to unforeseen circumstances, the original plan may need to be altered. This approach is far better than rushing and risking a crash. Explain the situation to the customer, and hope they understand the concept of force majeure. Find peace in knowing that whatever happens with this feature—or even with this customer—The Grind will always ensure your success over the long run.
In my first job as a Solution Architect, my new boss, who was big on peace of mind, introduced me to a style of working that was quite unfamiliar to me. The Finnish term is difficult to translate directly, but I’ll call it 'Stress-Free Action.' It’s the opposite of forcefully pushing for excellence with gritted teeth. Instead, it’s a way of working where your mind stays calm as you steadily carry out your tasks. It could also be compared to the British World War II poster, 'Keep Calm and Carry On.'
At least 99% of everything most people do over the course of a year can be achieved with Stress-Free Action. Being anxious and trying to push in a forceful manner consumes a lot of mental resources, and the results are often not as good as expected. If mental resources are indeed finite, it might be better to shift your focus from pushing through hard limits to being more frugal with the resources you have. Resisting your emotions and panicking consumes too much of this limited resource, leaving you at a disadvantage later in the day. After Stress-Free Action, the remaining 1% or less will consist of situations like medical emergencies, and even in those cases, a calm approach often brings better results.
The customer is unlikely to respect you for rushing and panicking in a tight spot. People don’t like that. They want to see calmness under pressure, which also helps calm them down and gives them a sense that everything is under control. A professional can not only control their own mind but also transfer this calm to the entire team.
You can try this the next time an unexpected setback occurs while you're trying to meet a deadline. This will probably happen soon. When it does, will you panic, rush through it, or simply focus on doing the best you can in the given situation? Which approach will bring the best results? If your mind is anything like mine, you will quickly conclude that my boss was onto something.






  
  Chapter five
Working with your colleagues


"The strength of the team is each individual member. The strength of each member is the team." — Phil Jackson	
It’s a fact of life that most working people spend more time with colleagues than with their loved ones. Failing to get along with colleagues will drag out the days, drain energy, and scatter focus. This can turn an otherwise decent — or even enjoyable — job into a prison where you're simply doing your time. While the rise of remote work has helped mitigate this issue, it’s far from a complete solution. 
Over the course of my career, I have, generally speaking, gotten along with people. However, it's with the people I didn’t get along with that I now realize I should have been more professional. The problem is that, despite my calm exterior, I’m actually a hothead. I have no trouble telling people how I think things should be done and rarely back down from a confrontation. That said, with age and experience, I have learned to calm myself and become more diplomatic. One could even say I have made a complete U-turn in how I communicate.
I'm somewhat surprised by how well I still remember some of my colleagues after all these years. Every now and then, my mind drifts to a colleague I liked, and I wonder how they’re doing nowadays. I hope that, over the course of my career, I’ve left a positive impression on most of my colleagues — so that occasionally, even for a passing moment, they think, "I wonder how this guy is doing," rather than, "I hope he’s dead already." It’s a sign that people were better off with me around than without me.
This chapter is all about creating a healthy environment and building good relationships with your colleagues. It all starts with your own attitude towards others.
Treating your colleagues with respect
Attitude lives deep within the human psyche. It’s the way you choose to perceive the people around you and the situations you face. Even though it starts internally, others can observe it through subtle cues in your body language and everyday behavior.
I have seen firsthand the profound impact attitude can have on my career. I remember one project in particular that I had taken solely for the money, and not single molecule of me wanted to be there for any other reason. In this dull and dreary environment, I made a crucial mistake: I let my frustration with the project spill over into my interactions with my coworkers, as if they were responsible for the situation. Looking back, it’s no surprise that they mirrored my attitude, and the atmosphere in the project never recovered.
In the following project, I decided to act differently from the outset. This time, it felt easier, as the people seemed to be more 'my type.' But what if that wasn’t even true? What if I had been wrong all along? I realized just how easy it would be to sabotage the situation again with a bad attitude. And if that was the case, could I have saved the previous project as well? If I could go back in time and tell myself, ‘Let’s start taking this in the right direction,’ what difference would it have made?
Looking back, I believe that a single individual’s change in attitude, especially in a small team, can have a disproportionate impact on the work environment. People constantly absorb influence from others, unconsciously at times, and pass that on to those around them.
Every new project gives you a clean slate. You can choose to start on the right foot with your colleagues. If you take this path, you greatly increase the likelihood of a successful project. You can also choose to sabotage the situation if you wish. If you do this, it will happen—because making people dislike you is easy. However you choose, I guarantee it will fundamentally affect the upcoming project and the rest of your career. Choose wisely.
Reducing social disadvantages
As social creatures, humans are highly sensitive to negative, aversive signals from others. In this regard, people can be quite cruel, often fixating on perceived flaws or negative traits. These can quickly become your label, diminishing or even erasing many of the positive contributions you’ve made. Consider a celebrity whose decades of achievements have been overshadowed by a single negative incident, showing how easily one flaw can dominate public perception.
Whenever possible, aim to minimize or eliminate social disadvantages. Even a small negative signal can significantly lower your standing within a group. While it may not be possible to remove every disadvantage, there’s often much you can do to reduce them.
This isn't rocket science, but it can be challenging for the many introverts in our field. They thrive in their internal world, but their tendency to block out the external environment to focus on details often leads to significant drawbacks. By shifting their attention outward, they might uncover numerous ways to improve their social standing. This shift can be highly beneficial, as for humans, removing the negative often has a greater impact than adding the positive.
Feedback
Feedback—information about what works and what doesn’t—is essential to evolution, the scientific method, machine learning... and personal growth. Feedback is always beneficial, as long as it's given constructively.
Feedback is especially important for young professionals just starting their careers. I remember a time when a younger coworker made a serious mistake during the production release of one of my features. Wanting to stay polite, I shrugged it off and said, “These things just happen.”
What the hell kind of advice was that to give to a young coworker? How was that supposed to help him grow as a professional? Sure, it’s important to stay polite, but a clear mistake was made, and as the more experienced coworker, I should have communicated that much better.
When receiving feedback, it's crucial to distinguish between non-constructive feedback—often driven by the giver's ego—and constructive feedback, which is essential for continuous learning. Even experienced consultants make mistakes and need to keep learning. Without proper constructive feedback, that learning process grinds to a halt. No feedback means limited growth.
Being present and listening actively
Many IT roles require intense focus. For example, a Software Developer must be able to block out the external world to deliver their best work. But this strength can also become a weakness. Introverts must learn to be fully present in collaborative settings such as meetings and team events. Being mentally absent or failing to register what the other person is saying makes a huge difference.
While it’s natural for the mind to wander, there are techniques that can help you stay present. The one that works best for me is simply refocusing whenever I notice my attention drifting from the situation at hand. Refocusing is a powerful tool, and the brain can do it almost endlessly. I also have a wandering mind, but these days I make a conscious effort to remain present as a sign of respect for the other person. This practice has had a clear, positive impact on my relationships—both at work and in my personal life.
Working with different kinds of personalities
What we do for a living has a more profound effect on us than we may realize. Over time, it even affects us on a neurological level, making us more adapted to the tasks that we perform every day. This specialization further amplifies the existing differences between personality types, while making you feel more at ease with those who work in the same role as you.
In his bestseller book Surrounded by Idiots: The Four Types of Human Behavior, Thomas Erikson described four personality types as colors: Red (choleric), Yellow (sanguine), Green (phlegmatic), and Blue (melancholic). These four personality types form a circle, where those on the opposite side are typically the hardest to understand. For example, blue-green developers and testers may struggle the most to understand people on the yellow-red side of the circle, such as management, HR, sales representatives, and service designers. Typically, you’ll find the same personality types gravitating toward the same roles, with few exceptions.
Whenever you are dealing with people on the opposite side of the circle, never underestimate the risk of being completely misunderstood. You may say or do something that shocks this person, and only find out about it much later. The further you move toward the opposite side of the circle, the more considerate you need to be.
Code reviews
Code reviews can be a major source of friction between colleagues and must therefore be managed thoughtfully. The goal of the code review should be to produce the best possible code while maintaining healthy workplace dynamics. If a choice must be made between improving already high-quality code to absolute mathematical perfection and maintaining a healthy workplace, the latter must be chosen.
Giving code reviews
When giving code reviews, it’s important to remember that these are often public events. The entire team can see them. If you make the recipient feel humiliated, it can trigger strong, primal emotions. In our evolutionary history, losing one’s status in a group could mean exile or death. While your colleague logically knows that is no longer the case, those emotions can still be triggered.
If you believe your colleague has been slacking off and the code needs significant improvement, it's far better to address the matter in a private discussion. This is infinitely preferable to a public flogging, which can poison your working relationship for a long time, or even permanently.
Taking code reviews
When receiving code reviews, the opposite is true. Now you should be mentally prepared for a beating. Remember that the goal is simply to produce the best possible code, so the codebase remains maintainable over time. Code quality problems have a cumulative effect, which can significantly slow down future development.
If the reviewer notices a problem you missed, add it to a checklist you can reference later. You may have a tendency to make certain types of mistakes, so it’s a good idea to review this list before submitting your next feature. Collecting your own mistakes in a checklist is one of the best things you can do, because sooner or later, you will run out of mistakes to make.
Dealing with a Zero-Effort Colleague
There are all kinds of characters floating around IT. One of the most typical archetypes is the Minimum Effort Guy who does as little as possible to make it to the next paycheck. I hate to admit it, but I probably fell into this trap at some point in my career. ‘What is the bare minimum I can do and that is enough to get paid?’ It seemed so efficient, as if I was getting the maximum pay for each hour. But it wasn’t good for me on any level. I wasn’t beating the system, only poisoning my own sense of self-worth along with my future career prospects. Nowadays, I speak of this phase of my career with disgust. Once you truly understand The Grind, you'll never want to fall back into that hole.
Along with the Minimum Effort Guys, we have the considerably rarer Zero-Effort Colleagues, who are more like white tigers—seldom seen, yet truly remarkable specimens. These are the people who manage to go weeks, even months, without producing any value to the market, but still expect to receive the goods and services generated by others in exchange. Over the course of my career, I have met a handful of these rare individuals.
There was The Hamster Guy, who supposedly worked on this critical feature for not weeks but months before quitting, holding onto it like a prized possession. Late in the afternoon of his last day, he pushed it directly to master and it (for this guy rather unsurprisingly) turned out to be absolute shit. It wasn’t even close to being functional on any level. I remember the words of the project manager in the daily as he mumbled in a macabre tone, 'Can the situation really be this dark?' I can’t explain the situational comedy, but I was participating remotely, and that comment just floored me. I was laughing with tears in my eyes at the sheer audacity of this guy and the way he had done it. Needless to say, the entire feature had to be rewritten from scratch.
Then there was the Snake Guy, who crawled away whenever something that even remotely resembled effort was approaching. He always tried to grab the easiest possible issues, like simple text changes, and then somehow managed to take several days with each. OK, technically speaking, his productivity wasn’t zero, but it was extremely close. We were assigned to do a feature together, and he tried to find ways of outsourcing everything—including sharing the screen and all forms of effortful thinking—to me. He crawled away from the most narrow of openings at any given moment, and he was very gifted at it. Whenever he was given a real feature to work on by himself, like a simple form, it obviously didn’t amount shit. Even with the absence of any unit tests, days and days went by with nothing more to show for it than a button that said 'Testing.' He calmly endured the project manager’s fuming, and then crawled back to his little hole at the first opportunity. I don’t know if the button ever made an API call. I had left the project by then.
Then there was this woman who was a Software Developer, but she never felt like writing any code. When I joined the project as the second frontend developer, the very little bad-quality code that existed before turned to zero lines. Before quitting, she spent the last month or so producing documents that no one would ever read. She did, however, speak about her holidays with great enthusiasm, going into detail about all the great things she had done. I could tell she had plenty of energy for those.
Then there was this one guy who was just sad. But no one paid him anything either. He was hired on some kind of government subsidy that offers work for the long-term unemployed. He was only interested in trekking and hiking and could not complete anything work-related. I don’t really want to put him down, I just remember the deep sadness in him. I wanted to set him free to roam the landscapes where he belonged. He was already quite close to retirement age when we met. I hope he got there eventually.
So how does an IT consultant deal with these characters? Well, honestly, there’s probably not much you can do about them. The market economy will deal with them eventually. You just need to be prepared to eventually encounter one of these memorable specimens. You certainly shouldn’t start trashing them or anything like that. It won't do any good. They will end up paying the price for their zero productivity eventually. They’re not beating the system in any way. However, be aware that if this person is assigned to something you’re dependent on, it’s not going to get done just because it should. If you’ve been assigned to do something together, you’re going to have to do all of it yourself. You’re not a psychiatrist, and it’s not your job to fix these people. You can just ignore them and proceed with your work.
After-work activities
The office is certainly not an ideal place for getting to know your colleagues. If you work remotely, this becomes even harder. I experienced this firsthand during the height of the Covid-19 pandemic, when I worked for a few months in a project that was 100% remote and I never got to see any of my colleagues. Many of them always kept their video off, so the only thing I ever saw was their profile picture on Teams. A couple of them didn’t even have this, so the only thing I ever saw of them during the entire project was an icon(!)
At the opposite extreme, after-work activities have been where I have truly gotten to know some of my colleagues. People might still maintain awareness that they are with colleagues, but it’s often enough to reveal the person behind the mask many of us wear during office hours. This leads to a certain degree of bonding and a sense of ease when spending time with that person in the future, whether at work or even outside of it.
Even better than the occasional after-work activity is an after-work club that takes place at the same time and location every week. During one of my projects, I founded such a club, which became known as the Monday Night Sports Club. Every Monday at 5 PM, we would play either basketball or badminton. This quickly became a lasting habit, and with every passing month, I began to see them less as colleagues and more as sports buddies—or even as friends. The best part is that the club outlasted our time on the project. As of the time of writing, many of us no longer work on the same project, but the club remains.






  
  Chapter six
The sustainability of software


“I rarely push to main, but when I do, I use the force flag.” — Anonymous Software Developer
As an IT consultant, an important part of your job is helping the customer make technically sound decisions. Many of these decisions will have a lasting impact on the software’s development throughout its lifecycle, which may span several decades. When the right choices are made along the way, the software stays maintainable, scalable, and extensible, leading to considerable cost savings over time. Its usability is also such that the poor bastard who actually has to use it will not experience a mental breakdown on day one. 
These important aspects are often neglected as developers are pressured by management to deliver features as quickly as possible, usually by cutting corners. These half-baked features are never truly finalized. Instead, layers upon layers of new functionality are built on top of them. The resulting code quality issues have a compounding effect, making future development slower and more difficult for everyone involved. If left unchecked, progress will gradually slow to a grinding halt.
I have seen these disaster scenarios unfold with my own eyes. One customer in particular had allowed this compounding effect to continue for so long that development slowed to a crawl. Among the worst of the problems was that the test and production environments had diverged to the point where they had almost nothing to do with each other. The famous phrase ‘tough guys test in production’ had become a sad reality.
Management couldn’t have cared less, but kept on pushing the developers to deliver new features as quickly as possible. Once those were done, the next thing in the pipeline was more features. 100% of the developers’ time went to building new functionality, and 0% to fixing critical environment and code quality issues. Developers raised these concerns several times, but management systematically ignored them, since even more new features had already been sold to the end customer.
I ended up leaving rather quickly and remember thinking to myself that there was no way this could end well. A couple of years later, I heard that this is exactly what happened. They had lost the customer, which was none other than the largest telecom company in the country. Their attempts to cut corners and speed up feature development had actually slowed the process down so much that they lost a major revenue source. It cost them one of the best long-term customers they could have had. They chose the path of unsustainability and ended up paying for it.
Laying the foundation
The most crucial phase of a software project is the very beginning. There’s more room to make costly mistakes when all the decisions are still on the table. Using housing as an analogy, this is when you can start building the wrong kind of house with a flawed blueprint.
I remember when I was working on a public sector project with a fixed price and a tight schedule. Despite the urgency, the customer was in no hurry to give us access to their systems. For an entire month, we had no access to code repositories, task management tools, documentation—nothing. After that, several more weeks passed before we had any real specifications to work with. These things sometimes happen when no one is footing the bill personally.
To prevent a train wreck scenario, we had to implement our best guess and hope that it would prove to be close enough. In this project, it all turned out fine in the end: the customer agreed with almost all of our initial ideas, with only minimal changes required.
Apart from this project, I have also seen astonishing levels of cluelessness around essential software requirements—like realizing halfway through a project that a payment system integration was needed.
This is obviously not exclusive to our field. From trains that didn’t fit the stations to a port that didn’t exist, some of the most spectacular project failures have happened at the very beginning.
As an IT consultant, you should take the initiative and help the customer avoid any catastrophic mistakes. Double-check everything, and take nothing for granted. Make sure the project starts moving in the right direction without unnecessary delays. Having this head start often proves decisive.
Looking at the big picture
Building the highest-quality solutions requires at least one person on the team who can see the big picture. This is the person who can not only view the software as a whole but also understand the perspectives of users, stakeholders, and even management. Most typically, this role falls to either the architect or the technical project manager, but it can certainly be a developer as well. All too often, it’s no one at all.
Seeing the big picture means visualizing the entire software system and everything related to it from multiple vantage points and distances. You should hear yourself asking questions like these: 
- "Now I’m the user, what do I want?"   
- "Now I’m one of the stakeholders, what do I want?"   
- "Now I’m one of the managers, what do I want?"   
- "This is what needs to be done. Which services could I use here, and which is the most suitable?"   
- "Knowing the budget and timeline, what is realistic for this particular project?"   
If you’re a junior, this might feel like a bit too much, too soon. At first, your job is to focus on the smaller details—and that’s perfectly fine. Still, it never hurts to start practicing this mindset from the beginning. The better you can see the big picture, the more valuable your contributions will be.
Making sensible technology choices
'I used it because I like it' is not a valid technology choice in a large, complex technological environment. It’s a recipe for disaster, and anyone who behaves this way should be handled with tar and feathers. Technology choices should always be made with two key considerations in mind: The Long Term and The Big Picture.
First of all, there’s very rarely a reason to use a technology that isn’t established, meaning it doesn’t have a large developer community backing it. The best technology choices are almost always those that are relatively new yet already well-established. This makes it less likely that the selected technology will disappear within a few years, leaving no proper support available. A relatively large developer community won’t vanish overnight, and solutions to common problems will be considerably easier to find.
Secondly, it’s considerably better if the technology is backed by a powerful entity, such as a large corporation. These entities aren’t going anywhere, and their probable long-term support for this technology will serve as a long-lasting tailwind. It doesn’t guarantee anything, but it significantly increases the odds that this technology will have a long and thriving future.
Once good technology choices have been made, they should be enforced throughout the organization. Creating identical microservices with different programming languages for no reason makes it harder for developers to move between teams and software. In some cases, there might be a justifiable reason (for example, using a language that is best suited for a specific purpose), but someone simply feeling like using a particular technology isn’t one of them. A codebase where similar microservices are built with the same version of the same programming language is obviously more sustainable than one built with different versions of various programming languages. This is the ideal that we should always strive for.
From greenfield to legacy – how complexity affects delivery speed
Greenfield projects are a blast. You know the codebase, encounter few obstacles, and can deliver features quickly. Customers are impressed by the rapid progress, and as the list of completed features grows, so does their appetite. Before long, they begin requesting ever-fancier features, expecting the same pace of delivery.
Unfortunately, it doesn’t work like that. As the software grows more complex, so do the interdependencies, tests, and other baggage that must be carried along with every change. Enthusiasm often fades into neutrality—and sometimes frustration. It is not that the developers are doing a worse job than before; their work is simply being slowed down by the mounting complexity.
The slowest possible environment is a poorly documented legacy system where all the original developers are long gone, and no one even remembers how many of the features were supposed to work in the first place. The difference compared to the relative ease of a greenfield project is enormous—often multiplying the time required to complete tasks by several factors. It’s important to ensure the customer understands how the nature of the environment will affect delivery speed.
Writing readable code
There is a time and place for code optimization, but it should not come at the expense of readability. In this context, optimization refers to micro-level improvements such as chaining methods or compressing logic for brevity. In most cases, the benefits of such optimization are small and theoretical. Either the compiler or the processor likely optimizes everything that can be optimized, and we can expect these processes to only improve over time. The real cost usually does not come from the performance of the code but from the time it takes other developers to read and understand it. Processing power is cheap, but skilled human labor is very expensive.
You should not chain everything that can be chained just because it’s possible, nor obsess over squeezing complex operations into a one-liner. Always consider readability with one key question in mind: “If I had to read this as someone else’s code, how long would it take me to figure out what the hell is going on here?” The key point here is that it will eventually be someone else reading it. It’s easier for you to read your own code, as you know your own style better than anyone else. Another developer will be reading someone else’s code, which makes it significantly more difficult.
Hopefully, the enforcement of coding guidelines will become more common, essentially requiring developers to write code that’s easier for future developers to read and maintain. In the meantime, optimize code only to the extent that it will remain readable for the developer who has to make changes to it years from now. Optimization is somewhat overrated, but readability is a key factor in keeping the codebase sustainable.
Gradual improvement of a messy code base
Almost all code bases have significant quality issues, and most IT projects are severely underfunded. But why do some code bases become such an incredible mess? Surely, the lack of time and resources can't explain everything, can it?
Consider this analogy: you’re on a holiday in a completely hypothetical country near the equator. In this tropical paradise, you're sipping a chilled drink in the shade of a beach bar named Coco Loco. The beautiful sandy beaches are packed with tourists basking in the sun. Many locals are hanging out on the beach as well, occasionally selling jet ski rides. Apart from the bartender's 12-hour days at the bar, almost everyone around is extremely relaxed. Vibrant music is playing on the radio, and the party will go on all night long.
In the meantime, in one of the country's prisons, more than 50 people are crammed into a cell meant to house eight. The living conditions are so cramped that at nighttime, inmates can only turn once every few hours at the blow of a whistle. Needless to say, they only manage a couple of hours of sleep each night. Hygiene in the cells is beyond appalling, with rampant bedbugs and cockroaches. Sanitation is nonexistent, and the shared toilet is one of the most disgusting sights one could encounter. The inmates are fed only a certain boiled root every single day, and clean drinking water is a privilege that must be purchased separately. Some inmates have been held there for up to 20 years without any trial. Others were incarcerated following an argument with a taxi driver who tried to charge outrageous fees that were never agreed upon.
The penitentiary system tells much about a country's values. In this case, it mirrors a society where almost everyone wants to take it easy, looking for the fastest shortcut to the next paycheck. The end result is easy to spot visually: it looks like a mess. In some places, the facade is still beautiful, but beneath the surface, the disorder is undeniable.
Unfortunately, many code bases that we have to work with resemble this hypothetical prison, and largely for the same reasons. A lack of resources doesn’t explain everything. Too many people working on the project are willing to cut every corner imaginable.
Thousands of lines of code crammed into a single file, ignore overrides scattered everywhere, no typings, no unit tests in sight, and code that resembles a small child’s spaghetti mess, among other issues. A labyrinth of hacks piled upon more hacks, makeshift bubble gum fixes, and then some more hacks. Adding to the chaos, the startup instructions for running this software locally are entirely outdated.
Once, I even witnessed a consultant mark a ticket as 'done' after pushing changes that made the feature that I had previously worked on far worse than it was in its original state. Apparently, anything goes when cutting corners—even negative productivity. Hey, I’m glad that you got to take it easy!
An IT consultant's code of honor requires him to leave the code base in a better state than it was before he joined. To achieve this, proper code reviews and a clear ‘definition of done' are mandatory. In your advisory role, you should remind the customer of the cost implications of software sustainability. A good, readable code base that is fast to maintain saves time and money, which is in everyone’s best interest.
I honestly don’t know if things will ever get better. As consultants we should stop being a part of the problem and start being a part of the solution. But there may be too many among us who simply couldn’t care less. They are more than willing to shove anything to production so that they can go on a holiday. 
In a couple of weeks, they may have returned, but in their hearts, they have never truly left Coco Loco. As surely as the sun rises for another day of hammocks and Piña Coladas, these consultants will continue to wreak havoc across the code base with their half-assed solutions... unless we can find a way to stop them.







  
  Chapter seven
Organizing your week


"One always has time enough, if one will apply it well." — Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
We all have the same 24 hours at our disposal. So how come some people manage to get so much done, while still living a balanced, healthy life? 
The answer is that these individuals are extremely good at managing their time and energy. Most of them use a calendar or a similar tool to allocate their time deliberately, and then execute with surgical precision. It’s more than possible to both get more done during the day and enjoy valuable free time compared to someone who doesn’t really manage to do either.
When I was younger, I thought that being organized was lame. It felt much cooler to slack off one day and then work late into the night the next. Back in the day it was kind of fun, but for everything in life, there’s a season. At some point in life this approach simply didn’t work anymore—if it ever really worked at all, aside from tackling only the most important tasks at hand.
Looking back, it’s evident that my younger self could never have finished this book. Like in the Pink Floyd song, all I would have had is "plans that either come to naught or half a page of scribbled lines." At some point I realized that no major endeavor will ever get done without setting clear goals, creating implementation intentions, and having faith in the process. But if I could stick to even a modest weekly routine, time would eventually grind all of my plans to completion. In the end, becoming disciplined and organized became the only viable option.
In this chapter, I will present a blueprint for organizing your workweek effectively and sustainably. It will help you build a successful career without sacrificing your health and well-being. It serves as a good starting point for anyone, regardless of the stage of their career. You can either use it as-is or tweak it to fit your personal needs and preferences.
Work Payload
In the context of this book, 'work payload' refers to the physical act of producing value—specifically, related to the services that you intend to exchange in the market for money. In essence, it's what you're really paid for. If you’re a software developer, it is the act of writing program code or creating other essential parts of the software. If you are a designer, it is the act of creating designs. This act typically involves the motion of the hands, not the mouth—unless, of course, speaking is central to your work. Work payload is not talking about it, saying that you will do it, or planning how you will do it. It’s the act of physically getting it done.
Work payload is one of the most important concepts to understand in terms of productivity. Almost all forms of success come down to this. People who don’t succeed usually don’t produce enough valuable work payload, leaving them with little to offer in the marketplace. If you were to track with a timer how much work payload people produce during the day, it would be very little. Recognizing this, the most straightforward path to success is to first measure your own work payload and then focus on increasing it. Results will start to improve in direct proportion to the amount of work payload. This is guaranteed by the laws of physics.
To understand what the concept truly means, you can start by cleaning up your house. Take a rag in your hand and perform the physical act of cleaning up a small surface. You just performed some work payload. It was the motion of the hand that made it happen, not planning for it, talking about it, or thinking about it. It was only the physical act that produced real-world results, and the cleanliness of your house will be directly proportional to the amount of work payload you have produced. The same concept applies for practically all other forms of success.
In this book, we will also talk about the quality of work payload, which is another important topic. However, a lot of success can be achieved by simply understanding the quantity side of it. You can go very far in life simply by doing more of the normal things, and doing so in a consistent manner.
Standard work days
A workday that is both productive and sustainable consists of focused, distraction-free sessions, followed by breaks that restore your mental energy and ensure the quality of your work.
According to my personal experiments, I would say that it’s possible to make a living as a software developer with a fairly modest work payload target of 4.5 hours a day. If you are not used to grinding, this serves as a good starting point. If you want to do more, absolutely nothing is stopping you. But first, prove it over the course of several weeks that you can hit the target of 22.5 hours every single week without failure. If your goal is to become an entrepreneur or make it in Silicon Valley, you will obviously need to produce a whole lot more than this. However, it’s better to make this adjustment gradually, allowing yourself time to build up capacity without burning out.
The reality is that everyday life has a lot of other things to do as well: cleaning, laundry, cooking, eating, taking care of your child or other loved ones, socializing, going to the bathroom, coffee breaks, paying your bills, mandatory paperwork, responding to emails, running errands, networking on LinkedIn, watching pointless videos on YouTube, and so on. That's why it's important to first set a goal for your work payload that you can realistically commit to, day after day, week after week, month after month, year after year, and decade after decade. In many ways, it forms the backbone of your life, as it’s what you exchange in the marketplace for the goods and services you depend on.
Hard Grind Days
As important as consistency is—and it should be the cornerstone of your career—pushing hard occasionally is incredibly valuable. It dusts you off psychologically, provides flexibility throughout the week, and builds the extra momentum necessary to keep your career moving forward.
For me, the Hard Grind Day is typically Friday, since I don’t have to worry about crashing the next day. Thursday can work too, but I find it’s better to save this for the end of the week to avoid any mid-week performance slumps. There are individual differences, but the most important thing is ensuring it doesn’t interfere with your usual routine.
On these days, I eliminate all potential distractions and go all out. If you're curious about my thinning hairline, it's the Hard Grind days to blame. If you’re male and you’re not losing your hair, you’re not going hard enough.
Going hard at least once a week provides the flexibility to leave a bit early on another day if something worthwhile comes up. If the ghost of Luciano Pavarotti is performing at the local Opera House tonight, then of course you’re going to go. But if you start leaving work early regularly without putting in the extra effort on other days, it will eventually impact your career. It’s those intense days that give you the freedom to prioritize what truly matters while still advancing in your career.
Methods for implementing your work payload
The Ultradian Cycle Technique
The term ultradian cycle refers to any biological rhythm shorter than the circadian rhythm of about 24 hours. Among these shorter rhythms, the most well-known is the basic rest-activity cycle (BRAC), which lasts about 80 to 120 minutes [24][25]. It’s a natural activity cycle that humans have evolved to follow. This cycle operates continuously, guiding you through different stages of sleep during the nighttime.
A natural way to achieve your minimum work payload is to complete at least three BRAC cycles of 90 minutes each, totaling about 4.5 hours. After each session, there should be a break of at least 15 minutes. You will quickly notice how your days flow more naturally with about a movie's worth of intense focus at a time. After this time period, your brain will naturally seek a distraction, and you should allow it to do so.
Attempting to push past the optimal focus time will most likely result in mistakes and poor quality output. Additionally, a break will give you a chance to double-check that you’re still on the right track, instead of letting tunnel vision drift you into murkier waters.
The Pomodoro Technique
The Pomodoro Technique, a well-known productivity method, was developed by Francesco Cirillo in the late 1980s. It consists of 25-minute work sessions, known as pomodoros (Italian for “tomato,” inspired by the shape of Cirillo’s kitchen timer), followed by a 5-minute break. After four pomodoros, a longer break of about 15 to 30 minutes is taken.
Compared to the Ultradian Cycle Technique, you may have to go in and out of content more often, but you are more likely to maintain your highest quality focus, which is a surprisingly limited resource.
The classic Pomodoro Technique works well for many people, but an argument can also be made that the length of the pomodoro could actually be even shorter. Some studies have suggested that the most effective attention span for humans is actually only about 18 to 20 minutes [26][27]. Along with the ultradian cycles, I use these short pomodoros as a part of my 'standard' repertoire, as I feel that these two session lengths have a rationale based on human physiology.
Bundling Up Shorter Sessions
Sessions of different lengths have different qualities, and there is no definitive correct answer as to which one leads to higher productivity. For example, Dr. Andrew Huberman prefers the Ultradian Cycle Technique, while Mark Sisson advocates for sessions that rarely exceed 20 minutes. Both are extremely smart and have achieved amazing results.
Longer sessions require you to start only once and allow you to remain deeply engaged in the content. Shorter sessions help ensure that you’re working with your absolute A-grade focus, minimizing the chance of slipping up. But is there a way to have the best of both worlds?
To some extent, the answer is yes. One way to achieve this is by bundling several shorter sessions together to create one longer session. For example:
    • 20-minute session 
    • 5-minute break 
    • 20-minute session 
    • 10-minute break 
    • 20-minute session
    • 5-minute break
    • 20-minute session
Four quarters and halftime. Total duration: 1 hour and 40 minutes (or 2 hours if you use the classic 25-minute pomodoros). During this time, you have both short-term and long-term goals, and you never have to work past the 20 minutes of peak focus. The length of the session aligns with one ultradian cycle, and you’ll remain well-caffeinated throughout the entire session with a single cup of coffee.
For lack of a better word, I call this bundled session a “game.” This bundling of shorter sessions into a longer framework is an important change in mindset, as it prevents procrastination and drifting onto irrelevant tasks. You aren’t done until you’ve finished all four sessions. You can’t just walk out at halftime because you feel like it; your mind must remain in the game until the very end.
Shorter sessions are effective, but don’t forget that you will need many of them. Avoid drifting into excessively long breaks. Bundling several short, laser-focused sessions can be highly effective. Give it a shot—it just might be the best of both worlds.
Atomic Habits
In his brilliant book Atomic Habits, James Clear explores the incredible power of small actions accumulating over time. He also delves into the neuroscience behind forming positive habits and breaking negative ones.
The fascinating concept of atomicity has many practical applications. For example, reading just 5-10 minutes every day can yield enormous benefits over the course of years and decades. Additionally, once a habit becomes neurologically ingrained, it transforms into an automatic behavior, often leading to unintentional 'slips' into longer sessions.
Atomic habits are so powerful that one could arguably build an entire career based solely on them. It might not be a spectacular career, but it would be enough to stay above the cut. Given how little productive work the average worker actually does, the math clearly adds up.
After going back and forth on this idea, I finally concluded that the atomic style of working definitely has its time and place. As I mentioned before, it has different qualities compared to longer work sessions. One of these is its enormous flexibility.
One way of differentiating between atomicity and longer work sessions is to think of them as walking and running. If you needed to cover a very long distance on foot, you’d likely run when you could and walk the rest of the way. Over the longest distances, such as in the most extreme ultra-endurance events, this is actually the fastest strategy to reach the finish line. Running the entire way isn’t possible. Walking alone will get you there, but it’s not the fastest option.
Nowadays, I resort to atomicity when, for whatever reason, starting a longer session feels extremely difficult. For example, while practicing intermittent fasting during the week, I might experience a brief dip in energy levels. In these situations, I no longer blame myself at all, but simply switch to atomicity on the fly. In other words, I keep walking. Like an ultra-endurance athlete facing an uphill climb, I keep moving forward.
Another great thing about atomic work sessions is that they fit into the tiniest time slots most of us have in our calendars. Longer working sessions are still my preferred method of working as I'm convinced that they're the most effective overall, but experience has taught me that the combination of these two modes of working offers the most flexibility and yields the best possible results. To honor this concept, I wrote this chapter in an atomic manner. It’s astonishing what could be achieved with this method—even writing an entire book.
Consider your own working day for a moment. What daily atomic habit could you start right now? Organize your day in the morning? Write one unit test for a legacy codebase? Think of one idea to add value to the customer? Once you have come up with a good daily habit, multiply that by at least 250 to understand what that means in a year. The power of atomic habits is in the repetition.
Using intraday deadlines
Deadlines are a divisive topic in IT, as they are frequently unrealistic in our field. Regardless of your stance on deadlines in general, setting personal deadlines can be beneficial. Adding a deadline creates a sense of urgency, prompting you to focus on what is truly essential.
One rationale for setting personal deadlines is Parkinson's Law, which states that 'work expands to fill the time available for its completion.'[28] If you believe that you have ample time to complete a task, chances are you’ll end up using all of it. However, as the deadline approaches—or if it’s already been missed—the resulting anxiety can actually boost productivity.
It’s best to set optimally challenging deadlines, as impossible ones can cause excessive anxiety, while overly easy ones won’t push you to do your best. You should genuinely believe that meeting the deadline is possible with your best effort, but that you’ll fall short without it.
Experimenting with multiple deadlines for various tasks throughout the day can help you discover what works best for you. Multiple sources suggest that deadlines can be useful, especially for relatively simple tasks.[29][30][31] Overall, my experiences with intraday deadlines for specific tasks have been overwhelmingly positive. A bit of pressure is often needed to get the job done.
Sufficient Breaks, Recovery On Demand
If you feel like you can’t write another line of code, don’t push it—just take a break. Taking a step back is essential not only for your mental well-being but also for maintaining the quality of your work. It helps you recover mental resources, zoom out of the situation, and ensure you’re still on the right track. For an IT consultant or anyone who engages in demanding cognitive work, breaks are by no means a waste of time. They are mandatory, and if you don’t take any, you are putting the quality of your work at risk.
Having said that, sometimes a small break just isn’t enough. After a particularly tough day, you may wake up with a sense of insufficient mental energy to face the day ahead. In these situations, I suggest that you shamelessly take the time to recover, even during the day. This is obviously much easier to do when working remotely, but it can often be arranged during office days as well. When you’re done, you’re done. Your boss should also understand this and allow you to restore your mental energy before proceeding with work. Nothing good can come out of trying to push when you have nothing left in the tank.
When you find yourself in this situation, aim to speed up the recovery process whenever possible. While simply taking it easy can aid recovery, it’s not always the most efficient approach during a busy week when you need to recover on demand. Activities like napping, NSDR (non-sleep deep rest), walking in nature, yoga, and Tai Chi have worked very well for me.
Over the years, I have gotten much better at listening to my body. Nowadays, when working remotely, I can bounce back even during one ultradian cycle and then proceed with work. It pays instant dividends, and I can often fully compensate for the lost productivity within the same day.
Automatic Stabilizers
In the context of this book, an Automatic Stabilizer refers to any factor that automatically scales up or down to maintain an optimal level of challenge in your daily life. On easier days, it adds some challenge; on harder days, it provides some relief. On Hard Grind days, it is completely removed.
One example of an Automatic Stabilizer is buying yourself more time when you need it most. On easier days, you might cook your own meals, but on tougher days, you can order food or rely on ready-made meals instead. Similarly, household chores and other routine tasks can automatically scale with the difficulty of your day.
Automatic Stabilizers offer psychological comfort by allowing you to anticipate the day’s level of challenge in advance, removing negative surprises. You become accustomed to a steady level of difficulty, confident that you’ll perform consistently from one day to the next—just as you did yesterday and the day before. The essence of The Grind lies in repetition, and Automatic Stabilizers help you maintain it in the flux of the week.
Using daily checklists
Using a daily checklist is a simple yet powerful way to bring structure and consistency to your workday. I would argue that the best time to review it is first thing in the morning.
Here’s mine:
• Check calendar and email
• Set a separate alarm for any meeting you’re hosting
• Make sure your hours are logged correctly
• Communicate with stakeholders
• Look at the big picture
• Develop a new idea
• If I were the customer, what would I want to pay myself for today?
There’s hidden power in being that person who never misses a meeting, always logs their hours on time, and remains customer-oriented every day.
On the other hand, neglecting routine tasks can make it harder to catch up later—often leading to even more work. Trying to generate a year’s worth of daily ideas in a single sitting is practically impossible. That’s why reviewing a simple checklist each day helps you build a routine that supports long-term career success.
Why most successful people use a calendar
If you’re not yet using a calendar to organize your days, now is the perfect time to start. The rationales for it are compelling and hard to argue against. Spending just five minutes on scheduling allows you to allocate your time effectively, leading to productivity gains along with the opportunity to enjoy more free time.
To begin with, a calendar provides you with plenty of implementation intentions. Strong scientific evidence supports their effectiveness in increasing productivity [32][33][34]. When you know not just what you need to do, but also exactly when you'll do it, the likelihood of starting increases significantly.
With implementation intentions, rounded hours tend to work better. For some reason, they sound more convincing and important. Starting something at 11:47? Nah. “When the clock strikes noon, I will start working on X” has a much better ring to it. Even 2:30 feels slightly more convincing than, say, 2:20—but that might just be a matter of personal preference.
Another key benefit is that a calendar serves as an effective time allocation tool. This is very important because life is sacrificial. Whenever you are doing something, you are simultaneously sacrificing everything else (with rare exceptions when multitasking is possible). How you allocate your time over the course of the week is crucial for living the kind of life that you want to live.
When allocating your time, thinking one day at a time may not be enough. For most busy people, the smallest useful unit of planning is usually a week. For example, they can't afford to spend an excessive amount of time on secondary interests. They don’t need to be sacrificed completely—just scaled down until they take up only a small fraction of the hours in a week. Almost anything can fit into a week with a small allocation.
Also note that leaving some slack in your calendar helps ensure that unexpected surprises won’t derail your plans. Instead of stuffing your schedule completely full, it’s wiser to leave room to shift things around, rather than letting your calendar fall into chaos or having to remove tasks altogether. Besides, as previously mentioned, breaks are beneficial in themselves—they allow you to perform at a higher level in any kind of cognitive work.
Many of the most successful people in the world live off their calendars—at least during the workweek—and it’s a practice worth considering. It allows you to structure your life with whatever allocations of work, family, exercise, hobbies, and free time feel right for you. By using a calendar as a time allocation tool, you can undoubtedly get more out of life than you could without it. Just remember to leave some room for improvisation!
P.S. There are other effective alternatives to the calendar, such as time-boxed, prioritized to-do lists that are used by some highly successful people. However, for most, the calendar remains the most convenient tool for effective time allocation.
1440 minutes
That’s how many minutes there are in 24 hours. That’s a lot of minutes. Then there are no more, as dictated by the laws of physics. One minute might not seem like much, but with just a few of them, you can get a lot of things done.
For 24 hours, a healthy human can survive without food, water, or sleep. This is obviously not advisable in any way, but there’s a crucial point to be made: The theoretical maximum productivity of a human being over 24 hours is truly astounding. While this 24-hour peak is clearly not sustainable for many days due to unmet physiological needs, the sheer amount of productive minutes in a single day is hard to even comprehend.
If that’s the case, then why do most people live all the days of their lives achieving only a fraction of what they’re capable of? The answer lies in one word: sacrifice. People have managed to pile an incredible amount of stuff on top of those 1,440 minutes. A significant portion of it is reasonable—we eat, sleep, go to work, and, obviously, we want to enjoy free time as well. But we’re also capable of wasting a staggering amount of time on stupid things.
I once looked at the statistics of a chess app I had installed, and it turned out that over the course of a few years, I had played 3,642 games of blitz chess. I remember thinking that maybe that was a few hundred games too many. Or a few thousand, for that matter. At the same time, I could be telling myself that I don’t have time to write a book—when what I really should have said was this: “3,642 games of blitz chess. What exactly don’t you have time for, you damn clown?”
I never want to hear anyone say they don’t have enough time. It’s a lie. As simple as that. There’s so much time. The funny thing is, once you have exhausted the theoretical 1,440 minutes of a single day, you keep getting more days. To be precise, 365 or 366 of them every year. Over the course of a year, we can reasonably talk only about wakeful minutes—but on average, there are 350,000 of those. And then you keep getting more years. This can only lead to one rational conclusion: at least in theory, everything you could possibly want to achieve in life is possible. Everything.
There are a few times in life when it’s truly worth trying to reach your theoretical maximum. For me, graduating was one of those times. It was my senior year, and almost half of my thesis was still unfinished. I was about to run out of money, and for technical reasons, not graduating at that time would have caused me serious problems later on. And I had only four days and a few hours left until the final deadline.
What did I do? I realized I was in a desperate situation, and for the first time in my life, I decided to cut the crap. I channeled all the frustration and rage I had into the thesis, worked over 100 hours straight without sleep, and it was done. I’m obviously not suggesting anything this extreme for anyone, but I was young, and I survived. A lot of students leave their thesis hanging, and never graduate. For me, the 100+ hour suckfest came and went, and I’ve been graduated ever since. I like being graduated.
It’s good to be honest with yourself and realize that if you’re not achieving anything in life, it’s by choice. And that’s perfectly fine if that’s the way you choose to live. After all, that’s how most people live their lives. On Fridays, they wrap up early and spend the rest of the day achieving nothing. Instead, they could rest for a couple of hours and still have hundreds of minutes left before midnight. But they choose not to, because they’re unwilling to be uncomfortable or sacrifice what they’ve piled onto those minutes. If you want to achieve something, remember that it’s not about time and never was. The minutes are there, and you keep getting more of them, every single day of your life.
The Rails Of Success
When you combine the power of the calendar with the power of visualization, the result is incredibly powerful. I call this one The Rails of Success.
The success of any self-made person is usually the result of a particular kind of lifestyle (excluding those who make hundreds of thousands filming their own asses on social media). If you could observe the day of a successful person from a bird’s-eye view—and realize that they repeat this day after day, year after year—you would understand how they became successful in the first place. On the other hand, merely fantasizing about the results of their success can trick your brain into thinking that you have already crossed the finish line. Meanwhile, in the real world, you are going nowhere.
What you should do instead is visualize yourself performing a successful day. You have allocated your time effectively using a calendar; now visualize yourself going through the day and performing at a very high level. Try to see in advance what kind of problems you could have and how you overcome them. It will never go exactly as planned, but it can certainly help.
At the end of the day, analyze the results and see if there's any room for improvement. The next day, do it again. Your intangible rewards will increase instantly, and the tangible ones will soon follow if you can repeat this day after day. Instead of focusing on the effect of success, put all of your focus on the cause that brings it. Learn as much as you can from the daily habits of people you admire, and put that knowledge into practice.
Opportunity costs
Emanuel Lasker was the World Chess Champion from 1894 to 1921, holding the title for an incredible 27 years. This remains the longest reign of any world chess champion in history. One of his most famous quotes is the following: 'When you see a good move, look for a better one.'
It’s relatively easy for an experienced chess player to find a good move in chess. The problem is that this is typically not the best move. The difference between these two is a prime example of opportunity cost, and it can become decisive over the long run. Every move in chess has a price, and if you are only able to find good moves while your opponent finds better ones, the opponent will accumulate small advantages until this eventually costs you the game.
The concept of opportunity cost has endless applications, both in work and in other areas of life. Time is never free. You are always sacrificing doing something else that could potentially be more valuable.
It's quite easy to get busy with something and feel pleased with yourself for doing it. But is what you’re doing merely valuable, or is it the most valuable activity you could be engaging in? In more extreme cases, your current activity might not even be good, but only of decent value, thereby elevating the opportunity costs further.
Being aware of these elusive costs does not mean you should become obsessed with productivity. In fact, recognizing hidden opportunity costs in your workday can help you get more done while freeing up time for the things you truly value. The best part is, you have probably only scratched the surface—plenty more opportunities are hiding in plain sight throughout your everyday life.
The ultimate sacrifice – how much free time should you have?
Free time is, for most people, one of the ultimate goals in life—and rightfully so. However, the amount of free time one has seems to correlate with happiness in an unexpected and nonlinear way. There appears to be an optimal amount of free time where we are happiest, and having too little or too much tends to reduce our happiness. To make matters more complicated, the optimal amount appears to change quite a lot depending on the stage of life we are in.
Research shows that the relationship between free time and happiness is surprisingly complex. In 2021, the American Psychological Association conducted a study on how free time affects subjective well-being. It concluded that while having too little free time reduced well-being due to stress, having too much of it also had a detrimental effect due to a lacking sense of productivity [35]. As with most things in life, the sweet spot is somewhere in the middle. This and other studies suggest that it falls somewhere between 2.5 and 5 hours per working day, depending on your stage of life. Working adults tend to desire the least amount of free time, while students often prefer more—possibly due to different levels of anchoring as we compare ourselves to our peers.
All of this makes sense when you think about it. As humans, we enjoy free time, but we also crave a sense of purpose and self-worth. Throughout our evolutionary history, it has been crucial for us to be contributing members of our group. This has been fundamental to our survival; being excluded from the group due to insufficient contributions could have meant death. At the same time, free time and relaxation are beneficial in many ways, and all mammals spend a part of their time taking it easy.
There is no definite answer to the ‘correct’ amount of free time you should have to maximize your happiness, as it depends on a variety of factors, including personal preference and your current life situation. You simply have to look within to find it. Whenever circumstances allow, you can try to adjust the amount of free time in your day and see how you feel. If you feel guilt and shame for not having done enough, you have too much of it. If, on the other hand, you feel stressed and as though you’re not really living your life, you have too little. The sweet spot is when either adding or reducing your free time would have a negative effect. It’s the point where, all things considered, things could not be better. In other words, the optimal amount of free time for you is essentially a sensory experience—like finding the perfect amount of coffee for a cup of hot water or just the right amount of salt in your food.
Despite occasional hardships, surviving is relatively easy for most people in the developed world. However, mere survival isn’t enough for us; deep down, we want to contribute and feel good about ourselves. To find the sweet spot between a sense of self-worth and leisure, you can even buy yourself more free time in the form of services or reduce it by getting busy with something meaningful. Find the amount that works for you and spend it doing things that matter with the people you truly care about. Whatever amount feels right for you right now, that is a good place to be.






  
  Chapter eight
How to stay consistently productive


“We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, then, is not an act, but a habit.” — Will Durant.
If there’s one thing you want to bet on in both your career and your life, bet on the power of consistency. 
Consistency is the train that keeps moving forward at all times. It doesn't care about motivation, or how you happen to feel right now. It only cares about moving forward. That’s because it knows that simply by staying in motion, it can cover extraordinary distances over time.  
Fortunately, consistency can be learned. In my experience, the key lies in a deep understanding of how much better life becomes with consistency than without it. There’s a strong mathematical component to this: suppose you're committed to doing something six days per week. Over a year, that's roughly 300 days. You can now ask yourself: "What’s this times 300?" Or, when looking at a full decade: "What’s this times 3,000?" Commitment becomes easier when you clearly visualize how your actions accumulate over months, years, and even decades.
Naturally, this only applies to activities that stack—or better yet, compound—over time. While committing to an exercise routine certainly has benefits (most people last only two to three weeks after a New Year's resolution), it lacks this powerful stacking quality. By contrast, actively seeking out new knowledge, developing skills, creating content, and making smart financial decisions don't just stack; they typically compound. Over time, the multiplier grows from a simple 300 or 3,000 into something exponential. If you truly master consistency, it's nearly impossible to place a limit on what you can achieve over the long run.
None of this can be sustained by motivation alone, since motivation is fleeting and emotional. While there will inevitably be moments when mental fortitude is needed, this doesn’t mean you have to push through constantly with gritted teeth. Results can be achieved in many different ways; what truly matters is how you manage to show up today.
Now let's dive deeper into this fascinating topic.
Mental energy
Working in IT revolves around mental energy. The concepts discussed in this book have very little meaning if you lack the mental energy to put them into practice. It’s important to understand that mental energy is a real, scientific concept—and that you’re selling your employer a rather scarce resource. Some people may foolishly think that thinking is not real work, but they could not be further from the truth. From judges giving different verdicts when mentally exhausted [36], to chess players collapsing or even dying during stressful tournaments [37], to everyday issues like people making poor financial decisions without proper rest, mental energy—and the side effects of cognitive work—have significant consequences in our society.
An increasing number of studies are being conducted on mental energy. Possible explanations include the buildup of metabolites in the brain, the availability of glucose in the most active regions, neurotransmitters, emotional states, and so on. The main focus of this book is not on those underlying mechanisms, but on practical solutions.
When working with a limited resource that is also renewable in nature, one has to learn how to get the most out of it throughout the week.
Don’t squander a valuable resource on irrelevant things
The first step to managing mental energy is learning not to squander this valuable resource on irrelevant things.
Several different types of effort, including concentration, making decisions, controlling one’s emotions, and even physical pain, draw at least partially from the same pool of mental resources [38]. If you spend your precious mental energy on useless things, it will significantly impact your job performance. There are countless ways to waste mental energy, too many to even name them all. For me, it was the addictive world of online blitz chess, which tapped into the same cognitive resources as my IT work, with one always draining the other. I also noticed that during my time in a difficult relationship, my performance slumped considerably. 
Whatever your current energy drains are, it’s best to either cut back on them or even consider removing them completely from your life. Especially during the workweek, these distractions are more than likely to impair your performance. It’s much better to keep your life simple and allow your mental resources to be restored as quickly as possible.
Using a larger surface of the day
Mental resources are in a constant state of flux, continually being depleted and replenished as we go about our day. This means that when you stop working, recovery begins almost immediately and can happen surprisingly quickly. As a result, you can achieve more high-quality output by starting your day early, finishing it later, and incorporating plenty of breaks in between. Knowing this, it's hard to argue that you could achieve the same results by squeezing all of the day's cognitive work into a tight window. However, some people still prefer that approach. If that works for you, stick with it. Still, I believe that most people will accomplish more quality work by spreading their tasks over a larger surface of the day.
You can also think about the entire week in the same way. If something critical comes up in the middle of the week that requires time and energy, I’ll occasionally move a work session to Saturday morning, further using the surface of the entire week. For some people, weekends are off-limits, so it’s a matter of personal preference. Personally, I sometimes prefer to use these high-quality hours rather than cram too much into one weekday. That said, I never work on a Sunday, or at least I don’t remember the last time this happened.
Turning your bad days into solid Bs
While the first chapter on physical preparation is meant to help you perform at your best as often as possible, it’s not realistic to maintain peak performance every day. There are countless potential explanations, such as the amount and quality of sleep, pathogens, or psychological factors. 
Over the long term, the ability to salvage your worst days will be decisive. While you may not realistically achieve an A on these days, a solid B is still within reach. Being consistent pays dividends. Almost everyone can perform well when they're having a good day. It's the bad days that make the difference between those who succeed and those who don't. Besides, there is more untapped potential in turning Ds and Fs into solid Bs than in days that were destined to be As from the moment you woke up.
Personally, I reserve a few supplements with a boosting effect and use them only on days when I need an extra push. I might not feel great, but they elevate me just enough to trigger action and rescue some deliverables from the day.
Another approach I use is switching to a more atomic style of working. While longer sessions are ideal, I have noticed that after a bad night’s sleep, I’m just not able to maintain focus in the same way.
It might not be a great day, but you can still find a way to make it decent. The key is to keep the train moving forward at all times without exceptions. If you manage to do this, time will remain your faithful ally.
The incredible power of discipline
Discipline is the magic word. It’s the one word that will, more than anything else, define how successful you will become in your career. Discipline is brutally effective. It brings results even when you don’t feel like it, which will probably be quite often. Emotions and motivation are, by definition, flimsy; they might come and go several times a day. At the same time, discipline keeps grinding results, and you will eventually be happier with them than without them.
There are several reasons why being consistent beats being inconsistent, even if your best days are exceptionally productive. First, the cumulative productivity of consistency is hard to match. If you skip a day, it will be difficult to make up for it by putting in double the effort the next. Also, long hours of cognitively demanding work tend to have a diminishing impact on quality. In the long run, the most effective way to maximize output is to use your high-quality hours, five or six days a week.
When I was younger, I was anything but disciplined. On my good days, I was great, but on my bad days, my productivity could drop to zero. This is actually fairly common among young people. Fortunately, discipline can be learned. I know I did, and I haven’t looked back since.
But how does one measure discipline and being consistently productive? I have found these two methods to be the most effective: The Payload Tracker and The Everyday Resume.
The Payload Tracker
We have already discussed the concept of work payload in the previous chapter. One of the simplest ways to become consistently productive is to set a daily target for it. Measuring a quantity creates accountability and provides crystal-clear targets, often leading to an increase in the measured amount. This phenomenon has been observed in many areas of life, such as daily step counts.
Measuring work payload also prevents you from using planning as a form of procrastination. You may have already noticed how common this is. It makes us feel good about ourselves, as if we have already achieved something, when in reality, the actual work remains undone. In other words, there’s no work payload.
Don’t get me wrong—planning is necessary. But after a certain point, the payoff is no longer there, and it's far more effective to start shoveling. Often, you will find that the plans you made don’t apply as well as you originally thought. Sometimes, you need to build something once to truly understand how it should have been done in the first place.
The quality and quantity of your payload will determine your success over the long run. The quality side is often very difficult to measure, but quantity can be measured with great precision. Your success in life undeniably correlates with the quantity of payload you produce. If you produce enormous amounts of it, you will do reasonably well in life—even if you work in lower-paying jobs. As the saying goes, "quantity has a quality of its own."
The average office worker spends hardly half of the eight-hour day producing payload—some considerably less. The rest of the time goes to surfing the web, social media, not paying attention in meetings, non-work-related instant messaging, socializing around the coffee machine, extended lunch breaks, and so on. For practical purposes, I suggest that you target at least 4.5 hours of work payload per day. This should put you among the Average Joes and Janes who can hold on to a job, which is definitely not nothing. If you want to progress further, try to gradually increase this number and find the highest level you can maintain.
4.5 hours a day may sound easy, but achieving this daily average can be more demanding than expected. If you fall short of your daily target on any given day, you will have to make up for it on another. The key is to consistently hit your weekly target of 22.5 hours without fail. However, if you do fall short for any reason, don’t beat yourself down—analyze what went wrong and get back on track as soon as possible.
Measure your payload every day to get a rough estimate of your productivity. If you’ve logged only 42 minutes and spent the rest of the day watching YouTube, playing games, procrastinating, and fiddling around on your phone—that’s why you fail. Increase that number, and your results will improve in direct proportion.
But what if you don’t feel like it? What are you, a frigging reptile? Only reptiles are incapable of initiating action when they don't feel like it. You don’t have to feel like it—it still works. Stop listening to every suggestion that your ancient reptilian brain is giving you and start grinding. I promise you won’t regret it.
The Everyday Resume
Apart from the Payload Tracker, I also highly recommend keeping an Everyday Resume. This is a concrete list of things you’ve accomplished throughout the day. The concept itself has existed for thousands of years, known by names like the 'Done List,' 'Accomplishment List,' or 'Daily Wins.' Personally, I prefer the term I learned from David Goggins, the retired U.S. Navy SEAL and author of Can’t Hurt Me and Never Finished.
In the context of this book, the Everyday Resume is a list of tasks for which someone is directly paying you—essentially, the items you intend to exchange in the marketplace for others' goods and services. At the end of the day, review this list and ask yourself honestly if you’re proud of it. Consider, too, whether you would be satisfied with this output if you were paying someone else the same salary you receive.
As powerful as the Everyday Resume is, it’s sometimes hard to pinpoint the tasks you have actually completed—especially when you're in the middle of a large undertaking, such as developing a complex feature. In these cases, simply record the amount of payload you’ve devoted to this issue as an entry. Over time, this accumulated payload will correlate with concrete results, as long as the quality of your work remains above zero.
The Everyday Resume is meant to keep you accountable for your actions throughout the day. If you have many hours logged in the Payload Tracker but your Everyday Resume is empty, you may have a productivity problem. However, there’s typically a strong correlation between the two. A task may sometimes take more or less time than expected, but in the long run, consistent payload will bring consistent results.
The Stretching Timebox
How can you combine the best aspects of the Payload Tracker and the Everyday Resume? Is it possible to set a neurologically satisfying, crystal-clear daily target while maintaining a strong focus on deliverables? The Stretching Timebox offers a way to achieve exactly that.
In this method, you begin each day with a consistent payload target, starting at a minimum of 4.5 hours. This amount of time is then broken up between the deliverables that you will try to complete by the end of the day. These should be your honest, best-case estimates, rounded to the nearest 5 minutes. For example, 25 minutes for task A, 15 minutes for task B and so on.
As you begin working on the task, try to do anything you can to stay within the timebox. However, if the task turns out to be larger than initially expected, the timebox is allowed to stretch, and this additional time will be tallied into your daily payload target. After all, completing a task with unexpected downside means you have delivered more productive work than anticipated.
However, if you miss the timebox due to carelessness or productivity issues, it’s not allowed to stretch. In that case, you must complete the task on your own time, and it will not count toward your daily target. The criteria for allowing a timebox to stretch are important—a good system provides peace of mind for unforeseeable events without creating incentives to slack off. 
At the end of each day, review the list of deliverables (the Everyday Resume) along with the time spent on each task. Reflect on any tasks that took longer than expected—was this due to external circumstances, or did you fall short? Are you satisfied with your output today? The answer to this question may well set the course for your entire career. Employers value nothing more than a combination of solid deliverables and consistent velocity.
The quality of work payload
Productivity is a central theme in this book, and because it’s decisive for your career, we’re going to break it down carefully.
First of all, the advice that working long hours never makes sense and that you can get more done in a few focused hours should be taken with a grain of salt. This is not a universal truth, and we can debunk the claim with simple logic. For example, let’s say after a long day, you realize you forgot to send an important email to a customer. You can still do it, as writing an email isn’t particularly demanding in a cognitive sense and can surely be managed with a tired brain. Can anyone seriously claim that at this point, not writing this email no longer increases productivity?
Having said that, the people who make these claims do have some valid points. After a few hours of prime focus, the quality of cognitive work begins to decline, leading to diminishing returns. This assertion is supported by a substantial body of science that is hard to refute [39][40][41]. High-quality focus is a rather scarce resource, so it’s crucial to get the most out of it.
Another reason why the quality of work payload is so important is that, by working very long hours, other aspects of your life begin to suffer. In essence, you end up sacrificing increasingly valuable things for ever-diminishing returns. Eventually, this trade-off is no longer worth it.
While increasing the quantity of work payload can lead to serious problems, focusing on its quality has no such drawbacks. In fact, it can be highly motivating to accomplish more in the same amount of time without losing valuable free time.
The key to increasing the quality of work payload (i.e. productivity) is innovation, and the key to innovation is necessity. Therefore, it makes a lot of sense to time box your tasks to create a necessity for innovation. Luckily, there is probably no other field where this is more possible than in IT. That mine is nowhere near exhausted; there’s more gold to be found. Just think about creating code with AI tools instead of writing it yourself. The increases in productivity are often by an order of magnitude.
To give you a more timeless example, let's go back over two millennia. In Ancient Rome, Cicero’s slave Tiro was responsible for recording Cicero’s speeches. As one of the finest orators in Roman history, Cicero produced such a swath of words that it was nearly impossible to record them all effectively. Forced to innovate, Tiro developed one of the earliest and best-documented forms of shorthand writing, known as the Tironian notes [42]. Common words and phrases in Cicero’s never-ending stream of eloquent speeches had to be recorded as quickly as they were spoken, using special symbols, since there simply wasn’t enough time to write down every letter. One of these innovations was a symbol for “et,” or “and” in Latin, the modern form of which you can see right now on your keyboard as the ampersand. Whether Tiro was truly the original inventor of the ampersand is not relevant here. The point is that, without time constraints, he would not have had the necessity to boost productivity through innovation, and the system might never have been invented. Due to his intelligence and years of loyal service, Cicero eventually freed Tiro. He lived to what was then an extremely rare age of 99 [43].
As a rule of thumb, when innovating, you can think about 2X, 5X, and 10X. If you are doing something, think about ways to do it five to ten times faster. If you only have a short 20-minute session, redefine what can be achieved in that time. If that’s simply not possible, try to find ways to do two things simultaneously. This doesn’t sacrifice much precious time but leads to more output. Eventually, you can trade this output in the marketplace, essentially generating more value for yourself.
It all comes down to this timeless formula:
Quantity of payload * Quality of payload = success.
Micro task attempts
If you’re the type who likes certainty and steady progress, this might be the best method for you.
Instead of measuring time or larger undertakings, you can measure the number of microtasks—or, more specifically, microtask attempts (MTAs). A microtask is the smallest possible increment you can make to achieve progress in your work. This includes tasks such as opening the IDE, finding a specific file, locating an essential part of that file, and so on. While a microtask can still technically fail, an attempt at a microtask cannot. Each of these attempts contributes to the goal of reaching a set number of MTAs. If one of these fails for any reason, you still get a tally—as long as you stay focused and keep trying to do the right things. A failed attempt only leads to analysis, giving you another MTA and so on. Therefore, progress becomes constant, and nothing can prevent you from reaching your goal. You can amplify the benefits further by adopting a truly sociopathic mindset of being focused on nothing but your goal of MTAs, completely disregarding all forms of pressure from the outside. You are only focused on that which you know you will reach with absolute certainty.
For instance, you can set a goal of completing 100 or 200 MTAs in a single session. The benefit of this, compared to measuring time, is that it doesn’t give you even the slightest incentive for inaction. When you measure time, there might be a temptation to 'run out the clock,' even if just for a few seconds, but with this method, that’s simply not possible. Failure is not possible, but the goal can only be reached by taking action.
To help you stay engaged and motivated, you can set various milestones after specific amounts—for example, every 10, 20, or 50 MTAs, and so on. You might also give yourself a reward proportional to the milestone you’ve reached. Many games offer rewards in a similar manner. Even small rewards baked into the task itself can be highly motivating.
I sometimes use this method when working on features or tasks that have a higher-than-usual level of uncertainty and unknowns, enough to trigger slight fear in the amygdala. In these cases, I dig deeper into the element of certainty that this method provides and focus on absolutely nothing else but reaching my goal.
The downside is that keeping track of MTAs can become a bit of a hassle. This method also doesn’t work well for tasks like completing online video courses, where the definition of a microtask becomes too ambiguous. For these kinds of tasks, measuring by time is more effective.
As a species, we are typically fond of certainty, sometimes going to irrational lengths to achieve it [44]. We also like progress—the feeling of approaching and reaching a goal, and being rewarded for it. Therefore, I believe this method definitely has its time and place. Individuals who are exceptionally drawn to certainty can thrive with it.
Total Grind Duration
In addition to measuring your work payload, it’s also beneficial to consider the total number of productive hours you put in each day. This includes everything—from work to domestic chores, from exercise to childcare, and so on. This is important if you want to keep going forward in life (i.e., creating surpluses that accumulate over time) while doing so in a sustainable way, year after year and decade after decade.
It’s very difficult to give an exact number for this, as there is significant genetic variance in how well individuals cope with the strains of effort. However, as a starting point, consider this: Throughout the history of the planet, life has been following a cycle of light and darkness. While the length of these periods varies with the seasons in northern and southern regions, the current average of about 12 hours of light and 12 hours of darkness (most of it pitch-black) has remained roughly unchanged for millions of years. We can then argue that most land-based animals are well adapted to spending roughly 12 hours in relatively active states, followed by another 12 in more passive ones.
Additionally, the idea of taking one day off out of every seven is thousands of years old [45]. It’s been time-tested and proven to be highly beneficial (more on this later).
Building on these ideas, here is a template you can start with: 12 hours a day, 6 days a week (with the option of a shorter grind on the 6th day). This approach is grounded in the history of life and the human species, is simple, and easy to remember. The last part is important—it makes it much easier to commit to for years or even decades. If you start your day at 6 in the morning, you stop at 6 in the evening. If you start at 9, you stop at 9.
If you follow this routine with discipline, it will generate sufficient surplus for you to keep moving forward in life. It’s also very sustainable for the large majority of the population. If you want to move forward faster, you can try adding more hours. This can be very rewarding, as the surpluses you generate will grow by large percentages. However, each additional hour beyond the initial 12 becomes exponentially more taxing, and at some point (depending on your genetics, age, and other factors), you’ll notice it’s simply not sustainable.
In my personal life, I have noticed that I can still add a 13th hour with relative ease, but 14 hours begins to push the limit of sustainability. The quality of my sleep starts to suffer, and it becomes increasingly difficult to repeat this day after day. Some individuals can grind for several hours beyond this and maintain it consistently, but most people are not built for that. You can start with the beautiful simplicity of the 12-hour Total Grind, 6 days a week, and fine-tune from there to see what works for you.
If, on the other hand, you want to kick back and adjust downwards from 12 hours, I recommend that you do so after you have made it in life, not before. There’s little satisfaction in not having reached your goals and still choosing to stay where you are. As you begin to generate considerable surpluses, you gain increasing autonomy and the freedom to do more or less as you please. However, until that moment, I suggest that you keep on grinding. It will take some time, but there will be light at the end of that tunnel.
Using repetition to rewire your brain
The brain, along with the rest of the body, is constantly adapting to its environment based on the stimuli it receives. The sayings “practice makes perfect” and “use it or lose it” are absolutely true.
For example, stepping out of the grind during a long summer holiday is completely fine and can pay dividends in the long run. However, by the end of the holiday, you might notice that your ability to endure discomfort — along with your general work capacity — has declined. That’s adaptation right there. The Grind kept you in shape throughout the year, but the summer holiday caused you to lose some of your edge.
When you need to get back in shape, start with something reasonable, possibly shorter work sessions. You can think of these as repetitions, which is exactly what they are. It is, in essence, exposure therapy to discomfort and cognitive work, which will lead to the gradual strengthening of the related neural pathways. In other words, your brain is starting to adapt.
The human brain can continue to be rewired in adulthood [19]. If you are not what you want to be yet, this can be changed to a large extent with repetition. Always do your reps first before saying that it cannot be done. Also, if you lose your edge due to a lengthier holiday or any other reason, just start doing your reps again, and you will be back at it in no time. The brain is an organ that never stops adapting. Therefore, each of us can become a better version of ourselves tomorrow than we are today.
Setting good targets
Staying consistently productive is largely determined by where you set your goal posts. Even a fool understands that a person’s behavior changes fundamentally before and after crossing the finish line. For example, for those of us fortunate enough to live in countries with strong labor rights and work-hour protections, it’s easy to treat 5 PM as the end point of your eight-hour day, and to practically forbid yourself from working beyond that. After all, working past that time would mean that you start rising above mediocrity — and my god, we wouldn’t want that to happen.
I’m not saying that anyone should set targets that are completely unrealistic. That can become discouraging and might make you feel like it’s better not to try at all. A good daily or weekly target pushes you to some extent but is still achievable, because in the long run, repetition will be far more important than pulling off rare stellar performances.
Setting good targets is also important for another reason: it gives you a margin of safety. As for our 5 PM example, you might have spent a large part of the day sitting in meetings and getting distracted. Your boss might not be as impressed by your work as you think he is. If you put in a little extra effort outside office hours, these will typically be the hours when you can focus, allowing you to allocate time precisely to whatever needs to get done. Your extra effort will not go unnoticed, and it can end up making a big difference in your career progression. It will certainly make a difference in your possibilities to advance in your career and how good you feel about yourself every day.
The same applies to other types of endeavors. For example, if you are aiming for a certificate, it is better to pass with flying colors than to just scrape by with the minimum score. What is the worst that can happen? That you will learn too much? I know, it sounds terrible, but you will live to see another day.
Passing the certification exam with certainty is an efficient approach. After all, it might be harder than you initially thought. In this case, the fact that you set a target of not just passing the exam but crushing it gives you a margin of safety that basically guarantees that you still pass it on the first try. This saves a lot of time as you don’t have to start scheduling another exam and studying for it again just because you didn’t feel like doing it properly the first time.
As important as good targets are, moving them might require some patience and long-term thinking. If you’re used to setting mediocre targets for yourself, moving them too quickly can seem odd and may limit the chances for long-term change. If you are used to running 5 kilometers, it’s better to first move the goal posts by 500 meters and try running 5.5. Once the mind and body have become fully adapted to this, the goal posts can be moved by another 500 meters and so on. Gradual adaptation and repetition are good real-world strategies that deliver long-term results.
After gradually moving the goal posts, you’ll eventually reach daily and weekly targets that perfectly balance with the stage of life you’re in right now. No one can tell you where you should set your targets; you have to trust your own gut feeling. However, I strongly recommend that you try to rise above mediocrity because mediocrity these days means spending an incredible amount of time on stupid, useless and even detrimental things. You will be much better off aiming a little higher.
An example of setting good targets is to occasionally strive for something at the edge of your ability—something you think you will probably fail at but that’s still theoretically possible. Before you start, tell yourself that on this occasion, given the overwhelming difficulty of the target, it is OK to fail. If that happens, you may have gotten as far as you did precisely because you did not settle for mediocrity.  You only failed because you aimed high enough.
For many people, targets are important focal points. If you always strive for something very normal that you know you can achieve, it can become boring. It may not give you that spark to keep you motivated. But what if you could reach a target you’ve set so far ahead that it becomes valuable simply because of its rarity? Something that most people, most of the time, won't do, often for very good reasons. Striving for something like this can give you a boost of motivation, and there's no reason not to go for it every once in a while. So what if you fail? Given the difficulty of the target you set for yourself, the idea wasn’t necessarily to reach it. It was there to help you blow past your normal level of performance.
Taking one day off each week
For many people caught up in the whirlwind of life, there might be a temptation to work not just through the week, but through the entire weekend as well. In their prime, they might even get away with it for a while. There is indeed an infinite amount of productive work one can do, with childcare, exercise, reading, cleaning, and house renovation being just a few examples. However, it’s good to keep in mind that the idea of taking one day off every week is thousands of years old [10]. The elites that were already ruling the masses back then would surely have had people work even more if it were possible, but it simply could not be sustained. Likewise, in the modern world, having one day off out of every seven or so is what keeps The Grind sustainable, especially for those of us who are also engaged in a regular exercise routine.
The human body accumulates strain during the week from activities such as work, stress, exercise, and the like. It’s an excellent idea to allow your body to shift deep into a parasympathetic state at least once a week, giving it a chance to clear this strain, flush out metabolites, and carry out other maintenance operations.  
Some exceptional individuals can get away without taking any days off, even while following intense exercise routines. Their bodies may accumulate less strain, recover more quickly due to superior metabolism, or benefit from other physiological advantages. For instance, Michael Phelps, the 23-time Olympic gold medalist swimmer, could at least periodically train every day of the week—five to six hours a day [46]. However, this does not mean that anyone can do the same simply by deciding to. No one can consistently accumulate more strain than their body can clear without eventually crashing; some people simply have a genetic edge in this regard. Since most people are not genetically exceptional, it does not make sense to try to play the game of exceptional individuals. For most people, taking a day off each week is a time-tested insurance policy that becomes increasingly important with age.
Somewhere around my mid-thirties, I started to notice that if I didn’t take Sunday off, I could experience an inexplicable mid-week crash. I concluded that it’s better to crash in a controlled manner on Sundays rather than in an uncontrolled manner during the week, and I haven’t looked back since.
If a full day of rest is not possible, then at least a few hours of scheduled rest is advisable. If you can't afford to do this, there is something wrong with the way you have organized your life. It also obviously does not need to be a Sunday; that just happens to be the most convenient day in my culture. In others, it can be Friday, Saturday, or any other day. It is not about a specific day, but about the concept of prolonged rest, which, for most people, is most conveniently scheduled once every seven days. The Grind is all about making it through the years and decades, and for this purpose, scheduled rest is necessary.
During this prolonged rest, you might experience the so-called "adrenaline crash," where withdrawal from stress hormones occurs as the body shifts into a parasympathetic state and various inflammatory repair mechanisms accelerate.  
There was a time when I found these crashes unsettling, but over time I learned to let biology run its course.  I have come to realize how beneficial this is for me in the long run, both physically and psychologically. Nowadays, I simply enjoy it to the fullest, letting my body take all the rest it needs before spending the day on whatever non-work-related activity I please. Sunday is the paradise that can only be earned with a week of hard grinding.
On Monday morning, with my stress levels still low from Sunday, I take an ice shower to get back in the game. This is my way of telling my body: ‘Wake up! The Grind has started.’
Simplifying your life
We have already talked about breaking down and reducing existing complexity in this book. These principles are not just useful for work—they can also be applied to other areas of life to eliminate distractions and focus on the essential.
To make a point, we can compare lifestyles of varying complexity around the world. For example, East African long-distance runners spend considerable time in austere camps with few distractions, living by the natural rhythm of day and night, eating nutritious home-cooked food, and allowing ample time for recovery, contemplation, and self-reflection [47]. Their lives are relatively simple, and their focus remains undistracted.
On the other end of the complexity spectrum, we have a rather typical modern family living in a high-income country. Two children, three dogs, a hamster, two cars, a boat, fancy furniture, laptops, tablets, cell phones, a wide variety of household appliances, color-changing lights, subscriptions for this and that, special diets, yoga classes, spinning classes, cocktail parties, and so on. In other words, complexity that they have voluntarily introduced into their lives.
The problem with this added complexity is that it leads to higher maintenance costs, both financially and in terms of time. These so-called 'durable goods' are often anything but durable, as they tend to break down over time and eventually need to be replaced. Each added layer of complexity leaves families less financially independent, busier, and less able to focus on the essential. Moreover, in many high-income countries, this accumulated complexity has reached a point where a growing number of people have neither the time nor the financial means to have children, contributing to declining birth rates.
Since the dawn of time, humanity has been adding more layers of complexity to life. Every new invention has not only improved our lives but also brought additional costs of maintenance. After the invention of fire, someone had to maintain it. As tools and clothing were developed, someone had to produce and care for them. Fast forward to the time of writing, and we have electricity, factories, the internet, complex software, cloud services and an endless list of other inventions that need considerable amounts of maintenance. There seems to be no end in sight for society's continuous progression towards more complexity. Maintaining this complexity requires time, money, and energy. It's no surprise that we see not only individuals but entire societies starting to buckle under the weight. All of this is happening at a time when technology-driven productivity is at an all-time high. Life could be easier than ever before if we didn’t have an infinite appetite for more and fancier things.
An obvious solution to the problems caused by life’s complexity is simplification. How far one should go down this path is a tough question. I have gone quite a long way along this path myself, and it may be too much for many. Everyone must find their own balance. However, eliminating obvious excesses of complexity greatly enhances one’s ability to focus on the essential. Few stand to gain as much from this as the IT consultant, who requires a significant portion of her undistracted brainpower for work.
Periodization in life
In physical exercise, periodization refers to a method of alternating volume, intensity, and other variables of exercise over specific time frames. It’s commonly used by various types of athletes, from powerlifters to marathoners and everything in between, allowing them to achieve maximum performance during competitive events while also allowing the body to recover properly outside of these events. It also provides the body with novel types of stimuli to avoid hitting plateaus in performance.
In addition to these clear advantages, the psychological impact of periodization is extremely important. The novelty that comes from alternating exercise routines every few weeks or so is crucial for sustaining interest during long, grueling training seasons. Change for the sake of change is needed to keep the training routines psychologically stimulating. Athletes who can stick to their routines for weeks and months at a time are the ones who will perform best during competitions when it truly counts.
Periodization can be applied to many areas of life as well. Many people try to come up with a single, universal truth for their lives that they can follow for the rest of their lives. There’s probably no such thing, and you might as well stop chasing it. In reality, life is more like a series of alternating phases, each following the other. Over the course of weeks, months, years and decades, you will have the chance to try out many different things, even completely different kinds of lifestyles. For instance, you might want to experience both a busy, stoic upper-class lifestyle with limited but high-quality free time, and a more relaxed, epicurean middle-class lifestyle with fewer achievements but more time with your loved ones. It’s possible to experience both. You just can't experience them at the same time, for one will always sacrifice the other.
Thinking about your life more than one week ahead allows you to see that there will be time to experience almost everything, and that there's no single universal truth that must endure for the rest of your life. Different priority phases can naturally transition into one another in the flow of life, each rejuvenating the next after a beneficial break.
For example, if your goal is financial success, you may need to make extraordinary sacrifices for several years, or even decades. Similarly, if you have four children, many other aspects of life will take a backseat until they have grown up. Still, for everything in life there is a season, and there will eventually be time to do other things as well.
Throughout the evolution of our species, and for as long as life of any kind has existed, different types of periods have followed one another: dry seasons and monsoons, hunting seasons, agricultural phases, times of abundance and starvation, and so on. It's anything but natural for things to stay static and unchanged for extended periods of time.
To apply periodization effectively, start by looking at your life weeks, months, or even years into the future. Identify what matters most to you right now and consider how those priorities might shift over time. Structure your life so that different periods flow naturally and feel mentally satisfying. For most people, this involves some combination of routine and novelty. Balance conflicting priorities in proportion so the end result reflects what you truly want out of life. What matters most in this phase of your life should define your current lifestyle.
Periodization allows for greater flexibility in allocating your precious time on this Earth to the things that matter most to you. Let different seasons flow naturally, as they always have, and make the most of wherever you are right now. There will be time for almost everything eventually—you just can't do it all at once.
Using the latest AI tools
Back in the day, “Notepad only” guys were commonplace. They prided themselves on not using any kind of sophisticated tools and believed that skill alone was all that was needed. Luckily, their era passed a long time ago, and we have now heard the last roar of those dinosaurs.
From the time of writing onwards, AI tools have crossed a threshold beyond which ignoring them is no longer possible. We can assume that the proportion of developers not using any AI will shrink to an effective zero. However, failing to adopt the latest, best, and most suitable tools will remain a recurring theme, leaving some developers at a considerable disadvantage compared to others.
With the rise of AI tools, The Grind has become more important than ever before. The reason is that these powerful tools reduce the productivity differences between individuals. Having a good AI tool is the equivalent of having a bowling ball that gives you an automatic strike three times out of ten. All of a sudden, reaching a certain total number of strikes or points becomes more about who has simply thrown more times and less about the skill of the individual. Once the tool—in this case, an intelligent ball—becomes so good that it gives strikes more than half the time, the ball itself becomes more important than the skill of the person throwing it. After all, the difference in output between Person A + AI tool and Person B + AI tool is smaller than it ever was between Person A and Person B alone. Point totals will then be best reached by a relentless grind, and work becomes more about those totals. As in wars of the past, meat wave after meat wave gets the job done. When it comes to quality, the playing field has been leveled quite considerably, but quantity still has a quality of its own.
There are no excuses left when it comes to AI. Not using the latest tools is like showing up to a modern air battle in a World War I triplane. I don’t care if you are the Red Baron reincarnated—if your opponent has a modern fighter jet at his disposal, he will simply press a button and blow you out of the sky with a missile.
While the benefits of AI are amazing, one must remain wary of overusing it. For instance, what would happen to a chess player's skills if they started playing chess by asking an AI chatbot, ‘What is the best move in this position?’ and then brainlessly copying this move? Even an experienced player with years, or even decades, of experience would gradually begin to lose their ability.
For this reason, AI is a double-edged sword. On one hand, it’s paramount to keep up with the latest developments or be finished. On the other hand, overusing these tools may lead to a deterioration of abilities, leaving one susceptible to unexpected problems later on.
The balance of pain and pleasure
People have surprisingly complicated and varied views about pleasure and pain. Some seem to seek pleasure constantly while avoiding pain at any cost. I often see these people at my local supermarket, beer in one hand and cigarette in the other. They leech off the system with no intention of working, exercising, or enduring even the smallest momentary discomfort, no matter how beneficial it might be. While there are undoubtedly complex social reasons for this behavior, it remains a losing strategy that leads nowhere but the bottom of society.
On the other end of the spectrum are those with an almost contrary, guilt-ridden relationship with pleasure, as if it were something to be ashamed of. They are considerably more successful than the previous group, but it is easy to see from their appearance that they are not thriving either. They’re very tense, and something about their presence is just off. As the old English proverb says, "All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy."
Having experienced a variety of different lifestyles myself, I can say with a great degree of certainty that a balance between pain and pleasure is the best way to live. Something about this lifestyle just feels right, as if it’s what your genes expect. It allows you to perform and stay focused when needed while ensuring that moments of guilt-free pleasure feel as they should.
When it comes to intrinsic value and instant gratification, pleasure beats pain 100%. Cicero realized this over two thousand years ago in his famous Dolorem ipsum writing from De Finibus Bonorum et Malorum: “There is no one who loves pain itself, who seeks after it and wants to have it, simply because it is pain, but because occasionally circumstances occur in which toil and pain can procure him some great pleasure” [48]. This writing was apparently so impactful that a scrambled version of it has been used for centuries as the filler text we are all too familiar with: the Lorem Ipsum.
Conversely, when it comes to extrinsic value and delayed gratification, pain appears to have the clear upper hand. Mental strength, opponent processes, physical fitness, increased sensitivity to rewards, and even the prevention of cognitive decline all seem to be derived from it. Pain is much like gravity—you need the right amount of it. If all pain, stress, and effort are removed from your life, you will begin to atrophy at a systemic level, withering away like a plant. Much like astronauts who struggle to maintain muscle mass in the absence of gravity, you will soon find it difficult to sustain any kind of normal function.
Pleasure, on the other hand, has a somewhat shorter but still significant track record. It definitely helps us relax during the evenings. It also gives us something to strive for. After all, would you really go the extra mile if there were nothing in your life to look forward to? If your evenings, weekends, and holidays were all just a pile of blah?
Once again, two ideas that seem to be in direct conflict with each other require careful synthesis.
If I am completely honest with myself, pleasure most certainly does not help me prepare for work in any way. Instead, it achieves quite the opposite, making the pain of labor feel much worse than it needs to. Pleasure seems to be at its best during the evenings. It gives me a goal to move toward, something to look forward to, and it helps me relax—essential since high levels of stress can impair sleep quality.
At least for my working days, there is definitely a correct order for pain and pleasure. If these opposites were reversed, I would go into work unprepared, have nothing to look forward to for the rest of the day, feel tense at bedtime, and experience a decline in sleep quality.
The Grind is not about constantly chasing pleasure at any cost. It’s about finding purpose and self-worth, serving others, and building a good life for yourself in the process. However, I’m not advocating a puritanical lifestyle ridden with guilt and averse to pleasure. Life is meant to be enjoyed. During The Grind, you have to know what you are doing and understand the balance of pain and pleasure, their role in performance, and the correct timing for both.
The good news is that pleasure and success don’t have to be sacrificial. It’s possible for the two to form a symbiotic relationship. Did Maradona want to go into the nightlife after losing the game and not having scored any goals? Did the elites of ancient Rome want their feasts, dice games, fine wine, and other pleasures to disappear from their lives after negligently playing the game of power? Or could it have been that one was constantly fueling the other?






  
  Chapter nine
Making moves in the job market


‘If you don't have experience, you can’t get experience.’ — The job market
These days, entering the job market at the junior level has become increasingly difficult—a trend I have watched steadily worsen throughout my career. The bar has been set absurdly high. I would dread entering the labor force now, where even entry-level jobs demand three years of experience. 
During my working life, I have seen both extremes of the labor market, and it has been a truly bizarre experience. When I was 20 years old, I applied for a job at a fast-food chain that taught me the exquisite art of making a sandwich. The interviewer was in a hurry, and I swear the entire interview process took less than 10 minutes. It went more or less like this: 'Do your hands and feet work? Can you do basic arithmetic? You’re not completely insane, right? Can you start on Monday?' And just like that, I was hired. I lasted an entire month before I quit, swearing that I would never, ever work a job like that again. And I never did.
On the other end of the spectrum, I have gone through a four-round interview process that can only be likened to a modern version of the Spanish Inquisition and then not get the damn job. ‘After careful consideration and evaluation, we regret to inform you that we have decided not to proceed with your candidacy... We appreciate the time and effort you have put into the interview process and wish you all the best.’
This is how the human cattle market works. If you’re willing to settle for any job, landing one can sometimes be ridiculously easy. The only problem is that it will suck enormously, and they won’t pay you anything. If you have real skills, you can expect to be paid real money, but the interview processes will become progressively more difficult.
Navigating the job market takes time, patience, resilience, and looking at things from the buyer's perspective. It also requires a difficult balance between pickiness and realism. You may not always get your dream job, but you should at least steer toward your goals rather than drifting aimlessly. Otherwise, it will be harder to get back on the right path if you realize the career isn’t a good fit for you.
In this section, I’ll explore the lifecycle of an employee’s market value, drawing on my firsthand experiences where I can. I’ll also share practical advice to help you navigate the job market, no matter what stage you’re currently in.
Entering the job market after graduation
First of all, as the title suggests, make sure you graduate. Many people leave their studies, especially their dissertation, thesis, or equivalent, unfinished to enter the labor force too early. For most people, this is not a good idea. Finishing what you started says a lot about you—to both yourself and future employers. Graduate first before worrying about the job too much. You are young and still moving toward your prime. If you keep looking for opportunities, you will surely find them.
As for the challenge of completing your final graduation project, which many struggle with, it can often be finished faster than you might expect. I remember when I was 25 and close to graduation, but I still had at least 40% of my thesis unfinished. For administrative reasons, my window of opportunity for graduation was closing, and I would have faced a multitude of problems if I did not graduate very soon. I was young, frustrated, and afraid of graduating without a job. I channeled all my negative emotions into my thesis, worked an insane 100 hours straight without sleep, and it was done. I cannot recommend this to anyone, but I did graduate at the last possible moment. I graduated to unemployment.
After graduating, I started looking for jobs, knowing that I had very little room to be picky. Eventually, I was called in for an interview for a simple web development job (which truly was simple back in the day). During the interview, I dropped the nearly 200-page thesis I had finished about a month ago on the table. It looked, felt, and smelled like effort. To my surprise, I was hired for my first regular IT job.
When you are young and still approaching your prime, someone will want to give you a job. It just feels wrong not to give a young person a chance in life. Just make sure you graduate and show some effort—you will get hired.
I'm not trying to downplay the challenges that young people face when trying to land their career-starting jobs. However, I sincerely believe that finding employment as you approach your prime is not the biggest challenge a person can face. At this point in life, it is likely that you are not yet fully applying yourself due to limited mental capital. But if you follow the ideas in this book, adapt them, and make them your own, you will succeed without a doubt. 
Do not despair or sit around at home. Neither of these will help. You need to grind yourself out of this one.
Think about yourself from the buyer’s perspective. The only reason employers might be unwilling to hire you is that they see you as being very "green," meaning you don’t yet have the real-world skills needed to be productive. Everything else about young people is good—you’re smart, you learn fast, you’re highly motivated financially, and you rarely take sick days.
It’s the lack of skills part that you have to hit with everything you have. You can’t change your lack of work experience right now, but you can certainly improve your real-world skills. Now that your formal education is complete, focus on the specific skills that are in demand. Take courses, earn certifications (always get one when possible!), and create sample work to showcase your abilities. You may have to do work that is seemingly free at this point, but in reality, you're simply improving the quality of the product. Eventually, the quality will have improved enough to start selling in the marketplace, and you will start collecting those paychecks.
As the final touch, tell the employer who gives you your career-launching job that you're willing to stick around for several years to ensure they see a return on their investment. Employers understand that your value as a product is on the upswing, and they want to be sure they benefit from it.
Most importantly, start grinding right now and don’t look back. You will be surprised how quickly things can turn around once you start doing the right things in a consistent manner.
The years of rising market value
After gaining a few years of experience in your first job, your value in the IT world begins to rise rapidly. It won't take long for you to notice a complete shift in the dynamic. Instead of searching for jobs yourself, headhunters will start coming to you. As you already know, in our field, this peak often happens quite early. For me, somewhere around age 30, my LinkedIn inbox was always full of messages from headhunters offering this and that, each trying to stand out.
Being in that situation can feel great, even intoxicating. It's almost like being the attractive woman at the bar, fully aware of your high demand. However, this new reality can have its downsides, potentially leading to issues with ego and attitude. Just remember that it won't last forever.
Surprisingly soon—likely after the age of 35—you will start to notice your LinkedIn inbox cooling down. It won't stop entirely, but you can tell the difference. The dynamic begins shifting back toward a balance. You're no longer flooded with more job offers than you can choose from, and you may need to become more active again.
But that's a problem for another time. For now, it's time to enjoy your prime years in IT.
Extract the money once it’s on the table
Now that you're in the prime of your career, don’t settle for less than you’re worth. Get those salary increases now as you have the leverage. For me, this was never a problem, but some people seem to struggle with it. It’s shocking to see how many people are okay with being paid 20% or even 30% less than their actual worth. I believe that the most common reasons are fear of the unknown and discomfort. They’re either afraid to ask for a raise or reluctant to change jobs due to uncertainty and the extra effort that comes with it.
So, how exactly do you get a raise then? In my experience, this typically happens by changing employers or at least getting a new offer—it's often the only reliable way to measure your true market value. For some highly irrational reason, many employers are more willing to pay the cost of hiring and training new people than the arguably cheaper cost of paying a little more to the ones they already have. Having a concrete offer on the table is often the only way to get their attention. Start by securing that offer, then use it as leverage. Once, during an especially hot market, I even bluffed about having an offer from another employer—and it worked. No huss, no fuss. Just cha-ching. Can you blame me?
If you recognize an opportunity to claim your market value, seize it without hesitation. This is the time to get a raise—it will make a huge difference in the financial surplus you can build in the years to come. During the constantly improving market of my youth, I was able to triple my nominal salary in less than a decade. Some didn't, and chose instead to stay in comfortable jobs, settling for the minimal raises their employers were willing to offer. I'm strongly advising you not to be one of those people. You're not living in the Soviet Union. No one is going to give you a medal for being 'a hero of work.' When there's money on the table, grab it with both hands.
Making sideways moves in your career
At some point during your career, you may want to switch from your current path to something completely different. As is often the case, you may have drifted into something when you were young and looking for your first job. Over time, you got stuck in it to pay your bills, but it never truly felt right for you. Or perhaps you’re simply bored and don’t want to do the same thing for the rest of your career. There are many possible reasons for wanting a change, all of them completely valid.
Unfortunately, the job market really wants you to stay on the same path for your entire career. This is what you're good at, so this is where you're expected to stay for the next 40 years. If you don't have experience in anything else, you can't get experience in anything else — so you're expected to stay where you are.
When trying to make a sideways move in your career, the very first thing to do is expect to receive a wet rag directly to your face. If you don’t have experience, you can’t get experience. Period. Next case.
Making sideways moves is possible, but it will require a lot of determination and patience. The following is a set of ideas that you can use as you navigate this difficult but ultimately doable transition.
Transition Strategy: Get relevant education and certifications
This is the first step, and it’s something that you can do almost immediately. If you're serious about making a career transition, you can prove this by enrolling in relevant courses. I suggest either an online course, which offers flexibility to fit alongside your work, or an intensive course held over a few days in a physical classroom. Anything goes as long as you complete it and get certified.
Whenever you enroll, always get the certification. These have proven value in the job market, as they signal to employers that you’ve actually gained the know-how rather than simply completing the course. Unfortunately, there also appears to be a resurgence in a mindset where anything that hasn’t been explicitly proven true must be a lie. Therefore, anything without concrete proof might be completely disregarded by employers.
Transition Strategy: Make a sideways move with your current employer
Generally speaking, sideways moves have an excellent track record. I have made many such moves myself, and I can say that this is by far the easiest way of getting relevant work experience in a new domain. Hiring an employee is always a risk, and especially in some countries with rigid labor laws, employers are often more terrified of hiring the wrong person than they are of getting cancer.
However, when you are already in the company and have performed at least adequately, taking on new responsibilities is not nearly as risky for them. They already know you and trust that you can likely adapt and take on this new role. It will take some time, but it will also save them the effort of looking for these skills from the outside. And just like that, you gain those critical initial lines of relevant experience on your CV.
As this is your best chance to get those lines, you should push for it heavily. Even if it means approaching (but not crossing) the threshold of risking your reputation. If it simply doesn't work, retreat, let the situation cool a bit and try once more. If it still doesn't work, consider changing your employer. You may need to continue in your current role due to a lack of experience in the new one, but make sure to discuss your long-term goals during the interview.
Transition Strategy: Switch to a product company
The nature of the consulting business is such that customers are buying a very specific type of seniority. In other words, they want extensive amounts of relevant work experience. Given the relatively high cost of a consultant, they want to see you hit the ground running. General experience in the field of IT will not matter, and neither will roles or technologies that will give you a good real-world foundation to perform in a matter of weeks. It's all about those lines in the CV, and these lines will be scrutinized with a magnifying glass.
When planning a sideways move, consider the option of switching to a product company. Product companies are typically more allowing in letting their employees grow into their roles. This makes them somewhat more flexible when choosing their candidates. You may expect a pay cut, but if you are serious about your role transition, this can prove to be an excellent long-term investment.
Transition Strategy: Hybrid roles
Hybrid roles offer a valuable way to gain experience in a new role. For example, you could spend three days a week in your current role and two days in the new one, possibly accepting a moderate pay cut. Staying in your current role, where you have experience, becomes a strong selling point while allowing you to gain those ultra-valuable lines in your CV.
This approach could be an excellent way to make gradual transitions, but my personal experiences with it have not been positive. It also seems to be a relatively rare option in the job market. Perhaps some employers find it slightly awkward and prefer the easier, more straightforward option. However, it remains a viable option when working with an employer who is willing to think outside the box.
Transition Strategy: Sample work
Creating sample work related to in-demand technologies is an excellent way to show employers that you've acquired the relevant real-world skills needed for the new role. It's an important—if not the most important—"prop" you can bring to an interview. While it may not be perfect yet, since you're just getting started, it still makes a strong impression of your skill and motivation.
If it doesn't work out with the first employer, that doesn't mean your effort was for nothing. Gather feedback, refine your work, and present an even better version to the next one. In my experience, well-crafted sample work is incredibly valuable and can often be the decisive factor that flips the hiring decision.
Transition Strategy: Financial sacrifices
One thing you can — and likely should — do is accept a short-term financial sacrifice when transitioning into a new role. From the employer's perspective, it's understandable: if you're not yet fully skilled in this position, your value to them will also be limited. In the long run, accepting a sacrifice worth a few months' salary can be an excellent investment if you expect to benefit from the transition for years or even decades.
That said, it's generally not a good idea to say you're willing to work for free, even for a limited time. This can come across as desperation — not the impression you want to give. It's better to be less specific and emphasize your motivation instead, saying you're open to a financial sacrifice to get started in the role.
Be persistent
The last and most important thing to remember when making sideways moves in your career is to be persistent. It will not be easy and it will take time, but if you really want it, you will get there eventually. Enroll in courses, get certified, improve your sample work, and keep pushing in the right direction. Sooner or later, some employer is going to crack, and you’ll get the chance to start on your chosen path.
Applying for jobs towards the end of your career
It's a shame that the field of IT is generally quite ageist. Looking for work tends to become more challenging as you get older, with the difficulties often increasing as you approach your 60s. However, with the right attitude, it can be done — I know because I have seen it happen many times, and I have been impressed by the value these workers can bring, even close to retirement age.
As an older worker looking for a job, it's best to focus on your strengths. Experience, attitude, and consistency are key assets older professionals bring to the table. By this stage in life, you have likely raised your children and completed major projects like building a house, leaving you free of many distractions younger workers might still face. You might also adjust your expectations around salary and the type of project you're willing to take on. Older workers are often better off financially and have fewer working years at stake, making their moves less risky overall.
For an older worker, it may be more important than ever to modernize your skillset and emphasize that these are the same core skills you have been using for decades, just presented in a new package. This makes your skillset appear as part of a continuous evolution, still highly relevant, rather than something that has become obsolete. And this is true: many of the same core ideas and principles in IT are often reinvented or rebranded over time. In essence, there are fewer entirely new concepts for you to learn.
I don't have personal experience in this area yet, and my ability to offer advice to those more experienced than me is limited. Even so, I hope older professionals will find new ideas in this book and apply them in the remainder of their careers.
Many employers value the experience of older workers, and there's no reason to give up — many have successfully found jobs even in their 60s. While these opportunities are fewer than those that favor youth, they do still exist. Seek and you shall find.
The art of selling yourself in the job market
In a market economy, it’s only possible to make a living by producing something that someone else wants to buy. You may want to paint with watercolors all day long, but if no one wants to pay you for it, it can’t be your profession.
This is the fundamental reason why the market economy is such an efficient system: it allows you to purchase the products you want instead of looking at empty shelves. The invisible hand of the market ensures that supply and demand align, providing people with what they want and need. It’s just not nearly as fun to be on the other side, where your potential employer is the customer, and the product... is you.
When you're in a process with a potential employer, immediately start thinking of them as a customer. You might not get hired, but those few hours still belong to the customer. As discussed in a previous chapter, a good consultant does everything they can to help the customer feel comfortable with buying the product. In a highly competitive market, adopting this mindset from the very beginning can be the deciding factor.
Hiring the wrong candidate can obviously be a costly mistake for the employer. There is always an upfront investment in a new employee, which requires a lengthy period before yielding any returns. Perhaps even more significant is the opportunity cost of missing out on a better one.
Employers are not only looking for someone with the right skill set, but also the right personality traits who can elevate the entire company from within. Motivation for the particular role and the desire to commit to the company are also very important as the employers are expecting to receive long-term returns on their investment.
No matter what stage you’re at in your career, you can benefit from learning to dig out your inner sales rep. While you work on improving the technical specifications of your product, also focus on honing your sales craft to eradicate the customer’s fears and show them that you are the product they want to buy.
During the process with a potential employer, you should adopt the mindset that you're already working for them. You are simply providing a free sample of the attitude that you are willing to show from day one. For an IT consultant, this means helping them, the customer, in every way that you possibly can.
Don’t start too many processes at once
If you begin too many processes at once, expect to fail at each of them. Managing too many simultaneous processes can only lead to chaos. You will no longer have enough preparation time or focus for any of them — and often, you won't even remember who you're talking to or what the company does. Focus on quality instead of quantity so you can prepare properly for each interview.
That said, having just one process at a time might be too slow, as you are probably going to have to throw a few nets in the water before you get the job. The amount that has worked for me is to have 'a couple of' simultaneous high-quality processes where you are really trying to give it your all. Trying to land a job that pays real money is one of those endeavors where half-assed attempts have no value whatsoever. It’s better to save your energy and not bother at all. If you want any chance to be the one picked over many good candidates, there’s no other choice but to go in with 100% effort—or, as the Americans put it, 110%.
P.S. If you want to become a Sandwich Artist, 5% effort is more than enough. But you’re not a Sandwich Artist.
Don’t push them
One of the biggest mistakes you can make is trying to push the customer to hire you. You must demonstrate your motivation to work for them, but if you push them, it will mentally lock them up and you will lose the job with practical certainty. Just think about it: How would you react if a salesman places a product in your hands and screams: 'For crying out loud, just take it! Can't you see how incredibly good and cheap it is?' You would lock up and withdraw, even if you were initially leaning towards buying it.
You should feel certain about being the right candidate for the job and let that show, but under no circumstances should you try to push them. They will make their decisions on their own once they feel comfortable that you are the best candidate. If they pick another candidate instead, you can still learn and try to improve the product so that the next potential employer will be more willing to close.
Keep It Simple (The Plug and Play Candidate)
Imagine you owned a car repair shop, but you didn't really understand much about cars. You would still have to hire someone to become a car mechanic. This is exactly how recruitment often works in IT—many recruiters are as clueless as puppies when it comes to the actual technical work.
Now imagine you have two candidates:  
Candidate A is an experienced car mechanic who wants to continue as a car mechanic. Five years from now, he wants to be a lead mechanic, obviously still working for your company. That’s a simple recruitment.
Candidate B is actually not a car mechanic at all, but a tractor mechanic who has kind of had a look at the cars as well, wants to work part-time, part of that at the office, and is possibly thinking about becoming an airplane mechanic as well. He also has three kids and may often be away for extended periods of time. There might be potential, but this candidate is a hassle. Busy people with a lot of things to do tend to go for the easier solution.
When you are looking for a product, the most important thing for you is that it can do the job. Convenience is a close second. You want it to be as hassle-free as possible. No reading the manual or any kind of complex configuration. Just plug and play.
Sometimes less is more
Experienced consultants often have a long and impressive work history, but sometimes the oldest entries in the CV start to feel irrelevant. It might be a good idea to leave some of these out, as they probably don't add much value and could make your history seem less relevant overall. Instead of showcasing experience, they might give an impression of antiquity—which is obviously not what you want.
The same principle applies to your introduction text. It shouldn’t read like a novel, but rather a few well-crafted paragraphs of condensed information that explain your current situation and why you’re a qualified candidate for the job.
In almost everything, there’s such a thing as an optimal dosage. Just think about serving sizes for different drinks, for instance. Whether it’s a shot of whiskey, a glass of wine, or a pint of beer, the amount is carefully chosen to suit the drink and enhance the experience. Similar principles apply to your CV. You don’t want too little of something, but you don’t want completely excessive amounts of it either. Even taking the candidate’s experience level into account, there’s still such a thing as an optimal amount.
Focus on the employers and projects of equal market value to yours
Employees are not the only ones ranked by their popularity. Some employers are considerably more attractive to job applicants, and this shows up in the number of applications they receive—in a big way. Some of the most popular companies are harder to get into than the top universities in the world.
As a general rule, you will end up in a project that matches your desirability in the market. This isn’t too different from the dating market—or any other similar one, for that matter. If you set completely unrealistic expectations, you’ll only waste your time and end up disappointed. It’s much better to focus on a project that is not only equally sought after but also a good match for you.
If you’re in your prime and a hot commodity in the market, you can and should aim for a job at one of the hottest companies. But if you’re honestly not there, remember that the most sought-after employers receive thousands of applications for every job posting, and the competition includes individuals with incredibly high market value for them to cherry-pick from.
When your market value is somewhere in the middle, focus on employers and projects that are also in the middle range of the market. This is a much better approach than setting unrealistic expectations and wasting your time. However, you also shouldn’t settle for just anything—remember, you do have some market value to leverage.
If your market value is low—whether because you’re too inexperienced, too old, or for any other reason—it’s best to apply for anything you can reasonably get. This is far better than doing nothing at all and gets you back in the game.
Sometimes one has to wait for better times
After what might feel like an endless struggle in the job market, let’s wrap this chapter with some good news: A fundamentally healthy market economy will always lead to an economic boom. We know this because economic booms are built into human nature. In a broader context, the economy is an extension of nature, and like nature, it abhors a vacuum—always seeking to expand.
According to The National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER), the average U.S. business cycle between 1945 and 2009 lasted for 5.9 years, of which only 11 months or 0.9 years were years of contraction [49]. This obviously varies a lot between cycles, and there is no crystal ball to predict how things will play out this time around. Despite this, wherever you happen to be in the current business cycle, you are typically in the middle of an expansion or one is just around the corner. If you lose your job at a very bad time, you may even have to do something else, such as study for a while, but it’s still good to remember that another expansion is on the way. If not in your country, then somewhere else. This will mean more demand for labor and considerably better opportunities for finding a job. Towards the end of this expansion, it will briefly be an employee's market.
Those of us who grind will always make it in the end.







  
  Chapter ten
Amassing a mental toolbox


‘I started building an indestructible mental toolbox.’ — David Goggins
Istill remember arriving at the office on the very first day of my career. I took the elevator—not at all excited, but anxious to see what this new phase of life would bring. I remember how I thought, how I felt, and how I saw the world. I was a scared, neurotic young man who took everything far too seriously. Over the years, the contrast has become so strong that it almost feels like I was a different person. 
I have often wondered what would happen if I could go back and give my younger self all the mental capital I have acquired since then. It would simply be interesting to see what I could do with it, starting from that very first day.
One of the best things about experience is that you keep acquiring more mental capital. It’s as if you were constantly trading away your youth for an increasingly sophisticated mental toolbox. At the start of your career, you’re handed a wrench and a screwdriver, and you get decent results as you utilize them with the exuberance of youth. Later on, you add a hammer and realize that some problems were actually nails. Over time, you keep adding more tools until your toolbox includes a cordless drill, welding machine, heat gun, laser level, torque wrench, and a damn 3D printer. At some point, your toolbox will have grown so much that it’s no longer a question of whether you’re ready for life’s challenges, but whether life’s challenges are ready for you.
Amassing your mental toolbox can be an exciting endeavor. Youth is obviously full of great things and a time to cherish, but many people wouldn’t go back if they were given the choice. The idea of someone taking away all the mental capital they have accumulated since then doesn’t resonate with them. In many ways, life can get better with age—at least up to a certain point. As long as you keep adding increasingly more advanced tools and learning how to use them more effectively, you will have a bright future ahead of you.
Here are a few of the most useful mental tools to get you started. The key, however, is to keep adding new tools while learning how to use the ones you already have in a better way.
Visualization
Visualization is the crown jewel of the mental toolbox. When used with a high level of proficiency, its effects can be life-altering. The potential benefits include, but are not limited to: performing at a higher level, solving complex problems more effectively, making better decisions, overcoming fear, boosting confidence, learning faster, and avoiding serious mistakes.
As a practical example, before going into a job interview, you can visualize two scenarios: in the first, you mess up the interview completely; you are unfocused, nervous, or uninterested (whichever is more typical of you), and you say all the wrong things. In the second, you nail it: you're focused, engaged, and ask all the right questions. You practically work there already, and it’s only a matter of time before they realize you’re the right candidate. Now, visualize the possible outcomes for both of these scenarios. When the actual interview comes, this practice can help you get back on the right course if you find yourself drifting toward the wrong path. While the real situation will always be different, the mental simulation will leave you much better prepared.
Beyond preparation, visualization can help you understand how an entire business operates and your role within this larger system. Seeing yourself from a bird’s-eye view can help you behave better toward your coworkers and find novel ways to add value to the business.
While visualization is useful for everyone, introverts stand to gain outsized benefits. As discussed before, introverts are strong in the internal world, but this strength often comes at the expense of their behavior in the real world. Visualization allows introverts to leverage their strengths to gain a better understanding of the world outside them, leading to better decision-making and improved social standing. In the best cases, they can recognize during a visualization of an event that they are about to make a typical introvert’s mistake, and avoid it entirely. This may be the greatest of all benefits, as mistakes have unlimited theoretical downside.
That said, even visualization can have its drawbacks. For example, you might fantasize about future achievements without taking concrete steps to turn them into reality. This can create the illusion of crossing the finish line, when in reality, you haven’t even started the race. For some reason, these kinds of problems have become all too common in today’s world. However, when used effectively, the incredible power of visualization has endless practical applications.
Process rewarding
In the context of this book, process rewarding refers to aligning reward and effort so that they occur simultaneously. The reward is no longer something expected after the effort, but rather the effort itself becomes the reward. It’s essentially a method for generating intrinsic motivation on demand.
When considering process rewarding, think about the nature of the task and the senses involved. The reward should come through a sense that is not occupied by the task itself. With this in mind, process rewarding typically works best for mechanical tasks where all your senses are largely available, and only minimal concentration is needed.
One example of process rewarding is music. It engages the sense of hearing, so it pairs well with tasks that don’t require active listening, such as cleaning the house. It can also complement software development, although this is already far more contextual. Many software development tasks, such as programming, require deep concentration, and the 'wrong kind' of music—one that grabs your attention instead of blending into the background—can actually hinder your performance.
When using this method, I recommend aligning the effort and reward with great precision. If the effort stops, so does the reward. If the reward stops, so does the effort. These are not two separate things but rather a single, pleasant activity. You’re trying to trick your brain into no longer distinguishing between the two. If the result of the hedonistic calculation—where the simultaneous pleasure of the reward minus the pain of the effort is above zero—it will change the way your brain perceives the task. Suddenly, you will start finding time for it throughout the day, when previously postponing it to tomorrow always seemed like the better choice.
I have experimented extensively with this method, and it certainly has its time and place. Nowadays, I use it frequently for monotonous chores but not so much for work. There can be exceptions, but I have noticed that when total concentration is needed, silence and minimal interference seem to yield better results. Additionally, the human mind requires a certain amount of pain to remain balanced. Overusing any single method might have unintended consequences, such as sensitizing a person to pain and ultimately making them less likely to perform during moments of involuntary discomfort.
That said, I do use this method daily for boring and monotonous tasks, both at work and around the house, when there’s no risk to the quality of the work. I prefer not to waste my mental resources resisting my own mind unnecessarily and instead save that energy for a better time and place.
I’ve gradually become so good at this method over the years that I’ve even managed to turn cleaning up my house into a pleasant task that I’m actually looking forward to at the end of the day. That speaks volumes about its effectiveness.
Refocusing
This is a small but powerful mental tool that you can use in all areas of your life. The human mind tends to lose focus rather easily, and this is often impossible to avoid. Fortunately, there is a very straightforward solution: refocus. As simple as it sounds, this approach can make a big difference. Whether you’re in a meeting where you realize you are neither listening nor contributing, or in a badminton game where you feel like you’ve lost your touch, you can still make a comeback and end on a high note.
Refocusing is not just a mental tool but also a mindset. If you’re having a bad day and things aren’t going your way, you can still refocus and save whatever is left of the day. There is a certain glory in taking a day that was heading for disaster and using refocusing to salvage what you can, achieving surprisingly good results despite the circumstances.
Whenever you notice that your mind isn’t where it should be, an internal scream can bring you back to the task at hand. Refocus!
Total immersion
During The Grind, especially while performing tasks that require a lot of focus, such as software development, you should aim for total, absolute immersion. You know you’ve gone deep enough when the codebase has become your entire world.
To truly understand the code, you need to spend time observing, studying, and experimenting. In other words, you need to be in the codebase. Just think about a child entering this world. Her understanding of the world is in direct proportion to how much time she has spent in it. The same applies to you when you explore a part of the codebase that is still unfamiliar. If there’s something you don’t understand, it’s because you haven’t spent enough time in it.
Deep immersion is much easier to reach during long sessions. Give yourself time to immerse gradually instead of trying to force it. You can even start by simply looking at the code for a while without making any changes. The immersion has already begun. At some point, you may notice that you're starting to lose awareness of the outside world.
The human mind is naturally inclined to study and be curious about its surroundings. This can be an enormous advantage when applied correctly. If your mind starts drifting outside the codebase, gently bring it back. Also, let your mind relax and be at ease. Immersion comes more easily when you're not perpetually tense.
There’s no need to be afraid or anxious if you don’t immediately understand something. An initial encounter with a codebase can be likened to seeing a complex mathematical equation for the first time. No one understands it at first glance. That doesn’t mean there’s something wrong with you. It only means that it takes time to study it, break it down, and solve it in small, manageable parts. But if you don’t spend enough time with it and your mind keeps drifting elsewhere, your progress will become painfully slow.
You may have noticed that toward the end of a long coding session, you tend to write more lines of code—right before mental fatigue sets in and your productivity starts to drop. The reason is quite obvious: in the beginning, there’s more effort in the overall setup, loading information into your short-term memory, and figuring out what the hell is going on. Toward the end of the session, you’re also typically more immersed than at the very beginning. You’re no longer the child figuring out how this world works. Instead, you’re starting to walk, talk, and function more efficiently.
With practice, you can get better at using this powerful tool. Altering your surroundings, adding supportive factors such as sound, and learning to better control your mind are just a few examples. Then, as the deadline for a complex feature draws near, you can move into the codebase completely and make it your new home. Refuse to leave until it’s done. Outside of this world, nothing else exists.
“Be quick, but don’t hurry”
This phrase was coined by the legendary basketball coach John Wooden, who, among other things, won 10 NCAA national championships as head coach [51]. It has endless applications in IT and elsewhere in life. If you hurry, the ball will simply slip out of your hands and end up somewhere in the stands. On the other hand, if you start thinking about whether you should “maybe, perhaps dunk the ball from here… or maybe not…”, the ball has already been taken from you.
What you should do instead is quickly analyze the situation—“I’m going to dunk the ball from here”—and then execute in a fast yet precise manner. That’s quickness under control, and it’s very effective.
In IT, you can never really know what kind of real-world problems you will run into before you 'put your hands in the clay', as the saying goes. You should still do some planning and verify that what you’re about to do makes sense. However, if you get stuck in analysis paralysis, you will waste valuable time that could be used elsewhere. Time and time again, I have seen that teams who focus on doing often end up with a better implementation than those who try to plan every single detail in advance.
If your expert intuition tells you that this is the correct way to proceed, you will get it right more than 90% of the time. (If you are inexperienced, you should spend more time verifying your ideas with a more experienced colleague.) After a quick but controlled real-world implementation, you will have more information and still have time for further iterations. This will work much better than trying to plan everything in advance, because your initial knowledge of the real world will always be limited.
As with many other things in life, it all comes down to payoff. This idea should not lead to quick, sloppy implementations just because someone told you to work faster. Instead, you should develop a separate intuition that guides how much to trust the original one in a given case.
“Based on my expert intuition, in this particular case, how much time should I spend verifying that my idea is close to the best possible implementation?”
In very complex cases with multiple fundamentally different solutions—where rewriting would take a lot of time—you should double-check and triple-check your idea with colleagues. But in simpler cases, it’s better to stop wasting time and just dunk the damn ball.
Optimizing the level of difficulty
One of the key characteristics of gamification, which also works well in the work environment, is the concept of the optimal level of difficulty. The human mind thrives in situations where the perceived level of difficulty is neither too easy nor too difficult. This concept is also central to flow, where both the level of skill and difficulty are simultaneously at a high level.
Just think about something as simple as throwing something into a waste bin. You might have already attempted to do this from afar, just for fun. There's an ideal balance between challenge and ability. It’s not fun to just drop something into the waste bin because that would be too easy. It also wouldn't be fun if the waste bin were so far away that the attempt would be impossible. It’s only when you know that something is possible with proper concentration, but not without it, that your mind becomes engaged.
Another good example of this is a cheetah foraging for food in the savanna. It’s obviously pleasant to receive an easy meal if one is available, and the cheetah will certainly go for it. However, upon doing so, it will be neither particularly focused nor performing anywhere near its maximum potential. At the opposite end of the scale, if the prey is too far away for the cheetah to believe it’s possible to catch, it will lose interest as well. It’s the cheetah that eyes the prey within reach—possible to catch only with the best effort—that puts the cheetah 'in the zone.'
In games, the level of difficulty is often increased gradually to keep the player engaged. First, the game presents a period of relative ease to show the player that he is capable of performing the task. This is followed by a pleasant, gradual increase in difficulty, immersing the player in the challenge and leading him to wonder if he can still take the next step. As the level of difficulty approaches the player’s limit, a rewarding sense of flow emerges.
In work, the same principle of gradually increasing difficulty can be applied by selecting tasks of varying difficulty and adjusting the time available to complete them. For example, you can start with a relatively easy task and then ask yourself: 'If I could do that, could I also do this next task that is slightly more difficult?' If you start failing at tasks, gradually decrease the level of difficulty and start over.
An optimal, gradually increasing level of difficulty is where your skills grow the most. Just think about an obstacle course or learning to play an instrument. You can make initial progress with an easy difficulty level, but after that, your progress will plateau. At the other end of the spectrum, the difficulty level can be excessive. This is the worst of all options. You won't develop the right neural pathways for performing the task correctly and will experience more anxiety than flow, which can lead to a subconscious aversion to the task. The best approach is to start easy and then gradually increase the difficulty until you feel that, with your best focus, you can still succeed.
In cognitive tasks, a similar effect can even be achieved by adjusting the speed of your thinking. Generally speaking, it is much easier to grasp something when you give yourself more time to think about it. Often, you can actually move faster by thinking slower, as this helps you get things right the first time instead of having to redo them over and over.
At first, give yourself the luxury of thinking slowly, with plenty of time to figure out what exactly it is that you need to do. Then, very gradually increase the speed at which you complete the tasks until you start to feel that you are approaching the limit of your ability.
Whatever your chosen method, this principle will always remain relevant. Gradually increase the challenge until you feel that you can still perform with your best effort, but not without it. Only then have you entered the growth zone.
Keeping your world small
As obvious as it may seem, we sometimes forget that action can only be initiated in the present. The past is static and cannot be altered in any way. The future is not here yet, and we can’t initiate anything in the future. This will only be possible after it has become the present, assuming that we are still capable and willing to do so.
Even though your life consists of a succession of these moments, there is really only one moment that matters—the one where you are right now. It’s the only moment in which you can make a difference.
During moments of discomfort, narrowing your focus to a smaller moment becomes increasingly important. The greater the discomfort, the more the moment needs to shrink. For mildly unpleasant tasks, the time frame could be, for example, a session of 1.5-2 hours, after which a break is often needed to maintain focus. At the end of a strength training set, it might be as brief as a few seconds. For most tasks, it falls somewhere in between. The ability to adjust this time frame in proportion and focus on nothing else is an incredibly powerful mental tool.
Whenever you're in a chunk of time your brain can handle, all you need to do is your best within that chunk. You know the idea is to push this concept and concatenate many of these chunks, but your brain will still be more willing to see if it can go just one manageable chunk further. The present might suck, but maybe you could do just five more seconds of this set? OK, I could do that. Could you go on for another five seconds, and then another, until you’re done with what you’ve committed to? There’s something about this mindset that just works.
Even during a longer working session that your brain can easily handle, only the present matters. The beginning and the end of the session have nothing to do with each other. We can still think of the present as a chunk we can operate in. The session itself is too long, and Planck time doesn’t serve any practical purpose here. It’s a period of time during which you can make an increment and focus on that alone. I can give a number to work with: 3 minutes. You may adjust this number based on the task and your preferences. Within a working session, focus only on this chunk and nothing else. Remember, you cannot operate in any chunk other than the one you're currently in, as this is prevented by the laws of physics. So why worry about the past or obsess over the future?
The analogy of a chess game works very well here. Imagine that the working session is a variant of chess with a few special rules. First of all, you have to make a move every 3 minutes. If you don’t make a move, the computer will play a weak move for you and you’re only doing harm to yourself. Resigning is not possible, and every game must be played until checkmate. Also, as in most Grandmaster-level games, there are no undos. In this analogy, undos would mean going back to the past, which is not possible.
The only thing you can do is play the best possible move within the 3 minutes you are currently in. Worrying about the past will not help, as it is static and cannot be altered. Focusing too much on the future won’t help either. You may know what your goal is (in this case, winning the game) and consider a few variations, but the longer you try to look into the future, the more unpredictable it becomes. You certainly don’t know anything about the games that you will play in the future, let alone how this one will end. The only thing you can do is make the best possible move right here, right now.
This idea applies to every situation, even those where you are in a hopeless losing position. What possible advantage could there be in not playing the best possible move now that resigning is not allowed? If you think this through, there isn’t any. First of all, if you simply keep making the best possible moves, your opponent may blunder a couple of times, and you could still achieve a completely unexpected draw. And even if this doesn’t happen, you are simply practicing the skill of making the best possible moves until the very end. It might not pay off in this particular game, but there will be others.
If you can do this time after time in every move of the game, you can expect very good results over the long run. And if you happen to skip a moment, don’t worry or blame yourself because that no longer helps. Simply refocus and do the best you can in the chunk of time that you are currently in. You may still be able to turn many more games to your advantage. One move at a time.
Traction to the norm
When an organism is born on this planet, it doesn’t have a static reference point to determine what the normal, average state of affairs is. It thrives in conditions to which its genetics are best adapted, but that’s a completely different subject. To set the norm, it has to rely on subjective firsthand experience and relative comparisons.
Children are perfect examples of this. Upon entering this world, they take everything for granted. As they grow up and start to have some gradual awareness, they will not consider inventions such as tablets with internet connections, space travel, or cures for various diseases as anything special. To them, these are just things that have always been there, and the norm has been set based on subjective experience.
Evolution has guided us to avoid things that threaten gene survival and seek out those that promote it, but it has also ensured that we continue to function after difficult events. Over the long term, there is a steady pull back toward the norm. In many ways, this is one of the great equalizers of life. A person’s happiness tends to return to a relatively narrow range, although this baseline can be improved to some extent [52]. In the big picture, things cannot remain worse than expected or better than expected indefinitely. At some point, you will be pulled back to the norm.
Want to be happy? Luckily, there is a bulletproof method to achieve this. Make yourself so miserable for a while that the only thing you can think about is how to get out of the situation. Once you do, for a brief moment, the exact same circumstances that did not feel like anything at all will feel very good.
Richard Solomon’s Opponent-Process Theory is very closely related to the concept of the norm. From pain, there will be pleasure, and from pleasure, there will be pain. The two are direct opponent processes of each other. The opponent process is by default weaker in intensity but longer in duration than the primary process that triggered it [53]. This theory can be seen in practice in various endeavors of life, from the euphoria followed by a cold shower or extreme sports to the ‘downer’ that follows drug abuse. It is nature’s way to reset the norm to make sure that the human being (or any other animal for that matter) maintains its ability to function and survive over the longer term.
The potential of this traction as a mental tool can be understood by taking a shower and turning the knob very gradually to make the water colder. If you do this too quickly, it will shock the body, and your mind may start resisting the sensation considerably, urging you to quit. Interoception usually dips most at the beginning of a steady negative stimulus — in other words, getting started is the hardest part. With practice, traction to the norm can be leveraged skillfully. It can even be used to bypass the hardest parts altogether, which are most likely to make people quit or avoid the repetition of aversive but highly beneficial stimuli. Some people never do this and eventually die of a disease that would have been fully preventable. An excessive consumption of comfort ends up killing them decades before their time.
Simply being aware of the concept can be psychologically helpful. For instance, stepping back into The Grind after a long holiday can be aversive, and in this situation, it helps to understand that this adaptation will soon be over and that things are about to get easier.
Luckily, this adaptation begins surprisingly quickly. Even during one extended working session on an aversive task, the mind has already started to adapt. That’s why it’s crucial to learn not to quit at the first impulse. The level of discomfort you are experiencing will not be maintained over the long run; the mind just doesn’t work like that. The end of the session will usually be much easier than the beginning, and once it ends, you might even experience a mild euphoria.
Another way to leverage this is to make your working days 'roll downhill' by tackling the most unpleasant task first, followed by the second most unpleasant, and so on. The mind starts moving toward the norm with the first task (which will feel absolutely terrible), after which the second task will feel much easier than if you had done it first. After paying the initial price, the rest of the day will roll in a pleasant downhill.
This evolutionary trait can even be leveraged for preparation. If you have some fears about—let’s say, a job interview or a particularly unpleasant meeting—you can prepare your mind by imagining something much worse. Something that will make the real event feel like a Sunday picnic. It could be the worst possible interview or meeting you can imagine, or something entirely different. Your mind can begin the traction even based on an imaginary event, which may make the actual situation feel like a slight positive surprise. This allows you to perform at a higher level. After the Spanish Inquisition, what’s a little meeting with an unpleasant colleague?
Another way to cope with discomfort is to use an imaginative Hedonometer to determine where your current level of discomfort stands on a scale of ±10. For example, if you are experiencing a steady level of discomfort (say -4 or -5 on the Hedonometer) in a particular situation, the awareness of how you have previously endured extended periods of this same level of discomfort can help you perform better in that situation. Pick a level of discomfort that you can tolerate and tell yourself: 'I can stay here all day long.' In reality, you won’t have to. Within a surprisingly short period of time, the traction to the norm starts kicking in, and opponent processes eventually flip you into the more pleasant side of the Hedonometer. In this way, discomfort always pays off in a very concrete way before the day is done.
Traction to the norm is both a gift and a curse of the human experience. There are aspects of it that are largely immutable, but at least you get to choose whether you want your life to be a steadier cruise around zero or whether you want it to have more intense peaks and valleys. You can also choose whether you want your highs to come toward the beginning or the end of the day. If you ask me, I believe we should try to end on a high note.
Because our minds work the way they do, discomfort is nothing to be afraid of. It must be known, understood, and studied so that one can endure it better. One of the best ways to do this is to remember the free gift from evolution that comes after a particularly bad situation is over. Experiencing unpleasant or even terrible situations also makes the good things in life feel better. At the time of writing, I remember a day when I pushed myself exceptionally deep into discomfort. After the day was done, I had a basketball game, as we often do with our Monday Night Sports Club. The weather was exceptionally nice, and so were the games. At the same time, my mind was starting to recover from the discomfort I had endured during the day. The end result can only be described as a state of euphoria. Knowing my mind as well as I do, I can say with a very high degree of certainty that the opponent process from earlier in the day added that last extra flavor to the event. If this is the end result of discomfort, then I’m willing to pay the price.
Whatever you decide to do, it’s important to maintain awareness of this fundamental trait of our minds and use it to your advantage in creative ways. It can help you perform at a higher level when it truly matters and enhance the flavors of life. The more you are willing to traverse the dark, aversive tunnel of discomfort, the more light there will be on the other end.
Creating a chemical window of opportunity
Suppose that you have committed to a workout routine that requires you to complete a strength training session with 15 sets. However, on this particular day, you really don’t feel like it. In other words, your current state of brain chemistry is simply not optimal for this kind of effort.
One piece of advice that a lot of people like to give is to suck it up and 'just do it.' If only everything in life were that simple. Everyone would start exercising, alcoholics would stop drinking, gamblers would stop gambling, and no one would ever procrastinate on anything.
But are there any better strategies that actually work in real life? One strategy that has worked well for me is creating a chemical window of opportunity to boost motivation and tackle the task ahead. This can be achieved with at least two completely different approaches that are effectively mirror images of each other.
The easiest way to do this is by creating this window with a dopamine-boosting supplement. The problem is that due to the nature of neurotransmitters, what goes up will also come down later on, and using the supplement too often will cause it to lose its potency. This kind of window is also typically followed by a period of lower dopamine, which can cause you to underperform and should therefore be scheduled with care.
An almost direct opposite of this strategy is a variant of what is sometimes called 'eating the frog.' Here you are using the aversive task itself in smaller, tolerable dosages to prime yourself for the bigger task ahead. Once again, we are using opponent processes for our advantage, but this time in a slightly different way. In essence, the opponent process triggered by the tolerable is being utilized to eventually complete the intolerable.
Doing 15 sets might feel like too much at this point, but could you consider doing just one or two of the most important compound movements? If you are able to do this, it will, among other things, elevate your baseline level of dopamine, which will then make you feel more motivated to do another set, and so on. For me, this strategy almost always leads to completing the entire workout.
The difference between these two strategies lies in their long-term effects. When you boost your brain chemistry with supplements, you are setting yourself up for potential failure later on. With 'eating the frog,' you’re not setting yourself up for anything but more success, as the pleasant opponent processes can last for hours.
The supplement strategy works best during periods when you can afford a dip in performance later on. For this reason, it is quite poorly suited for the beginning and middle of the week, and you should at least consider the correct timing. It should also be used quite seldom so that the supplement will kick in sufficiently when you actually need it.
The 'eat the frog' strategy is suitable for everyday use, especially for the beginning and middle of the week when it doesn’t have a good alternative. The opponent processes will not lose their potency with more repetitions of the aversive stimulus, but actually become more potent over time.
There’s no need to blame yourself if your brain chemistry is not aligned with the task at hand. Instead, focus on finding strategies that improve the situation and lead to tangible results.
Forget about optimism and pessimism, become a scientist
In today’s world, being an optimist at any cost appears to be very much in vogue. Pessimism, on the other hand, is seriously frowned upon. As if evolution would have given us this useful, survival-enhancing trait for no good reason. The reality is that the two opposite traits have different kinds of strengths that complement each other. For instance, optimists are good at seeing opportunities, while pessimists are good at seeing threats. In my personal opinion, I like it that our serial entrepreneurs are optimists, but I also want our nuclear safety inspectors to be outright pessimists.
But is it possible to combine the complementary benefits of optimism and pessimism in one’s career and personal life? After all, it doesn’t make sense to remain optimistic about something that has been proven not to work. Similarly, it doesn’t make sense not to try something just because you are pessimistic about your chances before you have even tried it.
A person that embodies the best features of both optimism and pessimism is a scientist. A proper scientist continues and scales up that which has been proven to work, while simultaneously scaling down and discontinuing that which does not.
To become a scientist, you have to master the subtle art of quitting—or rather, discontinuing—that which has been proven not to work so you can move on to something else. That said, you certainly don't want to quit too easily. There's a good chance you just needed a couple of practice rounds, after which there was still a shot. A proper scientist needs more evidence than a single attempt to conclude that something doesn't work. However, if you've been banging your head against a brick wall for long enough to confirm that it’s indeed a brick wall, it's time to discontinue that approach and try a different hypothesis. If you want a number to start with, I suggest giving it three to five attempts (depending on the cost—better cheap than very expensive) before moving on to the next one.
People have a tendency to make a bigger deal out of failure than it actually is. For a scientist, a failure is an essential part of the learning process. It’s important to know what doesn’t work, as this knowledge is a key step in discovering what does. The cost of a single attempt aside, a failure that comes with learning is almost always better than not trying anything at all. Besides, trying things out in life can often pay off in unexpected ways. The real world is extremely complex, but not trying anything guarantees that the ball can never hit an unexpected target in the pinball machine of life.
When I started writing this book, I had no idea if I would be good enough as a writer. I certainly hope that you have found value in reading it. Regardless of the outcome, history still favors those who finish what they have started. It also shows that this often pays off in completely unexpected ways. If it won’t, then at least I will know this with certainty. Then I can move on to something else. Maybe there will be gold at the end of the rainbow eventually. The one who refuses to try will never know this for sure.






  
  Chapter eleven
Guiding the ship of your career and life


"You can't cross the sea merely by standing and staring at the water." — Rabindranath Tagore
Have you ever considered how a career in IT allows you to simultaneously work in almost any sector of the economy? Even among other horizontal fields like HR, marketing, sales, and legal services, IT manages to stand out, allowing you to work on Line-of-Business systems at the very core of operations. In many companies, your role will have an outsized impact. 
Especially as an IT consultant, no amount of domain-specific knowledge is ever wasted. Creating the best possible software requires a clear understanding of the relevant concepts and the realities of everyday work in that particular sector.
Choosing the correct domain to work in is no trivial matter. It can become a major source of intrinsic motivation, driving both work satisfaction and improved results. Most people care whether they work to improve state-of-the-art cancer treatments to save people's lives or for an online casino to rob a few gambling addicts blind. Most sectors fall somewhere in between, and the difference often comes down to personal preference.
During my career, I have found working at the core of international trade developing software to optimize the berthing and loading of container ships highly motivating, while construction quality assurance just didn’t do it for me. The contrast in intrinsic motivation between the two couldn’t have been much higher.
The question you need to ask yourself is this: Do you have a purpose in this world, something that truly drives you to get up in the morning and face the day? If your only purpose is to make money with the least possible amount of effort, you will be stuck with mediocrity at best and will end up paying a price for this attitude. Intrinsic motivation beats extrinsic reward-based motivation hands down and often leads to better financial results in the process. There’s no future in spending all your time thinking about the least possible amount of effort that would be enough to screw the customer over.
As you guide your ship toward purpose and career success, you must also be wary of the shoals and rocks that can set you back for months or even years. In this chapter, I will share my experiences of what works and what doesn’t to help you achieve this goal.
Know where you are going in life
If you have no clear idea of where you're going in life, your ship is lost at sea, drifting aimlessly without a destination. Eventually, you’ll run aground somewhere, stranded in an unfamiliar place, wondering what happened. Is that the kind of captain you want to be for your own ship?
As a species, we thrive on moving toward goals, and the pursuit itself has intrinsic value. That’s why it’s important to have some kind of goal, even if it’s only for the next six months. Lacking a goal of any kind can lead to depression and lethargy. Fortunately, life offers endless possibilities, ensuring there's always something meaningful to strive for.
If you don’t know what your goal is, your first goal is to find out what your goal is. Take a pen and paper (or if that sounds stone-aged, a stylus-compatible device) and start listing ideas. For example, what kind of value could you provide for the world, from which you expect to receive so much in return? Go through all possible options, filter out the ones that are completely unrealistic, and compare the rest against each other. Some options should come out on top for the next six months to a couple of years of your life. That said, planning for an even longer time frame will probably not make much sense. By then, you may have changed so much as a person that it’s impossible to predict what your priorities will be.
Any goal can work, as long as you avoid changing it constantly—one goal on Monday, another on Tuesday, and yet another before the end of the week. Setting the ship analogy aside, you can realistically focus on one or two major goals at a time. The most efficient way is to reach one destination at a time and get there fast. The faster you get there, the fewer real-world problems you will encounter, and the more likely you are to succeed. The world is constantly changing, and reaching your destination sooner reduces the obstacles created by this ongoing change. In software development terms, this is analogous to less rebasing for your feature, as the outside world (the codebase) hasn’t changed as much in a shorter period of time. Patience will also be required, as valuable things rarely happen overnight. But you can still reach major life goals fairly quickly—often within a few months—if you know exactly where you are going.
Putting all of your eggs in one basket (at a time) is a good strategy
Historically, many successful people have found their success by putting all their eggs in one basket. If you're a brain surgeon, it's better to focus on that than to also be a part-time musician and a part-time playwright. By concentrating on one thing at a time, the quality of your output increases significantly—often leading to a near-exponential rise in market value.
This doesn’t mean you can’t have secondary interests in life. In fact, these can be incredibly beneficial, often bringing valuable “outside the box” ideas into your work. But if you pursue another time-consuming primary interest that has no overlap with your current focus, it will inevitably prevent your output from reaching its full potential.
What if you want to change your primary interest? That’s entirely possible—many people have done so with great success. You just can’t do it all at once. From scientists who shifted fields, to artists who became entrepreneurs, to bodybuilders who transitioned into acting and then politics, history shows that success across domains is possible. The key is that their focus was sequential, not simultaneous. You might get away with having a career and athletic ambitions—but add a third primary focus, and one area of your life will suffer.
Focusing on one thing at a time allows you to rapidly improve the market value of your skillset. The combined market value of several scattered primary interests won’t come close to what you can achieve by choosing one and becoming exceptional at it. Once you make your choice, stick with it for a few years. That’s far better than messing around between primary interests and never becoming good at anything.
The world is transparent, with memory
A long time ago, the dawn of the internet era changed the world permanently. An ever-shrinking number of people remembers what the world was like before the internet. One of the major changes has been the growing importance of managing one’s image and reputation. This trend has accelerated as the digital world has become increasingly interconnected and unforgiving. In the world of today, there’s nowhere left to hide.
To illustrate the importance of reputation management, you can visualize the Earth as a transparent globe. Everyone can see everything, even to the other side. But there’s more to it. It's not just that you can see everywhere, but you can also see the past, as events are stored on countless storage devices around the world. The world is not just transparent; it also has memory.
Gone are the days when you could simply move to another country and start over. Your reputation will follow you wherever you go, as everyone can see anywhere on the planet at any time.
In a world like this, you are going to have to think more closely about what other people think about you than you would have in the world of the past. If you have issues with your reputation, you must change the way you behave until your reputation starts to gradually heal.
The world has not become a kind place to so-called colorful characters, who were once considered 'hip' as opposed to 'squares'—terms that symbolized the clash between free-spirited nonconformists and traditionalists. In the world of today, squares reign supreme. The few openly colorful characters often work in entertainment or live mostly outside of society, sometimes holding low-paying jobs where they have little left to lose. If you happen to be like this yourself, you may need to think about hiding this trait in certain situations. Carefully consider your actions to avoid reputation issues that could harm your career over the long run.
Talking to strangers and expanding your social circle as an introvert
Almost everything we have in life is a result of the contributions of other people. They have so much to offer us, and hopefully, we have something to give them in return. Collaboration is the cornerstone of our species' success, and nowadays, hardly anything can be done without it.
But if collaboration is so important, how come there are introverts? Surely, there must be a genetic component that predisposes a person to introversion, and therefore, it must have played a role in our evolutionary history.
The truth is that introverts have always collaborated with others as well; they just do so in different ways, bringing complementary strengths to the group. Introverts excel particularly at tasks that require deep focus and attention to detail. Consider a scenario where an individual disappeared for hours, only to reappear with an innovation: 'Hey, look what I figured out! I learned how to make a new type of tool!' Working out some details requires the ability to shut out the outside world for a while. Introverts also thrive in one-on-one discussions and small group settings, whereas large group settings often drain their energy.
While it may be hard to turn an introverted software developer into a flashy salesman, introverts can still benefit greatly from stepping outside the comfort zone. If you’re a 1/5 on the extroversion scale, stretching yourself to at least a 2/5 can be enormously beneficial. This isn’t just good from a career enhancement perspective, but also in many other areas of life. However, for many introverts, this can be much easier said than done.
The topic of talking to strangers and expanding one’s social circle is particularly close to my heart because I used to be a proper A-class introvert myself. I considered myself very shy and quiet… for a Finn. Somehow, I managed to stand out in a nation of notorious introverts. I could talk to people on the job, as I knew them well, but talking to strangers without a proper context that specifically allowed it felt like my entire soul was being sucked into a black hole. Fortunately, I wasn’t the only introvert in IT. Our field is full of people who have difficulty with verbal, face-to-face communication with total strangers.
How did I get out of that rut? The answer is simple: exposure. I started finding all kinds of opportunities to get out there and meet new people—social apps, fairs, sports clubs, you name it. For some reason, having a common context of any kind made the whole process much easier.
I began with small events, where I only had to meet a few people at a time. At first, even that caused me major anxiety, but I simply knew I had to do it. What’s remarkable is how quickly it got easier. Within a few months, I had stretched myself to a 3/5 on the extroversion scale, even pushing 4/5. Shortly after, I actually started my own social group, organizing walking tours all over my hometown. In no time, the group had grown to dozens of active members. Knowing what I was like before, I never imagined I would be capable of something like that.
As humans, we remain incredibly adaptable well into adulthood. Almost anyone can do almost anything. All it takes is practice, practice, practice. Playing the first two notes of Für Elise doesn't make you Beethoven. For deeply introverted individuals, building social skills is often a difficult task that takes a lot of practice. But with any amount of progress, you’ll gain the courage to take the next step. If you keep it up, you’ll eventually find that your social circle has expanded considerably, with potentially life-altering effects.
An oasis or just a mirage? Good things come to those who expect them
In a peculiar pattern of life, good things seem to happen to those who expect them. But why is that? The intermediary mechanism might be surprisingly difficult to find, yet when discovered, makes perfect sense: it is action. Expectations affect action, and action will eventually affect the end result.
Imagine a desert with two groups of people wandering around it, looking for an oasis. Far off in the distance, they see a reflection. The first group believes it’s an actual oasis, while the second group is convinced that it must be a mirage. But how can anyone tell whether it’s real or not? In the end, the only way to know is to go out there and see for yourself.
The people who are certain that it must be a mirage will never make the trip. They spare themselves disappointments but also prevent themselves from ever finding an actual oasis. On the other hand, those who believe that it’s an oasis will make the trip and see for themselves. 
As it turns out, sometimes the reflection is indeed just a mirage. 
The people who set out in search of the oasis will now be further divided into two groups: those who give up after the first one or two failed attempts, and those who continue to roam the desert, hoping that they will reach their goal eventually.
The individuals in the first group once believed in the oasis, but after a few disappointments, they learned not to expect anything good from life anymore. Only the people in the last group continue their relentless search. One day, against all odds and despite several failed attempts, they stumble upon an actual oasis. Their expectations had altered their actions, and those actions eventually changed the end result.
Only the ones who expect to find the oasis and act in accordance with that belief have any realistic chance of actually finding it. That said, searching for the oasis is a challenging real-world operation, necessitating careful preparation. One shouldn’t simply venture out into the desert wearing flip flops, walk around for a couple of miles, and then claim that there was nothing there. Half-assed attempts have no value, and it’s often better not to try at all than to waste your precious time on them.
Prepare your expedition well and make an all-out quality attempt at finding the oasis. You may or may not find it, but at least you will know. Also keep in mind that interesting, unexpected things tend to happen to those who try. It might turn out that you never find the oasis at all, but while searching for it, you may accidentally discover a cave full of ancient artifacts. It wasn’t what you expected, but your expectations delivered positive results nevertheless. The ones who didn’t expect anything good out of life and only wanted to play it safe never made their expedition. They expected nothing, and that’s exactly what they found.










  
  Chapter twelve
The Grind


In the preceding chapters, we have discussed various tools that help you build a solid foundation for a successful career. The provided template offers a good starting point, but these tools should always be tailored to your personal preferences. After the foundation has been established, just one more crucial ingredient is needed. It’s the ultimate tool, and one that you can’t possibly do without. You must grind. Success is never achieved through inspiration alone. It must be materialized through consistent effort. 
The Grind is not just a career system—it's a life philosophy and a source of self-worth and purpose in this world. As such, there’s something deeply personal about it, and it’s up to you to define what it means in your own life. The correct definition is the one that resonates to the core.
The drive to push forward has been with us since the dawn of humanity. Ultimately, we owe our existence to the hard work of our ancestors. They did everything that had to be done to ensure the survival of their children, grandchildren, and consequently all the generations that followed. In other words, our ancestors were grinding hard. Besides taking care of their children, they farmed the land, raised animals for sustenance, washed clothes, built tools, and processed food, sometimes with a literal grindstone. As you grind, you become part of this continuum that stretches back beyond written history, into the mists of time.
As important as grinding has been for our survival, history also teaches us another lesson: surpluses lead to change. In Ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, ideal conditions for farming combined with technological innovations of the Neolithic Revolution led to the birth of agriculture, which allowed for large surpluses of food production [54]. As a result of these surpluses and the subsequent specialization of the workforce, human civilization was born. Several millennia later, in Ancient Greece, the surpluses of the Golden Age of Athens led to an explosive development in the arts and sciences. They also cultivated the emergence of some of history’s most renowned philosophers, such as Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle [55]. In Florence, from the 14th century onwards, surpluses allowed the Medici family to fund arts and humanities, giving birth to the Renaissance [56].
Besides their impact on cultures, surpluses also act as a major catalyst for change in an individual’s life. Working the bare minimum to secure your next paycheck is only good for staying stagnant. If you want to move forward in life, you need surpluses. You need to work harder than you are currently paid for. This leaves you in a position to ask for a raise and move ahead in your career, and it will be in other people’s self interests to allow this.
Every morning, as you wake up, you have two ways to pay: either with the currency of guilt and shame for not doing what you should, or by grinding, which often includes an element of pain. The latter is the simpler way to pay, and the only one that leads to self-improvement. Pain is just guilt and shame, burning away.
The Grind is the answer you’re looking for
Throughout this book, I have given you practical insights on how you can implement The Grind and continuously improve your career. After all the reading and studying, the time has come — perhaps for the first time ever — to finally cut the crap. It’s time to fully commit to the system and start achieving measurable long-term results.
Sometimes, the answers to life's questions are so simple and obvious, so in your face, that they can be surprisingly difficult to see. I assure you, this is the answer that you’re looking for: grinding is the foundation of practically all forms of success, and it delivers results.
You don't need to wait for a better time or for opportunities to come knocking on your door. You don’t need to make endlessly detailed plans just to give yourself the feeling that you have actually achieved something. You don't need a fresh start, New Year's resolutions, or declarations on social media about the new you. You don't need a trip to Nepal to find enlightenment and realize that yes, in order to be successful, you indeed have to grind. The Grind is the answer you're looking for. It works practically every time and starts producing results immediately. While it’s true that some endeavors will take more time to complete, this is not something you should be overly concerned with. In fact, the less time you spend fantasizing about the results, the better.
The beauty of The Grind is that it's not a goal; it's a process. Once you establish a good process and focus on it, results will start emerging like mushrooms after the rain. If you stick with what you have started and let time work for you, nothing conceivable can stop you from achieving it.
Don't tell anyone what you're going to do. Tell them afterward what you have already done. Focus only on the process itself, because results always stem from it. Lastly, and most importantly, don't wait any longer. Actions of any kind can only be performed in the present. Now is a very good time.
You are not meant to be remembered as an individual – The Grind is your legacy
Will you be remembered as an individual after you die? The answer is as obvious as it might be difficult to accept: with an overwhelming probability, less than a hundred years after your death, you won’t be remembered in any way. For every Confucius, Alexander the Great, or Julius Caesar whose names echo across the millennia, there are hundreds of millions who fade into obscurity just a few generations after their passing. The fact that even these exceptionally rare individuals are remembered is unique to our species; no other species retains any memory of past generations now long gone.
The only things that remain of us are our genetics and our contributions to the development of the human species. For these, there is no expiration date in sight. To draw an analogy from nature, it was never about the individual ant—it’s the hive that must carry on.
As a new generation is born on this planet, they are able to build on the inventions, knowledge, and all other contributions of those who came before them. While inventors have always been relatively few, others have played a crucial role in enabling them to innovate. Every inventor had to be fed, sheltered, and clothed from day one, not to mention all the other goods and services that they would need later on. In the end, anyone who has created something valuable for others has contributed to the development of the hive.
Look around you. Everything you see—the buildings, the infrastructure, the devices you’re using—is the direct result of the productive work of others. For many of them, this is all that will remain. As long as humans roam the Earth, one invention will be built on top of another, with no end in sight.
Thanks to the unique characteristics of our species, each generation has, by default, lived better than the one before. There have been exceptions to this rule, of course, but the trend is undeniable. Even during periods of relative stagnation, such as the depths of the Middle Ages in Western Europe, development never fully stopped. As a result of this ongoing progress, we as a species now have it better than ever before.
Forget about being remembered as an individual or creating a “legacy” in the sense that the word is often understood. The odds are overwhelmingly against you being remembered at all, just as you remember almost none of those who lived centuries before you. All that remains of them are the genetics you now partially carry, along with their direct and indirect contributions to the development of the human species. For those without offspring of their own, The Grind will be their only legacy.
The darkest hour
There’s more to life’s journey than smooth sailing and clear skies. Every so often, the weather turns on us, and adversity strikes when we least expect it. In these moments, we need to hold on to something very concrete to help us weather the storm. We can’t always rely on the help of others, so we must place our faith in ourselves. Barring serious health issues, you can grind your way out of practically any situation that life throws your way.
Take a job loss, for example—something that can happen to anyone, often for reasons beyond their control. It does not mean you stop putting in the effort. You grind the same as you did before, and preferably even harder. Losing your job simply shifts your focus temporarily, but the momentum continues. Maybe you start by catching up on some long-overdue tasks around the house. Then you look for courses on valuable skills and start grinding through those. Before long, completed courses, certifications, and sample work will start popping up like mushrooms after the rain.  
A few weeks or months later, you move on to job applications, interviews, and learning from the ones that did not go your way. You grind, and you grind, and you grind, and you grind. You don't stop. Sooner or later, someone will notice your efforts and offer you an opportunity. If the timing is particularly bad, it might take a while, but it will still happen eventually. The scales of success will always reach equilibrium.
As you start your new job, you grind from day one. Over time, the novelty fades, but you keep at it because that’s your lifestyle. Some days, you don’t feel like putting in the effort, but you grind anyway.
This is the light that shines upon you during your darkest hour. Embrace the struggle. It has beautiful, innate qualities that are worth pursuing for their own sake. There’s great pride in being the kind of person who finishes what you have started. As you grind, you possess the unbeatable combination of discipline and time working on your behalf, and tangible results will always follow.  
All the colors of the rainbow
Before moving forward on your journey, I would like to share a few thoughts on toxic productivity.  While it’s quite rare to overwork across the span of a lifetime, it’s still possible.
In Ancient Greece, atop the Temple of Apollo, were inscribed these ancient words of wisdom: ‘Nothing in excess’. This timeless advice is as valid today as it was back then. Taking a good thing out of proportion often requires sacrifices that are no longer worth it. Therefore, nothing in excess. Not even work.
There’s obviously a lot of room to maneuver in determining how much work is optimal for a particular phase of life. For example, during the simultaneous pressures of both career and family, one might find themselves neck-deep in The Grind—and rightfully so. Regardless, no one should sacrifice an entire life for it, whether due to an unhealthy obsession with money or even as a hiding place from life itself.
No one thing should ever fill an entire life, any more than a painting should be painted with only one color. Instead, you can become the painter of your own life, using the colors in the proportions that feel right for you. The Grind is just one of the colors of life. It enables the use of many other colors and makes them more vibrant, but it’s still only one color.
My purpose has not been to give advice that might cause anyone to miss out on the experiences of this unique life due to toxic productivity. Family, friends, vacations, parties, great foods and drinks, relaxation, and all the other wonderful experiences are what make life worth living. If you spend all your time grinding, you will miss out on things far more valuable than the excesses you relentlessly pursued. Don’t throw it all away for nothing. See the breathtaking beauty of this planet and of life itself, become the painter of your own life, and experience all the colors of the rainbow.
The road ahead
Envision yourself climbing a hill in a place where past resides.
Every step seems to echo the memories of a bygone bittersweet era.
It’s a somber day in autumn.
The sky is trapped in shades of gray, with palpable moisture in the air as you ascend to the top. The place looks familiar, but you’re not the same anymore. You’re older and wiser now. It took a long time, but you finally know who you are.
The cool evening breeze brushes your skin as you gaze upon the horizon. A dark cluster of clouds hangs heavy in the sky. But these are no ordinary clouds. You have seen these clouds many times before. These are the clouds of uncertainty. The same clouds that made you play it safe before, when so much more would have been possible.
Suddenly, you notice a bright line emerging in the distance. It moves across the sky in sharp, decisive turns, slicing through the air and forging ahead.
You take a closer look, trying to make sense of what you're witnessing. Before too long, the answer reveals itself.
It’s you.
You look even closer, wanting to see more. Finally, you can see a reflection of yourself. You appear to be moving through what at first glance seems like an ordinary day. But there’s something different about you on this particular day. On this day, you’re making your dreams become a physical reality. You seize the initiative, make deliberate choices, and turn every stone to bring your vision to life.
At the end of the day, there will be nothing left that could have made the difference. It’s the perfect performance. The ultimate peace of mind.
You take a deep breath and reach acceptance. We live in a world of uncertainty. Nothing is certain. Nothing. The only thing that we can control is our performance.
Your fears begin to dissipate and leave the body, disappearing into the wind.
A deep sense of calm descends upon you. You are finally ready to take on the world and become the person you were always meant to be.  
The time of talking is over. Now go give ’em hell.






  
  Afterword


I’m glad you have made it to the end of the book, and I hope you have found it valuable. 
I am already working on an improved edition and would greatly appreciate your feedback or ideas for timeless topics that could provide value to software developers or IT consultants. You may share your thoughts at: thegrindfeedback@gmail.com
Wishing you a successful career—keep grinding!
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