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Dedication



To Spencer and Claire.
My daily reminders of the value of caring about someone
      deeply.


Praise for Being Geek




      "Michael Lopp is that rare beast: the completely honest manager who uses plain
        language. You want to know how to cultivate a thriving career in this industry? Listen to
        Lopp."
    
John Gruber, Daring Fireball
"I've seen too many people who were technically brilliant but who you didn't
        want to let out of a locked room, because you knew they'd get eaten alive in the real
        world. Being Geek gives them a fighting chance to adapt to corporate
        life and manage the 'messy parts' of real life."
Thomas "Duffbert" Duff

      "Being Geek is a must-read for geeks and the people who need geeks to achieve the
        impossible."
    
Gina Bianchini, Founder of Ning.com

      "The geek shall inherit the earth. Michael Lopp uncovers the soul of a generation
        that is usually quite happy to keep to themselves."
    
Jim Coudal, Coudal Partners
Michael Lopp has an audacious message that geeks everywhere need to hear:
        Unpredictability is our friend, not our enemy. And his book Being Geek is the essential
        resource for anyone who wants to learn how to harness the power of unpredictable career
        moments—so we can fail faster, learn more, challenge our own expectations, and ultimately
        achieve something epic.
Jane McGonigal, Director of Games Research and Development at the Institute for the
      Future

Preface



I'm a geek, and I might be a nerd, but I'm not a dork.
I've been at these definitions long enough to see them transformed from cruel words of
      judgment to badges of honor and labels of praise, but even with dramatically better PR and
      social standing, we're still a demographic saddled with debilitating social skills, strange
      control issues, and an insatiable appetite for information.
...and we don't even have a good definition for the labels we've given ourselves.
Some of the content for this book was first seen in the Rands in Repose weblog, and many
      years ago I made a snap decision about whether to embrace the word nerd
      or geek to describe my demographic. I was writing a lightweight article
      regarding attention deficiency disorder and I needed an acronym, because nothing dresses up an
      idea like a clever acronym.
The choices were Nerd Attention Deficiency Disorder (N.A.D.D.) or Geek Attention
      Deficiency Disorder (G.A.D.D.). While neither rolls of the tongue, N.A.D.D. struck me as
      slightly less terrible. This brief decision had lasting impact because, moving forward, I
      exclusively used nerd in my articles.
It is a defining characteristic of the nerd or geek to seek definition. This makes my
      off-the-cuff nerd naming choice an ongoing source of annoyance for me. What is the actual
      definition of the nerd? And the geek? And what about those dorks?
This annoyance became a full-blown inconvenience as I worked with my editor on this book
      that is now in your hands. As titles we debated, she came up with the elegant and precise
        Being Geek. Right. Right. Dammit. That's perfect. Problem is, I've
      never written about geeks. I'm a nerd. Or am I?
The origins of the word don't help. Geek originally described a circus performer who bit
      the heads off live animals. Nerd has a more honorable origin in its first documented
      appearance in Dr. Seuss's 1950 book If I Ran the Zoo, where the narrator
      claims he would collect "A Nerkle, a Nerd, and a Seersucker too."
Since then, the words have blended. There are clever Venn diagrams that describe the
      respective traits of nerds versus geeks. Some suggest the geeks are more obsessive than the
      nerds. Others call out the social ineptitude of the nerds, but for every definition you find,
      another can be found to contradict the previous definition.
So, it's a toss up.
The good news is the lack of a clear delineation between nerd and geek doesn't prevent us
      from tackling dork.
Dork is derogatory, there's no doubt about it, but it does have a place amongst the geek
      and nerd definition. The term geek can be added to any number of fields, many of which have
      little to do with technology. Movie geek, music geek—this describes a deep appreciation of a
      thing. My belief is that the term dork is used by geeks to position their
      geekery above another's geek field. For example, I'm a computer geek, but those movie geeks
      are dorks.
Make sense?
The point being, depending on where you're standing, we're all dorks.
As becoming comfortable with ambiguity is one of the goals of this book, perhaps it's a
      good opening to understand there really isn't a clear distinction between geek and nerd. While
      this book is called Being Geek, I'm likely to throw a few nerds in there
      for good measure.
A couple of other conventions to be aware of before we begin:
For much of this book, my prototypical geek is a he as a convenience. There are plenty of
      she geeks out there for which the observations of this book equally apply.
The narrator throughout this book is Rands. This is a pseudonym I've been using for over a
      decade. The comfortable anonymity of Rands provides a professional distance from the topics I
      cover. Similarly, just about every proper name and situation described in this book is fake.
      They've been deliberately constructed in order to tell a tale.
And that tale starts now.
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Part I. A CAREER PLAYBOOK




For each new job I've considered, I can remember the moment I decided to make the leap.
        The consideration that went into each of these decisions was epic. There were Pro and Con
        lists, there were spreadsheets that did financial modeling, and there were endless
        conversations with trusted people that started with support and, weeks later, finished with,
        "Enough talking. When are you going to decide?"
This first section of Being Geek walks you through the endless list
        of decisions and tasks you can perform as you consider and engage in the search for your
        next gig. From early warning signs in the current gig to figuring out how to constructively
        stalk your future employer, these chapters document the various plays you can make as you
        consider the next move in your career.
These chapters leave the hardest part to you—making the decision.


Chapter 1. How to Win



You've had a small number of career-defining moments.
Small decisions cross your desk, your inbox, all day, but this isn't a small decision.
        It's massive, and once you've made this decision, there is absolutely no going back. It is
        in this moment you make a painful discovery—shit, I'm a geek.
You don't have an MBA. You know there are HR people in the building somewhere, but
        you've no idea what to do with them. You want to hide in the comforting structure of code,
        but you know that in this moment, this decision is going to significantly affect your
        career...if only you knew how.
Can I argue for more money after I received an offer? OK, how? Who do I do when my boss
        lies to me? What do I need to do to resign? What's a program manager? Should I apply for a
        management gig? They make more money doing less, right? Can I get a promotion without
        talking to a single human being? There isn't a class in college that teaches any of this.
        Wikipedia can give you definition, but it can't help a social introvert who sees much of the
        world through a keyboard.
This is the hand you've been dealt. Let's embrace the geek.
A System Thinker



We're different, and understanding these differences is a good place to start. At our
          core, I believe geeks are system thinkers. A simpler way to think about this is that in
          the mind of a geek, the world is like a computer—discernible, knowable, and finite. After
          years of successfully using the computer as a means of interacting with the world, we've
          come to follow a certain credo:
	We seek definition to understand
	the system so that we can discern
	the rules so that we
	know what to do next so that
	we win.

Definition, system, and rules. It all goes back to our ever-favorite tool, the
          computer. Our success with the computer has tweaked out perspective of the planet. We
          believe that given enough time and effort, you can totally understand the system.
            A hard drive has these attributes and make this type of operation faster. More
            memory will improve these types of operations. When my boss tells me I'm
            passive-aggressive, I should....
Wait, what? Passive what?
A crisis occurs when a situation appears that doesn't follow the rules, doesn't fit in
          the system, and is inherently indefinable. We go into high alert when we see a flaw in the
          system because the system is what we tell ourselves to get through the day. Unfortunately,
          this structure is a comfortable illusion and full of certain flaws that I like to call
          people.


People Are Messy



People screw things up. They are the sources of bugs. They ask odd questions, and
          their logic is flawed. In the pleasant mental flowchart we have in our geek heads, it's a
          single person who causes us to frustratingly ask, "Who are these people and why the hell
          don't they follow the rules? Can't they see the system? DON'T THEY WANT TO WIN?"
Yes, they do.
No one wants a reminder that life is a crapshoot. That we're all making it up as we go
          based on reacting to whatever random strangeness occurs in our corner of the world. The
          lack of control is especially discomforting to the geek, which is why we construct
          imaginary structured versions of our world to make the chaos a bit more palatable and
            predictable.
I'm a geek, and while I'm just as ambiguous and emotionally slippery as that comic
          book dork in the cube next door, I've been staring at geeks struggling with messy parts of
          high tech for over a decade. I believe I can improve the chances that we can win, even
          with all these people stumbling around and touching our stuff.
The advice and this book begin with a contradiction: prepare for the
          unpredictable.
The unpredictable shows up on your doorstep in two forms: simple unpredictability,
          which you can assess and act on immediately, and world-changing unpredictability that
          rocks your world and requires serious work on your part. In Being
            Geek, my hope is to first equip you with a system of improvisation that will
          help you act on the simple unpredictability and, second, to encourage you to develop a
          blueprint for your career to prepare for when the sky really falls.

A System of Improvisation



In my head, a handbook is a book with curled pages, a beaten cover, and folded pages
          that is never far away. It's achieved this state by being repeatedly and tactically
          useful. Being Geek's chapters are structured around a single job.
          From the initial job search, the interview, the offer negotiations, and learning about
          your company and your coworkers, to finally deciding it's time to search for a new gig.
          The idea is not the arc; the idea is that as you're going through a small bit of
          unpredictability, you can flip to Chapter 34 and read about how to
          interpret your yearly review so you can make a decision: am I or am I not going
            to get fussy about this poorly written review?
The chapters of Being Geek are standalone, meaning there are
          minimal threads tying one chapter to the next. This is partially a function of where some
          of the chapters originated—my weblog, Rands in Repose—but also a function of the geek
          attention span, which can be...limited. My hope is these fully contained, easily
          consumable chapters are useful when small decisions show up, in that they help you take
          apart your decisions. They aren't prescriptive, because whatever decisions you have on
          your plate are yours to make, and the best I can offer is to tell you the story of when I
          found that decision, what I thought, and how I moved forward.
It's satisfying: the completion of a task, the making of a decision, getting a thing
          done. These small bits of motion you apply to your day make up the majority of the
          decisions you make in your life, and they happen with little pomp and circumstance. Making
          these decisions and seeing what happens make up the bulk of your experience and how you
          continue your endless search for rules that define your system. The better you get at
          them, hopefully, the more success you have and the quicker you make them the next time
          they show up.
Still, these are the small bits of unpredictability, and you also need to know what to
          do when the massive unpredictability appears.

A Career Blueprint



You read a book. From beginning to end. While the chapters of Being
            Geek can stand alone, this book is written around a single hypothetical job
          and is intended to tell a long story. The time it takes to read this book will, hopefully,
          give you distance from the day to day work of your job and remind you that you're working
          toward something bigger. Your job is not just what you're doing; it should be preparing
          you for what you want to do.
As you read this book, you need to keep three classes of questions in your
          head:
	What am I doing?

	What do I do?

	What matters to me? What do I care about?



Your work day is deviously designed around focusing you on the first question. Think
          about your state of mind when you get in the car to drive home, when you're sitting on the
          subway, when you're barely pulling yourself out of the sea of things to do. You're not
          dreaming about your next gig, you're not thinking strategically about your career; you are
          recovering from a day of tactical tasks. That's what you're doing, but is that what you
            do?
Maybe you're lucky. You're the software architect. You're the director of design.
          You're the guy who cares more about databases than anything else on the planet Earth.
          You've discovered a larger theme to what you're doing and that's what you do. It's your
          career, and a career is much bigger than a job.
Perhaps you don't know. It's your first gig, and while all this coding is delicious,
          there sure seem to be a lot of people running around talking about career growth. That's
          what HR is going to do for me, right? My boss has that covered, right?
Wrong.
As an avid watcher of management in the Silicon Valley for coming up on two decades, I
          can safely say that the good intentions of HR and partial attention of your boss does not
          a career make.
Whether you know what you do or you don't, the act of reading this book from cover to
          cover is a few hours of your time when you get to ask, "What matters to me? What do I care
          about?" Does this management gig float my boat? Am I developer for life? Is the fact I
          spend the entire subway trip home cursing my gig a bad sign? It's professionally
          fashionable to bitch about your company and your inept manager, but when you start
          bitching about your career, I call bullshit. The idea that anyone besides you is
          responsible for your career is flawed. Your boss is only your boss while he's your boss.
          Your career is yours forever.
You choose your career and the choice makes life easy when massive unpredictability
          arrives. Think about it like this: how much easier would it be to make that big decision
          if you knew exactly what you wanted to do? Is it easier or harder to argue for that new
          project at work when you know it's perfect for your career goals? How would the review
          conversation go with your boss when you're completely sure that you want to get into
          management?
All decisions are easier when you're clear where you're headed.

A Collection of Moments



Your career is a collection of moments when you make a decision. PC or Mac? Answering
          that recruiting email or not? Confront or retreat? Even with this book in hand, you're
          going to screw up as many decisions as you make correctly, which is a troubling thought
          for the system-searching geek who is simply trying to win, but there are still rules to
            discern.
With time and experience, you'll learn there is a finite set of personalities walking
          the halls. Yes, they have their individual nuances, but these personalities and their
          motivations can be understood. Your boss and his motivation will vary from company to
          company, but it's a knowable set of motivations varying somewhere from "hiding until I
          retire" to "driving everyone absolutely crazy as I attempt to conquer the world." You can
          make most meetings useful. You can dig yourself out from underneath the endless list of
          things to do. It's OK to quit a job with people you like because there are a lot of people
          to like out there.
Being Geek is a distillation of 15 years in the Silicon Valley
          working at companies both large and small. I've had equal parts of calm and chaos, and
          I've been keeping notes during the entire time because I believe I'm always one rule away
          from figuring it all out, and that's how you win.

Chapter 2. A List of Three



The number three has been mystically bouncing around my life for years. First, there was
        the VP of Marketing who was obsessed with it. "Triangles, Rands, I see them everywhere.
        There's power in there." She kept three pieces of polished obsidian on her desk in a
        triangle formation at all times. Then was the Director of Engineering. All of his advice was
        dispensed in digestible lists of three. It was a handy, lightweight way of distributing
        bright ideas.
As means of simplifying the infinite, I see no reason why three can't help. Three is
        everywhere. Yes, no, maybe. Socialism, communism, capitalism. Memory, understanding, will.
        Of the people, by the people, for the people. I'm a fan.
This is why it comes as no surprise that I can pack both a career development and
        management philosophy into a list of three items:
	Technical direction

	Growth

	Delivery



Conveniently, the list applies to both managers and individuals, but let's talk about it
        from the individual career perspective. Let's turn the list into questions:
	Are you actively defining the technical direction for your product?

	Do you understand what you need to do in order to grow?

	Are you hitting your dates? Are you meeting your commitments? Are you doing what you
            say you're going to do?



That's it. That's all. There are shelves full of management and career development books
        that are going to explain in excruciating detail the 27 aspects of a good manager or 42
        habits of effective developers, and I'm certain there are gems in those books. It is the
        nature of experts to dive deep, to explain in detail, and God bless 'em, but I've got work
        to do, so let's keep it brief.
Technical Direction



Whether you're a manger or an individual, in software development, you own code and
          that code is in—wait for it—one of three states: you're writing it, you're fixing it, or
          your maintaining it. When you're writing the code for the first time, technical direction
          as a goal isn't hard to keep in the front of your mind. What am I building? What tools am
          I using? Is it going to perform? I don't know what you're building, I don't know what
          company you work out or your development culture, but I do know that for the code that you
          own, you set the technical direction, not your manager.
A manager's job is to forget. That's what they do. They get promoted and begin the
          long processes of forgetting everything that got them promoted in the first place. I'm not
          joking. Manager amnesia will be the source of much professional consternation throughout
          your career.
Now, in defense of my brethren managers, we don't forget everything, and during all
          that forgetting, we're learning other useful things like organization politics, meeting
          etiquette, and the art of talking for 10 minutes without saying a thing. The things that
          we do remember are the painful scars of being an engineer. The scars of experience pop up
          as random inspiration and make it look like we're keeping track of it all, but we aren't.
          We don't. This is why my management strategy is to assume those closest to the problem can
          make the best decisions. That's how I scale.
There are those managers who are desperately trying not to forget. They believe that
          given enough time and effort they have the same degree of visibility they had when they
          owned the code. These people are called micromanagers, and they are going to fail because
          they're not learning how to forget.
It's not just micromanagers driving their teams up the wall with their weekly status
          reports, 1:1 code reviews, and a complete disregard for the management structure. It's
          their quest to know it all that is destroying trust on their team. Why did you
            hire these people? To get more done. They're not extensions of you; they're
          entirely themselves. Deal with it. Again, those who are closest to the code are immanently
          qualified to set the technical direction of the work.

          Rands, he's not a micromanager. He fashions himself a visionary and he won't
            shut up about Scala. How the hell can I get things done when I'm being
            Scala-beaten?
        
That's the beauty of my list of three. Your manager, micromanager or not, has the same
          goal. It's his job to set technical direction—just like you. So, yeah, he's going to do
          research at the technical edges, he's going to think about radical re-architecting.
          Hopefully, he's competent and has the ability to do so, but that's not the technical
          direction you care about.
It's easy to forget with micromanagers and visionaries cluttering your day with their
          agenda, but as the owner of the code, it's your job to care—daily. Whether it's during the
          joy of writing the code, the annoying days of bug fixing, or the seemingly endless
          maintenance tasks, it's your call where the code is going to go next. Are we spending too
          much time on maintenance? Is it time to throw it away and start over? Sure, it's not
          necessarily your decision to make, but it's absolutely your responsibility to raise the
          issue, to have an opinion, and to affect the plan.
This code is crap. We need to start over.


Growth



Early in my career at Borland, I was baffled by the stock. What is it? Who sets it?
          What's an option? How do I spend it? Borland was in its heyday, so during all of the stock
          confusion, the price just went up...for two years. My thought was, "That's what stocks do.
          They grow." Then we missed our number. The earnings we had predicted were missed and the
          stock took a beating.
More confusion.
Everything in the building looked exactly the same. Everyone was working hard, but we
          were suddenly worth 25% less? This was my first lesson in perception being reality. The
          market sees growth as a leading indicator, and the panicky mob that is the stock market
          equates a lack of a growth with death.
And they're right.
As the second item in my career philosophy, growth represents the strategy by which
          you are learning, doing more, getting promoted, getting the shit kicked out of you, and
          garnering more responsibility. There's a simple rule designed to grab your attention: "If
          you're not growing, you're dying."
Let's see if you're dying. Ask yourself the following:
	Have you failed recently?

	Is there someone within throwing distance who challenges you daily?

	Can you tell me the story of something significant you learned in the last
              week?



Any answer of "No" is a troubling sign. You're coasting. Sure, it's comfortable, but
          while you're sitting there in your mediocrity, your industry is aggressively attempting to
          make you irrelevant. It's not personal; it's a function of all of those other bright
          people who aren't scared of failure, who have surrounded themselves with catalytic
          personalities, and who thrive on understanding.

          Rands, isn't it my manager's job to grow me?
        
There are two parties responsible for your growth. You and your manager. Now, this
          isn't actually true, but early in your career, it's a convenient illusion. It is your
          manager's responsibility to care more about your growth than you. They do have more
          experience and are able to identify and assign opportunity suitable for that growth.
            She's ready to be a tech lead. I can feel it.
Unfortunately, you're always second in line when it comes to growth with your manager.
          I pessimistically believe that your manager will consider his interests before he
          considers yours. It sounds devious, but the same rule that applies to you applies to your
          manager: grow or die.
Perhaps a healthier way to think of it is that your manager is responsible for your
          job, but you're the manager of your career. The primary goal of both jobs is to identify
          and act on opportunity inside of the company that is going to challenge you, force you to
          learn, and push you to the edge of discomfort. These opportunities are going to confuse
          you because it's unfamiliar territory and you don't have a map...which is the point. A
          good manager creates opportunity, but it's your responsibility to take it.
However, your boss is not going to discover opportunity outside of the company.
          They're likely never going to say, "Yeah, we're doomed. Get the hell out." There is no one
          more qualified and informed to make decisions regarding your larger future than
          you.
I am ready for more.

Delivery



It's an unfortunate necessity that in our industry, the shit hits the fan. Just under
          two decades of experience in the Silicon Valley working at big companies, and I can
          confirm that random disasters are a constant.
Let's assume that you're a responsible person in the next disaster. Let's assume it's
          of a deeply technical nature, and let's assume you're not capable of handling this
          disaster. Who do you call?
Got a name? I bet you do. It's the guy who can do anything. He's probably got an
          office in a company where only managers have offices. He probably wears very strange
          T-shirts and has odd eating habits, but what's important about this guy is he
          delivers—like a machine. There's nothing that you can't ask this fellow to do that he
          doesn't leap on, can't explain, or can't argue about.
My guess is this guy is deeply technical—maybe an architect, perhaps a free
          electron—but going back to the question, why'd you call him to help with the
            disaster?
He delivers. It's not even a question. You don't consider for a moment that he won't
          be able to help. Even if the technical expertise you require has absolutely zero
          intersection with his experience, you know that he'll be able to help.
It's a skill, yes, but it's not the skill that everyone admires; it's the reputation.
          It's the expression you'll see on your boss's face when you tell him, "Yeah, I know it's a
          disaster, but Ryan's helping." Oh good, it's handled.
If technical direction is your ability, and growth is the refinement and shaping of
          that ability, then delivery is the reputation you construct around that ability, and the
          rule is also simple: "Do what you say you're going to do."
Quips, quotes, tweets, and clever names are littered all over my writing, but don't
          let their simplicity imply they are easy to apply. Doing what you say you're going to do
          is hard. Let's do the math.
	How many requests were made of you today? Let's call that X.

	How many of those requests have you completed or plan to complete to the
              satisfaction of the requestor? Let's call that Y.



If X is ever larger than Y, then your reputation is suffering. Any task, big or small,
          that has landed on your plate and you failed to complete is eroding your reputation.
          Here's why:
It wasn't a big deal. They didn't even notice. Yeah, they did.
          Maybe they didn't follow up and maybe it wasn't that big of a deal, but there was a brief
          moment when they internally measured you: Didn't follow up. Didn't complete.
            Doesn't care. That's what they remembered.
I couldn't say no. It was my boss. When you accept a task from
          your boss, whether you're able to complete it or not, the assumption is that you'll do it.
          Saying no to the person who signs the checks is tricky, but again, think about your
          reputation. Are you going to lose more points for saying no to a task or for failing at
          that task?
But I want to be a team player. Yeah, good teams don't
          fail.
The Quakers have a tenet that reads, "Speak truth to power." When the boss is signing
          you up for failure, your move isn't laying down the no; your move is to tell the truth.
            Hey, I have no idea how to be successful here. I care about being successful,
            and so should you. Help.
You need to be maniacal about your reputation. Yes, a single failure to deliver isn't
          a disaster. Mistakes happen. X is sometimes bigger than Y, but some misses are vastly
          bigger than you expect. That one off-handed request from your VP that sounded like it
          wasn't a big deal? Well, by itself it wasn't a big deal, but the three tasks after that
          were a big deal and when she reverse-engineers where the failure originated, she's not
          going to remember that the request was off-handed. She'll think, "Right.
          Unreliable."
A reputation is a community-based opinion that you don't control. It takes years of
          work to develop and a single missed key responsibility to destroy.

Simplifying the Infinite



I use the word "rule" a lot in this chapter, but I'm not a rule guy—I'm a direction
          guy. If you're looking for the definitive 38 ways to effectively manage your career, I'm
          sure there's a book for that. The "List of Three" is intended to give a semblance of
          structure and a sense of direction.
For me, technical direction is a reminder to care daily about my work. Growth is
          actively watching my career and making sure that today is not a dull repetition of
          yesterday. Finally, delivery is my daily investment in my reputation. Keeping this list in
          my head keeps me asking questions and, more importantly, keeps me growing.
To me, the fundamental unit of growth is knowledge. Knowledge isn't facts, and
          knowledge isn't data. It's your consumption of facts, data, situations, and personalities,
          and the consumption yields a discovery. It's when you mentally build something new. This
          knowledge may not be novel, but what makes it unique is that you built it for
          yourself.
The act of creation makes knowledge yours. It grows your mental arsenal—giving you a
          new experience to reflect upon forever.

Chapter 3. The Itch



My expiration date for a gig has, historically, been three years. Strangely, this
        mirrors what I believe is the development cycle to get a product right—three releases before
        it's real. One release per year, the product is done...and so am I.
I say this like there's a plan, like I know that after three years it's time to move on,
        but this is not a science. This is historic observation. As I look at my resumé, it's
        obvious. In fact, I often start leaving before I even notice I'm leaving.
Leaving starts with an itch.
Are You Answering the Phone?



I rarely answer my phone at work. There are really only two types of people who call:
          lawyers and recruiters. The lawyers are calling for good reason. They know that anything
          that passes through the keyboard is forever, and since their jobs hinge on conversations
          that we might not want to be forever, they use the phone.
Recruiters, on the other hand, are just cold calling. They've got a name and the main
          number of your company and they're dialing. They don't care who you are—you're just 10% of
          your first year's salary. And they're the main reason I never pick up my phone.
The phone rings maybe 3–5 times a day. The ringer is low, and 99% of the time I just
          ignore it, except when I don't. In the moment of considering the ring, an instant mental
          analysis occurs that sounds like this: Recruiter. Meh. But I wonder if it's
            something interesting? More interesting than what I'm doing right now? More potential? A
            raise? I could use a raise....
I'm making it sound like this inner dialog is complex and drawn out, but it's not.
          It's a gut check. Am I happy in my job? Yes? OK, ignore the phone.
          No? Well, let's see what they have to say.
As I reach over to pick up the phone, a silent alarm goes off in my head because it's
          likely I haven't admitted to myself that there's a chance I'd consider another gig, but
          here I am reaching for the phone, picking up, and seeing what the world has to
          offer.
I've never actually ended up in a gig that started with a cold call, but I have ended
          up in a new gig because a cold call knocked me out of professional lethargy and created a
          professional itch I needed to scratch.
The Pissed Itch



Before we figure out whether you're ready for a new gig, let's first figure out your
            mindset because it's going to dictate whether or not we proceed. Are you pissed off at
            your boss? Did you just get a really bad review? Did you just learn you weren't included
            in the next fancy project? Are you seething?
Right, stop reading.
The rest of the chapter assumes you're in control of your temper and your current
            gig. You are driving. If you're pissed, you're not in the mindset to make solid
            strategic decisions about your next gig. You're motivated by a single thought: I. Am.
            Out of here. There's a litany of good reasons to be angry with your boss, your company,
            or your team, but you don't want to start a job change being pissed off. Nothing taints
            common sense more than being pissed off.

Early Warning Signs of Doom



Choosing to subject yourself to a recruiting cold call is just one sign that cracks
            are forming in your job satisfaction. There are others...
Engagement



How engaged are you in your work? I know you love working on that new feature in
              the product—you'll always love doing new things—but how about the busy work? How
              engaged are you in the work that is necessary but tedious? Remember when you joined
              the company and everyone was bright and you had no clue the boring work was, well,
              boring? Now that it's boring, are you able to crank through it, or are you finding
              excuses to not do it? I'm not talking about a lull of interest; I'm talking about a
              complete lack of interest in the inane but essential work that moves the company
              forward.
It's a warning sign when the onerous busy work drops off my plate. I'm not doing
              it, because I've got a new gig in mind, though I'm months away from that realization.
              It's an early sign that the core satisfaction in my job has begun to erode when I'm
              unable to charge through the work I hate.

Wanderlust



How much are you thinking about your job when you're not working? When you go to
              sleep? My question is: how much are you thinking about your job when you don't have
              to?
There's a larger job satisfaction analysis going on inside of wanderlust. In
              hi-tech, 9 to 5 jobs are dead. I'm a fervent supporter of maintaining a work-life
              balance that allows you to explore as much of the planet Earth as possible, but I'm
              also the guy who thinks if you're going to do this job, you should be absolutely
              fucking crazy about it. This doesn't mean that you're obsessively working 24 hours a
              day on the product, but it does mean that the work you are doing is part of
              you.
If your work isn't finding you in the car or on the bus, if you're not thinking
              about the things you build when your mind is wandering, it might be a sign that you're
              going through the motions with your work.
Software development is puzzle solving. Given this esoteric set of
                problems, people, and code, how am I going to build the best possible thing I
                can? You don't always solve these problems sitting at your desk. You
              solve them in the bar, in the shower, in the places you let your mind
                wander.
If my mind isn't always passively chewing on the things I need to build, again,
              it's a sign that I might not care about what I'm doing.
Whether your engagement is fading or you are lost in wanderlust, both mental
              states are hurting your current gig more than you think. When your engagement fades,
              you stop doing busy work. When you are mentally wandering outside of your gig, again,
              you're decreasing your daily investment in your gig.
It's not all bad news. Your big projects are getting attention. The people that
              stand in your door yelling, they get your cycles, but the quiet work isn't being
              touched. A decent percent of the day is busy work, and when you choose to not do that
              work one day, no one notices, because it's not high-priority work. When you don't do
              that work for three weeks, the busy work becomes an untended garden where the
              low-priority work slowly grows into reputation-affecting mistakes.
You can go months giving the boring work half of your attention, but it's just a
              matter of time before you ignore a task that really matters. Now you're the person
              who's looking for a gig not only because you're bored, but also because you're
              screwing up.
You need to consider your new gig from a place of confidence. You don't want to be
              running from a mistake, but walking toward a new opportunity.


The Contradiction List



Before you pick up the phone, before you answer that tempting recruiting email,
            there are a couple of questions I want you to ask yourself, and then, with these answers
            in hand, I'll explain why you should ignore them.
Who are you leaving behind?



I have a Rolodex. It's not actually a Rolodex, it's a list, and on that list is
              every single person whom I'll call when I do the start-up thing. In each company I've
              worked at, I've had the Rolodex moment when I realize that someone I'm working with
              belongs on this list. It's a rare, wonderful moment.
There's a risk when you leave a gig that you're leaving people behind who you're
              going to need at a later date, who aren't going to survive the transition to your new
              gig. There's also a chance that you've missed an obvious Rolodex candidate.
The reality is:



Inclusion on the Rolodex is defined by the ability to survive job changes,
                although, paradoxically, you won't actually know that for sure until you leave. Part
                of my inclusion criteria is that I see my relationship with this person as something
                larger than the current gig. If they're on the Rolodex, it means I believe our
                relationship is no longer defined by the current job, and there's no better way to
                test this hypothesis than switching gigs.


Are you done?



In your current gig, are you close to a state where all of your major commitments
              are either complete or won't come crumbling down if you leave? I'm not saying every
              single task has been crossed off; I'm saying that the work that you can uniquely do
              can either be completed or handed off to a competent person. My real question here is:
              what's the story that will be told about you when you leave? Will it be, "He's the guy
              who bailed when it got tough" or "He left us at a tough time, but left us in good
              shape"?
The reality is:



You're never done. There's never a good time to go. If you're a key player in
                the organization, everyone will likely freak out when they hear you're leaving,
                meetings will be held to brainstorm backup plans, you'll leave, and things will
                pretty much proceed as they did when you were there.
Nature abhors a vacuum, and while your absence will be visually obvious,
                culturally, one or more people will start jockeying for your gig the moment the
                departure rumor starts wandering the hallways.


What itch are you trying to scratch?



This is the last question, but it should be first. You're still reading, so your
              motivation isn't "I hate this company." What is your motivation? You want a raise?
              That's great, that's a place to start, but you know you can get a raise just doing a
              good job where you're sitting right now, with people you know, in familiar
              surroundings. Switching gigs strikes me as a pretty radical change given all you want
              is more money.
Is your motivation bigger than that? Dumping all your current responsibilities and
              everyone you professionally know is a shock to the system. You're in for months of
              confusion sitting in a place you don't know with people who speak in strange acronyms.
              Your motivation around looking for a new gig should be commensurate with the
              confidence beating you're about to take.
The reality is:



Take the beating. Every job is a fascinating new collection of people and
                responsibilities. You need to pay careful attention to whether you'll fit in to this
                potential new gig, but even with that due diligence, it's a crapshoot. You'll never
                know exactly what you'll learn, but I guarantee in the chaotic flurry of new, there
                is invaluable experience to discover.





Bright and Shiny



Once you have telemetry on the potential new gig, my last question is: "Is it just new
          or is it unique? And is it progress?"
A new job is not like a new car. The morning after you bought the car, you walk into
          the garage and think, "Holy shit, a new car. I can't believe...all the new." Then, you get
          in the car and start your drive to work swimming in the new car scent, and halfway to work
          you realize, hey...it's just a car.
In analyzing a potential new gig, you need to separate the new from the unique. "What
          is genuinely unique about this new job?" For me, answers have varied: it's a start-up,
          it's shrink-wrap, it's not another fucking database product, or it's a step back, but it's
          a company I've wanted to work at since I was a kid.
Once you've defined what's unique about the potential gig, you've got a bigger
          question: "Is it what you what to do?" This is the career question. This is when you
          figure out whether or not you know what you want to be when you grow up.
It's OK to not have a solid answer to that question. I'm still working on it, but just
          because you don't have an answer to a very hard question doesn't mean you shouldn't ask
          it. Does this new gig fit into whatever hazy goals you have for yourself? If you want to
          be standing in front of a thousand people talking about changing the world, does this gig
          feel like a step in that direction?
The place to start thinking about a new job, about figuring out what itch you need to
          scratch, isn't whether or not you want the job; it's considering do I know what
            I want to do?

Chapter 4. The Sanity Check



The amount of infrastructure sitting between you and your next gig is
          impressive.
Ironically, this infrastructure was purchased and configured to get you as close to this
        job as quickly as possible, but it doesn't. Corporate job sites are usually outsourced
        affairs, because HR departments traditionally have neither the budgets nor the expertise to
        build the system they'd actually use. They shouldn't; it's not the core competency.
With half-baked solutions manned by contract recruiters, it's almost a miracle when your
        phone rings or an email shows up with a recruiter wanting to set up a phone screen. Someone,
        somewhere in the organization has successfully mapped you to an open position. This is a
        really big deal because, in my experience, the chance that you'll get this job has improved
        logarithmically. It's not 50/50, but it's vastly better than when you were a random resumé
        sitting on a desk.
There's a sense of relief when you have an actual conversation with a human being, and
        as soon as you hang up the phone with the recruiter, you're going to call your best friend
        and say, "Hey, I got a interview with The Company!"
No, you didn't. You got a phone screen, and a phone screen has little to do with an
        interview. While your situation isn't as tenuous as the 30 seconds you have to make an
        impression with your resumé, you're still not in the building, and nothing real is happening
        until you're in the building.
Here's the precise mental process I use as I walk through the phone screen, but before I
        do that, you've got homework.
Stalk Your Future Job



Before you even talk to me, you're on a fact-finding mission. You've got a job
          description, and after the phone screen has been set up, you've got my name. You might
          also have an idea of the product or technology associated with this gig or you might not,
          but even without a product name, you've got plenty of information to start with.
Do your research. Google me. Find out anything you can about what I do and what I care
          about. This isn't stalking, this is your career, and if I happen to be an engineering
          manager who writes a weblog, well, you can start to learn how I think. Maybe I don't have
          a weblog, but I post to mailing lists. That's data, too.
How is this going to help you during the phone screen? Well, I don't know what you're
          going to find, but anything you can gather is going to start to build context around this
          job that you know nothing about. This helps with phone screen nerves as well. See, I have
          your resumé, and you have nothing. Aren't you going to feel better about talking with a
          total stranger when you figure out from staring at my Flickr pages that I absolutely love
            Weimaraners? Isn't it going
          to be reassuring to know I swear in my Twitters? A bit of research into who you are talking to is going to level the
          information playing field.
Similarly, if you have a product name or technology, repeat the same process. What is
          the product? Is it selling well? What do other people think about it? I'm not talking
          about a weekend of research here. I'm talking about an hour or so of background research
          so that you can do one thing when the phone screen shows up: ask great questions.
That's right. In your research, you want to find a couple of compelling questions,
          because at some point during the phone screen I'm going to ask you, "Do you have any
          questions for me?" And that is the most important question I'm going to ask.


Initial Tuning



Before I ask you the most important question, I need to figure out a couple of things
          early in our chat. What I need to learn is:
Can We Communicate?



I'm going to lead off with something simple and disarming. It's either going to be
            the weather or something I picked up from your extracurricular activities. "Do you
            really surf? So do I! Where do you surf?" These pleasantries appear trivial, but they're
            a big deal to me because I want to see if we can communicate. It's nowhere near a deal
            killer if the pacing of our conversation is awkward—I'll adjust, but how off is it? Are
            we five minutes in and we still haven't said anything? OK, maybe we have a
            problem.

One More Softball



My follow-up questions will now start to focus on whatever question your resumé left
            me with. I've no idea what I'm going to ask because it varies with every single resumé,
            so my thought is that you should have your resumé sitting in front of you because it's
            sitting in front of me as well. It's my only source material.
Whatever these follow-up questions are, I'm still figuring out how we communicate.
            This means you need to focus on answering the questions. It sounds stupid, but if it's
            not absolutely clear to you what I'm asking, it's better to get early clarification
            rather than letting me jump in five minutes into your answer to say, "Uh, that's not
            what I was asking."
See, you and I are still tuning to each other. It's been 10 minutes now, and if
            we're still not adjusted to each other's different communication styles, I'm going to
            start mentally waving my internal yellow flag. It doesn't need to be eloquent
            communication, but we should be making progress.

No More Softballs



We're past the softball phase of the interview, and now I'm going to ask a hard
            question. This isn't a brainteaser or a technical question; this is a question that is
            designed to give you the chance to tell me a story. I want to see how you explain a
            complex idea over the phone to someone you don't know and can't see.
Again, who knows what the actual question will be, but you need to be prepared for
            when I ask the question that is clearly, painfully open-ended. I'm not looking for the
            quick, clean answer; I'm looking for a story that shows me more about how you
            communicate and how you think. Being an amazing communicator is not a part of most
            engineering jobs, I know this. I'm not expecting Shakespeare, but I am expecting that
            you can confidently talk about this question because I found this question in your
            resumé and that is the only piece of data we currently have in common. If we can't have
            an intelligent discussion about that, I'm going to start wondering about the other ways
            we aren't going to be able to communicate.

Your Turn



We're 20 minutes into the phone screen, and now I'm going to turn it over to you
            when I ask, "Do you have any questions for me?"
When I tell friends that this is my favorite question, the usual response is, "So,
            you're lazy, right? You can't think of anything else to ask, so you go for the path of
            least resistance." It's true. It's an easy question for me to ask, but it is essential,
            because I don't hire people who aren't engaged in what they're doing. And if you don't
            have a list of questions lined up for me, all I hear is: YOU DON'T WANT THIS JOB.
A well thought out question shows me that you've been thinking about this job. It
            shows me you're already working for it by thinking about the job outside of this
            30-minute conversation. Yeah, you can probably wing it and ask something interesting
            based on the last 20 minutes, but the impression you're going to make with me by asking
            a question based on research outside of this phone screen will make up for a bevy of
            yellow flags. It shows initiative and it shows interest.


The Close



And we're done. It went by pretty quick, but the question is, "How'd it go?" Here's a
          mental checklist to see how you did.
Long, Awkward Pauses



Were we struggling to keep things moving? Were there long silences? Well, we didn't
            tune appropriately. Again, not a deal killer, but definitely a negative.

Adversarial Interactions



What happened when we had different opinions? Did we talk through it, or did we
            start butting heads? This happens more than I expect on phone screens, and it's not
            always a bad thing. I'm not interested in you telling me what I want to hear, but if we
            are on opposite sides of the fence, how do we handle it? If a candidate is willing to
            pick a fight and dig in their heels in a 30-minute phone screen, I'm wondering how often
            they're going to fight once they're in the building.

How'd It Feel?



This is the hardest to quantify, but also the most important. Did we click? Now, I
            haven't done a technical interview in years. Others with more recent experience are
            going to drill down there if we bring you in the building. There's a risk that if you
            get past the phone screen and you don't have the technical ability, we're going to waste
            a half-day of my team's time interviewing someone who can't do the job, but I'm vetting
            a more important aspect of you.
You are not a cog. The story we tell ourselves when someone we like chooses to leave
            the group or the company is, "Everyone is replaceable." This is true, but this is a
            rationalization designed to lessen the blow that, crap, someone we really like is
            leaving. We are losing part of the team. Professional damage is done when a team member
            leaves, and while they are eventually replaceable, productivity and morale take a
            hit.
All of my softballs and questions are designed to answer the question, "Are you a
            person who we'd miss if you left?" As the leader of my group, I am hopefully
            representative of my team, so if after 30 minutes you and I haven't figured out how to
            communicate, there's a good chance you won't click with part of the team as
              well.

Specific Next Steps



How did I leave it? Did I give you a song and dance about how "we're still
            interviewing candidates and we'll be in touch within the next week"? Well, that's OK,
            but what you're really looking for is a specific next step like "I'm going to bring you
            in" or "Let's have you talk with more of the team." An immediate and actionable next
            step is the best sign of success with a phone screen. If I don't give you this as part
            of the close, ask for it. If I stall, there's a problem.
A phone screen is not an interview; it's a sanity check. I already know you meet the
            requirements for the job by looking at your resumé. The phone screen is going to tell me
            whether you meet the requirements of the culture of my team.
Unlike your resumé, where you send your hope to an anonymous recruiting address, the
            phone screen gives you leverage. The phone screen is the first time you get to represent
            yourself as a person. It's still a glimpse, but it's the first time you can actively
            participate in your next job.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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