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Preface

“Thus the sage Chaninah would say:
Much have I learned from my teachers and even more from my
friends but from my students I have learned the most of all”
—Ethics of the Fathers, circa 200 CE

You went to university to study a profession, but they were hell-bent on giv-
ing you an education instead. Unfortunately, there’s a gap between the for-
mal education we receive in school and the skills we need to build truly
successful careers. Not only are many of the basic skills for professional
growth not taught in school, but to a large degree they aren’t taught any-
where. The dynamic and somewhat bohemian quality of the software indus-
try introduces unique career challenges. Our industry includes many of the
trappings of corporate American culture, but many odd divergences. It’s a
domain where teenage hackers compete head-to-head with MIT Ph.D. gradu-
ates and where crinkled T-shirts and unlaced running shoes coexist with
stock options and executive titles. Making it Big in Software is my attempt to
share strategies for traversing these unique dynamics and maximizing your
professional potential. This book also includes interviews with some of the
most influential software innovators and leaders of the past 30 years—people
who literally changed the world.

In 1991, I was a fourth-year electrical engineering student at Queen’s
University, trying to finish up my degree and get a job. Every Friday after-
noon the electrical engineering school invited a guest speaker to inspire and
enlighten our young, impressionable minds. These talks covered a wide range
of technological topics; we discussed everything from high voltage transmis-
sion lines to CMOS VLSI circuit design. I confess that most of these sessions
were less than inspirational for me. One day, a guest speaker arrived with a
radically different message. He spoke to us about “life in the real world” and
what we could expect after we graduated. I was riveted. This is the only
fourth-year seminar from which I still have the notes. Most of my class-
mates, like me, were in the dark about what our lives might be like after grad-
uation. Even those students who had managed to find summer positions in



engineering were limited in their experiences by the normal constraints of
student positions. 

I decided then that if I ever could, I would return the professional courtesy
and volunteer to speak to university students. In the late 1990s and early
2000s, I began a series of career talks at leading universities. The lecture notes
from my talks, often delivered to capacity-filled auditoriums, became the
basis for this book. Some of the ideas are my own, but many are culled from
the leading business thinkers and software development evangelists of the
past three decades. Hopefully, this book succeeds in providing you what
school and daily work life generally cannot: the tools with which to make
it BIG.

Audience

This is a book for software professionals of all ages and levels, whether
they’re just trying to break into the field or have decades of experience.
Writing a book with that range isn’t easy; every age group and community
has a different set of concerns that affect what’s interesting to them. After
nearly two decades of recruiting, managing, and mentoring software profes-
sionals, there are some common themes I’ve found that cross most boundaries
of age and experience. I’ve tried to make those themes central to the book. I
hope this book will also be of interest to students and teachers of computer
science, providing a colorful look into the less mathematical aspects of the
profession.

Organization of This Book

The book is divided into three major sections: fundamentals, leadership, and
greatness. “Part I, Fundamentals,” discusses the major building blocks of a
great career in software, including the fundamentals of good software prod-
ucts, major skills and leading programming languages, how to land a job, and
how to operate effectively within a software team (including some pitfalls to
avoid). “Part II, Leadership,” takes the reader into a series of topics around
driving and leading change and operating in a much more harried profes-
sional environment. Leaders, almost by definition, need to multitask and
drive parallel agendas forward while deflecting myriad forces of negativity.
This section covers important topics related to “working an organization,”
how to build and pitch successful project proposals, career advancement, time
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management, avoiding software project overruns, work-life balance, and
higher-level management and leadership insights. “Part III, Greatness,” dis-
cusses topics around innovation—how to reach the pinnacle of the profession
(becoming a software visionary or guru), how to start your own business, a
review of compensation rates, and a retrospective on things I wish I had
known earlier in my career. 

Between the chapters you’ll find a number of interviews I did with leading
personalities. These interviews deliberately include a mix of business execu-
tives, researchers, and industry leaders. I feel it’s important for readers to get
perspectives broader than my own. To enhance the structure of the book, the
interviews are all marked with a gray bar along the leaf edge of their pages,
including the interviewee’s name. I’ve made a moderate effort to place the
interviews near related chapters (for example, two startup sensations, Marc
Benioff CEO and founder of Salesforce.com and Diane Greene past CEO and
co-founder of VMware, frame the chapter on software startups). Some inter-
views didn’t have a clear correlation to a specific topic, so there’s an admit-
tedly arbitrary aspect in the placement of a few. It’s absolutely not the case
that interviews placed in the Fundamentals section are any less profound
than those in the Greatness section. I think it’s fair to say that everyone I
interviewed has reached the heights of the profession. After all, that’s what
made them such interesting people to speak with.

Feedback

If you have feedback on the book or find any errors, please contact me. You
can send feedback to feedback@makingitbigcareers.com. Although I can’t
guarantee a reply to every email, I’ll make sure that every email is read.

Sam Lightstone

To learn more about Making it Big in Software,
including upcoming events and additional publications,

please go to:
www.MakingItBigCareers.com
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CHAPTER 1

Making It Big 

“Success didn’t spoil me, I’ve always been insufferable.” 
—Fran Lebowitz (1950– )

Software is an amazing place to build a professional career. In few other
domains can you have so much fun with so much positive potential to change
the world, while pulling down a decent living to boot. Software has made
complex technology accessible, and allowed us to control systems and
processes in a way that manual operators could once only dream about.
We’ve shrunken the world, brought people and societies to greater common
understanding, and allowed families and friends to connect when they are
apart. Business and researchers have faster and more accurate access to
strategic business information, historical records, data analysis, and mathe-
matical optimization. The world is creating nearly 15 petabytes of digital
information daily, and by 2011 an estimated 2 billion people will be con-
nected to the Internet.1 Almost everything that has an electrical power source,
from handheld phones to refrigerators, is running software. That’s what I call
demand. All that demand means a world of opportunity for software profes-
sionals. With all that potential, it’s worth knowing what it takes to evolve
your career to its highest possible potential for impact, leadership, innova-
tion, freedom, financial compensation, and fun. 

Making It Big in Software is a book about maximizing your career success
and your professional impact. From getting a job and honing key skills to
becoming a leader and innovator, this book walks you through the skills,

1 Steve Mills, Senior Vice President IBM Software Group, Keynote address, IBM Analyst
Connect Symposium, Stamford CT, Nov 2009.



behaviors, and personal qualities you need to reach your professional poten-
tial. In addition to my own thoughts, stories, and metrics, I’ve included a
number of interviews with industry-leading luminaries between the chapters.
These interviews with major executives, innovators, and researchers provide
fresh insights into the art and business of the software professional. Their
ideas are often profound and sometimes controversial. Having gone through
the extraordinary process of interviewing all of them, I found it profoundly
interesting to see the points of convergence and variation among them on
topics from time management to the value of graduate degrees. One of the
major points of convergence is that all these leaders and innovators clearly
love what they do. It’s both a cause and an effect: Loving what you do is the
most necessary of all ingredients for success, but it’s also true that being suc-
cessful allows people to spend more of their time on things they love. 

What Do “Big Shots” in Software Do?

Success means different things to different people. For many people, the first
and most important meaning of success is financial compensation. The more
money you earn for what you do, the more “successful” you are. “He’s a very
successful lawyer, a partner in the firm.” “She’s a successful entrepreneur. Her
business grew into an international conglomerate.” “He’s a successful sur-
geon. He earns enough in six months to spend the rest of the year traveling.”
We’re all accustomed to that way of thinking about success. Make no mistake
about it, financial rewards are indeed a very significant part of what most
people consider career success, and for some this is the most important com-
ponent. However, it’s a shallow mind indeed that considers it the only com-
ponent. Beyond financial rewards lie several other measures of success, and
the relative value of each varies from one person to the next. Here are some
other hallmarks of success gleaned from the interviews in this book, as well
as from decades of discussion with industry leaders at major software com-
panies around the world: 

. Fun and interesting work

. Corporate and industrial influence

. The betterment of society

. Freedom to work on what you want, when you want

. Fame

. Travel
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Successful people in software are defined by some or all of the attributes
in this list, and financial rewards follow as a result. For example, most of the
software giants interviewed in this book define their own success by their
contributions to the industry and their impact on society rather than by their
bank balances. Even so, several of them are very wealthy. Although relatively
few people in the software industry become fabulously rich, it’s a surprising
and hopeful fact that the short list of the world’s wealthiest people contains
several notable software gurus: Microsoft founder Bill Gates, Google founders
Sergey Brin and Larry Page, Oracle founder Larry Ellison, and Facebook
founder Mark Zuckerberg, just to name a few. Microsoft’s success created
many millionaires in the 1980s and 1990s through employee stock option
programs, as did several other high-flying software firms of the period.
Indeed, if becoming rich is your goal, there’s precedent for doing it through
a career in software. Many a software millionaire has been made by software
developers just doing their thing, writing great code and marking just the
right time to “cash out.” 

Corporate and industrial influence comes after you have made a reputa-
tion for yourself as an industry expert in a technical field or as an executive
with a track record of leading great success. When that happens, your opin-
ion is sought to direct the strategic investments in new technologies, to
approve standards, and to help foster industrial research efforts. This gives
you significant influence over how technology evolves, not only in your own
company, but also across the world. 

Technology aids in the betterment of society, though many people feel that
it continues to be our downfall and that in some pockets of life technology
will always do more harm than good. Even so, the general purpose of tech-
nology is the betterment of society: reducing humankind’s labor and suffer-
ing, engendering freedom, and advancing our exploration and understanding
of the universe. Software big shots, our business strategists and technical
architects, are the people who have the greatest influence on technology.
Okay, it takes a village to raise a child, and it takes a wide range of profes-
sionals to successfully bring good software to market, including wise
investors, savvy managers, salespeople and sales channels, and a lot of luck.
But nobody influences the shape of technology more than those who create
it. Having read this, the venture capitalists are now red-faced and fuming, the
salespeople are pounding their tightened fists, and the project managers are
rolling their eyes, but I stand by it. Certainly, without these people, most proj-
ects never achieve lift-off. But although they enable, they do not shape,
define, or mold the creative expression of the engineering team the way the
technical and executive visionaries do. 
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Follow Your Bliss

Software is one of the few professions that allows its practitioners to come to
work and dream, solve puzzles, surf the Internet, and then collect a handsome
paycheck at the end of the day. Whether you’re writing your very first “Hello
world” program in a new computer language or putting the finishing touches
on a new cloud computing infrastructure for your corporate data center,
every programmer has enjoyed the remarkable sensation of seeing technol-
ogy spring to life when their software runs for the first time. Not only is soft-
ware fun, but having fun in software is a catalyst for a successful career. It
was striking to me how often this theme came up in the interviews for this
book. Almost everyone I interviewed commented on the importance of find-
ing enjoyable work. If all the gurus seemed to agree on one piece of advice,
this was it. Check out the consistency across these statements: 

“If you are entering the field, find something that you really love
doing and get excited about doing, so that you almost feel as if you
should be paying them to come to work. I think you need to be happy
to be successful, not successful to be happy.”
—David Vaskevitch, Microsoft CTO

“Be sure that you like what you do at work and that you like the
people you work with—you’ll have to live with them for a long time.”
—Bjarne Stroustrup, inventor of C++

“The more you can merge what you want to do with your job, the
better.”
—Steve Wozniak, inventor of the Apple computer

“One piece of advice I would give people is to always make sure you’re
in an environment that leaves you feeling empowered to fully use your
talents, and that you feel appreciated for the work you do.”
—Diane Greene, co-founder and past CEO of VMware

“I believe that I just work better if I enjoy what I’m doing. I suspect
that if anybody wants to be ‘the best’ at whatever they do, they have
to realize that it takes decades of hard work. And the main way to
actually keep doing decades of hard work is to simply enjoy it so much
that you don’t want to stop.”
—Linus Torvalds, original author of GNU/Linux
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“…if you can find a job that you really like, the better you’re gonna be.
You’re gonna be more productive. You’re going to be happier. You’re
going to be more satisfied in general with what’s going on.”
—Ray Tomlinson, inventor of email

“Follow your bliss.”
—Jon Bentley, author of Programming Pearls

“For me, work is really enjoyable, making it hard to define where work
ends and fun begins.”
—Marissa Mayer, Google VP

“That’s what’s great—my career is a lot of fun. I don’t view it as work.
Computers have always been my hobby. The fact that I get to go to
work and work on my hobby and get paid for it is just fantastic.”
—Mark Russinovich, Microsoft Technical Fellow

“What is really important is to make sure that they are growing,
contributing, and enjoying what they do.”
—John Schwarz, CEO Business Objects

“My number one piece of advice is to have fun.”
—James Gosling, inventor of Java, Sun VP and Fellow

“…follow your passion. Most of all, be sure you have fun in the
process.”
—Grady Booch, IBM Fellow

“Any career is a marathon race, not a sprint. For it to be rewarding
over years and decades, it has to be something you like to do. As you
consider career decisions, listen to your heart as well as your head.
Your head will tell you how to succeed in a traditional sense. Your
heart will tell you what fulfills you, what you find fun. Here is a
simple metric: Ask yourself how fast the time passes at work. If you
“lose yourself” in your work—that is, if time passes quickly—that is a
powerful, positive message.”
—Tom Malloy, Chief Software Architect for Adobe Systems

Having fun is critical to career success in any profession; those of us in
software are fortunate to be in a place where having fun is easy. When you’re
having fun, you’ll work with more enthusiasm and more energy, and you’ll
get more done. The natural frustrations of professional life will slide past you,
paled by the enthusiasm and excitement of your work. As Grady Booch told



me in my interview with him, “I can’t think of any other industry that has
impacted every other business in the way that we as humans and civilizations
connect. What a cool business to be in.” 

Why Bother?

But with long hours, considerable stress, and no guarantees, the obvious
question is whether it’s even worth trying to make it big. I believe the answer
is unequivocally yes. The most compelling reason is that, in most cases, you
have to show up to the office and work like a lunatic anyway—it’s really not
optional (if you want to eat). So if the difference between being a midlevel
career programmer and making it big is an incremental strategic investment
of time and energy, then it’s more than worth it for you and for your family.
In the long run, the benefits are significant: a more satisfying career, greater
influence and impact within your company and the industry, more fun, and
more money. And while there may not be less “crap” to do, at least it’s strate-
gic work rather than “grunt” work. How much more money is there really,
after all that effort? According to data at PayScale.com and the United States
Bureau of Labor Statistics, in 2007, the lowest-paid software engineers earned
approximately $38,000, while senior architects earned more than $211,000, a
difference of 5.55 times. If you add to this the benefits from bonuses, pre-
ferred stock, and stock options that are always dolled out more generously to
the senior staff, the variance in compensation between the ends of the job
performance spectrum can be pretty astounding. 

Plus, making it big gives you the freedom to work on what you want to.
That broad statement is true in degrees, depending on just how big you make
it. The higher up the totem pole of technology you climb, the more freedom
you can have in what you work on. The late computer scientist Jim Gray, who
was one of the founders of modern database systems and a leader in scalable
computing before his mysterious disappearance in a boating accident on a
clear, calm day in 2007, was a great example. Before recruiting Gray,
Microsoft had always resisted the pressure to establish R&D sites outside of
their core location in Redmond, Washington. Gray just wasn’t interested in
living there. No problem. In 1995, they built their new laboratory, called the
Microsoft Bay Area Research Center (BARC), around him. Some may believe
that Microsoft had decided to finally tap into the incredible pool of software
talent and dynamism in the Bay area, but in truth, the move to open BARC
was motivated heavily by a desire to attract Gray to Microsoft. According to
Senior Vice President of Microsoft Research Rick Rashid, “If Jim had wanted
a lab in Monte Carlo, we would have built a lab in Monte Carlo.” That’s the
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freedom to work not only on what you want, but where you want! Why does
this happen? This kind of freedom comes with the value you provide through
your creativity, insight, and industrial influence. 

Big shots in technology have more “eureka moments” per unit time than
the little shots. They are leaders and connectors. They are the charismatic
inspirations for new ideas who build consensus to forge ahead on new tech-
nology initiatives. They have the ideas that create and shape the technology
of the future. This makes them sensationally valuable assets to any enterprise.
The more valuable you are, the more control you have over your destiny.
Your employer, colleagues, and industrial associates will do more for you and
give you that freedom, to keep you happy and focused on what you have
excelled at. Notice that I said “freedom to work on what you want,” but I did
not say the freedom to work the amount you want. In software, successful
people generally work hard. The climb to fame and fortune in software gen-
erally exacerbates this fate until you decide you have climbed enough, done
enough, and earned enough, that you’re willing to let your contributions
plateau.

Fame awaits those who make it big. When eWeek, TechWorld, and other
magazines want to get the inside scoop on emerging technology, they turn to
the technical gurus. Big shots in software write the books, publish the papers,
present the lectures, and are interviewed for columns that present technology
to the world. Fame isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, but whatever it is, the big
shots get a larger share. 

Finally, I contend that those who make it big have more meaningful and
fulfilling jobs. More satisfying work means you’ll have more enthusiasm for
what you do. Enthusiasm means you’ll work harder and be more profoundly
inspired. As a result, you’ll not only be more successful, but you’ll have a
good time doing it. Why is that? 

. The most successful people have larger degrees of control on what
they work on, so they can bias their work toward the things they
enjoy. Perhaps just as important, when you work on the things you
enjoy, your enthusiasm will rub off on others, and that’s a kind of
leadership, too. 

. Big shots don’t do grunt work. The least pleasant and lower-skilled
tasks are delegated to the junior employees, while senior folks focus
on the strategic items. This is a gross oversimplification. After all,
senior staff also gets involved in decisions to cancel technology proj-
ects, meetings to lay off staff (possibly including co-workers they
have known for years), and painful arguments over technical strategy.
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It’s definitely not all fun and games. Some of these responsibilities
include miserable experiences you wouldn’t wish on your worst
enemy, even after he’d stabbed you in the back, kicked your dog,
stolen your life savings, and burned down your home. As miserable as
some of the tasks of senior staff can be, they tend to be strategic in
nature. Their influence is large and profound. The process of execut-
ing these tasks can be gut-wrenching, but there’s a concomitant sense
of accomplishment of having made a radical and profound difference.
Okay, it’s hell, but it’s hell that matters. In contrast, some of the mis-
erable tasks relegated to junior staff are more likely described as just
plain miserable. 

One constant runs throughout: Nobody makes it big without a large and
sustained outlay of effort. Success in achieving your long-term goals always
means hard work for several years. 

It’s Not as Hard as You Think 

Throughout the chapters ahead, you’ll see that making it big isn’t the impos-
sible elusive dream that some people think it is. Making it big requires a mod-
erately consistent effort and the careful and strategic use of time to focus
your energy and talents in meaningful ways. Yes, it’s true that most success-
ful people in software tend to work longer hours than career journeymen, but
you don’t need to be a workaholic to get to the top. Working smart is always
more important than working hard. In fact, although the most successful peo-
ple work hard, long hours, their career success is gated more by what they do
than by how much of it. The chapters ahead tell the tale.
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