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********** 

Hey there, 

Thanks for downloading the transcript of the Smart and Simple Matters show. Before you read the transcript you’ll want to 

read this quick. 

To make sure you don’t miss new Smart and Simple Matters shows, go to the Value of Simple website and sign up for the 

email newsletter. Do that here: 

http://valueofsimple.com  

In this episode you’ll learn about: 

 Which productivity techniques are best for working from home (they’re not what you think)  

 The biggest freelancing trap Bernard fell into…and how he got out 

 How many books you need to read to become an efficient digital nomad 

 Clever ways to curate that you’ve never thought about 

 Rocking exercise routines for freelancing pros 

 Why Ethan Waldman is going to laugh at me and how I made a fool of myself 

 Whether the myth of The Croatian Bear is actually true 

Oh, and please don’t forget. If you appreciate this specific podcast or the Smart and Simple Matters show in general, go to 

the iTunes page and leave a review. Every single review is a huge help to the show and greatly appreciated! Here’s the 

link: 

Smart and Simple Matters on iTunes 

Now for the transcript. 

********** 
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Joel: Hey there, and welcome to the Smart and Simple Matters show with your host, Joel Zaslofsky. All I have to say 

about this one is giddy up, because digital nomads and spreadsheets are so in right now. This is episode number ten. 

I’m super stoked to have Bernard Vukas (voo-cass) with me today as I’ve been eager to chat with him ever since hearing 

about his journey in Chris Guillebeau’s book The $100 Startup. Although he’s gradually moving away from a designation I 

think is beyond fantastic, you may know him as “Mr. Spreadsheet.” 

Bernard has been working from home for over four years and lives as a full-time digital nomad. He’s been personally 

thanked by the CEO of ODesk and nominated as "Best Contractor" in the “Software Developer” category on that website. 

And get this: He’s increased his contractor hourly billing rate by 1,400% since 2008. And what kind of work does he bill 

for? Well, let’s just say it’s technical and involves creating software add-ins for world renowned companies like Oracle in 

Microsoft Office programs like Excel, Word, Outlook, and PowerPoint. 

Right now he lives in the Philippines at Boracay Island with his boyfriend who also happens to be a full-time freelancer 

working from home. In his ample free time, you can catch Bernard running on the beach, doing yoga, cranking out a P90X 

exercise circuit, and traveling all over the place.  

Did I miss anything important Bernard? 

Bernard: No, I think you covered everything. Hi Joel. 

Joel: Cool. I’m glad to have you on the show today. 

Let’s give our listeners an overview of the potentially funky and insightful topics we’ll be covering. First, we’ll talk a bit 

about your early life story; then about the discipline, systems, and philosophy of working from home – happily doing so, of 

course. Next, we’ll cover something I’m beyond enthusiastic about and that I know you know an amazing amount about – 

the glory of the spreadsheet.  

Then we’ll transition to what kind of contract work you’ve done for clients that has really made you passionate about your 

projects. And maybe, if we have time, I’ll ask you about the mysterious Croatian Bear and how you create recipes with a 

website called If This Then That. So, that’s the breakdown. 

Bernard: Awesome, that’s great. 

Joel: Most, but not all, of what everyone is listening to, they can get really pumped up about.  

But before we get into all of that, I like to start an episode by asking a guest a bit about his or her experience growing up. 

You were born and raised in Croatia and I’d like to know…was there one or maybe to defining moments as a teenager or 

young adult that created the spark for the type of lifestyle you’re leading right now. 

Bernard: That’s correct, Joel. I grew up in a small village in Croatia – maybe 300 houses. When I was six years old, this 

was in 1986, my father bought me a small computer which is called the ZX Spectrum. This was in 1986 and the computer 

came with a programming manual. I would sit down and look at the keyboard and key in these little programs because the 

computer didn’t know how to do anything. At that time you had to key in little programs to make it run. That was the 

beginning for me, the spark that I knew I wanted to do. I knew I wanted to be a programmer. 
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Joel: Wow. That sounds like an early start, maybe something that I should’ve got. The only computer programming class 

or experience I ever had was when I was in college and after the second day of the class, I dropped it that semester 

because I realized, I wasn’t very good at it. But I’m always incredibly impressed and fascinated by folks who just simply 

“get it” and who have been doing it for a really long time. That’s really cool. 

And I hear that you worked for an organization named Educa International from 2003 to 2008 as a specialist for teaching 

workshops for beginning entrepreneurs about something that wasn’t really related to programming, but it sounded like it 

was about creating business plans and marketing plans and showing them how project management is done. It sounds 

like it was a pretty good job and you were able to leverage a lot of that experience for your current professional 

freelancing work. Can you tell us how that job prepared you for a course that you were able to chart for yourself in 

becoming an entrepreneur? 

Bernard: That was really a great experience because we got to teach the basics of the business plans and standard 

financial tables to beginner entrepreneurs. Just this leverage that I had with financial tables and business plans that gave 

me a kick start on ODesk. When I started on ODesk, initially my idea was to do financial planning, 

But it turned out that that was a little bit more demand for programming services, so I switched to programming back then. 

Joel, All right. Financial planning, that’s interesting. Now I’m not going to do a comparison between the two. I actually 

come from the financial planning and investment/wealth management world. I worked for a decade in corporate America 

for an investment company beforehand, and, as much as I love a good financial planner, these days at least I certainly 

appreciate a good programmer a lot better. I think you made a pretty good choice for yourself. 

Bernard: I think so too. 

Joel: I know, and maybe even at that time, The 4-Hour Workweek (affiliate link) and The $100 Startup, which is a lot more 

recent. I know that book just came out in the last few months. Those two have been hugely influential from what I’ve read, 

at least related to The 4-Hour Workweek by Tim Ferriss, can you tell us how that influenced your transition from this role 

in helping entrepreneurs to becoming and entrepreneur yourself? 

Bernard: Yeah, the two books that you mentioned, they’re just amazing. At that time, I was living in Zagreb, the capital of 

Croatia, and I was already working from home and I guess these two books gave me some initial ideas of what I wanted 

to do with my life, or at least what I wanted to try. 

The book by Chris Guillebeau, The Art of Non-Conformity, was really great because it explained to me what a digital 

nomad lifestyle is and I appreciated the idea of The 4-Hour Workweek because that was something that I was greatly 

admiring. 

So, after reading Chris Guillebeau’s book, I went to Thailand just to see if it’s possible to live and work remotely. With the 

help of ODesk, it turned out to be a very viable idea. 

Joel: Yeah, and that’s great and I know you’ve been doing it for over four years now which is wonderful too. It sounds like 

this is a long term success, which we’ll be talking about a lot more here in a moment. 
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But before we get into that, I really want to dig into the main course of our chat today. You and I, we both work from home. 

But you’ve created a discipline and a system of efficiency that I’m only beginning to put in place. 

I’m curious, though, how long did it take you until you were happy with your workflow and time management while working 

from home? By the way, you get bonus points if you can explain why you set up you workflow the way you did. 

Bernard: I tried many different things, many different techniques for productivity and for time management. I tried using 

task lists, I read the book by David Allen and tried the GTD method of organizing. 

I’ve also heard about the Big Rocks technique, which is basically the 80-20 Rule. So yeah, I guess I’ve used all of these 

different task management and productivity systems to better organize the projects and tasks that I’m working on 

throughout the day. 

Joel: So, do you try a bunch of different systems and you just integrate the components that seem to resonate with you or 

that you can most easily implement? Because you mentioned GTD (Getting Things Done), the 80-20 Rule which I’ve 

never heard it referred to as the Big Rocks rule, I guess that makes sense when you say it. How do you choose which 

parts of all of these various techniques and systems to customize and create into your very own? 

Bernard: Well, I guess the key is to trying a few of these techniques and then deciding for yourself which one you think 

works best, which one is sustainable for you. 

I think, personally, that the Big Rocks technique is the best because it doesn’t require a lot of planning and a lot of 

organizing. You just wake up in the morning and you decide “Okay, what are the three or four biggest things that I do 

today that’s going to have the biggest impact?” That one is really simple to use. 

Joel: Yeah. I’ve tried, with some varying levels of success, to do that, but I’m still relatively new. I’m trying not to make 

any comparisons because I just started my own entrepreneur journey in March of 2012, so about eight months ago. But 

I’m envious of some of the systems that other people and that sounds like you have a pretty cool one over there. 

Just switching gears for a moment, I know that there’s a ton of upside in being a professional freelancer. I’m particularly 

interested in some of the traps that freelancers fall into and we’ll get those in a moment. 

But first, I want to talk about spreadsheets! Yes, I’m smiling huge right now when I say the word ‘spreadsheet.’ I’m glad 

you get a chuckle too. 

I can’t tell you how excited I am to have a guy named Mr. Spreadsheet on the show because most of my life is wrapped 

up into a handful of very carefully created and managed spreadsheets. But all my spreadsheets, I got to tell you, Bernard, 

they look boring, they are incredibly simple in design and functionality and only used just a fraction of the power of that 

Microsoft Excel contains. Is it possible for you to communicate your general philosophy to taking a project request from a 

client and turning it into an amazing spreadsheet? 

Bernard: Sure. I guess we could summarize the process or the ideas, the steps that go into the process from start to 

finish. We really want to create a spreadsheet here, right? 

http://www.valueofsimple.com/
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Joel: Yeah, I know you do much, much more than spreadsheets. You’ve worked with Word and PowerPoint and Outlook 

and a lot of other Microsoft programs and probably some other things, but just specific to spreadsheets right now because 

that’s my personal interest, and don’t worry, we’ll talk about plenty of non-spreadsheet things. I want to hear about if you 

have a general philosophy to attacking a project that a client hands over to you and turning it around in a spreadsheet. 

Bernard: Well, I think it’s really important to elicit the client requirements and client needs and just give them something 

that fulfills those requirements and not give them something that’s not related to what they need. And something that’s 

really suited to their requirements – something that’s not a general template but something that’s really suited and 

customized. 

Joel: Okay, that makes sense. You’re right. I’m sure every project is completely different. It’s hard to generalize all these 

different things, but I’m sure if I give you enough time, you could do it. But while we’re on the topic of spreadsheets, I did 

want to ask you about something that I’m asking everybody else about. Specifically, I want to talk about personal curating 

which is something that I primarily do through a series of spreadsheets. 

If you’re not familiar with that word, curating, I define it as the act of intentionally sifting through our experiences and what 

you consume, categorizing and archiving the best stuff, and making accessible and shareable for your future benefit and 

use of others. 

For example, I see that you use the website Goodreads for curating your experiences with some books. But how do you 

think about curating in a general context or with what you hear or  read or watch…maybe even the experiences you have 

in your daily life? 

Bernard: Yeah, I love this idea of curating and I think it’s so true in this day and age of social media. I use a lot of social 

bookmarking. I use Delicious, I use a lot of Twitter, I use Facebook, I use YouTube.  

When you like something, when your share something with other people, I think it can be represented as a form of 

curating whether it’s an Amazon WishList or GoodReads as you mentioned. So yeah, I’m a big fan of social bookmarking 

and social media. That’s what I use. 

I also use a lot of Evernote, but that one is just for me, just a private list that’s not really share that much. 

Joel: Separate from Evernote and how you do it personally. When it comes to trying to provide value for other people 

through sifting through all the stuff that you encounter online or offline and then sharing it, how do you that? You talked 

about the tools that you use like Twitter and GoodReads, but is there a certain way or a certain criteria that you use to 

determine what gets shared and what doesn’t? 

Bernard: Yeah, of course. You have to be true to yourself. Just share something you think is valuable, share something 

that’s useful to you and that’s also useful to others. I’m not going to share something that’s not related to my work or 

related to my field. I try to share something that’s related to freelancing or related to software development, productivity. 

Those are some of the things that I like to share. 

Joel: Gotcha. You have a little more discipline than I do. I have to admit, when it comes to Facebook and Twitter and 

other social media sites, I mix the social and professional rather heavily and sometimes it’s not super useful for people. 

http://www.valueofsimple.com/
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But the things that I link to, I feel like there’s a lot of value behind them and I think I take a similar approach to what you 

do. Thanks for your insight about curating. 

Bernard: You’re welcome. 

Joel: You mentioned professional freelancing and I really want to hit on that one today as well. I’ve read so much about 

the pros and cons of freelancing in the past few years but it’s not the kind of thing that I want to personally pursue, again, 

not that there’s anything wrong with it. As I said, I highly value the mindset and the skill set that goes into professional 

freelancing. I find the topic and the people doing it successfully completely delightful, present company included.  

I know you’ve written about the pros of freelancing in various places. But I want to know some of the drawbacks first that 

you’ve experienced from it. Can you give us one or two examples of freelancing traps you’ve fallen into and how other 

people may avoid them? 

Bernard: Yeah, I think the biggest trap that I had was due to inexperience. When I was starting out, it took some time 

before I decided what I wanted to do and what the right thing to do. I guess the biggest trap that I had was setting my 

rates too low and dabbling with some projects that weren’t really qualified enough.  

I guess the biggest mistake that people make is they set their rates too low because, if they live in a country which is not 

the US, for example, if they live in Bangladesh or if they live in the Philippines, they make the mistake of setting their rates 

too low. 

Joel: I know that you successfully increased your rates. As I mentioned at the top of the show, you’ve gone from $11 an 

hour to $150 an hour over the past four years, almost a 1,400% increase. I’m sure that that was done gradually, but you 

climb out of the trap pretty quickly. Can you tell us how you made yourself so invaluable to get out of that trap and just 

continue to raise your rates over and over again? 

Bernard: I think the key to thriving as a freelancer is to read and assimilate a lot of advice from other professional 

freelancers. I’ve appreciated also a book by Chris Guillebeau for freelancers where he actually interviewed a few people 

on a podcast and they were telling and explaining about their experiences. Every time you read or hear about these 

things, you will learn something new. 

In my bookmarks, I have an article ‘As an experiment, try doubling or tripling your rate’. That’s where I got some 

inspiration for trying these things out. You try it. If it works, great. If it doesn’t, you can go back. You have flexibility to test 

and see how it goes. 

Joel: Well, that’s cool. And again, I want to highlight the positives here and not the downsides. Let’s talk a little bit more 

about how and why it can be so amazing for people, freelancing, that is. 

For the folks listening who are already doing it or who need inspiration to get started with freelancing, can you tell them, 

maybe inspire them a little bit about your favorite project from the last couple of years that a client asked you to complete? 

One that really got you passionate about the work and this was an awesome experience for everyone involved. 

http://www.valueofsimple.com/
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Bernard: A great project that I really liked was…I had a project which was for  Oracle CRM, which is a big enterprise in 

the United States that’s got deployment of their software in 80+ countries. I started a project with them which was through 

ODesk and that was really exciting because they are requiring the upgrade of their Outlook add ins. We did the upgrade 

between one and two months and completed it and they were happy with it.  

For me, that was one of the biggest clients I’ve had and I got a great reference for that project so it was a great 

experience. 

Joel: Yeah. Oracle, they’re definitely one of the big boys, one of the biggest companies in the world. That’s pretty great 

that you got on their radar and they were so satisfied with you. Can you tell us though a little bit more detail about what 

you did for Oracle? And you mentioned CRM, you’re talking about Customer Relationship Management, a software tool 

that allows you to integrate with other programs and keep track of all your various contacts and do automated scheduling 

and follow-ups with them, right? 

Bernard: Sure. Well, the work for Oracle, it was really early on. It was one of my first ten projects and almost an accident 

that they ran across me. What they were doing is at that time they acquired an Excel add-in, which is called Crystal Ball. 

This was a…and they were requiring some…and they wanted somebody who was comfortable with… So that’s where I 

got hired. 

Joel: Wow, that’s cool. Do you get the same kind of sense of achievement from completing a big time exercise program 

like P90X or Insanity as completing a big time freelancing project for somebody like Oracle? 

Bernard: I love fitness and I love the effect that it has on me when you do all these exercises. It’s just great. A lot of 

people just sit at home all day in front of the computer. I think it really balances, just resets your mindset. You’re ready for 

work and it increases your fitness level. It’s a really great complement to a freelancing lifestyle. 

Joel: Okay. Bernard, I saw a recent tweet from you that said you created seven recipes using the website If This Then 

That, better known by the acronym IFTTT.  

I first heard about If This Then That from a friend of mine named Ethan Waldman, who was my guest on the third episode 

of Smart and Simple Matters. I find the IFTTT website and the general programming philosophy of it – just when one 

predictable thing happens, then something else should automatically occur as a result – it’s just endlessly fascinating to 

me. But I haven’t been able to make practical use of it yet and it sounds like you have. Can you tell us what did you mean 

by that tweet about creating seven recipes with If This Then That and how did you do it? 

Bernard: Well, I’m looking for ways to streamline the tasks that I do on a daily basis. A lot of time goes into social media 

and sending out tweets, posting pictures and sending updates. So, I created a few recipes on If This Then That to 

automate. 

If I post an Instagram picture with a certain tag, it would get posted to Facebook. Or if I create a bookmark on Delicious 

and I attach a specific tag, it would get posted to a specific groups on LinkedIn or Facebook or Twitter.  

That’s something that’s really easy to create. I think it really saves time especially if you’re using a lot of Hootsuite and 

many other complicated tools. It just takes a lot of time and this is a real time saver. 
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Joel: Okay. I got confused because I thought you were actually using the technology to assist you as you are cooking or 

baking something, but I guess I got it all wrong. 

Bernard: No, I think it’s the official terminology. They use the word ‘recipe’ to connect all these different tools to work 

together. Recipe is the terminology that they use. 

Joel: Yeah. Well, here’s another figure of speech – I have egg on my face because I should have known that. When 

Ethan Waldman listens to this back, he’s going to be shaking his head. Apparently, I need to explore If This Then That 

more. It’s really cool and I need to get the lingo down so that I don’t sound silly. Although that’s tough to do because I 

have excuses to sound silly all the time. 

Speaking of silliness though, I wanted to ask you one more thing. I have a local buddy of mine, his name is Alex 

Zidarevich, and he goes by an alias of The Croatian Bear, which I’m going to link to the profile of the Croatian Bear in the 

show notes. He has Mohawk, he was born in Zagreb which I know you lived, he rides a motorcycle and a bicycle with 

these enormous fat tires. He generally seems like the kind of guy you wouldn’t want to meet in a dark alley. I wanted to 

ask you, does Croatia actually have bears or people with Mohawks or riders of bicycles with fat tires? 

Bernard: I think we have all three. We have bears, we have Mohawks and, yeah. 

Joel: So, there might be some truth to what I thought was the myth of The Croatian bear, huh? 

Bernard: Yeah, did you know that the word ‘bernard’ in French, if you look it up in a dictionary, it means “strong like a 

bear?” 

Joel: I had no idea. 

Bernard: There you go. 

Joel: I’m smiling from ear to ear right now. That’s great. I love it. 

Well, the last thing that I want to ask you, which is the last thing that I normally ask all of my guests, is there anything we 

didn’t talk about that you would like people to know? 

Bernard: Yeah, there’s a lot we haven’t talked about, but the basic of it is freelancing. That’s the topic that I love to talk 

about and personal productivity books, social media, that’s all very interesting. So yeah, I’m glad to be a part of the show. 

Joel: Great, well, maybe in a follow up we can talk about some of those things more in depth. But for now I wanted to 

make sure that everybody know who’s listening to this that you are looking for software developers specializing in the 

Windows platform who are interested in exploring a work-from-home opportunity with you and that they can get in touch 

with you via Twitter at your handle of @MrSpreadsheet and at your website which is www.HireMrSpreadsheet.com. Did I 

get that right, Bernard? 

Bernard: That’s correct, Joel. Thank you so much for the heads up. 
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Joel: I would just want to mention something as well, at least from my perspective and the regular listeners of Smart and 

Simple Matters already know that I’ve launched my first business product and it’s called Start Investing with $100. But for 

those who haven’t heard, Start Investing with $100 is a two-week online course to get you up and running as a first time 

investor or to take ownership of your investing future from someone who’s doing it for you right now. 

It’s for a lot of different folks – whether you have a small amount of money to get started, you have no idea how the 

‘market’ works, have debt to pay off, are solopreneurs like Bernard and me, a lifestyle designer or a small business owner 

who wants to invest in something other than back in your business. 

The course is working for a lot of the beta testers and for a lot of the folks that I’m engaging about it. The goal, and my 

promise for Start Investing with $100, is to lead you through a series of modules that educate you on making your own 

confident investment decisions with plenty of help from checklists, cheat sheets, spreadsheets – Bernard, there are some 

good ones in there – and decision guides. 

If this sounds cool or if it seems like something you need, go to www.startinvestingwith100.com/join-us which I’ll link to in 

the show notes. Please check it out. 

If you’d rather do something else right now, you can always join the Value of Simple newsletter community at 

www.valueofsimple.com/newsletter or by leaving an honest review of the Smart and Simple Matters show on iTunes.  

Those are two acts that you can very quickly take that make me humble and grateful every time that somebody does 

them. Those are always options. 

So, Bernard, I just want to thank you for joining me on the show once again. It’s rare that I talk to somebody who’s more 

excited and knowledgeable about spreadsheets than I am and it was a real treat. 

Bernard: Thanks, Joel, same here. 

Joel: All right. So, for everybody listening, it’s time for your partner in simplifying to sign off again. You’ve just listened to 

the Smart and Simple Matters podcast with Joel Zaslofsky, creator, of all things Value of Simple. 

********** 

Thanks again for reading the transcript of the Smart and Simple Matters show folks! 

I don’t want you to miss future shows so please remember to go to the Value of Simple website and sign up for the email 

newsletter and list. Do that here: 

http://valueofsimple.com  

If you appreciated this specific podcast or the Smart and Simple Matters show in general, go to the iTunes page and leave 

a review. Every single one is a huge help to the show and greatly appreciated! Here’s the link: 

Smart and Simple Matters on iTunes 
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