
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Future: Preoccupied or Paralyzed? 
Written by Dr. Chris Alexander, PE | Sunday, October 1, 2017 
 
In his widely-read book, The One Thing You Need to Know1, Marcus Buckingham states, “What defines a 
leader is his preoccupation with the future. In his head he carries a vivid image of what the future could 
be, and this image drives him on.” Over the past decade I’ve considered this thought many times and 
have concluded this statement is spot on. Organizations succeed or fail based on the ability of their 
leaders to cast a vision and motivate people as “catalysts” to that better tomorrow we all want. 

As many of you know, I’ve recently started a company. I’ve found myself between two worlds, one being 
focused on the future and doing my best to anticipate how business and technology can be positioned 
to best serve the needs of the pipeline and energy industries, while at the same time working hard to 
avoid “paralysis by analysis” and failing to execute on business decisions because of a fear of the 
unknown. I doubt I am alone in that most decision makers frequently find themselves having to make 
choices that will impact the futures of those they lead. 

In this brief article I’d like to share with you a few thoughts about what differentiates being preoccupied 
versus being paralyzed. An Internet search via Google tells us that the word preoccupy means to 
“dominate or engross the mind of (someone) to the exclusion of other thoughts.” At one point or 
another we’ve all been preoccupied by something, usually to the dismay of those around us; however, 
for leaders this is more than just “tuning others out” and becoming absent-minded in the daily affairs of 
life. What it means is that we are willing to ask hard questions about who we are and where we’re 
going; questions like: 

• Is what we are doing today going to propel us to a better tomorrow? 

• In looking at the future, what knowledge or business gaps exist that our organization is best-
positioned to meet? 

• What’s our “Plan B”? If the industry we are currently serving today were to disappear tomorrow, 
what would we do? 

• Are we investing in tomorrow’s work force? Do our younger staff members feel valued and feel 
as if we are investing in their lives? 

 

 
1 The One Thing You Need to Know (2005), p. 59. 
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I’ll admit, these are super hard questions to ask and even harder to answer. The reason they’re hard is 
two-fold. First, there are no right or wrong answers. As an engineer, I like black and white, right and 
wrong, on and off; but these questions force us to dig deeper and not settle for “quick” answers. These 
questions are also good for us to ask in our personal lives, including our careers. Secondly, we might not 
have answers for these questions, or worse yet – we might not like the answers we develop because 
they highlight deficiencies in our business. Think about companies that no longer exist; for the most part 
they failed because of their unwillingness to question present successes relative to future challenges. As 
Andy Grove, former president of Intel said, “Only the paranoid survive.” 

At some point or time, we’ve all experienced “paralysis by analysis”; a tendency to over-analyze 
information to the point where we can’t make a coherent decision. For many of us who are golfers, this 
experience is a regular event on the golf course. Fortunately, most of us are not making our living 
playing golf, but in business failure to act quickly using available information often plots the course for 
destroying future business opportunities. It’s very much like the football coach whose team is on the 1-
yard line, 6 seconds on the clock and they’re 3 points down. He can play it safe and go for the field goal 
to tie the game or go for the win. If they go for the touchdown and score 6 points he’s a hero, but failure 
to convert in this setting is guaranteed to bring huge criticism.  

Here’s the bottom line – great business leaders make decisions using limited information (no one person 
knows the future, right?). Great leaders are wrong sometimes, but they still make decisions. Weak 
leaders struggle to make decisions, plagued by “paralysis by analysis”, while those around them and the 
organizations they serve are subject to a sometimes slow and always painful death. 

In wrapping up this article, I’d like to ask you a question – how is your company doing in terms of 
planning for the future? Do you have a healthy organization and culture that looks to the future and 
capitalizes on tomorrow’s opportunities by leveraging today’s assets? Or, do you struggle with the 
future and find yourself paralyzed by the fear of the unknown and potential failures? Your ability to 
answer these questions may very well determine the fate of your career and organization in the days 
ahead. 

 

 


