
The two sides of "What If?"
There are a few words and phrases that can turn a life -- or a nation -- on its
head.

One of these is the phrase "what if."

Like it were some sort of weapon, this powerful little phrase can be used for good
or for evil. It can empower you, or it can flatten you. It can motivate you, or
depress you. It can open up a future full of possibilities, or it can offer you a
lifetime of despair, all from this little phrase.

As with much of life, the thing that matters is how you use the phrase.

Most people use it in the wrong way, constantly looking back at their life and
asking themselves the perennial loser's question: "What if things had been
different?" "What if I had married someone other than him (or her)?" "What if I
had taken that job?" "What if I had bought Amazon.com stock at the opening?"
"What if I had gone to medical school?"

Used in this way, "What If" becomes a perennial killjoy. It take the joy out of "here
and now" by emphasizing a past that never was. It provides useless forays into a
future that never can be. It holds our future successes hostage, by encouraging
us to constantly dwell on the failures of the past.

In such cases, our magic phrase becomes "dark magic," turning us from a path
of growth and joy, hope and dreams, and pushing us toward a path of futility,
pain, and constant second-guessing our past.

Some weeks ago, as regular readers of this feature will remember, I hit a couch
on the road. As I drove home from my encounter with this piece of furniture (my
car was still able to be driven, although much the worse for the encounter, my
mind turned to the "what if" scenario. "What if I had stopped for dinner," and
"What if I had been in the other lane," and "What if I had gone a little faster," all
scenarios designed to torment me into feeling worse about my encounter with the
sofa.

But eventually, all the "what iff-ing" came to an end. There was no way that
reality could be changed, and all the "what ifs" in the world couldn't have
changed it.

Over the years, especially after my first marriage ended, I've occasionally
allowed myself to be drawn into the dark side of "what if," and it's never been a
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good experience. In every case, I've eventually had to return to the "here and
now," and retreat from the dark side. It's not a good place for people to live.

"What If" also has a good side. It's empowering, exciting, rejuvenating. It's the
"what if" of the future.

In this case, "what if" is the question we ask to encourage creative thought:
"What if we did it this way?" or "What if we tried something else?" or "What if we
painted the cars another color besides black, Mr. Ford?" or "What if we put this
worthless adhesive on the back of little pieces of paper and called them "Post-It
Notes?"

Most of the great changes in our world have come about as a result of the good
side of "What If." They always start with a human being asking a question, and
then seeking the answer:  "What if we ask Gorbachev to tear down the wall?"
"What if we could transmit voice over a wire?" "What if people could fly like a
bird?" "What if we could build a railroad from coast to coast?"

My current favorite "what if" question was uttered by a NASA engineer. With the
command from the president to send man to the moon, the engineers tried to
work through how they could send a rocket to the moon, and then take off again.
Time and time again they tried, but couldn't figure out a way to do it. Like most
things in space travel, weight was against them.

"What if the whole rocket doesn't need to take off? Can we leave part behind?"
asked one of the engineers -- and the lunar lander was born.

In business, we have to constantly ask ourselves "what if." "What if the market
changes?" "What if this product flops?" "What if the customer doesn't like my
presentation?" "What if I tried a different method to this?" "What if the company
does well?"

In our personal lives, we must also ask the question: "What if I go back to
school?" "What if I save a little more each month?" "What if I try for that new
job?" "What if I actively work to improve myself a little each day?" "What if I learn
more, do more, become more?"

"What If" can be a debilitating path to despair, or an empowering path to the
future.

All that matters is if you choose the good side, or the bad side of "what if."
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