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Focus—on CAN
by David Wolfskehl

F ocus—we all know it is very important, and 
now that things are tough for many people, 
focus is even more critical.  However, 

focus can also be very detrimental.  Why? Because 
when times get tough, many people spend time 
on focusing on the wrong things—they focus on 
CAN’T instead of CAN. I don’t want to downplay 
the difficult situations that many of our readers 
and organizations are currently facing.  For some 
organizations revenue is down, and staff size has 
been reduced more than either workload or budget.  
Even with these realities, focusing on CAN brings 
results, and options. 

Let’s explore a topical situation and the differences 
between focusing on CAN vs. CAN’T:

Your organization has announced no raises, no 
bonuses and a hiring freeze. Your workload has 
remained the same. 

If your focus is on CAN’T, this might be your 
reaction:

•  We can’t go on vacation now, and we are going to 
have a terrible summer.  

•  I can’t get a good review because I am going to 
have trouble completing my work.  

•  Can’t management see what a terrible situation 
they are leaving me in?  

CAN’T and positive action are very difficult to 
manage together.

Now look at the same situation with a focus on 
CAN:

•  We are going to change our vacations plans so 
we can save some money.  Let’s look at day trips, 
or your cousin always offered us his cabin in 
the mountains.  I never realized how many great 
things there are to do around here.  

•  I can also start bringing a lunch to save some 
money toward our trip. 

•  Work is going to be interesting.  This is a great 
opportunity for me to show management how 
effective I can be.  

•  I am going to make a list of some additional 
training I will need to be more effective.  I wonder 
if we have some of those training resources in 
other groups so we can use them at no cost.  

•  This is going to be hard, but it will be a wonderful 
opportunity and will have a positive impact on 
my future.  

The person who focuses on CAN’T is not moving 
forward, and in many ways is moving backward.  
That person is making a difficult situation worse.  
The person who takes a CAN attitude is taking 
action, is moving forward, and making the best of 
the situation.  The situations are the same—but who 
do you think will have a better result?

You might not have the ability to choose the 
situation, but you always have the ability to choose 
your response. Choose CAN, and choose to make 
the best of any situation. l

Session 30 - Teaching Session 
Why GreaT LeaderS don’T Take “yeS” For an  

anSWer - The need For ConSTruCTive ConFLiCT

Leaders hear “yes” far too often and don’t hear bad news 

until it’s too late. Through fascinating historical examples 

like the Bay of Pigs and the tragedy on Mount everest, 

Professor Michael roberto explores the myths of execu-

tive decision making and methods to make your decision 

making more effective.

Session 53 - Panel discussion
ModeLinG huMan Behavior

in light of the changing environment in which actuaries need 

to operate, it is essential that new tools and approaches are 

utilized that help the actuary deal with change.  This session 

will present the concept of modeling human behavior and 

provide examples of how that approach can be incorporated 

into actuarial and financial models.
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Soa09
AnnuAl meeting & exhibitOctober 25–28, 2009 

boston marriott Copley Place  
and Westin hotel Copley Place 
boston, mA 

visit www.SOAAnnualMeeting.org to learn more about the Soa 09 annual Meeting & exhibit, 
where you can expect fresh ideas, innovative seminars and top-notch speakers, plus plenty of 
networking opportunities.




