Toxic intellectualization:
How Overthinking is Sabotaging our Work
By: Vu Le
About a year ago, I was complaining to my friend Ben Reuler, ED of Seattle Works,
about my backyard. I told him how the yard had been cleared the year prior and had
just remained a patch of dirt. This was because my spouse and I were indecisive. We
didn’t know whether to plant grass seeds, or maybe roll out some turf, try for
an ecolawn full of clovers, or possibly hire a landscape designer. We wanted to do
some more research. So for 14 months the yard remained barren, save for weeds. The
kids refused to play in it except when it rained, then they loved jumping around in the
mud. No one complained. We just thought, “We’ll get to it and some point.”
A few weeks later, we invited Ben and his family over for lunch (I make kickass bánh
xèo). Ben arrived with a bag of grass seeds, a bag of compost, and a seed spreader
thing. “Come on,” he said, “we’re planting grass in your yard.” And just like that, we
were out in the yard, sprinkling grass seeds and compost. I was skeptical. Ben is not an
expert in lawn care; he is a nonprofit executive director, and everyone knows we EDs
have very few useful life skills. Over the next few months, though, as we moved into the
rainy season, the grass grew. Now we have a lawn! It’s great for picnics. The children
wrestle on the ground. This little yard has been a lifesaver during this pandemic when
schools are closed.
Why the heck am I bringing this up? This story is an analogy for a critical weakness in
our sector: Our over-intellectualization, tendency to complicate things, gravitation
toward research and planning, and avoidance of risk and action. Just like my partner
and I hemmed and hawed and was indecisive about what to do about our yard for
over a year, we nonprofits and foundations too equivocate and overthink all sorts of
things. And gradually, over the years, we start to praise ourselves for doing endless
researching, planning, and pontificating instead of taking actions, to the point where
we now consider this course of inaction as “best practices.”
This is not to say that we shouldn’t plan or research, but the pendulum has swung too
far.

Toxic intellectualizing is pervasive across our sector. We have deeply internalized it,
overusing concepts like “due diligence” and refrains like “the process is just as
important as the results” to justify it. We have built entire industries of data/evaluation
and strategic planning consultants around it. We are geared toward planning and
thinking because it is safer and less risky to do. The consequences of taking impulsive
actions and failing are usually serious in our sector and in society, but we don’t want to
seem like we’re not taking any actions, so the middle ground is to think and talk about
stuff, and in doing so we continue to waste so much time and resources.
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