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BullsEye Integration

Notes for Growth

“Failing to Fail” Can Cost You

Had any good failures lately? No?  Too bad, you may be poorer because of it.

Failure is not only the seed of creativity (and ultimate success).  It is also the fertilizer, the water and the sunshine.

The Wright Brothers knew this. It took them 147 attempts before their airplane finally got off the ground.  So did Thomas Edison, he tried 805 different filaments for his light bulb before he found one that worked. When asked if he thought his time had been wasted Edison is said to have replied, "Hardly, I have discovered 805 things that don't work."

Some leaders know this lesson and seek to actually foster failure as a path to innovation and ultimate success.  One company keeps a small cannon in front of the headquarters and shoots it off in celebration of really colossal failures.

Of course failure is only valuable if you learn from it.  Whether it is a personal “failure” or an organizational “failure”, the key is to do the following:

1. Acknowledge the failure don’t cover it up.  Bring it out in the light of day and accept it.

2. Next, describe it.  What did you do?  Why did you do it?  What did you expect to happen? What actually happened?

3. Then, analyze it. Why did you think it would work?  Why didn’t it work? What got in the way?  Was it a bad idea or was the execution flawed?

4. Learn from it.  Ask what you can do differently next time. If it was a “bad” idea was any part of it “good” (there must have been some reason you tried it).

5. Finally, act on your learnings. Write down the results of your analysis and do something with them. If execution was the problem, try something new.  If the idea was basically good but had some flaws, modify it. On the other hand, if your idea just stunk bury it and never try it again.

If this is happening in an organization, involve as many people as you can in the discussion and then COMMUNICATE the results. Learnings are only valuable to an organization if people remember them.

Above all, if you are in a leadership role, your job is to drive out fear of failure. If people know that they will be punished for failure you can’t expect them to acknowledge and then learn from their failures.  You also can’t expect them to try daring things that may not work but also may lead to astounding success.

Walter Wriston, the former chairman of CitiCorp has said that "failure is not a crime. Failure to learn from failure is." 
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