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The courage to fail 

BY DAVID COHEN 
For Workplace News 

 

One of the worst feelings in the 
world is failure. Mistakes, large or 
small, bring on stress, anxiety, and 
embarrassment. When those 
mistakes occur at work, they can be 
especially fear inducing. Suddenly, 
your career path, your livelihood, 
or your financial security feels in 
jeopardy. It’s not pleasant. 
And yet, some of our best learning 
results from mistakes we make. 
The cliché that we “learn through 
our mistakes” has merit. 
Think of the major events in your 
life, the ones in which you knew 
you learned something significant. 
I bet the memory comes back very 
quickly and vividly, with a lot of 
emotion, because it is forever 
linked to the anxiety of failure. 
For organizations that want to 
encourage learning and 
development this presents a 
problem. Some educational 
experiences barely make a dent 
while others create a real change in 
the way we think and perform. 
What’s the difference? Learning 
that doesn’t change us is passive 
and comfortable. Sitting in a 
classroom, for instance, safely 
absorbing information rarely 
stimulates lasting learning or 
permanent change in behaviour. 
But real learning, the kind that has 
an impact on what we do and even 

who we are, often occurs at some 
crossroads or crisis, where there is 
an edge of threat. 
The anxiety and fear that go with 
the possibility of failure, if not the 
actuality of it, encourages our 
growth and development. 
Jim Collins’ book on organizations 
with great leaders, Good To Great, 
describes each of its level- five 
CEOs as having gone through some 
kind of traumatic, life changing, or 
threatening experience. 
Collins suggests it’s a kind of rite 
of passage when it comes to 
leadership development. But 
employees don’t have to spend 
time as a prisoner of war to 
experience the fear and anxiety 
necessary for development. 
A recent Fortune Magazine article 
about Gillette’s CEO, Jim Kilts, 
made an equally good case for a 
much more mundane crisis that led 
to real learning. Kilts, whose 
leadership efforts have turned 
around more than a dozen 
companies, almost lost his first job 
as a supply clerk when he forgot to 
put in an order that resulted in an 
assembly line being shut down. 
That event, vividly recalled 30 
years later, still resonates with him. 
Since few experiences are more 
threatening than failure, mistakes 
are good. We can learn from them 
and grow through them. But is it 
possible for an organization to 
make it okay to fail while keeping 
the comfort of complacency at bay? 

A lot of organizations, in my 
experience, don’t do a very good 
job at this balancing act because 
they don’t face the issue of how to 
handle mistakes head on. 
Standards for failure change 
depending on the consequences or 
the person involved. Or managers 
say one thing, while evaluating 
performance using a different set of 
measures. Or in some cases, no 
matter what the leader says, the 
culture of the organization has it 
figured out, and isn’t about to 
change just because some CEO 
waves a magic wand. 
What results is not a complacency 
of failure but a complacency of risk 
taking. Instead of suffering from 
big mistakes, the organization takes 
no chances at all and dies from a 
thousand cuts of quiet failure, 
without the benefit of real learning 
taking place. 
How a leader treats mistakes and 
those who make them is important. 
The message and the actions have 
to be consistent. For instance, 
business leaders say they prize trust 
and loyalty. To earn that, 
employees must be willing to do 
the things that make the 
organization successful. 
But leaders also put a premium on 
innovation and risk taking, and 
that’s where the disconnect comes 
in, because innovation and risk 
taking, do not always lead to 
success. When failure occurs, what 
happens? 
If failure is met with harsh 
consequences, trust and loyalty are 
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sure to suffer. Employees, 
understandably, will hold 
themselves back from the 
possibility that they will not 
succeed. 
The fear of failure can be deeply 
entrenched. One company I worked 
with used to have an unwritten 
policy that said you must have 14 
signatures approving any proposal. 
When the new CEO came in, he 
recognized that this mistake-free 
culture was a competitive liability 
because it encouraged the safety of 
consensus over the imperative of 
action. So he changed the unwritten 
policy to a written one that reduced 
approval to two signatures. But 
even with that change, managers 
still collected 12 more — they just 
kept the extra signatures in their 
desk drawer as back-up. 
Organizations can go to the other 
extreme too. Enron encouraged its 
employees to think big and take 
chances. According to “The Talent 
Myth,” a New Yorker article by 
Malcolm Gladwdll, those who took 
such risks were consistently 
promoted despite serial failures. No 
organization can withstand that for 
long. 
There has to be a balance that 
comes from leaders openly setting 
the standards. Which mistakes are 
okay? When are they not? When 
should mistakes be celebrated? 
Every organization decides such 
matters based on internal values, 
but being open and consistent about 
those standards creates an 
environment in which the right 
kind of learning and development 
can take place.  ● 
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