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Abstract

Failure is a big topic. The word has many layers of nmgarand evokes a range of responses from different
individuals and groups, depending on their background, cireumcess, ambitions, hopes and fears. This paper
lays out the scope and boundaries of the topic, definingddirst in relation to its opposite, success. Wenth

go on to explore some of the key characteristics ofriailhich might be expected to apply wherever it is
encountered. Failure is not a unitary concept and sufmtkee multiple dimensions are then outlined, before
suggesting some broad ways in which we might tackle éavldrenever we come across it.

Failure And Success

At first sight failure and success are simple oppositesfail is not to succeed, and success is the absence of
failure. But closer examination reveals a complex matatiip between these two concepts and they are not mere
antonyms. Understanding how they relate togethersiffieportant insights into the nature of failure and litow
should be approached. There are two important rel&étijggmso consider between failure and success. Firstly,
failure starts where success ends, and it definestite bf success. But secondly, success often follows i
since it frequently occurs after other options have heed and failed. These two key relationships are
described below.

Failure defines limits of success

The first thing to note about failure is that it occatghe point where we stop succeeding. In other words, w
know when we are no longer succeeding when we hit airféilure. This might be described as the “Comfort
Success Zone” (CSZ), which can occur in any areatofity or enterprise if we keep succeeding until wié fa
This describes the situation where persistent sucsdssuind to lead to failure: if we continue to explore the
boundaries of our CSZ then at some point we will reabbumdary where further success is not possible, as
illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: The Comfort Success Zone
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When we are in a CSZ the optimal behaviour is to inyats the success zone as far as possible, to leave no
opportunity unmanaged and no benefit unexploited, until wehreafailure point. The goal is to push our
success to the point of failure, and not failing indicdbeg we are not trying hard enough. As the English-
American author T S Eliot said, “Only those who wilk going too far can possibly find out how far one can
go.” English science fiction writer Sir Arthur C.aCke remarked that “The only way of finding the limitstof t
possible is by going beyond them into the impossible.similar vein, the winning approach of famous
Formula One racing driver Mario Andretti was embodiedigwview that “If things seem under control, you're
just not going fast enough!” If we always play it safelaemain in our CSZ, then we may not experience
failure, but we may also be missing out on possiblesaskauccess that could be easily exploited.

This raises the question of what we should do if we @poeng our CSZ to the point of failure and we come to
a boundary. There are of course two options. we coulddadck and remain in our CSZ, where we can be
confident of further continued success. Or perhaps we slaagkpt the failure and push through it. maybe
something lies beyond the failure zone that marketlye of the CSZ. This leads us to the second relationship
between failure and success.

Success follows limits of failure

The second key insight in the relationship betweenrfaidund success is that when one stops failing then one
succeeds. This indicates another zone where faildregeent, but which is finite and which can be traversed
into a place of success. Emerging from this Failuree4&iZ) into success brings us into a new zone where we
can discover things that were previously hidden or unavailab

Here we move beyond the failure that is experienced byso#ra we begin to learn new ways of succeeding
and performing. This might be called the “Innovation Suecésne” (ISZ). It can be reached by pushing
through failure, being prepared to keep on failing until youneadly succeed, as illustrated in Figure 2.

Thomas Edison allegedly claimed to have successfully faumehdred ways not to invent the light bulb before
ultimately discovering the incandescent filament, indicathe width of the FZ in this specific case before he
emerged into the 1SZ. While Edison may not have spokesetiprecise words, the sentiment was echoed by
Danish physicist Niels Bohr who defined an expert gzefaon who has made all the mistakes that can be made
in a very narrow field”, in other words someone wha leaplored the full extent of a particular FZ. More
generally, Robert Kennedy declared that “Only those whre da fail greatly can ever achieve greatly”,
recognising the need to be prepared to press through tmedfder to reach the ISZ that lies beyond.

In order to reach the ISZ it is necessary to push thrabighFZ until success is found. In this case not
succeeding is a result of giving up too soon, losing momeptumnning out of energy. Persistence in the face
of failure is rewarded eventually with success. As thgidB wartime Prime Minister Winston Churchill
advised, “If you're going through hell, keep going.”

Of course this is not always the case, and sometihee&Z is infinitely thick, with no possibility of suess
beyond it. Or perhaps it is just impenetrable in one time@nd a change of tack might lead to breakthrough.
The inability to exit the FZ may be due to infeasigt®ls where success is just not feasible, or perhaps the
result of lack of capability or competence to make theessary progress through the FZ into success. The
famous American comedian W C Fields advised “If at ficgt gon’t succeed, try, try again. Then quit. There’s
no point being a damn fool about it!” The trick is to know wite give up or change direction, and to
understand the difference between a situation needing tpargsand a pointless quest for unachievable
success. This is well expressed in the anonymous SeReaifgr:

“God, grant me the serenity to accept the things | cactmatge;
The courage to change the things that | can;

And the wisdom to know the difference.”
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Figure 2: The Innovation Success Zone

The Failure For mulae

In simplistic terms, the boundaries between failune auccess discussed above can be expressed in two
complementary mathematical formulae (where F represailure and S is Success):

F=S+1 (Formulal)
S=F+1 (Formula 2)

Failure occurs in the Comfort Success Zone (CSZ) vdmenattempts to do something that is one step too far,
taking you beyond the guaranteed success that is foun@ i3 (Formula 1). By contrast, success can be
found in the Innovation Success Zone (ISZ) by trying opeertime than the number of failures (Formula 2).

These two simple formulae appear to be contradictaiypanadoxical. They cannot both be true together unless
there is a more complex relationship between failucesartcess than simply that one is the inverse or ebsen
of the other. Perhaps more complex formulations migi¢al additional insights into the relationship between
failure and success. For example:

F= {H%OOAS} +1

(Formula 3)

S= {n%wAF} +1

(Formula 4)

In these two formulae, &represents the number of attempts that lead to suesab#y: is the number of failed
attempts. Formula 3 expands Formula 1, and describes thewd®#e failure occurs if the number of trials is
one more than the number of successful attempts.&ipiFormula 4 mirrors Formula 2, with success coming
if one tries one more time after all the failed mpés have occurred. But these more complex formulations
convey additional information, by indicating that the memof attempts can take any value from zero to
infinity.
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o In Formula 3, if n equals zero then failure is assureden in the CSZ you cannot succeed without
trying. But if n reaches infinity in Formula 3 thenléae is impossible, which seems unlikely except in
the most exceptional circumstances. Alternatively iy imaithat the goals are insufficiently challenging
and one is simply trying to achieve something trivialoger-easy, and never straying close to the
boundaries of the CSZ.

o In the case of Formula 4, n = 0 represents instant ssic@dis describes the utopian position of
success on a plate achieved with no effort — a raredndeivable situation. This reflects a position
where one can transition from CSZ to I1SZ with no addal effort since there is no intervening FZ. By
contrast, when n = then success is impossible — no matter how many tmedries one always fails.
This occurs when the goal is unachievable and deféa¢vgable, with an infinite or impenetrable FZ
making the ISZ unobtainable.

Balancing Failure And Success

We have seen that in the Comfort Success Zone (@BRistent success usually leads to failure. By contrast,
in the Innovation Success Zone (1SZ) persistent filusually leads to success. This describes a mutually
synergistic relationship between failure and successemb@ch leads to the other, supporting its opposite. In
many ways this complex relationship between failure aicdess is a typical expression of the Chinese concept
of balance, expressed most commonly in yin yang. This stgytieat seemingly unconnected or opposing forces
are interconnected and interdependent in the natural vgividg rise to each other in turn.

Yin and yang are complementary opposites within a gredtelewiexpressed in the construction of the Taijitu

symbol in Figure 3). Everything has both yin and yang aspetthough one element may manifest more
strongly in particular objects or at different timesn¥and yang constantly interact, never existing in absolute
stasis. Yin yang is used to describe many natural ghglincluding dark and light, female and male, low and
high, cold and hot. The Taijitu symbol shows that as @pea grows stronger the other diminishes, shown by
the changing proportions of black and white. However thebsymlso suggests that when one side is at its
strongest it contains an element of the other, inelicély the contrasting dot present at the maximum of its
opposite.

Figure 3: Taijitu symbol of yin yang

The relationship between failure and success discussed sivows clear yin yang properties, suggesting that
instead of being a duality perhaps they should be vieweddasides of a single unitary phenomenon, and that
we would do well to keep both aspects in view and maintdialanced perspective. If white in the Taijitu
symbol represents success and black is failure, tieesew success gradually increasing to a point wheids le

to failure (characterised above as the threshold betteeilCSZ and FZ). However we also see that failure
increases until it leads to success (emerging from thietBZhe 1SZ). It is also however usually true that whe
success flourishes most strongly it contains the sekfslure, and when we are at the deepest and darkest
point of failure then a glimmer of success may be detecte

The Success-Failure Ecocycle

The interrelated yin yang aspects of failure and suatassbe combined with the concepts of the Comfort
Success Zone (CSZ) and Innovation Success Zone (ISZ)ilked above, to create an oscillating model which
switches between failure and success, known as thesSuEadure Ecocycle, as shown in Figure 4. (The term
“ecocycle” draws on the concept of iterative learningley of development from nature. It has been used in
recent management literature to describe the needgdeated cycles of performance and learning.)
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Figure 4: The Success-Failure Ecocycle

Here we see that fully exploring the CSZ leads one irgditht Failure Zone (FZ): failure defines the limif
success. However pushing through the first FZ can leach&waarea of success, the ISZ: success follows the
limits of failure. The right response on reaching thiet iISZ is then to take advantage of the innovation
possibilities which it offers, exploiting our new comgretes and opportunities and consolidating the new
insights and benefits. When we spend time in the 1SZ,bacome familiar and comfortable with it and it
becomes our new CSZ which we can then explore.

At this point we can create a repeating cycle, explorimgcarrent CSZ until we reach a FZ, pushing through
the FZ into an ISZ, then transforming that ISZ intoeav CSZ which we can exploit, until we hit a furthér. F
This is the expanded Success-Failure Ecocycle shown imeFiguwhich is formed from repeated periods of
exploration, consolidation and innovation, punctuated bgdiof failure.

It is important to recognise this complex relationshipvben failure and success, rather than simply regarding
them as opposites or antonyms. The fact that we shouldtesmetinued success to lead eventually to failure
will shape our behaviour, as will the understanding thahamy (most?) cases we should be able to push
through failure to find new success.

INNOVATE innovate
CONSOLIDATE consolidate """
EXFLORE explore

Figure 5: The expanded Success-Failure Ecocycle
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Ten Characteristics Of Failure

The development of the expanded Success-Failure Ecoeflgeting the yin yang nature of the topic leads to
one important conclusion. It is a mistake to thinkaifufe as “A Bad Thing”. Instead it has a range of negat
aspects alongside several positive attributes. Theseecammmarised into the following ten key charactesstic
of failure:

1. Failureisnatural. Failure is an intrinsic part of life, as illustrdtby the natural laws of competition
and survival of the fittest.

2. Failure is universal. Failure can be found everywhere, affecting all faadt®iuman existence,
including both personal and corporate activities, in batrafe and business arenas.

3. Failure is inevitable. Perfection is an illusion, a 100% success rate is unalie, and there will
always be more failures than successes.

4. Failureispain. Failure nearly always has negative consequences, asdally unpleasant for those
who experience it.

5. Failure is opportunity. Failure offers the chance to draw a line under tre¢ pad make a fresh
start, stepping out into the future.

6. Failureislearning. Failure teaches us where further effort would be wasted,encourages us not
to repeat the same mistakes in the future.

7. Failureisinformation. Failure is a definite result, a clear outcome, intthigawhat not to do.

8. Failure is directional. Failure closes off some potential paths of actiord l@aves others open or
untried, encouraging us to try something different.

9. Failureisstimulation. Failure encourages the human competitive spirit to theaddds and bounce
back with renewed effort, and challenge us to step out$iderccomfort zones and experiment, be
creative, innovate.

10. Failureisfun. Accepting the possibility and likelihood of failure giviesedom to think outside the
box, act unconventionally, challenge norms and stereqtygmesbe different — which can be very
enjoyable!

Of course not all of these characteristics are eviteaetery instance of failure, or they may appear &t iht
times in the same failure. But these ten stateniedisate that it is wrong to think of failure only iregative
terms. There are many positive things to take fraitaris including its ability to teach us lessons and stop us
going in the wrong direction. Indeed the list of ten ch@réstics above contains more positive statements than
negative, suggesting that we might have the balance vwmdghg way we think about failure.

This is not to deny the negative, as there is no dinalbtfailure is usually not welcome, and in some céses
downright painful — we would all prefer to succeed rather fadnBut most of the negative aspects arise more
from the fear of failure than from any particularldaé itself. Fear of failure can lead to an over-protve
stance, preventing us from taking necessary risks ouipgrrofitable opportunities “just in case it all goes
horribly wrong”. This insight leads us to an importanaretcteristic of failure — how you respond to failure is
more important than whether you fail or succeed. Weraiillrn to this at the end of this paper.

A Typology of Failure

Having explored the complex and synergistic relationshipdevailure and success and outlined some of the
key characteristics of failure, we can now starcoosider what types of failure might exist. Initially & i
tempting to try to divide failures into two main typabsolute and relative.

o0 Absolute failurds binary: one either succeeds or not, somethinglié ar wrong, pass/fail

o Relative failuredescribes performance which lies below some thresholfails to reach the desired
or required standard, or fails in some important aspegieorent.
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This twofold division appears to be over-simplistic howewance there a range of possible dimensions of
failure each of which describes a different elem@nparticular instance might be a failure in one orenof
these dimensions but a success in others. This rtisedteresting question of whether a failure in one
dimension means an absolute failure, or whether somendions are more important than others, or whether
there is some negotiable balance to be struck anddad in the eye of the beholder. Six possible dimessibn
failure can be distinguished as follows:

1. Technical failure (“It doesn’t work”). This describes failure to reach a required performstacelard,
either absolutely (“The engine won't start”) or talaly (“It doesn’t go fast enough”).

2. Competencefailure (“I couldn't do it”). This is a personal failure to achieve some desiredaquired
goal due to lack of ability in some respect.

3. Moral failure (“I cheated”). It is possible to achieve success in a way thatkbre@oral or ethical
standards, either personally held or societal. Mogdlure can occur at individual, group or
organisational levels, and might be perceived either akdpluight and wrong) or relatively (not good
enough).

4. Parameter failure (“OK except late/over-budget/too slaw). Where there are multiple success
criteria it is possible to succeed in some respects ahahfothers. In some cases failure against one
parameter represents overall failure, and in otherayit merely be seen as an acceptable limitation or
shortfall.

5. Hierarchical failure (“OK for you but not for me). This represents the possibility that something may
be perceived as a failure at one level but not athanotierarchical failure occurs most often in
business or organisations, for example where a prigjetlivered on time and to budget with the full
specification (a project success), but it does not eleliie expected value to the organisation (a
business failure).

6. Subjectivefailure (“I don't like it” ). Sometimes things fail for non-rational reasonsenghacceptance
criteria of success are subjective or intuitive or hidalenot articulated. In these cases it is possible to
meet all success criteria and still be seen as ada#ithough the precise reasons may not be clear.

Responding to Failure

Although we can derive some comfort from the fact fhdure is not always “A Bad Thing”, it is not ahys
absolute, and it has many positive characteristitls,wee might want to consider how we should respond
appropriately to failure. This is a major topic and caratbdressed on many levels. It is however possible to
outline one overarching strategy that can be adoptedhtrgetth three implementation strands.

The central strategy for dealing appropriate with failigr esilience, which needs to be present at individual,
group, organisation and societal levels where failure isrieqped. The three proposed specific ways to
implement resilience can be helpfully alliteratedreesThree Ms:

0 Mindset
0 Minimisation

0 Maximisation

Resilience
Resilience can be defined the ability to recover quickly emmhpletely to an original state following a
perturbation. More colloquially it might be described @ahe¢ KOKO Factor”, since resilience simply requires

us to “Keep On Keeping On". It can be exhibited by individugtoups and organisations of various sorts, and
at societal level:

o Individual resiliencehas a number of synonyms, including determinatiorrsigience, courage, grit,
stickability and bounce-back-ability. It is essentialyplend of inherent personal character, practised
emotional literacy and the exercise of will that enablggerson to pick themselves up and carry on
following unwelcome or difficult circumstances. Resiliendividuals are able to take in their stride
what life throws at them, and carry on towards theal,gathough perhaps carrying a limp as they bear
the consequences of adversity.
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o Group and organisational resiliencis an aspect of shared corporate culture combined wfitst
processes and grounded values that allows the group tdoahsoimpact of unforeseen changes or
external shocks. It is most evident in the corporapeageh to business continuity or disaster recovery,
which is targeted, tailored and tried in resilient orgarosati

0 Societal resiliencés demonstrated by cultures and societies with a stremgesof identity and shared
values as well as internal coherence among and betwesrbens of that society across its various
strata. When faced with external challenges to its igeatitvalues a resilient society is able to assert
those elements that lie at its fundamental core, alipwirto stand firm in the face of threats and
maintain its essential existence.

These three layers are hierarchical and nested, witiplex interactions and interdependencies, since society
consists of various groups, organisations and individaals$,each group or organisation contains other groups
as well as individuals. If we could improve our understampaihhow these levels of resilience relate together
and interact, it would help us to develop enhanced reslieierever it is needed, for individuals, groups and
society.

Much has been written elsewhere about the need filienes and how to develop it, and it is not necessary
repeat it here. There are however three generic implatienthemes that can be identified as useful options
for developing and deploying resilience in the face otifeil These are briefly outlined below as the “Three M
Model”: adopting an appropriate mindset towards failuddntaproactive steps to minimise the occurrence of
failure, and being sure to maximise the value obthfr@m those failures that do occur.,

Mindset towards failure

We've seen that failure is inevitable and natumat] it should be expected in any human enterprise thatils wor
undertaking. We've also seen that failure has a synergistationship with success, and the two are
inextricably linked. Finally we've learned that fakuhas many positive characteristics. Consequently our
response to failure should be to expect and accept itd fvaen we fail, that is entirely normal and accegtabl

It is more important for us to know how to act in thegance of failure. Here we need to know whether to
persist or not. When we encounter a Failure Zonajldhee press through looking for the next success, or are
we trying to do something unachievable? Knowing when tbigu key element of an appropriate response to
failure. Unfortunately this is not usually a black-amicite matter, and will often involve a subjective
judgement. However the positive aspects of failure migbbe@rage us to persist beyond the first failure, at least
to some extent. “Realistic optimism” is a useful elenddrthe appropriate mindset towards failure, and where
this does not come naturally it is possible to develapedsponse of “learned optimism” that is more well-
founded than mere wishful thinking.

Minimise occurrence of failure

While failure has many upsides, it is not usually our goalfail. Instead we are seeking success and
achievement, and failure blocks our path. Since our gdalresach the next success zone as quickly as possible,
we need to minimise the Failure Zone (FZ) and spendtlastime there as possible. We should therefore be
seeking strategies to reduce the occurrence of failufar @s practicable. This is the realm of traditionsl r
management, and there are many proven approaches, todlsteahniques to assist in identifying,
understanding, assessing and managing risk.

Much has been written about risk management, but the keysduear repeating here. Risk can be defined as
“uncertainty that matters”, and risk management offefer&ard-looking radar, scanning the way ahead to

identify any future uncertainties that might affect progressards our objectives. This covers negative

uncertainties (threats) that might cause problemsfifuntreated. But the concept of risk also includes the
upside, positive uncertainties (opportunities) that might eftielitional value or benefit if we could capture and

exploit them. The goal of risk management is to minimigedts, maximise opportunities and optimise the

chance of success. Clearly this would result in thinningFfheand making our path across it as quick and

painless as possible.

Maximise value of failure

The third strategy to respond to failure is to use igan as much advantage and information as possible.
Failure offers a range of lessons, as indicated by roathe ten characteristics outlined above. It is important
for us to take time to capture these valuable lessod®asure that we learn from our failures. In this way w
can build up a body of evidence-based wisdom and experieacee can use to inform our future decisions
and behaviour.
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In order to implement this strategy we need to build legrtime into our routine. Whenever a situation leads to
failure, either individually or corporately, we shoults to reflect. What happened here and why? What
could/should l/we have done differently? What were thera and external influences, and can we affect
these in future? Who could help me next time | facendlasi situation?

Lessons need to be identified, captured and recorded iy thaighelps us to remember them in future, so that
we can truly become learning individuals and organisatMfesneed to take the maximum value possible from
every instance of failure, turning it into a genuine leagrerperience, and then we must make any necessary
changes to avoid future similar failures.

Final Thoughts

The Australian actor Paul Hogan is famous for credtiegcharacter Crocodile Dundee, with his down-to-earth
no nonsense approach to life. In his films the li@ces a wide range of diverse challenges and overcomes th
with a winning combination of ingenuity, grit and good humdarreal life Paul Hogan has also faced his
challenges, many of which he has overcome in truedBenstyle. He characterises his approach as follows:
“The secret of my success is that | bit off more thaould chew, and chewed as fast as | could!”

This epitomises the approach to failure and successhvitirecommended here. As poet Alfred Lord Tennyson
said in his poenin Memoriam(1850), “Tis better to have loved and lost than neveate loved at all.” Or we
might quote the well-known motto of the British Speci@l Bervice (SAS) “Who dares wins.” Or perhaps the
words of Churchill might resonate: “Success is theitglib go from one failure to another with no loss of
enthusiasm.”

There seems to be only one sure way to avoid failuretedstnever to do anything. But this in itself iduee

of a different kind. In this paper our exploration of tha&ture of failure and its relationship with success
suggests that true failure consists of not trying atgaling up too soon, or not learning and changing when
confronted with failure. Success comes from acceptiagehlity of failure, taking realistic steps to minsmiits
occurrence, and learning as much as possible when it dogsrhanly when we know how to fail successfully
can we become successful failures.

© 2010, David Hillson Page 9
Originally published as a part of 2010 PMI Global Congresseedings — Milan Italy



