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The lesson? It’s incredibly difficult to achieve tremendous success 
without experiencing tremendous failure. A lot of top companies won’t even 
hire executives unless those executives have risked big and failed big. Why? 
Because people who’ve never failed probably never 
pushed themselves very hard. (Or they’re absurdly 
lucky. Or…that failure hasn’t happened yet. Gulp.)

And while taking calculated risks is a critical part 
of achieving success in business, even though 
sometimes those risks don’t pay off, there’s another 
reason to embrace failure: lessons.

 
Mega-entrepreneur Jeff Stibel is a particular fan of hiring people who have 
failed. Stibel says: “Success by failure is not an oxymoron. When you make a 
mistake, you’re forced to look back and find out exactly where you went 
wrong, and formulate a plan for your next attempt. By contrast, when you 
succeed, you don’t always know exactly what you did right that made you 
successful.”

In an article in The Harvard Business Review, Stibel says that, at his offices, 
“We demand failure.”

Demand, eh? That’s pretty…um…demanding. But Stibel’s not just talking 
tough. Stibel says that “Mistakes are the predecessors to both innovation 
and success, so it is important to celebrate mistakes as a central component 
of any culture.”

Stibel walks the talk, too. He has a 
“Failure Wall” at his office. Employees 
are encouraged to grab a Sharpie and 
write about a personal or professional 
failure, state what they learned from 
the failure, and sign their name.
(So, no, it’s not anonymous.)

You might not be up to creating a failure wall, but Stibel is on to something. 
In addition to encouraging smart risks and lesson-learning, creating a culture 
that embraces failure also helps avoid nasty cover-ups.
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i heart failure.

Here are a few portraits of giant failures. 

That wasn’t a typo in the first line. These guys all failed. Hard.

Sir James Dyson 
Founder of Dyson Vacuums

FAILED
Richard Branson

 Founder of Virgin Group

FAILED

Bill Gates
Co-founder of Microsoft

FAILED

It’s the same principle that applies to parenting. 

If your kid knows that they’ll get grounded for two 
months for breaking something, they’re not going to 
avoid breaking it, they’ll just get really good at covering 
it up and lying about it. And in business, that kind of 
behavior has a tendency to snowball and turn minor 
infractions into major issues.

The good news:
You don’t have to actually demand failure to create a culture that 
accommodates it. You simply need to let people know that calculated, 
educated risks are encouraged. And then you have to lead by example.

And always, 
always, always 
remember this:

Document it. Have a de-brief. Get to the root of the failure’s cause, and brain-
storm ideas for future avoidance. Then turn those ideas into a clear action plan. 

Failing once is an opportunity.

Failing twice, in the same way, is a giant red flag.

Failing more than twice in the same way…disaster.

Of course, there are different types of failure. There is a ginormous gap 
between calculated risks that went awry and failures involving willful 
stupidity and/or malicious intent. You don’t have to accommodate the 
guy who left a lit cigarette on his completed balance sheets, or the gal 
who went rogue and invested company funds in her uncle’s casino. 
We have a feeling you can tell the difference.

     Failure is just failure 

unless you learn from it.

Embrace failure. Then look forward 
to flying off to your private island 
later like Richard Branson. If you’d 
like some direction, give us a call.

“The key to 
success is failure… 
Success is made 
of 99% failure”

– Sir James Dyson

“Do not be 
embarrassed 
by your failures, 
learn from them 
and start again.”

– Richard Branson

Sir James Dyson went through 5,127 

vacuum prototypes, all of which failed 

miserably. He failed more than five 

thousand times. He recalls that by failure 

number 2,627, he and his wife were 

counting their pennies. Of course, 

prototype 5,127 was the DC01, which 

was the first in a long line of ridiculously 

successful vacuums.

JAMES DYSON

Bill Gates’s first company was the hilariously 
named “Traf-O-Data,” which was supposed 
to end road congestion. (Spoiler alert: It 
didn’t.) The machine he created didn’t even 
work. A couple of years later, he founded 
Microsoft. We heard that turned out okay.

BILL GATES

“Interview with Bill Gates and Paul Allen”

  October 1995, Fortune Magazine (via CNN)

 

“Even though Traf-O-Data 

wasn’t a roaring success, 

it was seminal in 

preparing us to make 

Microsoft’s first product 

a couple of years later.” 

    – Paul Allen

Richard Branson has failed almost too many 

times to count. Ever heard of Virgin Vodka? 

Or Virgin Cars? Yeah, neither have we. That’s 

because they were flops, along with many 

other of Branson’s efforts. He probably 

doesn’t spend much time worrying about 

that while he relaxes on his private island 

and plans recreational trips into space.

RICHARD BRANSON

The Failure Wall


