Failure Is Always an Option: Learning from Mistakes
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Just because a project failed doesn’t mean it was a waste of time. Even unsuccessful attempts to accomplish something can prove useful so long as you learn from the experience.

It’s a familiar nightmare: you’ve invested considerable time and energy into an assignment, project or new business venture, and it falls apart or fails to meets its intended goals. Professional failure is difficult to deal with, but it can also be a valuable experience, providing useful insight on what went wrong versus what went right and, in the long run, it can help steer you toward future success.

“First, failure is not always bad. In organizational life it is sometimes bad, sometimes inevitable and sometimes even good. Second, learning from organizational failures is anything but straightforward,” Harvard Business Review notes. “The attitudes and activities required to effectively detect and analyze failures are in short supply in most companies, and the need for context-specific learning strategies is underappreciated.”

Learning from failure is a key part of professional development, but corporate culture can sometimes be an obstacle to this process. To succeed, a business must be able to innovate, and innovation requires taking risks. Trying something new always involves uncertainty — the idea might work or it might not, and people might love it or hate it.

But simply hiring risk-takers is not sufficient to ensure a culture of creativity and innovation. Any company that accepts taking risks should also reward or at least tolerate failure, but many don’t. In fact, it’s all too common for companies to punish failures, even if they had the potential to yield major improvements.

“You can’t celebrate success only – because when you do, it sends a signal: We want no failure here. And no failure, no learning, no real innovation. So hiring risk lovers won’t save you because most risk lovers only enjoy calculated risks, not stupid ones,” CBS MoneyWatch explains. “In a success-driven company, they quickly see that daring isn’t valued as learning, they go quiet and often go completely.”

The value of failure is especially apparent in engineering. Highly engineered projects such as bridges, nuclear power plants and spacecraft are typically reliable, but failures arise at intervals of several decades. This is often due to the cycle of innovation: when a new technology arrives, adopters debate its merits and flaws, and proponents emerge with a keen awareness of its limitations. Given enough time, though, this awareness fades.

“Once the innovation has proven itself, however, it’s not long before designers, emboldened by a series of successes, begin to stretch the technology further and further. The people who were around for the initial debates – and who know where the bodies are buried, so to speak – retire or move on,” IEEE Spectrum notes. “Early designs featuring the new method can come to be perceived as overcautious or overengineered by a new crop of designers. The result is almost inevitable: the technology is pushed beyond its limits as some forgotten assumption is violated.”

At that point, failure can serve as a powerful reminder of the constraints surrounding a particular technology or process. Engineers are able to identify the flaws in their approach, rethink their strategy and come up with a better solution to a problem without comprising their original goal.

Tech design blog Design Shack offers the following list of lessons that can be learned from failure and explains how to turn them to your advantage:

· Learn to accept criticism. Taking credit for a project that went well is a lot easier than accepting the critical comments that result from a failed effort. Listen to criticism with the same attention and respect you apply to praise, and see it as an opportunity for useful feedback.

· Figure out what went wrong. Make a list of all the things that worked and those that didn’t, and try to pinpoint where the project went wrong. Was the timeframe too short or the client’s wishes unclear? Note these issues for future reference.

· Always revise. Countless projects fail due to time pressures that prevent necessary revisions from being made. Start off with multiple options for a project design, because having several plans improves your chances of success.

· Communicate clearly. Projects often fail from a breakdown in communication among team members or between the business and the customer, so try to remember how information was expressed at each stage of a failed project and spot how you can improve the quality of your communication.

· Manage your time. Examine how you spent your hours while working on an unsuccessful assignment and eliminate any time-wasting steps from future work. Also, try to get done early so you can offer previews to your clients or boss.

· Conduct more research. Did you fully understand a failed project before you began working on it? If you realize there was some fundamental lack of information that led to failure, aim to do more research the next time around.

· Try again. Sometimes projects fail even if you do everything right. Learn to accept it, move on and try again.

“Failure, even multiple failures, can be the first stage of a very successful journey. Success usually comes to those willing to keep coming back,” Entrepreneur.com advises. “Resilience and agility are really the only sustainable edge in business. So when you experience your first failure, just give up your ego, let it go and get back to work smarter on your next success.”

