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Failure  
Our stressful patterns, emotions and reactions are often caused or amplified not by the objective fact of what is 

happening or what happened, but by the stories, assumptions and interpretations that we add in our own 

thinking.  

 

We can carry stories of the past, with the meaning that we have unconsciously added, into how we think, feel 

and react in present situations and into how we think about what will happen in future situations.  Our mind and 

our beliefs are powerful and can impact our sense of identity, our ability to learn and develop ourselves, and our 

ability to see and create possibility in our work and lives.  

 

Everyone has experiences of failure. In our families, schools, workplaces and culture as whole, failure is often 

held with negativity, blame and unpleasant outcomes (even though we sometimes also have a more accepting 

narrative running.)  The stories we carry about past ‘failures’ can travel with us for a long time, sometimes 

connecting and creating theories in our thinking about ourselves, others, life and the world.  When we come 

across ‘new’ situations that remind our minds of past failures, we can find ourselves in powerful avoidance or 

reactive patterns and in a mindset that is not conducive to innovation, intelligent risk taking or creative thinking. 

It is not enough to simply tell ourselves (and each other) positive things about failing. The underlying patterns 

run deeply, both in how we function in ourselves, and in the leadership we provide to others around failure.  

We can use The Work to compassionately engage our failure stories, so that we can thoroughly access the 

available learning, let go of past burdens and reduce the limiting impact going forward. 

Exercise:   

Identify a specific situation that has some charge for you and your stressful thinking has tagged as a ‘failure’. 

Write down the ‘fact’ of what happened and then make a list of the beliefs you hold about it by adding the 

phrase “and that means”. Make a list of stressful thoughts, assumptions and beliefs (short, simple, uncensored 

sentences). 

Example:  

Part 1 of The Work: IDENTIFY your thoughts.  

“Failure” / Situation: Two people left my team on the ____ project. 

And that means that:  

• People will think I am a bad leader. 

• I did something wrong. 

• We will let people down. 

• I will miss out on a great opportunity going forward. 

 

Part 2 of The Work: INQUIRE. Choose one belief from your list and inquire using the four questions and 
turnarounds of The Work holding that situation in mind. Take your time with each question.  

(See over for Part 1) 
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Underlying Beliefs ‘Failure’ Exercise 
Identify a situation from the past that you still feel stressful emotions about, and that you think of as a failure. 

Don't be positive, wise or reframing of it, just find where it still hurts. Write down the specific situation in one 

sentence. Connect to the emotions and make a list of all the stressful thoughts, beliefs and assumptions related 

to that situation. 

Specific Situation (“Failure”): ________________________________________________________________ 

Example: I forgot what to say in my presentation. 

and that means that:  

(Make a list of all stressful thoughts that come to mind – short, simple, unedited sentences) 


