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We live in a society where the pressure to

be successful has reached almost

pandemic levels. Whether it is our personal

or professional lives or both, we feel like

we have to ‘succeed’ at everything we do.

Ironically, this pressure is often the very

thing that hold us back from being

successful. Fear of failure is not just an

expression, for some people it is an actual

clinical condition called atychiphobia. For

many of us a fear of failure is not this

severe, but it does hold us back. 

So how should we deal with failure or

prevent a fear of failure from becoming

overwhelming in the first place? 

1. Know what you want to achieve

and have a plan to achieve it 

There is a well-worn old adage that

says: ‘A failure to plan is a plan to fail’.

That is very true here. Nobody plans to

fail but, in not having a plan to get to

where we want to with our lives, we are

more likely to end up in a place we

don’t want to be. Having a clear

destination and a plan to get there

gives us a much greater chance of

arriving successfully. Consider this

analogy, how many times have you

gone on holiday and just turned up

at the airport, jumped on the first

available flight to wherever and then

checked-in to the nearest available

hotel when you reach your destination?

Not many of us have done this or would

do this. Ironically, most of us spend

more time every year planning our

holidays than we do planning our lives.

The other great thing about having a

plan is that we quickly realise when the

plan is not working and we can change

it. The destination remains the same,

but the journey to get there can and

does change.

2. Adopt a ‘black box’ mentality

In his best-selling book, ‘Black Box

Thinking: The Surprising Truth About

Success’,1 author Mathew Syed talks

at length about the global aviation

industry and how it learnt very quickly

from mistakes, some of which have

had catastrophic consequences.

Within days of an incident occurring

(no matter how major or minor)

aviation companies will pull together

teams of investigators and anyone

involved in the incident is fully

encouraged to disclose everything

relating to it that they can. In this way

lessons are learned and mistakes of a

repetitive nature are avoided. Key

learnings from the incident are very

quickly disseminated and acted upon.

Interestingly, Syed draws lots of

comparisons with global healthcare

where the reverse is often true. 

When you make a mistake, look at

what you can learn from it and take

steps to avoid repeating the same

mistake again .
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‘There is freedom waiting for you on the breezes of the sky, and you ask 
“What if I fall?” Oh but my darling, what if you fly?’ 

Erin Hanson, Poet 

“Having a clear destination and a plan to get there gives us 

a much greater chance of arriving successfully.”
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3. To err is human

Accept that we can and do make

mistakes and when we do, rather

than beat ourselves up, we need to

accept that we are human and fallible.

Look at the situation objectively and,

with reference to point 2 above, look

at what you can learn from the

situation. Something can be learned

even from the worst mistakes. Do not

put unrealistic pressure on yourself to

be perfect. Accept from the outset

that mistakes are an everyday part of

life. In designing the lightbulb,

Thomas Edison famously ‘failed’ 999

times. He saw each failure as an

integral part of his human nature and

also saw each failure as another

learning opportunity and another step

closer to his ultimate goal.

4. Don't make it personal

Failure is human. To have failed in a

task or a pursuit does not make you, as

a person, a failure. We need to

separate the incident from who we are.

In fact, if we dust ourselves off, learn

from the experience and have another

go, by definition we are not a failure. 

5. The past is a place of reference,

not a place of residence

Do not dwell on past failures. The past is

in the past and whilst we should always

be ready to learn from past experiences,

it is not healthy to keep dwelling on

them and allowing them to interfere

with our present and our future.

6. Get someone else to hold the
mirror for you

If you are really struggling to analyse a

failure in an objective manner, then it

is a good idea to get someone else to

help you review the situation

objectively. A professional business or

life coach can help you to do this.

They should help you to review the

event objectively and to learn from it.  

7. Fail fast

As we embark upon a journey to

wherever, it is a good idea to get the

failure out of the way early on so that

we can arrive at our destination that

much faster. Procrastination (possibly

because of a fear of failure) will only

delay us from reaching our objectives

and learning along the way. You are

going to make mistakes, that is

inevitable. Surely it would be best to

get the mistakes out of the way

sooner, rather than later?

Good luck with all your failure in the

future!
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