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People donõt really want to fail



© 2017 Cottage Street Consulting www.cottagestreetconsulting.com

People donõt want to fail this poorlyé
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Weõre just not comfortable failing

òEvery leader knows failure is 

important and necessary to succeed. 

Every leader is comfortable citing 

epic examples from other people. 

But almost no one will openly discuss 

their own failures, and in many cases 

act as if they canõt recall any at all.ó

Source: Brady, Justin. (2016) Donõt Be a Hypocrite About Failure. Harvard Business Review.Accessed at: https://hbr.org/2016/08/dont -be-a-hypocrite-about-failure

https://hbr.org/2016/08/dont-be-a-hypocrite-about-failure
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Session Objectives

Ã Be able to recognize common failure modes and learn some 

steps to address them 

Ã Apply failure mode learnings to a scaling Agile "case study" 

Ã Leave with lessons learned of failed Agile scaling that can be 

used in training sessions at the attendee's organization
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This is a bit of an experiment
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Couple housekeeping tips

Ã Highly interactive with your table-mates

Ä We will deep dive into a case study

where youõll be asked your opinions

Ä Youõll get more out the more you put in

Ã Please feel free to ask questions

Ä Want to respect our time box

Ä To get an electronic copy of this slide deck:

Â Conference website

Â Download from òResourcesó pages at 

www.cottagestreetconsulting.com

Â Connect (Steven Martin) via LinkedIn

Â Leave your card/contact info

http://www.cottagestreetconsulting.com/
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Agenda: How Weõll Get There

Ã Some theories around failure

Ä 5 Failure Modes

Ã Case Study Part 1: 

What would you do?

Ä 2 Pilot Teams

Ã Case Study Part 2: 

What would you do now?

ÄUp to 10 impacted teams



WHY FAILURE?



Failure can come from many sources

Individual Group

Organizational Sociological

Source: Kayes, D. Christopher. (2015) Organizational Resilience: How Learning Sustains Organizations in Crisis, Disaster, and Breakdown.Oxford University Press. Chapter 4.

Normal 

Accidents

Cultural

Human 

Error

Low 

Reliability
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What Industry Has Been Doing Isnõt Working

On Time, 

On Budget, 

With Features

plus Satisfaction

Common causes for 

strain on a project:

~50% - Costs

~66% - Features

~75% - Time

Constant general 

pattern since 2004
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Larger projects tend to fail more often than 

smaller projects

Source: Hastie, Shane, et al. (2015) Standish Group 2015 Chaos ReporðQ&A with Jennifer Lynch. InfoQ. Accessed at: https://www.infoq.com/articles/standish-chaos-2015

Size Method Successful Challenged Failed

All Size 

Projects

Agile 39% 52% 9%

Waterfall 11% 60% 29%

Large Size 

Projects

Agile 18% 59% 23%

Waterfall 3% 55% 42%

Medium Size 

Projects

Agile 27% 62% 11%

Waterfall 7% 68% 25%

Small Size 

Projects

Agile 58% 38% 4%

Waterfall 44% 45% 11%

CHAOS RESOLUTION BY AGILE VERSUS WATERFALL

https://www.infoq.com/articles/standish-chaos-2015


Most executives believe that failure is bad(1)

Source:

(1) Source: Edmonson, Amy.  (2011) Strategies For Learning From Failure. Harvard Business Review.April 2011. pp 49-55. 

(2) Birkinshaw, Julian (2016) Increase Your Return On Failure. Harvard Business Review.May 2016. pp 88-93. 

òThough leaders know that 

they must tolerate and 

even embrace failureé, 

most will still do anything 

they can to avoid it.ó(2)
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Most executives believe learning is straightforward

Reflect

Failure Happensé

Report Distribute Forget*

Source: Edmonson, Amy.  (2011) Strategies For Learning From Failure. Harvard Business Review.April 2011. pp 49-55.

* Last step added by S. Martin. 



Psychology of Fear of Failure

Source: Dewett, Todd. (2015) Learning From Failure. [Training video] Accessed at: https://www.linkedin.com/learning/learning-from-failure/owning-your-mistakes 
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Psychology of Fear of Failure
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Psychology of Fear of Failure

Source: Dewett, Todd. (2015) Learning From Failure. [Training video] Accessed at: https://www.linkedin.com/learning/learning-from-failure/owning-your-mistakes 
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The Managerõs dilemma of failure

Ã Amy Edmondson interview. Harvard Business Review (2011)

Ã https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dGT7X5R1bpw

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dGT7X5R1bpw
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Shout it out!

What resonated 

with you in the 

video?
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We actually learn more from failure

Ã Learners respond differently from success and failure

Ã In a study, same managerial-related material presented both 

from failure point of view and success point of view

ÄMore discussion and elaboration around failure-based 

materials

Ä Led to greater learning from failure.

Ã Caution to throw away success stories, as they can be 

inspirational, build confidence, and teach concrete [desired] 

behaviors

Source: Bledow, Ronald, et al. (2017) Learning From Othersõ Failures: The Effectiveness of Failure Stories for Managerial Learning, Academy of Management Learning & Education.March 

2017. Vol. 16 Issue 1, pp39-53. 
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We actually learn more from failure

Ã Try-Fail-Learn-Succeed(1)

Ã Build-Measure-Learn(2) 

Ã Taking personal ownership for failure, versus blaming 

others, leads to greater likelihood of learning and 

working harder after the mistake(3)

Sources: 

(1) Dewett, Todd. (2015) Learning From Failure. [Training video] Accessed via: https://www.linkedin.com/learning/learning-from-failure/owning-your-mistakes 

(2) Blank, Steve (2015). Why Build, Measure, Learn ðisnõt just throwing things against the wall to see if they work ðthe Minimum Viable Product. Accessed at: 

https://steveblank.com/2015/05/06/build-measure-learn-throw-things-against-the-wall-and-see-if-they-work/

(3)Gavett, Gretchen. (2014) When We Learn From Failure (and When We Donõt). Harvard Business Review.Accessed via: https://hbr.org/2014/05/when-we-learn-from-failure-and-when-we-dont
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We actually learn more from failure

My hope and wish for today:

To discuss through a failure, 

so we can learn.



AGILE AT SCALE: 

SOME CONSIDERATIONS
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What Happens When You Have Multiple Teams?

Ã Coordination

Ã Communication

Ã Collaboration

Ã Continuous 

delivery of 

integrated, high 

quality solutions


