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Epic Fail: Why Leaders Must Fail to Ultimately Succeed 

 When the reporter asked him how it felt to fail a thousand times, Thomas Edison replied, 

“I didn’t fail 1,000 times. The light bulb was an invention with 1,000 steps.”1 For Edison, failure 

was not just an option, but a requirement for eventual success. Without the many setbacks in the 

invention process, Edison would not learn from his mistakes and ultimately bring the light bulb 

to mankind. Unfortunately, modern society tends to downplay failure, deny its occurrence, or 

experience shame when others recognize it first. In adolescent sports, for example, league 

organizers hand out participation trophies to all the participants rather than embracing the fact 

that some people win and others lose. Even some of the most prestigious universities in the 

United States are reluctant to give deserved students failing grades.2 Those in control of these 

adolescent sports leagues and universities are impeding the development of these young people 

as the line between success and failure is becoming more and more distorted. Upon graduation 

from these institutions, students are unprepared for the cruel, unforgiving realities of the world. 

Simply put, today’s society is coddling the nation’s future leaders and setting them up for later, 

more significant failure by not letting them experience failure early in life. 

The modern trend of failure aversion is also prevalent in the military. Commanders and 

mentors are not allowing junior leaders to fail early on in their careers. This phenomenon is 

likely due to several factors. First, the military is a difficult and unforgiving business that 

involves death and destruction, so aversion to risk and failure is an expected byproduct. Second, 

senior leaders experience an enormous amount of scrutiny by the Department of Defense, 

                                                      
1 Estrem, Pauline. "Why Failure is Good for Success", Success Magazine, http://www.success.com/article/why-

failure-is-good-for-success, Aug 25, 2016, accessed Jan 2, 2017. 
2 Zuckerman, Michael. “Failing to Fail?”, Harvard Magazine, Cambridge, Massachusetts, Dec 23, 2013. 
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Congress and public opinion, causing them to micromanage junior officers more than ever 

before. Finally, military members are often “Type A” personalities who demand maximum 

control over operational variables. Moreover, these same senior leaders often punish even minor 

failures with severity, sometimes degrading the potential for future promotion for these young 

leaders. Much like in the civilian world, this zero-tolerance failure policy is hurting the next 

generation of leaders in the military. They either have not been allowed to fail and recover early 

on in their careers, or they leave the military based on limited promotion opportunities stemming 

from a previous failure. In a world of increased external scrutiny and access to new micro-

management tools through new technologies, the trend towards failure avoidance and 

admonishment is only becoming more pronounced. Ultimately, leader development requires 

some failure, because it allows individuals to learn from mistakes, it promotes resiliency and 

moral courage, and it builds the capacity to balance risk and reward in future decision-making. 

The first reason failure is necessary for leadership development is that it allows growing 

leaders to learn from mistakes. In September 2013, the Commandant of the Marine Corps fired 

two Marine Corps general officers for failure to “exercise the level of judgment expected of 

commanders of their rank” after fifteen insurgents breached security at a base in Afghanistan and 

destroyed numerous aircraft.3 The validity of the decision to relieve these commanders and the 

character and experience of the officers in question is beyond the scope of this essay, but 

avoiding this type of failure at senior levels should be a primary goal as the military develops its 

leaders. Unfortunately, this example likely will not be the last major failure by a senior American 

officer. In a very real sense, failure at lower levels of rank teaches leaders what not to do. 

                                                      
3 Chandrasekaran, Rajiv. “Two Marine Generals Fired for Security Lapses in Afghanistan”, The Washington Post, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/two-marine-generals-fired-for-security-lapses-in-

afghanistan/2013/09/30/b2ccb8a6-29fe-11e3-b139-029811dbb57f_story.html?utm_term=.3534743a944e, Sep 30, 

2013, Accessed Jan 6, 2017. 
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Whether it be the method for interacting with subordinate troops, the selection of an appropriate 

tactical mission task in operational planning, or the management of a unit training plan, failure as 

a junior leader provides an experiential forum for trial and error. As leaders rise through the 

ranks in the military, they build a personalized set of tools to leverage as the problems they 

experience become more complex. 

Another reason early failure facilitates learning from mistakes is inherent in an analysis 

of the alternative. In some instances, continual success can breed failure since meaningful 

learning often does not often occur with persistent success. In 2003, Italian motorcycle company 

Ducati began racing bikes in the competitive racing circuit and, after some initial success by 

learning from poor race results, they failed to continually look at race data to incrementally 

improve their bike design.4 As Gino and Pisano point out, initial success for Ducati limited the 

incentive to continue organizational learning, causing the company to later fail due to an accrued 

culture of complacency.5 As applied to military leader development, this vignette illustrates the 

natural condition of success. Simply put, too much success can lead to overconfidence and 

lethargy, which in turn hinders continual learning and improvement. Leaders must embrace 

learning from failure as a necessity for continual improvement and performance optimization. 

The final aspect of failure as a catalyst for learning is that it helps leaders identify the 

indications and warnings of failure before it occurs in the future. Kathy Malloch asserts that 

highly successful leaders are preoccupied with failure, because this preoccupation makes them 

focus on the minute details and address indicators of failure quickly and decisively.6 Failure 

                                                      
4 Gino, Francesca and Gary Pisano. “Why Leaders Don’t Learn from Success”, Harvard Business Review, 

https://hbr.org/2011/04/why-leaders-dont-learn-from-success, Apr 2011, accessed Jan 6, 2017. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Malloch, Kathy and Tim Porter-O’Grady. The Quantum Leader: Applications for the New World of Work, Jones 

and Bartlett Publishers: Massachusetts, 2005. 
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provides a means of analyzing all aspects of the individual and the organization to help identify 

the critical factors that lead to failure. By analyzing these indicators after an unsuccessful event, 

the leader can identify the same indicators in the future to proactively avoid failure. In the 

previous example of the two Marine generals in Afghanistan, it is possible that learning from 

tactical mistakes at the junior level could help similar senior leaders pinpoint indicators of a base 

breach ahead of time in order to avoid failure on such a large scale.  

There is a caveat to the argument that leader development should include learning from 

failure at the junior level. The focus should not be on the requirement for junior leaders to fail, 

but the importance of making mistakes, conducting self-assessment, and learning from those 

mistakes to avoid future failure. As philosopher George Santayana asserted and Winston 

Churchill later reiterated, “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”7 

While failure is necessary for deep learning to occur, those who do not actively learn from 

mistakes will be far more likely to repeat them later. For the military officer, failure is an 

opportunity to learn from mistakes, avoid the pitfalls of perpetual success, and identify warning 

signs of future failure on a larger scale. 

The second reason failure is necessary for leader development is that it promotes 

resiliency and moral courage. In addition to learning from mistakes, overcoming adversity and 

bouncing back from failure is an important step in the development of a leader. “The skills 

required to conquer adversity and emerge stronger and more committed than ever are the same 

ones that make for extraordinary leaders.”8 The way in which a developing leader reacts to 

difficult situations directly correlates to that individual’s ability to overcome adversity in the 

                                                      
7 Santayana, George. The Life of Reason: The Phases of Human Progress, Charles Scribner’s Sons: New York, 

1920. 
8 Warren G. Bennis and Robert J. Thomas, “Crucibles of Leadership”, Harvard Business Review, Cambridge, 

Massachusetts, September 2002, p. 39-40. 
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future. These experiences provide the leader with a newfound understanding of self and an 

increased ability to deal with future hardships. If growing leaders are not given the chance to 

bounce back from adversity because they are shielded from failure, however, they remain 

untested and are more likely to confront future difficult situations in negative ways. In other 

words, these leaders are not developing what Bennis refers to as “adaptive capacity”, because 

they do not have the opportunity to do so.9 On the other hand, leaders who develop this capacity 

and build individual resilience are far more likely to promote that behavior within their 

subordinates and units as they climb the organizational ladder. 

In addition to building individual resilience, failure as a junior leader also helps develop 

moral courage. A key aspect of moral courage is the ability to admit mistakes without fear of 

humiliation and shame.10 The willingness to admit mistakes is an unnatural quality, especially 

for the stereotypical competitive leaders within the military. That being said, the ability to adapt 

and overcome failure as a junior officer helps build the confidence needed to be comfortable 

enough to admit mistakes later in a leader’s career. As Peter Olsthoorn asserts, the unit cohesion 

that builds physical courage in the military is the same element that makes individuals more 

likely to blindly conform and, thus, less likely to exude moral courage.11 Moreover, the emphasis 

of unit success combined with the tendency toward modulating individual failure is hindering the 

development of moral courage in growing military leaders. While team-building and unit 

cohesion is critical to operational success, senior leaders must also focus on developing 

individual qualities in subordinates, to include moral courage. 

                                                      
9 Ibid. 
10 Miller, William Ian. “Moral Courage and Civility”, The Mystery of Courage, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 2000. 
11 Olsthoorn, Peter. "Courage in the Military: Physical and Moral", Journal of Military Ethics, Vol 6, No. 4, 2007. 
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Critics of the argument that failure early in one’s career breeds resilience and moral 

courage might assert that these traits are inherent in, or absent from, every individual, and are not 

qualities that can be developed. Traditional Nicomachean ethical principles, for instance, assert 

that one can learn most skills, but cannot acquire moral virtues above and beyond what is already 

inherent in the individual.12 While each human being certainly possesses some level of individual 

morality and resilience, the trials and tribulations of failure during the early stages of life can 

assist in building the aptitude for these traits and the willingness to employ them in the future. 

The military needs its leaders to overcome failure early in their careers to develop individual 

resilience and moral courage. These abilities not only assist leaders in the conduct of future 

personal behavior, but also in encouraging these traits in subordinates, which fosters a culture of 

practicing moral courage.  

The third, and final, reason failure is necessary for overall leadership development is that 

it builds the capacity to balance risk and reward in future decisions to achieve success. Learning 

from failure and developing resilience and moral courage in the face of adversity is extremely 

important in leadership development, but military leaders must ultimately take risks with nearly 

every decision they make as senior leaders. Army doctrine states that accepting prudent risk 

assists commanders in seizing opportunity to gain and maintain the initiative on the battlefield.13 

In other words, the Army embraces the fact that military operations involve risk and leaders must 

take acceptable amounts of risk to facilitate success in conflict. The ability to identify prudent 

risk, however, is a skill developed as a junior officer. Aside from thorough analysis, the most 

effective way to truly understand what risk is prudent and acceptable is to cross the line in to 

                                                      
12 Conradie, Ernst M. Morality as a Way of Life: A First Introduction to Ethical Theory, South Africa: Sun Press, 

2006. 
13 HQ Department of the Army. Mission Command. Army Doctrine Reference Publication (ADRP) 6-0 Change 2, 

Washington, D.C., 2014. 
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unacceptable risk at some point. When a leader takes unacceptable risk, failure is far more likely 

to occur. This experience further reinforces the leader’s ability to discern prudent risk from 

unacceptable gambling and employ informed judgment to make critical decisions on the 

battlefield. 

The goal of accepting prudent risk is to increase the probability of harnessing great 

reward. Risk is often viewed as negative and something people should avoid, but thoughtful, 

habitual risk-taking is actually a requirement for high-level success.14 Tim Kane refers to this 

quality in leaders as the “bias for action” that entrepreneurs possess, or a desire to proactively 

and carefully take risk in order to maximize returns.15 The only way to garner maximum reward 

in any business is to take risk. In the military context, leaders who take prudent risk on the 

battlefield are the ones who enjoy the greatest successes in conflict as well. As General David 

Perkins asserted at an Army Mission Command Symposium in 2013, retaining a position of 

advantage on the battlefield is difficult since that advantage is always relative to the enemy and 

is always temporary since the enemy is constantly adapting to the evolving operational 

environment.16 In other words, prudent risk-taking is a requirement for waging warfare in the 

modern era. However, if military leaders do not take risk, experience failure, and learn from 

mistakes early on in their careers, then they do not fully understand the characteristics of prudent 

risk and can never fully harness the vast rewards available through risk-taking. Put another way, 

risk-taking and failure can actually buy down future risk. Military leaders earn their paychecks 

by effectively managing risk and maximizing the chances of success. 

                                                      
14 Kreamer, Anne. Risk/Reward: Why Intelligent Leaps and Daring Choice are the Best Career Moves You Can 

Make, New York: Random House Publishing, 2015. 
15 Kane, Tim. Bleeding Talent: How the U.S. Military Mismanages Great Leaders and Why it’s Time for a 

Revolution, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012. 
16 Lt. Gen. Perkins, David G. Understanding Mission Command. U.S. Army Combined Arms Center, Fort 

Leavenworth, KS. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rw6lcaqA5MM, Jun 18, 2013, accessed Jan 8, 2017. 
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An alternative point-of-view on risk and failure is that the violent nature of military 

operations requires leaders to minimize risk at all costs to avoid failure and subsequent loss of 

life. The press and the American public criticized American military leaders after the 

intervention in Iraq in 2003 for deploying too few personnel and for not having a reasonable plan 

for the post-war stability effort.17 According to the critics, these leaders had miscalculated the 

risk involved in this type of military effort. However, this example does not validate the assertion 

that risk should be avoided at all costs. On the contrary, it proves that misunderstood risk is 

dangerous, but prudent risk-taking can garner high payoffs. While the merits of the campaign in 

Iraq are not the subject of this essay, the argument is that leaders must take risk in the face of less 

than perfect information and that miscalculations of risk early in their careers can inform the 

balance of risk and reward to enhance judgment later as a senior leader. If this balance is learned 

through failure at earlier stages, senior leaders can avoid loss of life to gain and maintain a 

position of relative advantage in military operations through informed decision-making and the 

management of prudent risk.  

In sum, leader development requires some level of failure. It allows leaders to learn from 

past mistakes, it builds individual resiliency and moral courage, and it develops the capacity to 

balance risk and reward in decision-making to promote future success. Learning from mistakes is 

a human requirement, but it is necessary for leader development as well. It facilitates personal 

growth and helps leaders understand and visualize success and the warning signs of failure, but it 

also reduces the complacency promoted by perpetual success. That being said, leaders who do 

not learn from their mistakes are doomed to repeat them and should be relieved without 

hesitation. Failure can also breed resiliency and moral courage, because it teaches the leader to 

                                                      
17 Lt.Col. Yingling, Paul. “A Failure in Generalship”. Armed Forces Journal. http://armedforcesjournal.com/a-

failure-in-generalship/, May 1, 2007, accessed Jan 6, 2017.  
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overcome adversity, acknowledge mistakes, and come out the other side of difficulty with new 

self-actualization, confidence and toughness. While these qualities are inherent in each person 

from birth, they are also taught through trials and tribulations. Finally, the military profession 

requires leaders who can accurately balance risk and reward. Without risk-taking, there is no 

return on investment and military leaders must embody that entrepreneurial spirit in order to 

seize opportunity and maintain the ever-changing position of relative advantage over the enemy. 

On the other hand, the key to effective risk-taking is analysis and prudency. All three of these 

points illustrate why military leaders must fail early in their careers to be effective organizational 

leaders at higher echelons. 

Today’s operational environment is complex, dangerous, and unforgiving. Joint doctrine 

asserts that “the commander is the central figure in operational art, due not only to education and 

experience, but also because the commander’s judgment and decisions are required to guide the 

staff through the process.”18 Today’s military leader requires education, experience, and 

judgment that feeds reasonable decision-making. Unfortunately, today’s leaders are not allowing 

their junior officers to take prudent risk and learn from failure at lower echelons. While this 

practice might improve chances for successful operations today, it hinders the growth of the 

junior leaders who will be charged with defending the nation in the future. Those officers must 

experience and learn from failure today in order to become more resilient, more confident in 

their moral courage, and more adept at balancing risk and reward in future operations. Just as 

Thomas Edison responded to the reporter about his failures on the path to inventing the light 

bulb, the military leader is also an invention with a thousand steps.  

                                                      
18 U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff. Joint Operation Planning, Joint Publication 5-0, Washington, D.C., Aug 11, 2011. 


