
On Mistakes and Failures 
“I haven’t failed. I’ve just found 10,000 ways that won’t work.” -Thomas Edison 

It Starts Between the Ears 
 

There is no such thing as failure if you pour your heart and mind into what you truly 
believe in. Setbacks can be overcome. You must truly believe in what you set out to accomplish 
and be mindful that a half-hearted effort is bound for failure. When setbacks occur, have the 
courage to stand up and face them without hiding behind excuses. Excuses merely make what is 
false seem truer; if used enough, you can come to a point where you find yourself stuck in a 
perpetual cycle of failing.1 
 

Avoid the Pitfalls 
 
While it’s important to keep the mentality of moving forward no matter what happens, 

there is no point in running into pitfalls that could easily be avoided. Therefore, use 
“premortem”; Determine what can go wrong and plan accordingly through perception, 
prevention, and endurance. That is, don’t move through life staring at your feet. Just as you look 
several paces ahead to spot any potential dog dung, have the foresight to look a few steps ahead 
to give yourself time to act appropriately. The worst thing that can happen is failing through 
being blindsided because the unexpected failures are most discouraging. Anticipating faults leads 
to an ability to avoid them completely or endure the bumps in the road more effectively.2 
 

When You’re Down for the Count 
 

When life hits you hard and you feel overwhelmed by setbacks, know that each of these 
problems have a gem lying underneath them. Act on the lessons they are trying to teach you, 
learn from your blunders. This way the next attempt will be made better than the last. Whatever 
it is that you are trying to reach, keep in mind that there are many different ways to solve the 
problem. 
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Keep at It 
 

If ever you find yourself in a situation where you are contemplating whether to give up, 
remind yourself that the regret of failing is easier than the regret of not trying. Having said that, 
learn to take intelligent risks where the downside is minimal and the upside is virtually 
unlimited. And if you’re wondering when the best time to persist is, do it now. There is no such 
thing as perfect timing.3 Keep in mind though, that beating your head bloody on a brick wall is 
not persisting, that is merely ignorance. So when you persist, be firm in your goal, but flexible in 
how you’ll get there. (When facing the question of whether to stick to your current plan or to 
switch tactics, refer to the section Decision Making: Make Decisions Quicker and More 
Efficiently).  
 

It's a Process, Not Just the Result Itself 
 

To get what you want in life you must act, seize the moment, and take it. That action 
necessitates trial and error, all part of the learning process. Hence, action and failure are two 
sides of the same coin, and if you want the results that action can lead to, namely achieving your 
desires, accept that both action and failure are required to do so. The so-called failure is a 
pointing to what is not the way so that you can define the right way.4 
 

If you can discover that mistake and fix mistakes you make along the way, you can 
become more effective moving forward. Learn to work around, go through, go under, or over 
those mistakes, that is the way to greatness.5 One of the main obstacles that people face is that of 
fearing to make mistakes at all. It’s due to the school system that most of us grew up with. We 
are fed facts and those who make the fewest mistakes are considered the smartest. We are drilled 
not to learn due to a fear of looking dumb in front of others. Lives lived in such a fashion are 
spent following instructions and pleasing others, instead of making mistakes and learning from 
them. These students are drilled in compliance training. That’s why so many students who 
succeed in school fail in life.6 

 
Learn to think critically about your mistakes, a skill that is not taught in schools. The 

more mistakes you make and the more willing you are to accept that you’ve made the mistake, 
and the more quality, honest diagnoses you have, the more rapid your progress will be. Many of 
life’s failures consist of people who did not realize how close they were to success when they 
gave up. Don’t be the guy or gal that stops digging when you’re three feet from gold. Whatever it 
is that you are trying and failing at, it’s not easy, nor was it meant to be easy. Keep this in mind: 
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If it were easy, then everyone would achieve it and it means nothing to obtain what everyone else 
already has. Here’s a rule of thumb: Anything worth having in life, doesn’t come easy.7  
 

Accepting the Truth 
 

To move toward fixing the mistakes that were made, you must accept that the mistake 
was made in the first place. Mistakes must be acknowledged. If not, the mistake becomes 
self-deceiving to yourself and to others. Your time and effort are spent on covering up mistakes 
rather than focusing on solving them. This exacerbates the original mistake and causes further 
injury.8 
 

Own your mistakes. You can’t fix something unless you admit it. Admit a mistake to stop 
the pressure. Once you admit that you’ve made a mistake, the only objective becomes resolving 
the issue. As long as you continue to deny responsibility, you have the added burden of covering 
your mistakes, knowing the truth will come out anyways. To deny and deceive is to build a 
structure out of sand. Sooner or later the entire structure will come tumbling down like a house 
of cards. Have the courage to admit your mistakes, take personal responsibility and appropriate 
action to resolve the issue, and people will respect you for it.9 

 
Being able to admit to mistakes takes a certain degree of humility, a humility that goes 

against the mainstream narrative. The fact is that most of us believe ourselves to be the best and 
therefore are unwilling to reform.10 What we must come to realize is that those who we see as the 
best were not born the way they are. There is only so much we can learn from others. To put it in 
perspective, we can read all about how to ride a bicycle, but until we try, we will never truly 
know how. This applies to many other aspects of life as well. We must acknowledge that there 
are many things that require trial and error to achieve. For every success there are thousands of 
hours of hard work. Being the best is the effect, learning from the mistakes and failures is the 
cause.  
 
 Those mistakes perceived as bad outcomes are often due to the fact that we are lacking in 
something, whether it be skills, knowledge, or ability. The situation is a reflection of ourselves, 
and to change the outcome we must learn and adapt. Blaming bad outcomes on anyone or 
anything other than oneself is essentially wishing that reality was different, which is silly. What 
happens is that a lot of people don’t take personal responsibility for their outcomes and as a 
result, fail to make the best possible decisions.11 The road of achievement is paved with 
opportunities to learn; you just have to open your eyes to the opportunities. They are hidden in 
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the mistakes that are made, mistakes that point us in the right direction. The worst-case scenario 
is not trying and failing, but failing to try and accepting mediocrity.12 
 

Major Causes of Failure in Life 
 

Of all the lives studied in the past, those that died unhappy lives without having achieved 
anything notable have common traits attributed to them. Here they are briefly for your reference: 
 

1. Lack of well-defined goals. 
2. Lack of ambition to rise above mediocrity. 
3. Lack of self-control. 

a. Control starts from within. Learn to observe things as they truly are 
without being swayed by passing and erratic emotions.  

4. Procrastination 
a. Instead of delaying, work with the tools you have now. Better ones will be 

found as you progress. 
5. Lacking Persistence. 
6. Negativity. 
7. Associating with the wrong people. 
8. Lack of Enthusiasm. 

a. That enthusiasm comes from discovering what we truly believe is worth 
achieving. Unless something truly excites you, you will never pour in the 
investment necessary for its achievement.  

9. Uncooperativeness. 
a. Remember that everything notable was built through the cooperation of 

groups of people.  
10. Dishonesty. 
11. Egotism and Vanity. 
12. Guessing Instead of Thinking. 13 

 

Interpretation of Setbacks 
 

The mistakes that you’ve made are there to help you along the way, keep that perspective 
in mind. Never let a mistake define you, you were meant to overcome it. Avoid the pitfall of 
thinking that whatever you have now is all that you will ever have. This type of mindset leads to 

Copyright © 2018 - Kingston S. Lim  
All Rights Reserved  

https://kingstonlim.com/ 

https://kingstonlim.com/2020/04/05/the-price-to-be-paid-on-goals-kingstons-journal-40/
https://jamesclear.com/procrastination
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/learn-from-mistakes.htm


idly drifting through life with no fixed purpose. Identify the mistakes as an action (“I’ve failed”) 
rather than as a part of you (“I’m a failure”).14  
 

The unhappiest person is one who insists upon reliving the past over and over in 
imagination, constantly self-critical of past mistakes beyond their control. Our errors, mistakes, 
and failures were necessary steps in the learning process, but they were  means to an end and not 
an end in themselves. Once they’ve served their purpose, they should be forgotten. Feedback 
from setbacks was meant to point you in the right direction, not to stop you from taking action.15 
 

Getting the Most from Failing 
 

Mistakes are simply a part of life and the best thing we can do is to make the most out of 
what is inevitable. Just as many school students are afraid of failing because it might affect the 
perception of their intelligence, many people carry this fear into their adult lives. When these 
individuals don’t know the right answer, they keep their mouths shut to avoid public failure. 
Consequently, they do not learn. Accordingly, if you are in a situation where you don’t know 
what to do, fail, you have to start somewhere. Take the initiative, act, fail, and correct your 
actions as you move along. Here are some general guidelines: 

 
1. Create the mistake. 
2. Exploit the mistake: 

● Making the error overt makes the needed corrections overt as well. Think 
of it as a first draft; you must put something on paper first before you can 
make corrections. Each draft makes the next attempt closer to right. 

● Understand that you may not know how to do things right, but you can 
certainly do them wrong. 

● Generating useful mistakes involves tackling the issue at hand and quickly 
constructing the best solution you can. 

       3. After making the mistake: 
● Ask whether the mistake is a correct answer to a different question.  
● Let the mistake lead you to a better attempt. 

 
When you’re stuck and don’t know what to do, don’t let uncertainty grip you. Recognize 

that if you try and fail, you’ve indeed failed. But if you stand idly by, you never had a chance. So 
the next time you encounter a situation where you don’t have a good response, write your first 
draft, and fail. The problems that require truly creative solutions are problems you simply don’t 
yet know how to solve.16 
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Takeaway: When a mistake is made, the first step is to admit it. To deny personal responsibility 
for an error is to divert energy away from solving the problem in favor of defending your ego. 
Realize that mistakes are there to point you in the right direction by telling you what isn’t the 
answer. See your unsuccessful initial response as a first draft to build upon. Do not be afraid to 
act if you don’t know the right answer, you must start somewhere. Remember that each attempt 
you make leads to a better answer.  
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