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Failure, if not quite the new success, is definitely on the up and up.  The ever-rising tide of business liquidations, personal bankruptcies and house repossessions suggests that failure is the future for many of us, unfortunately.  The sub-prime catastrophe in the States, the ignominious collapse of Northern Crock, the rumble of trouble on our High Streets and even the focus on failure in television series like The Apprentice, Dragons’ Den and Big Blunder, are testament to the widespread sense of impending disaster.  The world, so it seems, is ending not with a bang but a credit crunch.

Of all the fields where failure prevails, it is perhaps most prevalent in business.  Although management gurus constantly chant the mantra of success – how to attain it, how to sustain it, how to unearth it, how to unleash it – the sad reality is that the vast majority of business ventures fail.  Most companies collapse, most start-ups stop, most mergers misfire, most innovations implode, most CEOs crater, most R&D founders, most forecasts flub, most new products flatline, most brand extensions stumble, most advertising campaigns are ineffective and most how-to business books are remainder bin filler in waiting.
History, however, reveals that it is those who hang in there despite repeated failure, abject failure, heart-wrenching failure who win through to success in the end.  Sam Walton was once told that he wasn’t cut out for retailing.  Oprah Winfrey was not only unceremoniously sacked from her first job as a newsreader but rudely informed that she had no future in television.  Ruth Handler’s breakthrough idea for a busty doll called Barbie was considered downright pornographic and many retail stores refused to handle Handler’s creation.  Clarence Birdseye discovered the secret of freezing fish during a trip to the Arctic in 1912, but he suffered twenty years of failure and heartache before he finally broke through the pack ice of consumer resistance to frozen food.  Thomas Watson Sr., widely regarded as the greatest businessman of the twentieth century, failed as a farmer, as a butcher, as a sewing machine salesman and as a cash register dealer before he finally came good with IBM.   
Consider, also, the case of Colonel Harland Saunders, the marketing genius behind KFC, who failed in just about every job imaginable – from mule wrangler to freelance gynaecologist – before he hit upon a method of franchising fried chicken in the 1950s.  He was 62 at the time.

Such stories, suffice it to say, could be repeated till the cows come home humming “I’m Lovin It”.  Coco Chanel, Walt Disney, Philip Green, Akio Morita, Rupert Murdoch, Elsa Schiaparelli and Steve Jobs are just some of the many high-fliers who fell repeatedly in their attempts to take off.  A detailed study of 25 businesspeople who’ve “failed better” reveals the SECRET of their (eventual) soaraway success.  These comprise:

Self-belief:  Successful failures are not only supremely confident, they’re convinced that they’ll be the biggest and the best.  Thomas Watson set out to make IBM the greatest organisation ever.  Steve Jobs urges his employees to ‘make a dent in the universe’.  Coco Chanel was absolutely determined to make Number 5 Number 1 and she succeeded triumphantly.

Effort: It is impossible to overstate their appetite for hard work. Thomas Watson put in stupendously long hours and didn’t retire until a month before his death at the age of 82.  Rupert Murdoch may be 75 years old but he remains a hands-on, ass-kicking, gimlet-eyed ball-buster. Madonna’s gruelling keep-fit routines, exhausting rehearsals and drilled-to-perfection stage shows are the stuff of rock industry legend.   

Creativity:  Equally legendary is an ability to think outside the proverbial box, to see what competitors can’t.  Sam Walton saw the opportunities for small town discount stores. Coco Chanel sensed the latent demand for less formal outfits. Thomas Watson could tell that the most unprofitable part of his business, tabulating machines, had the greatest long-term potential.

Renown: There are many ambitious, energetic, insightful businesspeople.  But most lack the rambunctious ability to stand out in a crowd.  Richard Branson, Donald Trump, Michael O’Leary, Steve Jobs and Madonna are full-on, full-time.  They aren’t backward about coming forward.  They don’t hide their light under a bushel. They are larger than larger than life.

Encapsulation:  There’s nothing like a snappy slogan, saying or sound-bite to attract attention and energise employees.  ‘Think’ (Thomas Watson), ‘Think Different’ (Steve Jobs), ‘You’re Fired’ (Donald Trump), ‘Fashion Changes, Style Remains’ (Coco Chanel), ‘Finger Lickin’ Good’ (Colonel Saunders), ‘No Fucking Refunds’ (Michael O’Leary).

Tenacity: By far the most important personality trait is perseverance.  Never-say-die is easy to say but difficult to sustain, especially when failure follows failure after failure.  However, as serial failure Sir Winston Churchill once adroitly observed, ‘Success is the ability to go from one failure to another with no loss of enthusiasm’.
SECRET, then, is the secret of success.  But what can we take from such telling tales of failing better?  Pessimists will probably infer that, in a world where eight out of ten Hollywood movies fail to break even, and where similar ratios are reported in publishing, music, catering, pharmaceuticals, etc, etc, our chances of success are somewhere between slim and non-existent.  Infinitesimal, in fact.  Happily, comparatively few businesspeople are pessimistically inclined.  They can’t afford to be.  Indeed, if you don’t truly believe that greatness awaits, then greatness has already left the building, leaving ignominy in charge.

Optimists, on the other hand, can take considerable comfort from the fact that even the very best businesspeople stumble repeatedly on the death march to victory.  It’s gratifying to know that superstars suffer too.  It makes our day-to-day difficulties, the crushing blows that come with the managerial territory, less calamitous somehow.  It makes us realise that defeat is not only par for the course but a vitally necessary learning experience, albeit a painful one.  Only those who’ve tasted the bitter brew of failure can imbibe the Bacardi breezer of success without binge drinking their way to disaster.

Cheers!
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