

[image: cover]




[image: imgtitle.jpg]




 


Copyright © 2026 by John C. Maxwell.


[image: imgcopy.jpg]


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without prior written consent of the author, except as provided by the United States of America copyright law.


Published by Forbes Books, Charleston, South Carolina.


An imprint of Advantage Media Group.


Forbes Books is a registered trademark, and the Forbes Books colophon is a trademark of Forbes Media, LLC.


Printed in the United States of America.


10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1


ISBN: 979-8-88750-795-8 (Hardcover)


ISBN: 979-8-88750-796-5 (eBook)


Library of Congress Control Number: Applied


Cover design by Matthew Morse.


Layout design by Lance Buckley.


This custom publication is intended to provide accurate information and the opinions of the author in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher, Forbes Books, is not engaged in rendering legal, financial, or professional services of any kind. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the reader is advised to seek the services of a competent professional.


Since 1917, Forbes has remained steadfast in its mission to serve as the defining voice of entrepreneurial capitalism. Forbes Books, launched in 2016 through a partnership with Advantage Media, furthers that aim by helping business and thought leaders bring their stories, passion, and knowledge to the forefront in custom books. Opinions expressed by Forbes Books authors are their own. To be considered for publication, please visit books.Forbes.com.


10-13-2025 1:31




 




THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO STEVE MILLER.


You have been steadfast and courageous in the face of life’s great challenges and tragedies.


Few people I know have been better at treating defeat as an investment in a better future.


You always get a positive return on failure.


Thank you for being a faithful friend to me and to EQUIP.
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INTRODUCTION


What separates successful people from unsuccessful people? I’m sure you’ve thought about it. Do they start life with greater advantages: money, education, upbringing? Have they received greater and better opportunities than others? Are they smarter? Are they simply luckier?


Many of those factors certainly come into play. But I can tell you this: The difference is not the avoidance of failure. Successful people fail as often as unsuccessful people. In fact, they often fail more. The difference is that they know how to deal with failure in a positive way, so positive that they get a positive return on failure—an ROI. They think differently, they process failure differently, they act differently, and as a result, they get different results. If you want to be as successful as you can be and reach your full potential, you need to learn how to get a return on failure. The good news is that you can. And I can teach you.


As you read this book, I will teach you how to:


• See Failure as an Investment in Your Future,


• Keep Success and Failure Together,


• Get Over Failure by Getting Over Yourself,


• Use Failure to Make Yourself Better,


• Embrace the Value of Hard,


• Practice the Cycle of Improvement,


• Learn the Difference Between Good Misses and Bad Misses, and


• Lead Others Through Failure.


If you do all of these things, you will be able to fail smarter and return stronger. And you will help the people you lead to do the same. You will still fail, but you will be able to get a return on failure. So let’s get started.
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SEE FAILURE AS AN INVESTMENT IN YOUR FUTURE


Failure! What does that word do to you when you hear it? What’s its impact? Does it make you shudder or smile? Does it cause you to retreat or advance? If you’re like most people, you never want that word applied to you, and you will do everything you can to avoid failing.


But what if that’s a wrong way of thinking? What if failure is actually necessary for you to become successful, to reach your full potential? What if you could learn to not only appreciate failure but use it to your benefit? What if you could learn to profit from nearly every loss you experience in life and get a return on failure—like an investment?


Let me tell you, not only is that possible, but it’s actually the best way forward in life. The most successful people succeed because they deal with failure positively. They gain from it. Their approach to failure strengthens the foundation of their lives and makes it possible for them to build more substantial and significant success. They consistently receive an ROI on their mistakes and missteps.


Max De Pree said, “The first responsibility of a leader is to define reality.”1 As a veteran leader with a lot of life experience, I want to help you by defining the reality of failure: Failure will always be a part of your life. You cannot avoid it. But you can leverage it to create a better future for yourself. When you do that, it will separate you from the people who let failure stop or defeat them.


APPRECIATE WHAT YOU CAN’T AVOID


The first step toward seeing failure as an investment in your future is to learn to appreciate failure instead of trying to avoid it. If you look up appreciation, you’ll find that it has three basic meanings:


1 the act or fact of appreciating; specifically, a) proper estimation or enjoyment b) grateful recognition, as of a favor c) sensitive awareness or enjoyment, as of art 2 a judgment or evaluation 3 a rise in value or price: opposed to depreciation2


Appreciating failure means properly estimating the advantages it brings as you learn from it. It means recognizing the opportunities failure gives you to develop character and hone new skills. It means becoming aware of the places you need to grow. It means understanding how it improves your judgment and evaluative skills as you grow from it. It means recognizing that your positive experience of dealing with failure makes you more valuable. Appreciating failure makes you less fearful of taking risks. The ability to deal with failure opens doors to the exploration of new territory and a life of greater potential. And know this: Appreciation is a gift you must choose for yourself. But it is also a discipline you must practice. It takes intentionality.


HOW TO PREPARE YOURSELF TO FAIL WELL


Appreciation instead of apprehension will help you to see failure as an investment in yourself, your growth, and your future. But you must still properly prepare yourself to face failure positively. My mentor John Wooden often said, “When opportunity comes, it’s too late to prepare.” The same can be said of the need to prepare for failure. To get yourself ready, here are seven things I suggest you do.


1. EXPECT TO FAIL


Did you know that nearly a fifth of all businesses in the United States fail in their first year? And more than half fail after five years?3 That means if you want to become a business owner, you have less than a fifty-fifty shot at making it. Yet very few new business leaders take the possibility of failing into account. And they have no contingency plan in the event they find themselves in trouble.


I’m often amazed at how surprised people are when one of their efforts fails or when they experience a major setback. Why would anyone expect every endeavor to go smoothly or to do every task perfectly? It’s impossible. No one succeeds without failing along the way. As human beings, we need to anticipate failing.


When you expect to fail, it softens your fall and shortens your recovery. Charlie Wetzel, my longtime writing partner, used to train in martial arts. When he was training in aikido, he said one of the first things he was taught was how to do a roll. He found out why that was important the first time his sensei threw him. Instead of falling on his face or breaking his wrist by trying to stop his fall, proper technique enabled him to take the throw, roll on his shoulder, and come up onto his feet. Later, at higher levels of training, he learned how to pivot in the air when thrown and land safely on his side.


My favorite story about how anticipating failure can help happened to me and members of my team in 1998 at the end of a five-day book tour. We were flying home and were about to land when our chartered plane was hit with wind shear and suddenly dropped sickeningly toward the ground. But the moment the wheels began to touch the ground, the pilot pushed the throttle hard and thrust the plane back up into the air. It shook all of us, and we thanked God for our pilot’s flying skill. He circled and landed smoothly on his second attempt.


After we landed, I asked him, “How did you make such a quick decision to take the plane back up into the air?”


“Oh, that wasn’t a quick decision at all,” he replied. “I made that decision twenty years ago when I started flying.” He explained that as a young pilot, he spent time preparing himself for every potential problem and failure he could imagine while flying a plane. His quick ascent back into the air was his response to that potential failure. With a knowing smile, he said, “There’s a greater margin for error in the air than on the ground.” In that particular case, his expectation of failure enabled him to prevent it. And for that, we were all very grateful.


2. PRACTICE SELF-COMPASSION


Since we will inevitably fail, we need to give ourselves grace and compassion when we do. We need to be kind and understanding toward ourselves. We need to be patient with our struggles and work through them. That is not always easy.


When I let myself down, if I have a difficult time because of it, I remind myself of three truths:


We All Want to Be Valued by Our Best Moments


A lot of us have good days and bad days, experience ups and downs, produce highlights and lowlights. Sometimes, we even have no lights! Nobody wants to be defined by their downs. This is universally true. When I make this point while speaking, I ask the question, “How many of you have ever had a day that you hope nobody ever knows about?” All the people who are honest with themselves raise a hand. I raise both hands because I’ve had more than my share of days I’m embarrassed by. When I have a bad day, I remind myself, “That’s what I did, but that’s not who I am.”


Even though you have failed, that doesn’t mean you are a failure. Show yourself compassion. Give yourself grace and choose to focus on your ups more than your downs.


Nothing Happens TO You—It Happens FOR You


When I experience misses and failures, I often encourage myself with the phrase “Nothing happens to you—it happens for you,” which I heard from my friend Joel Osteen. Why? Because if I think my failures happen to me, I start to take on the role of victim. When that happens, I live in my pain. And here’s what I’ve discovered: Hurting people often hurt themselves and others. I don’t want to do those things.






Nothing happens to you—it happens for you.


—JOEL OSTEEN








Jamie Kern Lima likes to ask a valuable question: “Do you victim-up or warrior-up?”4 If I can warrior-up, I believe that all things, good or bad, happen for me. That empowers me to see my failures in a positive light, and as a result, I respond to them in a positive way. That’s important to me not only personally but also because I carry the responsibilities of a leader. I can’t moan and lead at the same time. People may feel sorry for a victim, but they will never follow one. I need and want to lead. Being honest yet compassionate with myself and looking for the positive in the face of the negative help me to be a better leader.


The High Road Is the Best Road


Your approach to life impacts your approach to failure. Taking the high road in life means you treat yourself, as well as others, with compassion and respect. It means forgiving others. When you do that freely, you are also better able to forgive yourself. But that requires maintaining a high-road mindset. As Martin Luther King, Jr., said, “Forgiveness is not an occasional act; it is a permanent attitude.”5 The high road stretches out longer than a block or two. And taking it has a toll. Forgiving is not forgetting. It’s remembering what happened and choosing to forgive. Making that choice brings freedom and lightness to your journey. You become able to travel without baggage.


Practicing self-compassion puts you in a better place to deal with failure. It enables you to be your own best friend and encourage yourself. If, as someone said, encouragement is oxygen for the soul, then during the difficult times of overcoming failure, encouragement is life support.


3. FOCUS ON THE BIG GAME INSTEAD OF THE BLAME GAME


Music teacher and author Eloise Ristad used to coach musicians to help them experience breakthroughs. She believed people often tried so hard that their effort got in the way of great performance.6 She often helped them by letting them know it was OK to fail. She wrote:


When we give ourselves permission to fail, we at the same time give ourselves permission to excel. … We try so hard to succeed, all of us. We try so hard to be good people, to avoid making mistakes. … After all that trying, it is such a luxury to know that it is not only permissible to fail part of the time, but an essential ingredient of being human. And we find that the failing is not failing at all, but merely learning.7


To see failure as an investment in your future, you need to stop worrying about the blame game and focus on the big game. The blame game is preoccupied with who is at fault. The big game concentrates on progress and production, which inevitably include both wins and losses. It acknowledges failure as normal. (I share more about this in chapter 2.)


The big game also requires a willingness to try new things, admit both small and large failures, evaluate them, learn from them, and improve. This includes analyzing failures and proactively searching for opportunities to experiment. (I discuss this in chapter 6.) When we keep the big game in mind, the attitude is that we’re in the discovery business, and the faster we fail, the faster we discover ways to improve and succeed. In today’s complex world, those who identify and learn from failure before others do will succeed. Those who wallow in the blame game will not.


4. EMBRACE AND LIVE A POSITIVE LIFE STANCE


Psychiatrist Theodore Isaac Rubin said, “The problem is not that there are problems. The problem is expecting otherwise and thinking that having problems is a problem.”8 The same can be said about failures. While we can’t change the fact that we will have problems and we will experience failures, we can change our attitude about them. We can embrace a positive life stance.


When I was a boy, my father coached me on having a positive attitude. I was reminded of those teachings many years later during a mentoring session with John Wooden. He said, “Sometimes we get involved in things that we have no control of, and they end up negatively affecting what we do have control over.” His observation challenged me to stop trying to eliminate or control the bad and remember to take control of my attitude, not just occasionally but continually, as a life stance. Here’s an expression of what that means:


Life is filled with good and bad.


Some of the good and bad I can’t control—it’s life.


Some of the good and bad will find me.


If I have a positive life stance, the good and bad will become better.


If I have a negative life stance, the good and bad will become worse.


Therefore, I choose a positive life stance.


A positive life stance doesn’t make my failures disappear, but it does lessen their impact and put them into proper perspective.


5. REFRAME FAILURE


How you think about failure affects how you respond to failure. Positive psychology coach Paula Thompson says failure can be defined as a lack of success or the inability to meet an expectation. When we take that definition to heart, she says:


We can read too much into failure. Too often, we attach it to our self-worth, self-esteem, and self-acceptance. The expectation we fail to meet is often our own, or one that we created in our own head.


Most of us don’t set out looking to fail at anything. And we especially don’t want to be labeled as failures. But maybe that is a mistake.


Failure can be useful. We can learn from it, gain new insights, and do better next time. The right kind of failure moves us closer to our goals.9


Is a failure always truly a failure? Is a victory always truly a victory? John Wooden told me he felt very disappointed when his University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) basketball team won a game that he thought they didn’t deserve to win. While his players celebrated on the court, he walked off knowing that practice the next week would be difficult. The win would make it hard for his players to see all the mistakes they made in the game, and they would be less hungry to listen, learn, and change. Coach Wooden said, “In the eyes of the players, the score meant success. In my eyes, the score was misleading.” Success that is defined as only hitting the goal needs to be reframed. So does failure that is defined as missing the goal. Both definitions lack perspective.


To reframe failure, Amy C. Edmondson, Novartis Professor of Leadership and Management at the Harvard Business School, suggests that organizations look at the context of failures to better understand why they happened. This opens the door to learning and improving. She places failures in organizations on a spectrum, labeling the preventable failures as “blameworthy” and the most positive failures as “praiseworthy.” Here are the types of failures she identifies, starting with the blameworthy and working down to the praiseworthy (with my descriptions)10:
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When you reframe failure by looking at context—or any other factors, such as history, circumstances, relationships, and so forth—you obtain a bigger and better picture of their causes and remedies. Reframing failure also removes some of the fear of failure and allows you to seize opportunities instead of avoiding them.


6. FIND THE BENEFITS OF EVERY BAD EXPERIENCE


Cartoon character Homer Simpson summed up his philosophy of dealing with failure when he said, “Kids, you tried your best and you failed miserably. The lesson is, never try.”11 If everyone followed that philosophy, we’d still be living in caves, freezing in the winter, and walking to every place we wanted to go. If you want to move forward in life, you can’t give up or cover up your failure. To use failure as an investment in your future, you have to find the benefits in every failure and use them to learn and grow.


There’s a story that has been all over the internet for a number of years about a farmer and a donkey. It uses humor to teach a wonderful lesson about failure. Just in case you somehow missed it, here it is:


One day a farmer’s donkey fell down into a well. The animal cried piteously for hours as the farmer tried to figure out what to do. Finally, he decided the animal was old, and the well needed to be covered up anyway; it just wasn’t worth it to retrieve the donkey.


He invited all his neighbors to come over and help him. They all grabbed a shovel and began to shovel dirt into the well. At first, the donkey realized what was happening and cried horribly. Then to everyone’s amazement he quieted down.


A few shovel loads later, the farmer finally looked down the well. He was astonished at what he saw. With each shovel of dirt that hit his back, the donkey was doing something amazing. He would shake it off and take a step up.


As the farmer’s neighbors continued to shovel dirt on top of the animal, he would shake it off and take a step up. Pretty soon, everyone was amazed as the donkey stepped over the edge of the well and happily trotted off!


Life is going to shovel dirt on you, all kinds of dirt. The trick to getting out of the well is to shake it off and take a step up. Each of our troubles is a steppingstone. We can get out of the deepest wells just by not stopping, never giving up! Shake it off and take a step up. …


The donkey later came back and bit the farmer who had tried to bury him. The gash from the bite got infected and the farmer eventually died in agony from septic shock.


Moral From Today’s Lesson: When you do something wrong and try to cover your ass, it always comes back to bite you.12


Never try to run from failure or cover it up, or you’ll end up like the farmer.


7. EXPECT YOUR FAILURE INVESTMENT TO TAKE TIME TO PAY OFF


I’ve written quite a bit about my desire to see a country transformed by good values before I die. That’s why I’ve launched initiatives using transformation tables in many countries. So far, we’ve worked in Guatemala, Paraguay, Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, Papua New Guinea, Panama, and Brazil. We’ve also begun introducing values-based curricula in many states in the United States. Will all these initiatives succeed? I would love that, but I don’t expect them to. I know that any time you initiate a new project, the failure rate is high. But I’m not looking for quick victories. I’m on this journey for the long haul. Whenever I find myself or one of these efforts failing, I will do three things:


• I will keep moving.


• I will keep adjusting.


• I will keep believing.


Nothing good happens when we give up. When we keep moving, resources keep coming to us. When we keep trying and adjusting, we find more and better answers. And if we keep believing, we never lose hope. The mission is greater than any failure we might face. And for that reason, we keep making positive investments.


Seeing failure as an investment in a better future not only makes a positive impact on you; it can also positively impact others around you. That was true for one of my heroes, John Wesley. The English preacher was a strong proponent of the abolition of slavery, which he first confronted in 1736 on a trip to Georgia when he visited the United States. After that, the more Wesley learned about slavery, the stronger his conviction that it must be abolished. In 1774, he published “Thoughts Upon Slavery,” strongly condemning the practice.


Did Wesley’s preaching and writing against slavery stop the practice in his lifetime? No. In that sense, he failed. But his writings influenced many people, including John Newton, a former sea captain and slave trader. Newton, in turn, influenced William Wilberforce, an English politician who was opposed to slavery. Newton convinced Wilberforce to remain in politics and keep fighting for the abolition of slavery. Wesley joined Newton in his encouragement of Wilberforce. In fact, the last letter Wesley wrote in 1791, just six days before his death, was to Wilberforce. He wrote, “O be not weary of well doing! Go on, in the name of God and in the power of his might, till even American slavery (the vilest that ever saw the sun) shall vanish away before it.”13
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Deviance: People choose not to follow established
processes or practices.

Inattention: People inadvertently fail to follow
established processes or practices.

Lack of Ability: People lack the skill, training, or
insight to do a job well.

Process Inadequacy: People with ability follow a
faulty or incomplete process.

Task Challenge: People attempt tasks that are too
difficult to be completed correctly every time.

Process Complexity: People follow a process that
breaks down because of exceptions.

Uncertainty: People take good actions that end in
bad results because of unexpected future events.

Hypothesis Testing: People act to validate the success
of an idea or design but fail.

Exploratory Testing: People fail in an experiment to
expand knowledge and investigate possibilities.






