
Is it time to celebrate 
learning from failure?
Juliette Kumar, Associate Director Improvement & Education

Dr. Mark Roberts, Clinical Director Improvement Hub, Northern Ireland.

November 2019



Contents

13.11.2019

1. Reflect on organizational and team culture and its 

relationship with failure 

2. What the Museum of Failure taught us

3. Relational trust and psychological safety 

4. Building learning environments 

5. How can we celebrate failure?





Exploring Failure in Healthcare  
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• Knowing we have to change, improve and innovate 

to make care even safer

• Yet, working in an system where fear is often the 

predominant climate

• 1 in 4 NHS staff have experienced bullying 

• We share what has gone well, but we hide what 

has failed – stealing the opportunity to learn

• We hear things like ‘Failure is not an option’ or ‘Get 

it right first time’ – where is the space to fail?



Culture and failure 

Cultural norms are hugely powerful in 

setting unseen boundaries for what is 

acceptable behaviours in organisations 

and teams. 

Culture is described as:

‘How we do things around here’, it is 

reinforced by behaviours (what we do & 

hear), artefact (things we see) and the 

beliefs and assumptions held (how we feel)
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Exercise 



What did you notice?

• What were you hearing?

• What did you see?

• How did you feel?

• What does this tell us about failure?



We celebrate success 
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We hide failure 

We drive failure underground

We penalize failure  

We miss opportunities to understand 

We are driven largely by fear 
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Introducing the Museum of Failure 
and Dr Samuel West 

• Set up in Sweden to showcase 

failed products and services from 

around the world – now tours the 

world

• Majority of innovation projects fail 

and each individual failure has a 

story we can learn something from

• Every item providing a unique 

insight into the risky business of 

innovation 
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Pop up Museum of Failure in Healthcare 
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For years survivors of traumatic 

events were offered psychological 

debriefing as a first response, 

research found it actually increased 

the risk of PTSD.

Thalidomide had catastrophic 

effects on the unborn fetus and led 

to strict regulation of the 

pharmaceutical industry in many 

countries.



Pop up Museum of Failure in Healthcare 
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The Fax machine, an outdated 

technology yet the NHS are the 

biggest purchasers of technology in 

the world. 

A treatment for women with hysteria, 

needless to say it failed in its medical 

purpose but went on to become a 

huge commercial success.



But…..

• Early this year Sam was forced to 

file for bankruptcy in Sweden 

after his former business partners 

sue him for what they claim was a 

broken agreement regarding the 

museum’s ownership 

• ‘I am currently working on 

including this ordeal into the 

exhibit so that others can learn 

from my experience’
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High performing teams 
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High performing teams 
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Psychological safety – teams felt able to speak up, to offer ideas without 

being shot down, there was high sociability among team members 

Dependability – team members felt they could rely on each other to do what 

they committed to, and to a high standard

Structure and clarity – the team knew their objectives and had resources to 

do them

Meaning – the team were motivated by shared purpose and values

Visible impact – the team were able to see the fruits of their labour, and how 

it contributed to the bigger picture 



Prof Amy Edmonson
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Building psychological safety 

Model curiosity – ask a lot of 

questions 

Acknowledge your own fallibility 

– by admitting you may need help 

gives others permission to do so too 

Frame work as learning problems 

as opposed to execution problems 
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Relational Trust – what we do is as important as what we say 

Respect

Genuinely listening and valuing the opinions of 

others during social discourse that takes place 

across the team. 

Personal Integrity

Consistency between what a person says and 

does. Others believe and perceive that a moral-

ethical perspective guides one’s work. 

Competence in Core Role Responsibilities

Execution of an individual’s formal responsibilities. 

There is recognition of the interdependence of our 

roles the objectives we share. If negligence or 

incompetence is allowed to persist we undermines 

trust.

Personal Regard

The willingness of members of a community to 

extend themselves beyond what their role might 

formally require in any given situation. Actions are 

made in an effort to reduce others’ sense of 

vulnerability.
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‘Team culture is set by the worst behaviour we are willing to 
accept from each other’



Work environments 
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Assessing Team Climate
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No trade-off with high standards 

13.11.2019



Blameworthy acts 
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Creating learning environments 

• There are unique reasons for any 

particular failure 

• We can only improve and 

innovate if we understand our 

failures 

• To understand failure, we need 

psychologically safe spaces 
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Q: How do you become a learning organisation? 

Prof Amy Edmonson



Different types of failure 
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#1. Preventable and predictable – Nope! Not okay!

#2. Unavoidable due to complexity – Yeah, okay….

#3. Intelligent failures at the frontline – Yes! Of course!



Framing the work we do

13.11.2019 From Amy C. Edmonson PhD. Leading a Learning and Improvement Process 

Routine operations Complex operations Innovation & improvement

Instincts that we need to over-ride in order to do these things well

Complacency Pleasing the boss Reluctance to fail



Is it time to celebrate learning from failure?

Failure can be good – experiment, 

test, try, learn and develop ideas 

Failure can be bad – failure to stop, 

failure to start, failure to learn, failure 

to adapt 

Certain conditions must be in 

place in order to progress new 

ideas; we need to have trust and 

feel psychologically safe 
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1. Frame work as learning problems, as opposed to 

execution problems.

2. Acknowledge your own fallibility.

3. Model curiosity by asking a lot of questions.

4. Reinforce attempts at behaviours that lead to 

Psychological Safety.

5. Playful work environment

Harvard 

Business

School

Samuel 

West

HOW DO WE MODEL THIS?



How to Foster Psychological Safety 
…in your team

Review the suggestions in pairs at 

your tables…

For each category, choose:

One item you do well

One area for development



Celebrating failure – a movement 
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Reflections

What one thing can you do to implement 

learning from failure in your organisation?

What is the first small step?
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