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			Book Presentation
Whoever Makes the most Mistakes Wins by Richard Farson and Ralph Keyes

			Book Abstract

			MAIN IDEA

			In business, the concepts of “success” and “failure” are more ambiguous than most people acknowledge. Not only are there many different ways to define both these terms but frequently, short-term failures lay the foundation for long-term success. That means these failures are an unavoidable part of the pathway to succeeding.

			In a rapidly changing economy, the management practices which everyone automatically assumes to be true can get in the way of doing what’s needed most. For example, if we do business on the basis of the tried-and-true, we will never take enough risks to come up with something innovative that represents an advance in the state-of-the-art. And doing risky things ensures we will fail most of the time. We must have a mind-set which views both success and failure as footsteps along the same path towards achievement.

			The best way to fall behind in a shifting economy is to rely on what worked in the past – formulas that have grown obsolete. Instead, companies need to encourage their innovators to learn more by making productive mistakes. In this environment, managers should worry less about rewarding success and focus more on learning from both failure and success.

			In many ways, success is the ultimate business paradox. The less we chase success itself, the more likely we become to genuinely succeed. Success actually isn’t all that different from failure. The truly great business enterprises find ways to motivate everyone to put in their best efforts to be creative. In that kind of environment, the short-term results matter little because the organization will be positioned advantageously for the long haul.

			About the Author

			RICHARD FARSON is president of the Western Behavioral Sciences Institute, a think tank that brings influential leaders together to consider policy issues. Dr. Farson (a graduate of the University of Chicago) has previously served as a naval officer, college dean, research director, organizational consultant and a Fellow of the Harvard Business School. He is the author of Management of the Absurd.

			RALPH KEYES is a Fellow of the Western Behavioral Sciences Institute. He is the author of several books, including Chancing It, The Courage to Write and Is There Life After High School?

			Important Note About This Ebook

			This is a summary and not a critique or a review of the book. It does not offer judgment or opinion on the content of the book. This summary may not be organized chapter-wise but is an overview of the main ideas, viewpoints and arguments from the book as a whole. This means that the organization of this summary is not a representation of the book.

			Summary of Whoever Makes the most Mistakes Wins (Richard Farson and Ralph Keyes)

			1. The Fallacy Everything is Either a Success or Failure

			Main Idea

			The terms “success” and “failure” defy definition because everyone has their own unique perspective on what each one means. In real life, it’s usually impossible to untangle the two because many successes are achieved by applying the lessons learned from each failure. Therefore, both are necessary and essential.

			Supporting Ideas

			It’s very rare for any individual to achieve success as they define it. Even high achievers frequently feel like their success is undeserved, the result of happy coincidences rather than any conscious act on their part. Or they may dwell on their seemingly rare failures as the true measure of their life’s work.

			The same is true in businesses. Many of the great commercial success stories have arisen out of the ashes of temporary defeats. For example:

			
					IBM faced a financial disaster a few years ago. As a result, it brought in new leadership from outside the company who completely reinvented the business from the ground up. As a result, IBM is now enjoying impressive financial results and is well positioned for the digital economy.

					The marketplace failure of New Coke spurred Coca-Cola back into action. Today, the company is enjoying a renaissance.

			

			Therefore, to cope with the complexities of the current business environment, avoid making clear distinctions between success and failure. Instead, recognize that every situation contains some elements of both success and failure. Have a more relaxed attitude to both, rather than trying to define each too sharply. Instead, concentrate on intensity of purpose. Don’t try and pursue victory while avoiding defeats. Instead, pursue commercial goals that challenge everyone in the organization to contribute everything they can.

			Key Thoughts

			“One must be God to be able to distinguish successes from failures and not make mistakes.”

			– Anton Chekov

			“In a rapidly changing economy, it’s futile to try to stay abreast of symbols of success: the suits, ties, shoes, watch, pen, desk and corner office that make one appear successful. Some of our most dynamic companies and those that work there shun those symbols. Yesterday’s notions of success and failure have gone the way of gray flannel suits. In today’s business climate, the concept of success has become vague, complicated, even contradictory. Measures of success and failure are more ambiguous than ever, part of the broader complexity of a global, digital, online economy. To cope with this economy don’t flee from its complexity; embrace it. In the world to come, we will repeatedly face fluid, ambiguous, even paradoxical situations. Wisdom consists of realizing that every seeming paradox, all apparent contradictions, can’t be resolved. Some even contain seeds of necessary change.”

			– Richard Farson and Ralph Keyes

			“At the cutting edge of today’s economy, creative minds have already embraced the symbiotic nature of success and failure.”

			– Richard Farson and Ralph Keyes

			2. The Agony of Victory vs. the Thrill of Defeat

			Main Idea

			Most high achievers really aren’t all that concerned whether a project turns out to be a success or a failure. Instead, they crave intense experiences where they can be fully engaged in what’s going on. For these people, the outcome is less important than the ability to bring to bear their very best efforts.

			Supporting Ideas

			When you or your organization face a challenge that’s so absorbing it compels you to put in your best efforts, whether the project is a success or failure becomes of secondary interest. Being part of the action has its own rewards, its own motivations. High achievers are just as motivated by their failures as they are by their successes – maybe more so.

			This is why many successful entrepreneurs remember fondly the early days when their new ventures face the very real prospect of going under. For them, they really felt alive and needed when there were dark clouds and thunderclaps of impending disaster. These people feel focused by problems and chaos, and tend to feel restless or unfocused when things become too smooth and predictable. To a greater or lesser degree, this is true for everyone. We all need and crave the opportunity to overcome challenges. Entrepreneurs like the thrill of beating the odds by getting a business off the ground. This is most likely why so many are much better at creating a business rather than managing one.

			Most people can remember their moments of adversity more clearly then their successes, even if there are some impressive success stories to recount. Why? Possibly because we all respond better to adversity than we do to tranquility. Or maybe those moments of crisis really help us see everything the human mind is capable of, and we long to return to similar circumstances.

			The same is true for business organizations. Sometimes, it takes a crisis to move the organization in the right direction. When organizations confront a strong commercial challenge:

			
					A sense of cohesion and flexibility emerges.

					Differences of opinion seem less important.

					People feel bound together by shared adversity.

					Various individuals have an opportunity to show their talents.

					Ingrained parts of the culture fade into irrelevance.

			

			In short, smart managers should use calamities as catalysts for change rather than embarrassing failures to be swept under the carpet. They should take full advantage of every adversity, crisis and danger of failure to build a stronger organization which is better positioned for future success. And they should take these opportunities to encourage their people to become more resilient, more resourceful and more creative.

			Key Thoughts

			“Being successful is kind of dull.”

			– Atari founder Nolan Bushnell

			“Those who are fully engaged in life and consumed by what they’re doing seldom stop to consider whether they’re headed for a win or a loss. Pursuing victory and avoiding defeat is not what the highest achievers are about. They’re hunting for far bigger game.”

			– Richard Farson and Ralph Keyes

			3. Nothing Succeeds Like Failure

			Main Idea

			Unless a business is prepared to fail with its early offerings, it will never learn what the marketplace wants. Failures also indicate a willingness to be innovative and try new things. In short, failure is often a precursor to lasting success.

			Supporting Ideas

			The very essence of a free market is constant corrections – businesses fine-tune their products and services by getting feedback on what consumers like and what they don’t. This is especially true when the marketplace is in a state of flux or rapid evolution. Failures can mean the organization is starting to make the changes required to position itself for success in the future.

			In Silicon Valley, for example, failed business ventures are considered to be rites of passage, learning experiences or steps on the road to success. They work on the principle if you haven’t failed, you have not tried to operate on the leading edge of any field. This mind-set is now starting to spread throughout other markets as well.

			To an innovator, there is literally no such thing as a mistake. Every failed effort is a step forward because it eliminates one more thing that will not work. If you try to reduce or eliminate mistakes, you potentially stifle your most creative advances. The world literally belongs to those who don’t let anxiety about fouling up stifle their creative efforts.

			Failures, miscues, imperfections and mistakes are the very essence of evolution. All of these efforts signify progress. When an organization tolerates and learns from its mistakes, it becomes more robust. It is better able to cope with the ambiguous situations of the future, where many more mistakes will yet be made. And the mistakes don’t stop once a business becomes highly successful. If it isn’t continuing to have regular setbacks, it isn’t evolving to match the changes occurring in the marketplace. The greater the organizations appetite for and tolerance of failure, the better.

			In total, success often comes disguised as initial failure. Progress is seldom ever made in a straight line forward. Instead, most advances are the result of a series of mistakes and corrections. By addressing each of those mistakes, the business learns what’s required to ultimately succeed. Therefore, managers should actually be encouraging their teams to make more mistakes, not less – so long as everyone takes notice of the lessons each mistake holds.

			Key Thoughts

			“Failure is the opportunity to begin again more intelligently.”

			– Henry Ford

			“The fastest way to succeed is to double your failure rate.”

			– Thomas Watson Sr., founder of IBM

			“It is not a disgrace to fail. You must analyze each failure to find its cause. That way, you learn how to fail intelligently. Failing is one of the great arts in the world. One fails towards success.”

			– Charles Kettering, the holder of over 200 patents including electric starters for motor cars.

			“The doer makes mistakes. Mistakes come from doing, but so does success.”

			– Basketball coach John Wooden

			4. Nothing Fails Like Success

			Main Idea

			In just the same way as failure has a surprising upside, success has an equally novel downside. It lulls people and organizations into a sense of complacency. When that happens, there is no motivation to keep making more changes. That, in turn, makes it harder to keep doing whatever is needed to stay a success.

			Supporting Ideas

			Surprisingly, individuals and organizations can have too much success. Being a success can be a challenge because:

			
					People start interacting with you differently – almost as if they have a hidden agenda to find a way to help you spend the money you’ve earned.

					It’s very time consuming – because there will be many more options to choose from.

					You get a serious loss of privacy – because everyone feels it’s their business to know how much you’re worth.

					Your old friends and associates get wary – because they are jealous of your success and they know you’ve just been able to take advantage of a lucky break or whatever.

					All of a sudden, everyone wants to be your friend.

			

			In short, success is a challenge. Unless external accolades and accomplishments are matched by an inner sense of achievement, too much recognition can be a sizeable problem. Reflection is needed before a true perspective on success can evolve and grow. And that will require the time to absorb everything that’s happening.

			Where do our personal attitudes towards success get formed? For most people, it is during their high-school days. In school, an F is bad – it means you’ve failed. But who got the A’s? It usually isn’t the people who come up with creative ideas. Most often, A’s are awarded to those who play it safe. School grades are a terrible predictor of future success. For example:

			
					Fred Smith received only a lukewarm C for his school project outlining the business plan for FedEx.

					Michael Jordan was cut from his high-school basketball team because he wasn’t good enough.

					A 21-year old architectural student named Maya Ling Lin received only a B for her vision of a Vietnam War Veteran’s memorial. Her design was chosen from 1,500 entries and now is acclaimed as one of the most powerful monuments ever built.

			

			It almost seems that the worse a student does at school, the more they become motivated to become a success later on. Conversely, those who enjoy the fame and glory at high-school tend to fizzle out and live lives of modest achievements. Perhaps the best thing any teacher can do for a student is tell them their ideas stink.

			Key Thoughts

			“The only problem with success is that it does not teach you how to deal with failure.”

			– Tommy Lasorda

			“Success is at least as hazardous as failure. It deprives us of motivation to make needed changes. Post-triumph, we have more to protect. We can become victims of too much success.”

			– Richard Farson and Ralph Keyes

			5. The Downside of Success

			Main Idea

			Whenever an organization (or person) enjoys a great success, there is a temptation to slip into cruise control and protect one’s accomplishments rather than staying focused. Everyone just assumes past successes can now be duplicated effortlessly. The opposite is true. The more success any person or individual enjoys, the harder it becomes to continue doing what’s needed to stay successful in the future.

			Supporting Ideas

			This phenomenon shows up in many fields of human endeavor:

			
					After winning an intense battle, it becomes easy for soldiers to relax so much they lose the next one.

					Surgeons find it difficult to stay focused once an operation has apparently succeeded.

					In the television industry, there is a never ending cycle. One network fights its way to the top, then attempts to keep repeating what worked in the past, meaning that it then gets forced to give way to a competitor who is taking more creative chances because it has nothing to lose.

					Mountaineers know the most dangerous moments of any climb are immediately after they’ve reached an ascent where there is a greater danger of losing concentration and falling.

					IBM’s personal computer was developed by a maverick group working in Boca Raton. When the product was released in late 1981, it made so much money IBM executives insisted the developers move to IBM’s headquarters. From then on, IBM was never able to be first to market with a new development. While everyone else in the industry was innovating, IBM’s developers had to work through their bureaucracy to get approval for everything. As a result, IBM lost its leadership position in personal computers and became a bit player instead.

			

			Being successful inhibits flexibility. There is little desire to do things differently, because what worked in the past was so good. The only problem is the world keeps changing, and any resources which are devoted to duplicating past successes can’t be applied to searching for what will be needed in the future. Yet, unless someone within a successful organization has the willpower to swim upstream against the rushing waters of success, the organization is doomed to keep doing what it has done in the past until it becomes obvious to everyone those ideas are no longer appropriate.

			Despite giving lip service to radical innovation, most businesses fail to take chances. Instead, they resort to tactics like:

			
					Exhorting people to be bold – but complaining about or demoting the people who take risks that don’t pan out.

					Making cosmetic changes – which give the appearance of change even while everything below surface stays the same.

					Trying to make great acquisitions and conquests – whereas in today’s economy, it isn’t clear who your competitors are and who you should be trying to acquire.

					Providing great incentives linked to innovation – so people start focusing on the criteria to win a competition and get the incentive rather than doing what encourages genuine innovation – figuring out how to make jobs so satisfying and challenging doing them well becomes its own reward.

					Running shallow performance reviews – where people get encouraged to keep doing what they’re currently doing rather than gaining genuine criticism and constructive feedback.

					Using arbitrary and standardized performance measures – which lull people into a false sense of security because everyone focuses on their test scores rather than the challenges of their job.

					Making accountability the focus of management – encouraging employees to try and shift the blame elsewhere rather than try new and original ideas.

					Emphasizing the planning process – rather than being prepared to find what works through genuine trial and error.

					Acquiring smaller, more innovative companies – instead of generating an internal environment which welcomes mistakes and innovation.

					Attempting to foster innovation by setting up incubators – which confines innovation that should be happening companywide to the incubator unit.

			

			The real essence of the problem with past successes is organizations need to keep evolving constantly if they are to flourish in an economy that is continually changing. Marketplace success removes an incentive for the firm to change. Farsighted companies reinvent their cultures before they are forced to. From this perspective, setbacks are the price of innovation.

			Key Thoughts

			“Like football teams, organizations fall prey to their own winning record. Then, they must rebuild on the ashes of success. Some never do. Over and over again we see top corporations go from rags to riches in this way. Their problem

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Main Idea

			
			Supporting Ideas

			
			
			
			
					Reduce apprehension about making mistakes – by rewarding intelligent failures and promoting those who try original things, even if they don’t quite work out in practice.

					Demonstrate that stumbles on the path to innovation are okay – by encouraging managers to publicize the mistakes they made in the past. This sends the very strong signal that it’s alright to fail.

					Try to keep those who are not innovative out of the way of those who are – since the organization will need both the sprinters who live to storm the beach and the settlers who will be happy to harvest products for years and years. Offer the sprinters more autonomy and a share of the additional profits they generate. And don’t force a sprinter to work for a settler. The delay in getting anything approved will drive them crazy.

					Be prepared to tolerate a little abrasiveness – since most innovators lack tact and social graces. In the early days of IBM, Thomas Watson Sr. placed “harsh and scratchy” people who were prepared to speak their minds in key positions. These mavericks forced the organization to innovate. Subsequent generations of leadership went more for team players who flew in formation with the rest of the company. As a result, IBM’s business declined. Therefore, look for and tolerate the nonconformists.

					Act as bodyguards for the risk takers – since everyone else who toes the line will be keen for them to play the game their way. In some instances, the entrepreneurs will need to be protected from the corporate culture itself.

			

			
			
			
					By lauding the innovators – and retelling their stories of success over and over.

					Spread the word about goofs – so others can pick up the pieces to use elsewhere.

					Be prepared to take two steps forwards and one step backwards most of the time.

					Tolerate covert research projects staff undertake on their own initiative – in the true spirit of, “It’s better to seek forgiveness than to ask for permission”.

					Throw out the welcome mat for mavericks – people who aren’t afraid to do their own thinking, even if it makes the people around them uncomfortable.

					Allow people to spend time on their own projects – up to 15-percent of each employee’s time at 3M.

					Have a company wide expectation – that at least 30-percent of all products should have been developed in the last three or four years.

					Promote people that fail with their new-product programs – as long as they were doing something that had the potential to be genuinely innovative.

			

			
			Key Thoughts

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Main Idea

			
			Supporting Ideas

			
			
			
					Was this project designed conscientiously or did everything seem thrown together in an ad hoc fashion?

					Could more research or consultation have provided clues this project would most probably fail?

					Was the project collaborative?

					Were there other resources available which were not harnessed which might have improved the outcome?

					Were personal criteria introduced which burdened the project with arbitrary hindrances?

					Were the variations from estimates of cost and risk honest mistakes or was there a degree of deception involved?

					Were mistakes committed repeatedly – showing a lack of learning from early feedback?

					How much of the outcome was due to good fortune and how much was directly attributable to conscientious effort?

					Were all the contributors to this project acknowledged – or did someone attempt to take the lion’s share of the credit?

					Does this success or failure move us closer to our goals as an organization? That is, will this better help us serve our customer’s needs?

			

			
			
			
			
					Earn the empathy of their co-workers – by admitting their past mistakes and showing people they were not so great early on either. Employees always do better when they know they are being supervised by someone who knows what they’re going through rather than someone who is merely managing them.

					Still retain a little bit of mystique – so others in the organization feel confident there’s something special there as well.

					Share information in an even-handed manner – so colleagues have all the facts they need to come up with ideas that are viable and robust. Secrecy always hinders any organizations ability to do something genuinely creative.

					Place collaboration above competition – so everyone stays focused on coming up with better ways to serve the customer rather than winning arbitrary internal competitions.

					Limit the number of people who need to approve projects – so bureaucracy doesn’t get in the way of good and original thinking.

					Create an open atmosphere – where new ideas are welcome (irrespective of their source) and where understanding is encouraged rather than judgement.

					Provide employees with courage – to share their new ideas and suggestions, even if radical.

			

			
			Key Thoughts

			
			
			
			
			
			Main Idea

			
			Supporting Ideas

			
			
					If we’re afraid of looking ridiculous in front of others, we won’t try anything new. It’s much safer to just do nothing and say nothing that will reveal our ignorance.

					Over time, we naturally grow more tolerant of our own mistakes but feel horrified by the idea of those mistakes being put on public display.

					We dislike looking foolish – or even worse stupid – in the eyes of our teammates, co-workers or peers.
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