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Part One: Why You’re Failing (And Don’t Know It)


The diagnosis. Slow failure, perfection traps, big bets, broken learning loops, and why none of it feels like failure until it’s too late.






Chapter 1: The Slow Failure Trap

You’re failing right now. You just don’t know it yet.

That thing you’ve been working on for the last three months (the business plan, the certification study, the product you haven’t shown anyone) is probably not going to work. Not because you’re incompetent. Because you haven’t tested it against reality. And every day you spend in isolation, refining something nobody’s validated, you’re compounding a debt you’ll eventually have to pay in full.

Every day in private is a day reality is laughing at you.


Fast Failure vs. Slow Failure

Let me define terms, because “fail fast” has been bastardised into a Silicon Valley bumper sticker. I’m talking about speed of feedback.

Fast failure means you test assumptions quickly, get real data, and adjust before you’ve invested heavily. You spend a week, not a year. You risk a hundred quid, not your savings. You ask the market before you build the factory.

Slow failure means you invest heavily before testing. You spend months planning, building, polishing, and only then discover it doesn’t work. The failure itself isn’t worse. The cost is worse. The time is gone. The energy is spent. The opportunity cost is devastating.

Here’s the critical difference: fast failure is cheap. Slow failure is catastrophic.

A fast failure costs you a weekend. A slow failure costs you a year of your life. Both give you the same information (“this doesn’t work”), but one gives it to you in January and the other gives it to you in December.



Why Delayed Feedback Is Dangerous

Your brain is a pattern-matching machine, but it needs data to match patterns. When you delay feedback, you’re flying blind. Worse, you’re flying blind while convincing yourself you’re navigating brilliantly.

Delayed feedback creates three specific problems:

1. You build on false assumptions. Every decision you make after an untested assumption is contaminated. If your foundation is wrong, everything you stack on top of it is wrong. The longer you build, the more you have to tear down.

2. You develop psychological attachment. Three months into anything, you’re emotionally invested. You’ve told people about it. You’ve sacrificed for it. Your identity is now partially wrapped up in it. This makes you unable to evaluate it honestly. You’ll rationalise bad results, ignore warning signs, and throw good money after bad. Not because you’re stupid, but because you’re human.

3. You lose optionality. Time spent on the wrong thing is time not spent on the right thing. If you waste six months on a dead end, that’s six months you didn’t spend finding the thing that actually works. The real cost of slow failure isn’t the money or the effort. It’s the experiments you didn’t run.



The Six-Month Study Disaster

A guy I coached, Tom, decided to sit the PMP. Six months of evenings. First mock exam came in month five: 45%. He was ready to quit.

Now what? He’d spent five months studying the wrong way. Retention from the first two months was already fading. He was demoralised. Questioning whether he was smart enough.

Compare that to someone who takes a practice exam in week one. They score 30%. Terrible. But now they know exactly what the exam tests. They know which domains they’re weak in. They know what format the questions take. They adjust immediately. Every hour of study from that point forward is targeted.

By month three, they’re passing mock exams. By month four, they sit the real thing and pass. The first person is still grinding through textbooks, building confidence on a foundation of ignorance.

Same goal. Same intelligence. Same starting point. Radically different approaches to feedback. Radically different outcomes.



Building a Product No One Wants

The business version of this is even more expensive. I watched a friend spend eight months building a software tool for small accounting firms. He was a developer, so he loved the building phase. He refined the UI. He added features. He obsessed over edge cases. He never once showed it to an accountant.

When he finally launched, he discovered three things:

First, accountants didn’t have the problem he thought they had. He’d assumed based on one conversation at a dinner party.

Second, the firms that did have a related problem already had workarounds they were comfortable with. They weren’t in pain.

Third, his pricing model was completely wrong for the market because he’d never asked anyone what they’d pay.

Eight months. £14,000 of savings. Zero customers.

What kills me about that story: he could have learned all three of those things in a week. One week of conversations with accountants. A simple landing page describing the tool. A price on the page. Real data from real humans making real decisions.

That’s not hindsight bias. That’s the system I’m going to teach you in this book.



The Comfort of Slow Failure

Why do people fall into this trap? Because slow failure is comfortable.

When you’re planning, researching, building, refining, you feel productive. You’re doing something. There’s no rejection. No judgement. No confrontation with reality. It’s just you and your work, making progress in a vacuum.

Fast failure is uncomfortable. It means putting something imperfect into the world. It means hearing “no.” It means finding out your idea isn’t as brilliant as it felt at 2am. It means admitting you don’t know things.

Slow failure lets you maintain the fantasy of success indefinitely. As long as you haven’t tested, you haven’t failed.

This is a psychological defence mechanism, not a strategy. And it has a name: productive procrastination. You’re busy. You’re working hard. But you’re avoiding the one thing that actually matters: contact with reality.



The Feedback Debt Equation

Let me give you a formula. It’s not mathematical in a precise sense, but it’s useful for thinking about risk.

Risk = Size of Investment × Time Without Feedback

A small investment with fast feedback is nearly risk-free. You spend a weekend, you get data, you adjust. Even if the data is terrible, you’ve lost a weekend.

A large investment with slow feedback is maximally risky. You spend six months, you get no data, and then reality hits you with all the accumulated force of six months of unvalidated assumptions.

Most people try to reduce risk by reducing the size of their investment. They budget less, they plan for contingencies, they build in safety margins. These help, but they’re attacking the wrong variable. The real risk multiplier is time without feedback.

Cut the feedback timeline from six months to two weeks, and even a significant investment becomes manageable. Because in two weeks, you haven’t bet the farm. You’ve bet a fortnight. And the data you get back tells you whether the farm is worth betting.

This equation explains why some people can take what appear to be big risks and consistently win. They’re not actually risking much, because their feedback loops are tight. They invest for two weeks, learn something, adjust, and invest another two weeks. Each two-week block looks like a small bet. Over six months, they’ve made twelve informed bets instead of one blind one.



The Speed Principle

One principle reframes everything in this book:

The speed at which you learn determines the speed at which you succeed.

Not the speed at which you work. Not the speed at which you plan. The speed at which you learn. And you can only learn from reality, not from your imagination.

Every day between having an idea and testing that idea is a day of accumulated risk. You’re accruing failure debt. And like financial debt, the interest compounds.

The person who tests ten ideas in three months will outperform the person who spends three months perfecting one idea. Not because they’re smarter or harder working. Because they’ve had ten contact points with reality while the other person has had zero.

Fast isn’t sloppy. The opposite of slow failure is structured experimentation.



What This Means For You

Right now, in your career, your business, your learning, you’re probably committing slow failure somewhere. You’re probably investing time in something you haven’t validated. You’re probably avoiding the test that would tell you whether you’re on the right track.

I want you to identify it. Right now. What are you working on that you haven’t tested against reality? What assumption are you operating on that you’ve never verified? What are you building that nobody has seen?

That’s your slow failure. And the rest of this book is about killing it.



What To Do With This

Slow failure feels safe. It feels responsible. It feels like due diligence. It’s none of those things. It’s the riskiest strategy available because it maximises your investment before giving you any information about whether that investment will pay off.

The solution isn’t to stop failing. It’s to fail faster. To compress the time between assumption and test. To treat every major commitment as a hypothesis that needs evidence before you double down.

Speed of learning is the only sustainable competitive advantage. Everything else (talent, resources, connections) is amplified or wasted depending on how quickly you discover what works.

Name the thing you’ve been hiding from. That’s chapter one’s homework. Chapter two is why you’ve been hiding.





Chapter 2: The Myth of Getting It Right First Time

“If I just plan this properly, I won’t fail.”

That sentence has destroyed more careers, businesses, and projects than any amount of actual failure ever has. It sounds reasonable. It sounds responsible. It’s a lie.

You cannot think your way to a perfect outcome. Research doesn’t eliminate risk. It just hides it from you until launch day.


The Planning Paradox

Planning works brilliantly for known problems and fails completely for unknown ones. And the things that matter most in your career (whether a market exists, whether people will pay, whether you’ll enjoy a role, whether a skill will be valuable in three years) are all unknown problems.

Planning gives you a map. But if you’re exploring new territory, the map is blank. You can draw on it all you like. You can add detail, colour-code it, frame it on your wall. It’s still fiction until you walk the ground.

The paradox is this: the situations where planning matters most are the situations where it’s least reliable. When you’re doing something new, uncertain, or complex, your plan is a collection of guesses dressed up in structure. The structure makes it feel solid. It isn’t.

More planning doesn’t reduce risk. It reduces your perception of risk. Those are very different things.



The Illusion of Certainty

Why does more research feel like it’s helping? Because your brain conflates information with certainty. Every article you read, every course you take, every spreadsheet you build adds to your sense that you understand the situation. But understanding the situation and predicting the outcome are fundamentally different skills.

A friend opened a specialty coffee shop in Bristol after a year of research. He knew the bean margins, the equipment costs, the demographics. He didn’t know that the unit next door would lease to a Costa six weeks after he opened. He closed in eleven months.

This is what I call the certainty gap. The gap between how certain you feel and how certain you actually are. Planning widens this gap. It makes you feel more confident while leaving the actual uncertainty untouched. That’s not progress. That’s anaesthesia.

I’ve seen people spend three months on business plans that were obsolete by the time they launched. I’ve seen people research career changes for a year and still be surprised by the reality. I’ve seen people plan content strategies for weeks and then discover in the first hour that their assumptions were wrong.

The plan didn’t protect them. It just delayed the discovery.



The Overbuilt Course

A guy I’ll call James spent three months building an online course about startup financial modelling. Good market, real expertise, genuine audience demand. So far, so good.

He spent three months planning the curriculum. Outlined every module, every lesson, every assignment. Designed slides. Recorded videos. Built a learning management system. Created certificates. Wrote email sequences. Designed a logo.

Four months of full-time work. Real money spent on tools and equipment. A comprehensive, polished product.

He launched. Four people bought it. Two of them requested refunds.

What went wrong? Everything and nothing. The problem wasn’t execution. The problem was that he never tested the core assumptions:


	Will people pay for this specific curriculum? (Not “is there demand for the topic”; will they pay for YOUR version?)

	Is the format right? (Maybe the audience wants live workshops, not recorded videos.)

	Is the price right? (Maybe it’s too expensive for the audience or too cheap to signal quality.)

	Is the marketing channel right? (Maybe his audience isn’t on the platform he planned to use.)



Any one of those assumptions being wrong is enough to kill the project. And he had four untested assumptions compounding over four months.

Here’s the alternative: write one lesson. Sell it for a fiver. See if anyone buys it. That test takes a day, costs nothing, and answers the most important question: will someone pay for this?

If yes, write more. If no, ask why. Either way, you’ve learned something real in 24 hours instead of gambling four months on hope.



The Research Trap

The research version of this is subtler but equally expensive. I know someone who spent eight months researching niches for an online business. They read every blog post, watched every YouTube video, bought three courses on niche selection. They had spreadsheets comparing niches by competition level, profit potential, and personal interest.

Eight months later, they still hadn’t started. They were waiting to find the “right” niche: the one with high demand, low competition, high margins, and personal passion. That niche doesn’t exist. Or rather, you can’t identify it through research. You can only identify it through testing.

What they missed: the value of information decreases after the first hour. Your first hour of research on any niche gives you 80% of the useful information. Hours two through a hundred give you diminishing returns while creating the illusion of progress.

At some point, research becomes a hiding strategy. It feels productive because you’re learning things. But you’re not learning the things that matter. Whether YOU can make THIS work in THIS market with YOUR specific circumstances. That can only come from doing.



Why “Getting It Right” Is the Wrong Frame

The phrase “getting it right” implies there’s a right answer to find. That if you think hard enough, read enough, plan enough, the correct path will reveal itself like a solved equation.

But most important decisions aren’t equations. They’re experiments. There is no right answer sitting out there waiting to be discovered through sufficient analysis. The answer is created through action and iteration.

This isn’t a philosophical point. It has massive practical implications:

If you believe the right answer exists and can be found through planning, you’ll keep planning until you “find” it. You’ll never feel ready because you’ll never feel certain. And you’ll be trapped in preparation mode indefinitely.

If you accept that the right answer doesn’t exist until you create it through testing, you’ll move faster. You’ll treat your first attempt as a probe, not a performance. You’ll expect to be wrong and plan for it.

This is the shift from “plan and execute” to “test and iterate.” It’s not about being unprepared. It’s about accepting that preparation has limits and that real learning starts when you engage with reality.



The Two Types of Knowledge

Explicit knowledge (market size, technical requirements, industry norms) comes from books and research. Tacit knowledge (how customers actually behave, how you perform under pressure, what works in practice) comes only from doing. In uncertain situations, the second one is what determines outcomes.



The Perfection-Procrastination Loop

The dirty secret about perfectionism: it’s not about high standards. It’s about fear.

The perfectionist who won’t launch until everything is “ready” isn’t holding themselves to a higher standard. They’re protecting themselves from judgement. As long as the thing isn’t finished, it can’t be evaluated. As long as it can’t be evaluated, it can’t fail. And as long as it can’t fail, their ego remains intact.

This creates a loop: 1. Start something ambitious 2. Work on it in private 3. Find a flaw (there’s always a flaw) 4. Decide it’s not ready 5. Refine further 6. Find another flaw 7. Repeat until abandoned or irrelevant

I’ve watched people loop through this cycle for years. They’re not lazy; they’re working hard. They’re just never shipping. And the reason is always the same: “It’s not quite ready yet.”

Ready for what? For perfection? That’s not a standard. That’s an excuse.



What Actually Reduces Risk

If more planning doesn’t reduce risk, what does? Evidence.

Real risk reduction comes from testing assumptions, not from refining plans. It comes from putting something in front of real people and seeing what happens. It comes from making decisions reversible rather than trying to make them perfect.

A framework:


	Cheap test beats expensive plan. If you can test an assumption for less than it costs to plan around it, test it.

	Real data beats expert opinion. Including your own expert opinion. The market doesn’t care what you think should work.

	Reversible beats optimised. A decision you can undo cheaply is always better than a “perfect” decision you’re locked into.





The Takeaway

Perfection is not a high standard. It’s delayed exposure to reality. It feels responsible because our culture worships preparation and punishes failure. But the person who ships imperfect work and iterates will always outperform the person who polishes in private.

You cannot think your way to success in uncertain territory. You can only test your way there. And every hour spent planning beyond the minimum necessary is an hour of compounding risk disguised as responsibility.

Stop trying to get it right. Start trying to get data.





Chapter 3: The Hidden Cost of Big Bets

A friend of mine quit his job in October 2019. He’d been planning it for months. Saved up six months of living expenses. Had a business idea. Did the research. Told everyone. Burned the boats.

By February 2020, the world shut down. His target market, small event venues, evaporated overnight. Six months of savings became three months because moving costs ate the rest. His “committed, no plan B” approach meant he had no income, no fallback, and no way to pivot because he’d designed everything around one specific play.

He didn’t fail because the idea was bad. He failed because the bet was irreversible.


The Irreversibility Problem

Not all decisions are created equal. Some are two-way doors. You can walk through, look around, and walk back if you don’t like what you see. Others are one-way doors. Once you’re through, you’re committed.

The problem isn’t making big decisions. It’s making big decisions irreversible when they don’t need to be.

Quitting your job to start a business is a one-way door. Starting a business while employed is a two-way door. The information you gain is identical. The risk is radically different.

Investing your savings in inventory is a one-way door. Pre-selling to validate demand is a two-way door. The information is the same. The exposure is completely different.

Signing a twelve-month lease for a shop is a one-way door. Running a market stall for a month is a two-way door.

Every time you convert a two-way door into a one-way door, you’re paying an unnecessary premium for commitment. And that premium doesn’t buy you better outcomes. It just eliminates your ability to adapt when reality doesn’t match your plan.



Why We Make Big Bets

People don’t make big, irreversible commitments because they’ve carefully analysed the risk-reward ratio. They do it for emotional reasons disguised as strategic ones.

The commitment narrative. We tell ourselves that big commitment signals seriousness. “If you’re not all in, you’re not serious.” This is a story, not a strategy. Pieter Levels built Nomad List nights and weekends. Marc Lou shipped twenty side products before quitting his job.

Commitment feels heroic. Testing feels tentative.

The clean break fantasy. There’s something psychologically appealing about a dramatic pivot. Monday you’re an accountant. Tuesday you’re an entrepreneur. Clean story. Clear narrative. Makes for a great LinkedIn post.

Reality doesn’t work that way. The people who successfully transition between careers almost always do it gradually, testing, validating, building income before they leap. The dramatic break makes a better story but produces worse outcomes.

Social pressure. When you tell everyone you’re going all in, it creates accountability. Which sounds good until you realise that accountability to a bad strategy just means you’ll pursue the bad strategy longer. Social commitment makes it harder to pivot, kill, or adapt: the exact capabilities you need when facing uncertainty.



The Compound Cost of Irreversibility

When you make a big, irreversible bet, the costs compound in ways you don’t initially








The Months-Before-Validation Trap








Psychological Attachment: The Silent Killer







The Alternative: Small, Reversible Commitments










Making Decisions Reversible




	A twelve-month lease becomes a month-to-month sublet

	A full-time hire becomes a contractor arrangement

	A complete product build becomes a presale

	A career change becomes a moonlight project

	A full book becomes a single chapter released early








The Drill






