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			PREFACE

			When you tell people you’re writing a book, everyone tends to ask the same question: What’s it about? And when you tell them you’re writing a book about failure, most of them want to know why. For two years, I’ve been giving them the same answer: “Write what you know.”

			Mostly, they think I’m joking. Or at least they’re courteous enough to pretend they do. I’ve got a great husband, a great job, a hundred-year-old row house near the U.S. Capitol, and an adorable bullmastiff puppy to chew up its woodwork. I’ve written for many of the top publications in the English-speaking world. And I got Viking to give me a contract to write this book. My life is, I must admit, pretty great.

			All these things are true. But this is also true: I am a spectacular failure. I am the Mozart of misfortune, the Paganini of poor luck. I have been laid off from more jobs than most people my age have had—laid off, not fired, though I’ve been fired too. At one point, my talent for finding employment at apparently healthy companies that went out of business four months later was so amazing that an acquaintance in equity research asked me to let him know if I got an offer from any of the companies he covered, so he could short the stock.

			As you’ll see in the chapters to come, the amazing husband and the fabulous job are the gifts of my previous failures. By extension, so are the house and the dog. And by “previous failures” I don’t just mean a spot of bad luck with the wrong start-up. I mean deep, soul-crushing periods of misery following stupid mistakes that kept me awake until the small hours of the morning in a fog of anxiety and regret. It was only later—much later—that I saw the wreckage of my previous hopes become the foundation for something bigger and better.

			There is a famous story of a rich old man being interviewed by a young striver, who asks him for the secret of his success. “Good judgment,” says the magnate.

			His eager young follower dutifully scribbles this down, then looks at him expectantly. “And how do you get good judgment?”

			“Experience!” says our terse tycoon.

			“And how do you get experience?”

			“Bad judgment!”

			Peek into the basement of any successful life and you’ll see that they, too, are founded on failure. It would be nice if we could serenely parade from triumph to triumph, but that is not how human beings work.

			This is not, alas, a welcome message. Woody Allen once remarked that he didn’t want to achieve immortality through his work; he wanted to achieve it through not dying. We feel much the same way about success: it should be achieved by not failing. Most of us hate failure, and spend quite a bit of our lives trying to arrange things so that it can’t happen. Too often, when others fail we’re tempted to blame them and avoid them, lest some of their failure rub off on us.

			Most of us fear failure more than almost anything else. The number-one fear cited by most Americans, above even death and spiders, is public speaking. Which is, of course, just the fear of failing in public. Failure feels bad to us, and worse when we think others can see it. Think about the last time you made a big mistake that a lot of people saw. You can already feel the hairs standing up on the back of your neck and the blush crawling up toward your ears, can’t you?

			These are deep instincts, wired into our very nature. But we make them worse by the way we think about failure. We tend to assume that failure happens because someone, somewhere, did something wrong. In fact, often failure is the result of doing something very right: trying something that you’ve never done before, maybe something that no one’s ever done before.

			But because failure doesn’t feel good, we spend an enormous amount of time trying to engineer failure out of our lives, and out of our society. We are devoting ever more of our lives to seeking out what P. J. O’Rourke dubbed the Whiffle Life: the life in which nothing can ever go seriously awry. The upper middle class obsesses about sterling educational credentials. Children are practically encased in Bubble Wrap before they are allowed to step outside—never without copious adult supervision. And if something does, god forbid, go wrong, we start looking for someone to sue. Someone—a regulator, a company, an expert—is supposed to be able to guarantee our perfect safety. The metaphor for our age is the disappearance of high monkey bars from playgrounds across the country. We have made it impossible for children to fall very far—and in so doing, we have robbed them of the joys of climbing high.

			This is a terrible mistake. It is the mistake made by the victims of Bernie Madoff’s notorious Ponzi scheme, the largest financial fraud in U.S. history. The most amazing thing about Madoff’s scheme is that it was a selective club; people had to wheedle their way in. Why were they cajoling their way into a Ponzi scheme? Not because the returns were unusually high. In fact, they were not spectacular by hedge-fund standards. What attracted people to Madoff was the fact that the returns were unusually safe. He delivered 12 percent year after year—bull market or bear, boom or recession. People went to Madoff because they thought they’d found a guaranteed, no-lose proposition.

			In hindsight, they should have known that this was impossible. The economy is changing faster than ever, so how could Madoff get the same return regardless of what happened? His victims were seduced by what you might call the technocratic fallacy: the idea that someone who is sufficiently smart and dedicated can engineer the risk out of the system. This gives us a nice, warm cozy feeling. And that nice, warm cozy feeling is the most dangerous sensation we can have. There is no such thing as a risk-free investment strategy—in finance, or in life. As Madoff’s victims found out, the riskiest strategy is to try to work yourself into a position where you can’t fail. The failure, when it comes, tends to be catastrophic, in part because you haven’t prepared for it.

			Our declining ability to take risks, and to bounce back when things don’t work out, is already beginning to play out. New firms, which have long been the engine of economic innovation and growth, aren’t being created as fast as they once were. Laid-off workers aren’t being reabsorbed by the job market. We are frozen, unable to tell whether the light we’re staring into is the end of the tunnel or an oncoming train.

			There’s a better way to do this. Since we cannot succeed simply by not failing, we should stop spending so much energy trying to avoid failure or engineer it away. Instead, we should embrace it—smartly. We should encourage people to fail early and often—by making sure that their failures are learning opportunities, not catastrophes. Unfortunately, schools don’t teach failure. But maybe they should.

			What would such a school teach? It would bring back high monkey bars and let kids learn that the price of reaching lofty heights is the occasional broken arm. It would not try to pretend that there are no wrong answers. Instead of protecting kids from failure, teachers would encourage them to face it, early and often, on sports teams, in the classroom, and in the lab. They’d help kids overcome their natural fear of failure, because failure is often the best—and sometimes the only—way to learn.

			But that is just a start. As we’ll see, it’s not enough to encourage people to fail; it matters as much, maybe more, what we do next. How easy do we make it to recover? Mama bird can’t just push the babies out of the nest; she needs to pick them up and bring them back so they can try again.

			That means learning to identify mistakes early, so they can be corrected. And it means recognizing when you are on the wrong path. It sounds simple, but the architecture of our brains makes it much harder than you think. We invest in our commitments, mentally and emotionally, and have a very hard time letting go. That is in part what made it so hard for GM to turn around, and why so many of us stay in bad relationships when we know we should move on.

			Learning to fail well means learning to understand your mistakes, because unless you know what went wrong, you may do the wrong things to correct it. Some kinds of mistakes require punishment or censure; others are just the natural errors that we’d expect to occur as the result of doing something we’re not very good at yet. Mistaking one for the other can be disastrous.

			Most of all, learning to fail well means overcoming our natural instincts to blame someone—maybe ourselves—whenever something goes wrong. Societies and people fail best when they err on the side of forgiveness. Not forgetting: the information gained by failing is far too valuable to be lost by pretending that nothing happened. Rather, they recognize the past failure, and then they try to let it go, to always be looking toward a better future. As much as possible, past failures should be “water under the bridge,” as my grandmother would say—you don’t do much good by diving over the rails in an effort to recapture it.

			This sounds really hard. And in a way, it is hard: we have powerful instincts urging us to hide from failure, to wish it away, and if it cannot be avoided, to find and punish the shirkers who made it happen . . . even though the complexity of modern society often makes it harder than we think to identify who they are.

			But here’s the thing: failing well can’t be that hard, because America spent several centuries being really good at it. We’re the descendants of failures who fled to these shores from their creditors, their failed farms, their disastrous love affairs. If things didn’t work out in New York, we picked up and moved to North Dakota. Somewhere along the way, we built the biggest, richest country in the world. And, I’m going to argue, we did it mostly because we were willing to risk more, and forgive more easily, than most other countries. We lend more freely, and let debtors off the hook; we regulate more lightly, and rely on a hit-and-miss liability system instead. These things are often painted as weaknesses, but in fact they are great strengths. They are the sign of a country more invested in the future than the past.

			Handle it right, and failure can be the best thing that ever happened to you (though it may sometimes feel like the worst). Handle it wrong and it won’t just feel like the worst thing that ever happened to you. I know; I’ve been there. And the good news is there are concrete things you can do to train yourself to be more resilient, and to turn a very unpleasant setback into an opportunity to do something you might never have had the courage to do otherwise.

		

	
		
			1   FAILURE IS FUNDAMENTAL

			How a Brain Scientist and a Psychologist Helped Me Stop Procrastinating

			Around the turn of the millennium, Peter Skillman embarked on an interesting exercise in design philosophy. Skillman, who is now an executive at Nokia, was the head of “user experience” for Palm, the company that essentially invented the handheld computer. For five years, he ran various groups of people through a design exercise he created, which would come to be called the Spaghetti Problem. He assembled a variety of different groups, from American students to 150 Taiwanese telecom engineers, and split them into smaller units of three or four, at which point they were given twenty pieces of spaghetti, a meter of tape, a marshmallow, and a piece of string. They had eighteen minutes to create the tallest freestanding structure that would support a marshmallow.

			This sort of team-building exercise is not new; I did a version of it involving straws and an egg with eight fellow students during my business school orientation weekend. What was new was Skillman’s perspective: instead of looking at it like a management guru, Skillman thought about it like a designer. In 2007, he shared what he had learned with the Gel conference, a sort of smaller version of TED.1

			Unsurprisingly, the engineers did very well. The business school students finished dead last, which is probably also unsurprising to anyone who has spent a weekend doing team-building exercises with future MBAs. According to Skillman, they spent too much time arguing about who was going to be the CEO of Spaghetti, Inc. Lawyers did almost as badly.

			And who did the very best? Skillman unveiled their pictures, and a wave of laughter swept through the audience. Up on the screen was a series of snapshots of kindergarten students, mugging for the camera in front of . . . well, about what you’d expect if your kindergartner made you something out of spaghetti and tape.

			How did the kindergartners beat the engineers? By the simple process of experimentation and iteration. They didn’t let themselves get hemmed in by assumptions about what the rules were—they were the only group of people who asked for more spaghetti. And because they had more spaghetti, they didn’t have to waste time sitting around talking about how the tower should look, or who should get to write the vision statement. They just dove in and started creating, discarding anything that didn’t work. Since, as Skillman points out, “very few people understand the structural properties of spaghetti,” this was the fastest route to success.

			The structures built by the engineers rose above the workspace with the elegant logic of a suspension bridge. The wild, asymmetrical kindergarten creations lurched drunkenly like modern art installations on a debauched spree. Yet they all supported a marshmallow, at a height that was on average a full inch taller than what the engineers had achieved. The engineers had years of schooling and work experience to teach them how to build sound structures. But the kindergartners had something even more powerful: they were not afraid of failure. By trying and failing, they learned what didn’t work—which, it turned out, was all the knowledge they needed to figure out what did.

			“Multiple iterations,” Skillman told the audience, “almost always beats single-minded focus around a single idea.” The people who were planning weren’t learning. The people who were trying and failing were.

			“If you have a short amount of time, it’s more important that you fail,” he said minutes later. “You fail early to succeed soon.”

			I was sitting in the audience the day he gave that talk. Five years later, interviewing people for this book, I have heard this thesis echoed over and over again by entrepreneurs. For most of the rest of us, Skillman’s story goes against every instinct we have about how the world is supposed to work. It should not be possible to blunder your way to the top. Success is supposed to be the product of hard-won skill and prudent planning, not breaking spaghetti with abandon. The problem is, most of our instincts about failure are wrong.

			Jim Manzi, the founder of Applied Predictive Technologies, tells a typical story.2 His company, which you’ll hear about in a later chapter, was struggling with its business model. They were designing custom software products that they then installed at the client’s location using thousands of dollars worth of equipment, and struggling to get enough sales. Then one day, their biggest client happened to notice the on-site team using a Web interface to do some testing. “Can’t we just do it this way, on the Web?” the client asked.

			Manzi said no. Then he said it again. And again. The client kept asking. Eventually, with money getting very tight, Manzi gave in. He had discovered the software-as-service model of delivering applications to a client, where you own the servers, and they pay you monthly rent to access your product. Then novel, it now dominates most application development.

			“It was a combination of luck, having our backs to the wall, running out of money, and listening to what the market was telling us,” says Manzi. “In my experience, most entrepreneurs, they’ll have a similar story. ‘The company almost died, and then we figured out in crisis what we really did for a living.’”

			“When we’re sitting in our offices perfecting a product,” says Jeff Stibel, the CEO of Dun & Bradstreet Credibility Corp, “we’re making the product better for us. The problem is, we’re not the customer.”3

			Failure, says Stibel, is “the only way a business grows,” because it’s “the only way you really learn.” When he says that, he’s not just staking out a philosophical position. Before he was a serial entrepreneur, Stibel was a graduate student in cognitive science at Brown University, where he talked his way into the program by passionately arguing to his adviser that “the Internet is a brain.”

			Stibel is the distilled essence of a successful entrepreneur: lean and compact, with an intense dark gaze, and the hypomanic charm you find in so many business founders. He fires off ideas like “the Internet is a brain” at a steady rate of about one per minute, usually some mixture of philosophy, management theory, technofuturism, and his beloved cognitive science. Like Skillman, he is voluble on the role that failure plays in learning. Only, he thinks that failure isn’t just a way to learn faster: it’s the only way to learn at all.

			“The brain is a failure machine,” he told me. “When you’re born, you have about all the neurons you’ll ever have. When you’re four, you have pretty much all the connections between those neurons you’ll ever have. Then the brain starts pruning. The brain starts shrinking.

			“When the brain is shrinking,” Stibel says, “you’re actually learning by failure.”

			Think about the last time you tried to learn a new skill—using a spreadsheet, hitting a badminton shuttlecock, baking a cake. When you watched someone else do it, or read the instructions, it probably seemed pretty straightforward. Then you tried it, and nothing came out right. You lost a column and couldn’t get it back. The shuttlecock flew off in entirely unexpected directions, or landed, unmolested, on the ground near your feet. The cake was half an inch of soggy crumbs.

			Maybe you gave up right then. But if you tried again, you probably had a few more frustrating efforts. And then, after a little while, something clicked. Possibly by accident, this time when you hit the shuttlecock, it went in the direction you’d intended. And you had that little flash of joy that comes from getting something right for the first time.

			That flash is your brain’s reward system. Dopamine serves a lot of functions in the brain—it’s implicated in everything from Parkinson’s disease to heroin addiction. One thing it does consistently is regulate your reward systems. It’s like a teacher handing out gold stars when your work is done correctly, and an extra sticker or two when your performance is superlative. When you’re expecting something to happen, dopamine levels rise in anticipation. And if what you expected doesn’t happen, they plummet.4

			We perceive this rise and fall as elation and frustration. What we don’t notice, says Stibel, is the role of dopamine in pruning the synaptic connections we’ve made. If our anticipation is correct, dopamine levels stay high, and strengthen the association between action and reward. (“When I beat the eggs and sugar together for a full five minutes, the cake is lighter and fluffier.”) If something we anticipated fails to occur, the connection weakens. (“I thought moving my hand like that would make the shuttlecock go to the right, but it didn’t happen.”)

			That’s why everyone mostly gains skills by practicing, not by watching someone else or developing an elaborate theory of shuttlecock physics. The naturally gifted get a head start, of course. I could practice for ten hours a day, and I still wouldn’t be a candidate for the Bolshoi Ballet, or MIT’s physics department. But even the most extraordinary prodigy will not qualify for those august institutions unless they spend years practicing their art over and over and over, letting their frequent mistakes and occasional moments of triumph strengthen the neural connections that tell their body how to pirouette across the stage or solve a mathematical equation.

			What Skillman and Stibel and Manzi and about a zillion management theorists are telling us is that effective groups work with the brain’s natural learning style, instead of trying to supplant it. They fail early and often—“fail heroically,” as Stibel puts it. “When most people look back on their successes,” he told me, “they realize they were a series of failures that allowed them to navigate to success.”

			Stibel is very serious about failure. When he took over at Dun & Bradstreet Credibility Corp, a spin-off of Dun & Bradstreet that provides credit counseling to businesses, the company was stagnant—not losing tons of money, but not really succeeding either. He decided he needed to put failure back at the heart of the firm—literally. He, his wife, and his assistant spent an evening with a few gallons of paint and a bottle of wine, stenciling quotations about failure on an office wall. It took almost all night, but when workers came in the next day, there was Jeff, writing on the wall about his own worst failure. Slowly, other workers followed suit.

			He knew he’d succeeded, Stibel says, when he overheard one employee yelling at another, “Why haven’t you written on the wall? Why don’t I get to learn from your failures?” Even his performance reviews include a section on failure—“It’s a positive section,” he says. “We want to know, has the employee failed? Have they failed enough? Have they shared that with other people?”

			That doesn’t mean wildly betting the farm, of course; it means calculated risks. “You don’t want to fail too much,” Manzi acknowledges. Rather, it’s about “being able to kind of fall down, dust yourself off, get up and move on.” Stibel agrees that it’s about taking smart chances, not failing for the sake of failure. He is careful never to bet the farm on anything and puts a great deal of effort into ensuring that the failures aren’t too costly. The object is to take lots of small, manageable risks, because that, he says, is the only way to figure out what really works.

			Of course, as Manzi drily notes, failure is, well . . . “it’s very difficult, for obvious reasons.” Those plummeting dopamine levels may be doing important work in our brain, but they don’t feel good. That’s unfortunately inherent: failure feels bad precisely because it’s the way your brain says, “Hey, don’t do that anymore.” That’s why Stibel had to work so hard to convince his colleagues that failure was a positive thing. If we want an educated population, a skilled workforce, an innovative society, then we will have to work just as hard as he did to persuade people that the pain of failure is like a blister in tennis—a sign that you are trying hard enough to improve.

			THE OPPOSITE OF FAILURE IS NOT SAFETY: IT’S NOTHING

			Like most writers, I am an inveterate procrastinator. In the course of writing this one chapter, I have checked my e-mail approximately 3,000 times, made and discarded multiple grocery lists, conducted a lengthy Twitter battle over whether the gold standard is actually the worst economic policy ever proposed, written Facebook messages to schoolmates I haven’t seen in at least a decade, invented a delicious new recipe for chocolate berry protein smoothies, and googled my own name several times to make sure that I have at least once written something that someone would actually want to read.

			Lots of people procrastinate, of course, but for writers it is a peculiarly common occupational hazard. One book editor I talked to fondly reminisced about the first book she was assigned to work on, back in the late 1990s. It had gone under contract in 1972.

			I once asked a talented and fairly famous colleague how he managed to regularly produce such highly regarded 8,000 word features. “Well,” he said, “first, I put it off for two or three weeks. Then I sit down to write. That’s when I get up and go clean the garage. After that, I go upstairs, and then I come back downstairs and complain to my wife for a couple of hours. Finally, but only after a couple more days have passed and I’m really freaking out about missing my deadline, I ultimately sit down and write.”

			Over the years, I developed a theory about why writers are such procrastinators: we were too good in English class. This sounds crazy, but hear me out.

			Most writers were the kids who easily, almost automatically, got As in English class. (There are exceptions, but they often also seem to be exceptions to the general writerly habit of putting off writing as long as possible.) At an early age, when grammar school teachers were struggling to inculcate the lesson that effort was the main key to success in school, these future scribblers gave the obvious lie to this assertion. Where others read haltingly, they were plowing two grades ahead in the reading workbooks. These are the kids who turned in a completed YA novel for their fifth-grade project. It isn’t that they never failed, but at a very early age, they didn’t have to fail much; their natural talent kept them at the head of the class.

			This teaches a very bad, very false lesson: that success in work mostly depends on natural talent. Unfortunately, when you are a professional writer, you are competing with all the other kids who were at the top of their English class. Your stuff may not—indeed, probably won’t—be the best anymore.

			If you’ve spent most of your life cruising ahead on natural ability, doing what came easily and quickly, every word you write becomes a test of just how much ability you have, every article a referendum on how good a writer you are. As long as you have not written that article, that speech, that novel, it could still be good. Before you take to the keys, you are Proust and Oscar Wilde and George Orwell all rolled up into one delicious package. By the time you’re finished, you’re more like one of those 1940’s pulp hacks who strung hundred-page paragraphs together with semicolons because it was too much effort to figure out where the sentence should end.

			Most writers manage to get by because, as the deadline creeps closer, their fear of turning in nothing eventually surpasses their fear of turning in something terrible. But I’ve watched a surprising number of young journalists wreck, or nearly wreck, their careers by simply failing to hand in articles. These are all college graduates who can write in complete sentences, so it is not that they are lazy incompetents. Rather, they seem to be paralyzed by the prospect of writing something that isn’t very good.

			“Exactly!” said Stanford psychologist Carol Dweck, when I floated this theory by her. One of the best-known experts in the psychology of motivation, Dweck has spent her career studying failure, and how people react to it. As you might expect, failure isn’t all that popular an activity. And yet, as she discovered through her research, not everyone reacts to it by breaking out in hives. While many of the people she studied hated tasks that they didn’t do well, some people thrived under the challenge. They positively relished things they weren’t very good at—for precisely the reason that they should have: when they were failing, they were learning.5

			Dweck puzzled over what it was that made these people so different from their peers. It hit her one day as she was sitting in her office (then at Columbia), chewing over the results of the latest experiment with one of her graduate students: the people who dislike challenges think that talent is a fixed thing that you’re either born with or not. The people who relish them think that it’s something you can nourish by doing stuff you’re not good at.

			“There was this eureka moment,” says Dweck. She now identifies the former group as people with a “fixed mind-set,” while the latter group has a “growth mind-set.” Whether you are more fixed or more of a grower helps determine how you react to anything that tests your intellectual abilities. For growth people, challenges are an opportunity to deepen their talents, but for “fixed” people, they are just a dipstick that measures how high your ability level is. Finding out that you’re not as good as you thought is not an opportunity to improve; it’s a signal that you should maybe look into a less demanding career, like mopping floors.6

			This fear of being unmasked as the incompetent you “really” are is so common that it actually has a clinical name: impostor syndrome. A shocking number of successful people (particularly women), believe that they haven’t really earned their spots, and are at risk of being unmasked as frauds at any moment. Many people deliberately seek out easy tests where they can shine, rather than tackling harder material that isn’t as comfortable.

			If they’re forced into a challenge they don’t feel prepared for, they may even engage in what psychologists call “self-handicapping”: deliberately doing things that will hamper their performance in order to give themselves an excuse for not doing well.

			Self-handicapping can be fairly spectacular: in one study, men deliberately chose performance-inhibiting drugs when facing a task they didn’t expect to do well on.7 “Instead of studying,” writes the psychologist Edward Hirt, “a student goes to a movie the night before an exam. If he performs poorly, he can attribute his failure to a lack of studying rather than to a lack of ability or intelligence. On the other hand, if he does well on the exam, he may conclude that he has exceptional ability, because he was able to perform well without studying.”8

			Writers who don’t produce copy—or leave it so long that they couldn’t possibly produce something good—are giving themselves the perfect excuse for not succeeding.

			“Work finally begins,” says Alain de Botton, “when the fear of doing nothing exceeds the fear of doing it badly.” For people with an extremely fixed mind-set, that tipping point quite often never happens. They fear nothing so much as finding out that they never had what it takes.

			PRAISE AS POISON

			Those of us suffering from a mixed mind-set are not just victims of our own neuroses. Everything from the way parents praise their kids to the way the school system rewards achievement creates and reinforces the belief that talent—particularly being smart—is something that happens to you, not something that you make happen. How we treat success, it turns out, has a lot to do with how people will act when they face the possibility of failure.

			In one of Dweck’s best-known experiments, children were given a simple cognitive task to do and, after they completed it, were praised for their performance. Half of them were told something like, “Wow! You did really well—you must be very smart!” The other half were told, “Wow! You did really well—you must have worked really hard!”9

			Even Dweck was surprised by the magnitude of the effects she saw. When they were offered a follow-up test to take, and told that one was easy and the other one was hard, the students who had been praised for their effort eagerly embraced the more challenging test. Those who had been praised for their intelligence were far more likely to choose the easy path.

			As you might expect, this eventually translated into performance: during the third round, when everyone was given another easy test, the kids who had eagerly attacked the difficult problems showed improvement, while the kids who had stuck to a task they could do well on actually performed worse.

			Think about how grown-ups talk to children. “You’re such a good boy!” they’ll say. “Look at you—you’re so smart!” Or “You’re so pretty.” The subtle message we are sending is that good qualities are something you are, not something you learn or develop. That message is really driven home in school, especially for the kids who have more natural ability. While Dweck believes—and has demonstrated—that people can get better by challenging themselves, she acknowledges that there are natural variances in innate ability. What she’s arguing is that focusing on those variances, rather than on the potential for improvement, harms kids. Especially the gifted ones.

			“The kids who race ahead in the readers without much supervision get praised for being smart,” says Dweck. “What are they learning? They’re learning that being smart is not about overcoming tough challenges. It’s about finding work easy. When they get to college or graduate school and it starts being hard, they don’t necessarily know how to deal with that.

			“Think about the whole language of school,” she adds. “They’re put in ‘gifted and talented’ programs. I’m not saying we shouldn’t have those programs; the kids should be challenged. But that wording is very problematic.”

			The original work on self-handicapping, by Steven Berglas and Edward Jones, studied people who were given a set of impossible-to-answer questions, and then told that they’d aced the test. Since they didn’t know how they’d produced this result (remember, the questions were actually impossible to answer correctly), they had no idea how to repeat it. “These are the people who are told they are brilliant, without knowing how that inference is derived,” Berglas told the New York Times.10 What he and his colleague saw next was a lot of self-sabotage, designed to protect the illusion of competence.

			Our educational system is almost designed to foster a fixed mind-set. Think about how a typical English class works: You read a “great work” by a famous author, discussing what the messages are, and how the author uses language, structure, and imagery to convey them. You memorize particularly pithy quotes to be regurgitated on the exam, and perhaps later on second dates. Students are rarely encouraged to peek at early drafts of those works. All they see is the final product, lovingly polished by both writer and editor to a very high shine. When the teacher asks “What is the author saying here?” no one ever suggests that the answer might be “He didn’t quite know” or “That sentence was part of a key scene in an earlier draft, and he forgot to take it out in revision.”

			I have only ever taken one English class—a college class on Mark Twain taught by Professor Gregg Camfield at Penn—in which we focused on the half-finished, the experimental, and the frankly-not-very-good. Even Sam Clemens, it turns out, had his off days. Lots of them. After a rather speculative and ill-considered publishing venture went bust, Twain spent much of the 1890s sprinting around the lecture circuit and churning out lackluster prose on an almost industrial scale, just to get enough money to maintain his household and pay his debts.11 But almost no English class ever reads the eminently forgettable stuff he produced during this period. Most English majors have read Huckleberry Finn several times. Almost none of them have read poorly structured throwaways like Tom Sawyer, Detective or Pudd’nhead Wilson. Don’t get me wrong: on his worst days, Mark Twain was still a vastly better writer than I am on my best. But the gap was much smaller.

			Or consider a science survey class. It consists almost entirely of the theories that turned out to be right—not the folks who believed in the mythical “N-rays,” declared that human beings had forty-eight chromosomes, or saw imaginary canals on Mars. When we do read about falsified scientific theories of the past—Lamarckian evolution, phrenology, reproduction by “spontaneous generation”—the people who believed in them frequently come across as ludicrous yokels, even though many of them were distinguished scientists who made real contributions to their fields. And when we lionize people for getting things right, we rarely discuss the false theories they also embraced (Isaac Newton was an avid amateur alchemist; Linus Pauling, who won the Nobel Prize for chemistry, later dabbled in vitamin quackery—he is the reason why you probably erroneously believe taking high doses of vitamin C will cure your cold).

			“You never see the mistakes, or the struggle,” says Dweck. No wonder students get the idea that being a good writer is defined by not writing bad stuff.

			Unfortunately, in your own work, you are confronted with every clunky paragraph, every labored metaphor and unending story that refuses to come to a point. “The reason we struggle with insecurity,” says Pastor Steven Furtick, “is because we compare our behind-the-scenes with everyone else’s highlight reel.”

			Somewhat shamefacedly, I confessed to Dweck that I am beset by a fixed mind-set; it is sort of a minor miracle that I got myself to write this book. To my surprise, she admits to being a fixed kind of person herself. It took a lot of hard and painful work for her to adopt a growth mentality. “I knew I had really changed when I heard myself saying, ‘Wow, I’m so bad at this! This is really fun!’” she told me. “But it took a long time.”

			The good news is that there is a way to move people from fixity to growth.

			Dweck encourages parents and teachers to praise children for their effort, rather than their intelligence, talent, or looks. She encourages schools to use language that emphasizes that success is a process and ability is malleable—and to teach the struggle rather than just the success. Dweck’s research shows that troubled students who are taught that “when they stretch themselves to learn new things, their neurons form new connections and they can, over time, enhance their intellectual skills” often turn their performance around. Adults, of course, can tell themselves the same thing. However, like Dweck (and me) they will probably have to repeat it over and over again for the message to sink in.

			And so now when I give talks to aspiring journalists, as I am sometimes called upon to do, I start by telling them that they probably aren’t very good writers, and they certainly aren’t as good as George Orwell, Tom Wolfe, or Hunter S. Thompson. This is actually a surprisingly welcome message. Of course, I do not stop at crushing the delicate flowers of their egos. What I am telling them is that being a bad writer is normal for someone who is just starting out. They may be no Hunter S. Thompson, but that’s okay, because neither was Hunter S. Thompson when he was grinding out minor-league sports coverage for the local newspaper in Fort Walton Beach. There are more talented writers and less talented writers, of course. What there are not, are writers who are unfailingly brilliant from the first moment they set pen to paper to the last manuscript they send off to the printer. Even the very best writers have, over the course of their career, produced some pretty appalling slop.

			So instead of fretting that their copy won’t be any good, I tell them what it took me years to learn myself: they should give themselves permission to suck. It is easy to begin once you have accepted that what you produce may not be very good, and that this is normal. They will get better only by writing—and this can only happen if they sit down and face the page. Or as another writer put it: “You can rewrite garbage. You can’t rewrite nothing.”

			Instead of focusing on chiseling their immortal words into history, something that usually leads to the worst garbage ever written, young journalists succeed by focusing on the things they can control—making lots of phone calls, getting the facts right, and making their deadlines. If they do these things, they will still spend the rest of their career having occasional flashes of easy brilliance, and putting a lot of sweatshop labor into things they wish were better. Just like every other writer who ever lived.

			At eighteen or twenty-four or thirty-five they are having to learn what they should have been taught in kindergarten: how to embrace failure rather than avoid it. Not because it’s fun, but because it’s necessary. So why aren’t they learning this in school? Somehow, our educational system has been set up to reinforce the message that failure is somewhere between dangerous and intolerable. That’s the bad news. The really bad news is that it seems to be getting worse.

			WHIFFLE PARENTING AND THE COLLEGE TRAP

			About six years ago, commentators started noticing a strange pattern of behavior among the young millennials who were pouring out of college. Eventually, the writer Ron Alsop would dub them the Trophy Kids.12 Despite the sound of it, this has nothing to do with “trophy wives.” Rather, it has to do with the way these kids were raised. This new generation was brought up to believe that there should be no winners and no losers, no scrubs or MVPs. Everyone, no matter how ineptly they perform, gets a trophy.

			Grade inflation has become a rampant problem even in high school; one survey found that more than 45 percent of college freshmen had graduated high school with an A average.13 A dean of admissions at a selective liberal arts school speaks of seeing thirty to forty valedictorians at a single school because no one wants to make a distinction among the kids.14 Meanwhile, in poor schools, kids who can’t read are passed through to the next grade because it’s too much trouble—and embarrassment for the teacher—to hold them back. Grades are being compressed into a narrower and narrower range. We have neither exemplary nor poor performance; school is essentially a pass-fail test of whether you can please adults. Actually, given that Fs are increasingly rare, it’s pass-pass.

			As these kids have moved into the workforce, managers complain that new graduates expect the workplace to replicate the cosy, well-structured environment of school. They demand concrete, well-described tasks and constant feedback, as if they were still trying to figure out what was going to be on the exam. “It’s very hard to give them negative feedback without crushing their egos,” one employer told Bruce Tulgan, the author of Not Everyone Gets a Trophy. “They walk in thinking they know more than they know.”15

			When I started asking around about this phenomenon, I was a bit skeptical. After all, us old geezers have been grousing about those young whippersnappers for centuries. But whenever I brought the subject up, I got a torrent of complaints, including from people who have been managing new hires for decades. They were able to compare them with previous classes, not just with some mental image of how great we all were at their age. And they insisted that something really has changed—something that’s not limited to the super-coddled children of the elite.

			“I’ll hire someone who’s twenty-seven, and he’s fine,” says Todd, who manages a car rental operation in the Midwest. “But if I hire someone who’s twenty-three or twenty-four, they need everything spelled out for them, they want me to hover over their shoulder. It’s like somewhere in those three or four years, someone flipped a switch.” Today’s new graduates may be better credentialed than previous generations, and are often very hardworking, but only when given very explicit direction. And they seem to demand constant praise.

			Is it any wonder, with so many adults hovering so closely over every aspect of their lives? Frantic parents of a certain socioeconomic level now give their kids the kind of intensive early grooming that used to be reserved for princelings or little Dalai Lamas. When I was a child in New York City, middle-class parents worried a bit about their kids getting into a good high school, mostly so that they could get into a good college. Now they worry about getting their kids into a good nursery school, so they can get into a good kindergarten. A good kindergarten, you see, gives you the head start you will need toward the kind of primary school that ensures admission to a decent high school program.

			A stock trader of my acquaintance took his daughter, a charming, dimpled dumpling of two and a half, to interview at one of New York’s premier nursery schools, where an early childhood specialist asked him, in all seriousness, “What are her aspirations?”

			“She’s two!” he told me incredulously. “Right now we’re working on not eating used gum off the street.”

			But if she has no aspirations at her advanced age, how can she hope to accumulate the necessary outstanding grades, glowing recommendations, distinguished record of public service, and artistic or athletic prowess (the latter preferably in something obscure and slightly dangerous, like jai alai or the luge)?

			New York is extreme, of course, but all over the country parents are engaging in frantic bidding wars on houses in good school districts and micromanaging their offsprings’ childhoods in order to produce an end product that will gain admission to a good college. A modern infant needs to be breast-fed until he’s old enough to get into PG-13 movies by himself, weaned on organic baby food, preferably homemade, “enhanced” with Baby Einstein tapes (there’s no evidence that they work, but . . . just in case). By kindergarten, the scheduled activities will have begun: soccer, a musical instrument, maybe something like pottery to make sure that they are, in one memorable slogan I recently heard, “Grounded and well-rounded.” By the time they’re in high school, a kid on track for an Ivy League school will be spending almost every waking hour practicing, doing homework, or engaging in various résumé-enhancing activities like “founding” charities with the “help” of their parents. It’s Whiffle Parenting: everything is arranged so as to preclude the smallest possibility that anything could go wrong.

			I went to private school in New York in the 1980s, and it wasn’t like that. Don’t get me wrong: it was still an elite experience, with two guidance counselors for a class of ninety-four. We had smaller classes than a public school and excellent teachers, and almost everyone was on an athletic team, but we had little of what the New York Times recently described as the “nonnegotiable” ancillary costs of private school in New York City: “private tutors, spring training in Florida for sports, unpaid internships at top research institutes to bolster college résumés.”16 We certainly didn’t have a problem so widespread that even school administrators admit (privately, quietly) they’re trying to crack down: students whose tutors just do their work for them. I am perhaps naïve about these things, but I’m pretty sure that nothing of the sort was happening while I was in school. Our parents were in league with the teachers, not with us. What on earth has changed in twenty years to turn parents into their childrens’ willing accomplices as they cheat their way through school? The irony is incredible: parents are willing to sacrifice learning, in order to increase the odds that their children will be able to get a prestige diploma. And yet, if you look at the numbers, you can almost see why.

			When my parents went to college, most people chose a school that was close to home. In the 1960s, most cities, and even small towns, offered plenty of opportunity for an ambitious college graduate, so people tended to go to a local college, or maybe the State U. Plenty of students still follow this path, of course, but they are more likely than they used to be to vie for a spot at a faraway elite college. They know that elite schools are becoming the only path to a lot of lucrative and rewarding careers, like consulting and finance. Even my own profession, which used to be a fairly blue-collar operation, now gets most of its entry-level employees from a handful of highly selective colleges and universities.

			Around the time of my birth, the writer Erik Larson was matriculating at Penn. The admissions rate was over 50 percent, a figure, he says, that “Penn officials recall with about as much nostalgia as a Vietnam vet recalls the siege of Khe Sanh.”17 By the time I arrived, in 1990, they were taking about a third of the people who applied. In 2012, just 12.3 percent of applicants, fewer than one in eight, gained admission.18 And that, reported Ivy Gate, was the second highest admission rate in the Ivy League, trailing only Cornell.19 Harvard accepted less than 6 percent of all applicants.20

			Thanks to decades of expansion, there are still enough spaces for basically every student who wants to go to college. But there’s a catch: most of those new spaces were created at less selective schools. The majority of Americans now attend a college that, for all intents and purposes, admits anyone who applies.21 Spots at the elite schools—the top 10 percent—have barely kept up with population growth. Meanwhile demand for those slots has grown much faster, because as the economy has gotten more competitive, parents are looking for a guarantee that their children will be successful. A degree from an elite school is the closest thing they can think of.

			So, crazy as it seems, maybe Whiffle Parenting is not some inexplicable national madness; it’s an entirely rational reaction to an educational system in which the stakes are always rising, and any small misstep can knock you out of the race. But is this really good parenting? A golden credential is no guarantee of success (as we’ll see later), and in the process of trying to secure one for their kids, parents are depriving them of what they really need: the ability to learn from their mistakes, to be knocked down and to pick themselves up—the ability, in other words, to fail gracefully. That is probably the most important lesson our kids will learn at school, and instead they are being taught the opposite.

			While I was writing this book, the largest cheating scandal in decades hit the news: 125 Harvard students were accused of cheating on a take-home exam.22 This sort of thing happened when I was in school, of course, but when caught, the cheaters acknowledged that they’d done something wrong, pleaded temporary insanity, and threw themselves on the mercy of the court. Not so the Harvard students; they complained to the New York Times that the course was supposed to be an easy A, the exam had contained unfamiliar terms, and anyway, it was an open-book exam and they were allowed to use the Internet. How were they supposed to know that when the instructions said “Do not discuss with anyone else,” that meant they weren’t supposed to e-mail one another and share notes?

			Judging by my Twitter feed, most recent college grads thought they had a pretty decent case. If we’ve reached the point where elite kids are no longer capable of parsing simple instructions without someone to hold their hand and explain to them what the words “do not discuss” might imply, then our educational system is truly in crisis.

			Of course, the crisis that this tournament system has created among elites is nothing compared with the crisis among poor kids. Unlike wealthy kids, poor kids are given lots of chances to fail. What they’re not given are chances to recover. As the writer John Scalzi once noted, “Being poor is having to live with choices you didn’t know you made when you were fourteen years old.”23

			In some ways, the plight of poor kids in failing schools is the mirror image—and the by-product—of the frantic effort by the upper middle class to ensure their children’s economic future. They seek school districts with low percentages of low-income kids, and press zoning boards to exclude housing that might attract poorer residents and their needier kids. Liberal parents console themselves that their first duty is to their children. And so economic segregation has risen, pushing the majority of the neediest kids into school systems that are overwhelmed by their problems.

			It is not impossible to go to a top college if you are poor, but the odds are not great. If you look at the kids coming out of the households in the bottom 20 percent of annual earnings, only 11 percent of them will manage to earn a bachelor’s degree.24 In part this is because they tend to have more trouble in school, but an equal problem is the ease with which kids with ambition are derailed. They don’t take the right classes to graduate on time, they mess up their financial aid forms, or they drop out to care for a relative or a boyfriend. While an affluent kid will be protected from his or her mistakes, a poor kid cannot afford to make even one. They are like Olympic gymnasts who can only win if they score a perfect 10. A few do. But the odds are desperately stacked against them.

			“WOULD YOU LIKE TO TRY AGAIN?”

			There is one place where kids can go to learn to fail the right way: a place where they are rewarded for effort and persistence, for tackling new challenges, failing at them over and over, and then finally prevailing. That place is their video game console. There they have a fail-safe space where they will be continually provided with tasks just a little bit harder than they can handle with their current knowledge. Most of their first attempts to build a city, fly a plane, or conquer a monster will end in disaster. But they’ll persist, and most of them will eventually conquer, because in a clever innovation, video game makers have made it easier and easier for them to keep trying.

			The early video games that my friends and I played in the 1980s—first in arcades, and then on home consoles like the Atari—were something like running a race where no one actually crosses the finish line. These games had dozens of levels, which almost no one ever actually completed. You started out with a certain number of lives, you got killed when you made a mistake, and even though many games featured opportunities to win bonus lives, eventually the tasks were just too hard. Then the game ended, occasionally with a taunting, “Would you like to try again?” flashing up on the screen.

			“Trying again” meant starting again at level one and slogging all the way through a dozen or so levels you’d already mastered before getting to the challenging ones. Getting really good at a game meant playing those same early levels through exactly the same way hundreds or even thousands of times. It’s no surprise that almost no one ever completed a game—or that the people who did complete them were serious nerds capable of monomaniacal dedication to exhaustive pattern repetition. Most people simply gave up after the twentieth time they’d beaten their way through the same tedious levels only to die, once more, in
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