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INTRODUCTION

FOUR SURPRISES ABOUT FAILURE

What am I doing wrong?

This is a lousy question to have to ask yourself. Most people, when faced with a major disappointment, come up with a lot of other explanations before they begin to examine their own culpability. There’s usually an incompetent boss, a backstabbing colleague, a vengeful ex-spouse, or some other handy villain to pin the blame on. If not, then the corporation, the government, the system, or some other monolithic abstraction is an easy culprit. As a last resort, we can always fault plain-old bad luck.

I avoided asking myself that uncomfortable question for years—but finally ran out of convincing alternative explanations. I had been divorced for a while. A custody battle had gone against me, forcing me to move two hundred miles, to another city, in order to be near my two kids. That meant giving up a prominent job with a lot of valuable connections—the lifeblood of success for a journalist like me—and taking a more obscure one where I started with an empty Rolodex. It was a scary decision. The new town was more expensive. I already feared insolvency due to legal bills and child-support payments. The many friends and family members I had been leaning on would suddenly become a long-distance crutch. No matter. I might find myself lonely and broke, but somehow it would all work out, I gamely told myself while trying to recall what, exactly, had been so ennobling about Job’s famous misery. Anyway, it wouldn’t last long, I figured. I’d find a way to recover and come roaring back, better than before. It would probably even toughen me up.

After a few years, the thrill of character building had completely worn off. I lived in a cluttered rental apartment that could scarcely accommodate my growing kids during the weekends and other times they were with me. It felt shabby, and there was no extra money to do much about it. Many other people I knew—including my ex-wife—seemed to be in an upgrade phase of life, moving to a bigger house, buying a nicer car, and taking enviable vacations. For me, it was like trudging up a long stairway, gasping for air, while other people were cruising upward on an escalator. Then my industry started to struggle, as news began to appear free on the Internet, and newspapers and magazines began to lose money, then go out of business altogether. Layoffs became routine, and raises a rarity. I networked like a fanatic, worked freelance jobs, and explored other career possibilities, but nothing made much of a difference. As I crested the age of forty, I was falling behind instead of getting ahead, with a set of options that seemed to be narrowing and a deepening disillusionment that wasn’t supposed to afflict people like me.

I told myself all the things I was supposed to: I was healthy and so were my kids, a blessing that’s impossible to overstate. I was better off than other people in my orbit, especially some colleagues who had been laid off and didn’t even have a paycheck anymore. Despite the loneliness of the new city, I had made some terrific new friends. My long-distance family was still supportive. I did some mental math and estimated that 98 percent of the world’s population—AIDS sufferers in Africa, flood victims in Bangladesh, parents with screaming kids standing in endless lines at Disney World—were worse off than I was. What was I so unhappy about?

Deflated ambition, that’s what. Things weren’t going the way I expected. My plan to become a world-renowned journalist wasn’t developing, and instead I was growing roots as a rank-and-file toiler considered clever, and maybe even talented, but nothing special. There were legions of me, and in a business that was suddenly shrinking and discarding a lot of able professionals, I felt headed for oblivion if I didn’t do something to distinguish myself.

I had plenty of rationalizations that explained my predicament. The divorce was a huge distraction. The judge who decided the custody dispute obviously disliked me. The move was a major career disruption. The Internet was way beyond my control. But the setbacks were stacking up, and it began to dawn on me that maybe some of my decisions hadn’t been as shrewd as I’d thought. I felt that I had been a good dad who deserved better treatment in divorce court, but maybe I had, in fact, been too concerned about my own needs or career. Moving to be near my kids was the right thing to do, and I fortified myself for the rigors of it by convincing myself that I was on some kind of preordained quest, like King Arthur or Harry Potter. But maybe I was fooling myself with false grandiosity. To overcome the career setback, I applied the doctrine of hard work: Keep applying effort until you get what you want. But it wasn’t paying off. So after I pondered the awful possibility that maybe I was doing something wrong, and causing my own frustration, I asked myself an even worse question: Was I failing?

It was hard to tell. To some people, failure means you can’t feed your kids or get sober long enough to show up for their soccer games, or even hold a job. I was able to do all that. But failure can also mean that you don’t fulfill your own expectations, or those of others. That you accomplish less than you should. That you violate the Parable of the Talents, which had stuck with me since Catholic school. I had always been terrified of burying my talents, whatever that meant, because the sad sack who did that in the Bible got banished to the outer darkness, where there was ghastly weeping and gnashing of teeth. Had I somehow buried my talents, by getting into the wrong business or failing to see better opportunities or not trying hard enough? How could I even answer such questions, anyway?

I applied my journalistic instincts to the question, and started to research failure. What I found was more enlightening than I expected. A lot of renowned and successful people had failed at something, occasionally at something big. The lucky ones failed early and learned quickly, while others failed later or took longer to get over it. But the important thing always seemed to be that they learned from failure, and used that knowledge to become better and more successful. I interviewed former Coca-Cola president Don Keough one day and asked him about failure. “Built into success is failure,” he told me. “Ask one hundred people, ‘What have you learned from success?’ and most of them will just look at you. But ask, ‘What have you learned from failure?’ and you’ll get lots of answers.” One of his most instructive failures, Keough told me, had been listening to researchers and consultants who insisted the company should launch New Coke in 1985, a move now considered one of the biggest gaffes in corporate history. “The whole process made me a professional skeptic,” Keough said twenty-four years later. “I learned to look beyond data and apply common sense, ask questions beyond the first question.”

I also interviewed broadcaster Tavis Smiley, who had always wanted to be a politician and got started in broadcasting only after failing to get elected to the Los Angeles City Council. “I ran, I lost, I was devastated,” Smiley told me. To keep his name and his ideas on voters’ minds, he started doing short radio commentaries, which eventually caught on and led to a rewarding career in broadcasting that he never expected. He even wrote a book, Fail Up, about the surprising ways that mistakes and setbacks had ended up propelling him forward. “I drew three lessons from all that,” he told me, in the preacherlike cadence that has drawn millions of fans to his TV and radio shows. “Sometimes rejection is redirection. Sometimes a dead end is really a finish line. And third, sometimes the universe has more in store for us than we imagine.”

I came across the famous commencement speech that late Apple CEO Steve Jobs gave at Stanford University in 2005, describing the despair he felt after getting fired, in 1985, from the company he had helped create. “What had been the focus of my entire adult life was gone, and it was devastating,” he told rapt listeners. The hiatus, however, forced him to rediscover what he was passionate about and rededicate himself to that. “I didn’t see it then, but it turned out that getting fired from Apple was the best thing that could have ever happened to me,” Jobs said. “The heaviness of being successful was replaced by the lightness of being a beginner again, less sure about everything. It freed me to enter one of the most creative periods of my life.” Apple, of course, hired Jobs back in 1996, reversing a long slide for the iconic company and launching the era of the iPod, iPhone, and iPad, which made Apple the most valuable technology company in the world.

In a moving commencement speech at Harvard in 2008, the British author of the Harry Potter novels, J. K. Rowling, described the tension she felt early in her career when she chose the whimsical path of writing novels over the steadier trade work that her once impoverished parents urged. She described her own years of failure and doubt as she ended up divorced with a child, jobless, and “as poor as it is possible to be in modern Britain, without being homeless.” But that misery forced her to strip away all of the inessential things in her life and direct all of her energy into the only work that mattered to her, which was her writing. “Failure gave me an inner security,” she said. “Failure taught me things about myself that I could have learned no other way. I discovered that I had a strong will, and more discipline than I had suspected; I also found out that I had friends whose value was truly above the price of rubies.”

During a commencement speech at Dartmouth in 2011 (you may be wondering, like me, Where were these great speakers during my graduation ceremony?), late-night TV host Conan O’Brien talked about the misery he felt after losing his dream job as host of The Tonight Show—and the surprising breakthroughs that came after that. “It was the most satisfying and fascinating year of my professional life,” he said of the uncertain time following his departure. “I have never had more fun, been more challenged—and this is important—had more conviction about what I was doing. Whether you fear it or not, disappointment will come. The beauty is that through disappointment you can gain clarity, and with clarity comes conviction and true originality.”

As I continued my inquiry, one revelation followed another, and I made these four important discoveries:


1. SETBACKS CAN BE A SECRET WEAPON. We’re naturally drawn to tales of success. Nobody celebrates failure, and many people try to disguise their flops. Yet setbacks can be the most powerful and formative events we ever experience—as long as we regard them as learning opportunities, not as defeat. When I began to study successful people and ask them to tell me their stories, it became clear that the pivotal events in their lives weren’t the breakthrough moments when everything finally fell into place, but the quit points that usually came much earlier, when success was in doubt, support was scarce, and it wasn’t at all clear what to do. Many people give up when they hit such quit points—and you never hear their stories because they don’t accomplish much. For those who persist, however, those low moments of fear and failure often constitute a crucible that makes them more capable once they’ve endured it. Over the last fifty years or so, a whole body of scientific research has shown that overcoming setbacks can make people stronger, smarter, and more durable. Psychologists call this quality resilience. The message, however, hasn’t quite penetrated mainstream thinking. It’s time it did.

2. SMALL ADVERSITIES MATTER, JUST LIKE BIG ONES. Like a lot of people, I downplayed my own struggles because they didn’t seem Oprah-worthy. When whole families are debilitated by poverty and parents are losing their children to disease or violence, it feels petty to gripe about an undersized apartment or a flatlining career. But many non-traumatic events count as legitimate adversities: job or relationship stress, money woes, a nagging illness, midlife frustration, loneliness, betrayal by a friend, getting robbed, even crabby kids, or getting stuck in traffic. Small setbacks aren’t an excuse for shirking responsibility or blaming somebody else, which is the way people with a sense of entitlement often react to them. What they are is an opportunity. Small challenges are the building blocks of resilience, helping us develop a kind of “stress inoculation” if we react to them effectively. That’s how we develop the vital skills that will help us cope with bigger setbacks in the future.
   As a parent, I felt a lightbulb blink on as I discovered how important it is for kids to face small (and safe) hardships that help them learn they can solve problems on their own and get better at doing difficult things. Like many parents, it makes me uncomfortable if my kids are uncomfortable. But it would be worse if I solved every problem for them, which unfortunately is what many parents do, in the name of protecting their kids. The most capable people are those who believe their own actions can lead to a better future. You get that way through practice—by using your own resources to solve problems or make a bad situation better. Like learning math or getting the hang of a bicycle, it’s less intimidating if you start small and work your way up to bigger challenges.

3. WE’RE ADDICTED TO ALLURING SHORTCUTS AND INCOMPLETE SLOGANS. Everybody wants to believe that success is easy, and there’s no shortage of people telling us it’s so. But it’s not really true that you can do anything you set your mind to, or cut your workweek to a mere four hours just by reading a book, or get great abs with a few painless exercises. Here’s the slogan that misled me: Do something you love and success will follow. I did, in fact, love my work as a journalist, yet I was stuck in a mid-career rut with declining opportunities and a growing sense of gloom. I finally figured out that there were a few corollaries to that slogan that must not have fit on the bumper sticker. Doing something you love often requires sacrifices, for one thing, since the odds are that other people love it, too, and there’s a lot of competition for work. Just loving what you do probably isn’t enough, either; you also have to be good at it, often really good. And if you love to do something that nobody’s willing to pay for, then don’t expect to make a living at it. Consider it a hobby instead.

4. OPTIMISM IS OVERRATED. Sure, it’s important to keep a positive attitude when things don’t go your way, but for some people optimism is the same as denial. If you believe that things will work out automatically, simply because they should, you might be ignoring problems that will undermine what you’re trying to accomplish. You might even take foolish risks because you overestimate your own abilities. Optimism overlaps with overconfidence, and in modern times this has brought about the dot-com debacle, which caused a stock market crash; the second Iraq war, which was nowhere near the “cakewalk” some experts thought it would be; and a devastating housing bust built on the false premise that home values would never, ever decline.
   Successful people who have weathered a few storms rarely believe things will simply work out. They’re more apt to practice “defensive pessimism,” imagining worst-case scenarios so they’re prepared when things go wrong. They do, however, tend to have a powerful faith in their own problem-solving abilities and the knowledge—gained through experience—that hard work and adaptation bring success. In my own case, I had assumed that my career would flourish and my standard of living would recover after I got divorced and moved—without a specific plan for how to make that happen. That left me feeling pretty disappointed when it didn’t happen. As a reflex, I learned to be defensively pessimistic, anticipating what could go wrong. A few friends felt I became too dour, always planning for the worst possible outcome. But it made me feel better, because the worst outcome almost never happened, and that in itself felt like success.



Some people, I began to realize, react to failure much better than others. I began to call them Rebounders, because they have an enviable set of skills that enables them to bounce back from adversity, whether it’s big or small. Rebounders know how to solve problems and overcome setbacks, often because they’ve done it before. So they tend to react with calm determination, and even a sense of humor, when something goes wrong. They’d rather solve problems than complain about them or blame somebody else. They treat small challenges just as they would big ones, sweating the details and applying care to get it right. They analyze their mistakes and learn from them, and change their mind from time to time, when new information turns out to be better than old information. Wallowers, by contrast, often do the opposite. They get rattled when something goes wrong, even something small, because they’re not accustomed to solving their own problems. They complain or get indignant instead of simply trying to fix things. They spend a lot of time figuring out who to blame for a problem, usually absolving themselves. They rarely question their own judgment and tend to overestimate their own abilities. Since Wallowers find it difficult to analyze their own mistakes, they often repeat them instead of improving upon them. They tend to be the people who get stuck in their careers and don’t understand why and who remain convinced that their tribulations are somebody else’s fault.

There are some very rich, well-known Wallowers. Richard Fuld, for instance, built Lehman Brothers from a rump Wall Street firm into an industry powerhouse, earning himself a tidy $250 million in the process. But as the firm’s CEO, he became blind to poor and massive risks his firm was taking, convinced that Lehman’s problems were coming from outside the firm, not from within. At the moment of crisis, when he could have saved his firm, he misread facts that others saw clearly, ascribed far more value to his firm than anybody else did, and vastly overestimated his own ability to orchestrate a solution. When Lehman failed in 2008, triggering the worst financial panic since the Great Depression, Fuld erupted in a spasm of denial and blame. During hours of testimony over the ensuing months, he blamed the government, the media, Lehman’s lenders, and Lehman’s competitors for the meltdown—but largely absolved himself.

In the same month that Lehman Brothers collapsed, a little-known, $100-million Pennsylvania company called Erie Plastics also failed, a victim of canceled contracts, too much debt, and a deep recession that blindsided the owners. I was surprised when the CEO agreed to talk to me about his doomed firm, since people rarely like to tell the press about their failures. But the CEO, P. C. “Hoop” Roche, was comfortable talking. As the owner of Erie Plastics, he had lost much of his own fortune when his firm declared bankruptcy, finding himself out of a job—and needing one—at the age of sixty-five. Three of his five adult kids had worked at Erie Plastics, and they were also among the 375 people who lost their jobs when the company closed. But Roche didn’t blame other people for what happened. He faulted himself, and even put together a presentation he gave to business groups on the lessons to be learned from his painful ordeal. Among them: Never allow one customer to dominate revenues. Plan for the unexpected. React to a crisis swiftly and aggressively. And when the going gets tough, drink less and exercise more. I wasn’t surprised to hear from Roche about a year later, when he told me that he got a new job as CEO of a business-networking group, transforming the “iceberg” on his résumé—a Chapter 11 filing—into wisdom he’d be able to share with other business leaders. His deepest regret was that his big failure hadn’t happened sooner, giving him more time to apply what he learned. “You hear stories about successful people that make it sound like they wake up one day, have a great idea, and all of a sudden they’re a millionaire,” he told me. “Anybody who knows a millionaire knows there’s blood, sweat, and tears on the floor. It’s a fight. Sometimes a decades-long fight.”

Hoop Roche: Rebounder. Richard Fuld: Wallower. The difference is that Roche had the self-awareness and humility to recognize his own mistakes and convert them to valuable knowledge he and others could benefit from. Fuld seemed to scoff at the idea that he could make a mistake, which forced him to look for other explanations, evade the truth, and wallow in denial.

We all know people who fit these descriptions, and probably a few who have qualities from both. There was a time when it didn’t matter all that much, because you could still get ahead despite flaws that might have otherwise held you back. After World War II, the middle class boomed. A comfortable life and a fulfilling retirement were within easy reach, even for people who lacked a college degree or particular talent. Entrepreneurs with a good idea and a strong work ethic could find banks willing to lend them money and plenty of customers, and often become quite wealthy. Business titan Warren Buffett has quipped that anybody lucky enough to have been born in the United States in the twentieth century won the “ovarian lottery”: They inherited enormous advantage simply by being born in the right country at the right time.

Opportunity is still plentiful, but a lot of the rules that governed success over the last seventy years are changing. We’re in the middle of a long period of revolutionary upheaval—due mostly to digital technology and globalization—that will transform society, as the Industrial Revolution did beginning in the late 1700s and electrification did a century after that. Old businesses and professions will continue to become obsolete remarkably fast, while new ones rapidly spring up in their place. There will be more surprises, speed bumps, and disappointments than we’re used to. We’ll need to compete for our livelihood like athletes, because nobody’s going to give out raises and promotions anymore just for showing up. The way we react to those challenges will become the differentiator between success and mediocrity. Wallowers who struggle to adapt or get bitter because things don’t go the way they expect will quickly run out of chances. The people who get ahead will be Rebounders. They’ll spot the opportunities first and enjoy more of them, because they’ll spend less time on regret and recrimination and more time analyzing their setbacks, or just trying again. Talent, education, hard work, and luck still matter, but Rebounders have an edge that separates them from the pack.

Many people throughout the world have already seen the evidence of these wrenching changes in their own lives. In my own case, I’ve been stunned to see hardworking people I know get evicted or ask for help paying off debts more onerous than I ever would have guessed. One acquaintance who had lived a six-figure lifestyle just a few years earlier ended up living in a shelter. And those were the people whose lives I was able to follow. Others simply drifted away, a For Sale sign or a disconnected phone number the last telltale sign of something gone wrong.

The Rebounders in this book are people who encountered obstacles that are both familiar and extraordinary, from frustrated ambition to jarring career setbacks to near-death experiences. My list is admittedly eclectic. It includes people whose work I enjoy or admire, and whose experiences reflect the kinds of challenges many people face. I chose to zoom in not on the triumphant, breakthrough moments when all of their struggles finally paid off, but on the lonelier moments when they were humbled by failure and it was far from obvious what to do. I wanted to know what kept them going, where their confidence came from, how they found their way in the dark, and what they learned along the way. I wanted to identify the connective tissue between setback and success. In essence, I wanted to map the anatomy of resilience.

There were also several types of people whom I decided don’t qualify for my list. Some comebacks are legitimate, for instance, but many are hype events orchestrated to boost some celebrity’s sagging career or enliven a TV feature that doesn’t contain much of an actual story. People promoting their own revival—such as Donald Trump with his 1997 book Trump: The Art of the Comeback, or aging rock musicians who mount comeback tours—are usually phony Rebounders more focused on self-promotion than self-improvement. It’s hard to be a Rebounder if you’re a raging narcissist, which is why Charlie Sheen, Mel Gibson, LeBron James, and most reality TV stars will never make my list, no matter how impressed they become with their own second, third, or fourth acts. I’ve also chosen to exclude people who bounce back from adversities of their own making. Some people become addicts or hellcats or sociopaths because of pain inflicted on them by others, but we too readily forgive the antics of people who simply don’t control themselves. Besides, there’s already a glut of addiction memoirs and celebrity-rehab stories.

As I analyzed the distinctions between Rebounders and Wallowers, I learned that there are good ways and bad ways to fail. The better you fail or react to a setback, the faster you’ll recover, and the more you’ll benefit from what you learn. I’m a journalist, not a psychologist, so I’m not prescribing a course of action for people struggling with hardship. Instead, I’m reporting back on my observations after an intensive study of Rebounders, so that readers can select the insights that might be useful in their own lives. The Rebounders in this book reacted to stressful events in many different ways, but there were some qualities that seemed to overlap or recur. In general, these attributes align with the characteristics that psychologists consider the key elements of resilience. Rebounders accept failure, for instance, instead of pretending that this basic human experience will never happen to them. They take purposeful action when confronted with a challenge, and don’t let anger, indignation, guilt, or other bad feelings dominate them. They’re open to new ideas and not bound by rigid, dogmatic thinking that never changes. They prepare for things to go wrong and don’t squeal with outrage if they have to make sacrifices in order to accomplish something important to them. Rebounders are impatient to succeed, like everybody else, but they learn to wait for their moment to arrive. They tend to have heroes and role models, who help inspire them. And while passion helps drive them, they learn sooner or later that passion isn’t enough—Rebounders usually have an additional boost that lifts them through tough times. These attributes will become apparent as I describe how a dozen prominent Rebounders worked through their own difficulties, and I’ll explain each of these nine attributes in more detail in Chapter 14.

It’s also important to keep in mind that anxiety, depression, discouragement, fear, worry, and many other challenges we face today are nothing new. They’ve been part of every generation in modern history, and all along, there have been people with the grit needed to surmount challenges and keep pressing forward. The most resilient people are usually the winners, and the tougher the times are, the further ahead they get. Since that’s true in any era, I’ve included a brief historical sweep in the chapters ahead to demonstrate the timelessness and universality of resilience. But most of the Rebounders in this book are contemporary figures whose names or accomplishments are familiar to many.

Studying genuine Rebounders helped me answer some of the uncomfortable questions I put to myself during my own low moments. I had, in fact, been doing a few things wrong. For one thing, I was too fixated on goals I had set in the past, which I failed to adjust even though circumstances changed. My tunnel vision led to a mismatch between what I wanted to accomplish and what it would actually take to accomplish it, which was part of the reason I was coming up short. I had enough confidence to make risky decisions, but I also made airy, overoptimistic assumptions about how everything would work out, setting myself up for disappointment. And I thought too rigidly about failure, equating it with defeat and telling myself that I couldn’t let it happen.

I’m still not sure if I’ve been failing, but the question has stopped bothering me because whatever happens, I’ve been learning something important that I didn’t know before. If this has been happening through failure, fine with me. I also realize that the more I know about Rebounders and how they do it, the better I get at it myself. Problems seem less intimidating. It gets easier to drop something that hasn’t been working, stop banging my head against the proverbial wall, and try something new. I’ve begun to take a kind of pride in the hardships I face, because I get the sense that life will be more meaningful when I overcome them. If I don’t overcome them, it’ll be easier to live with than before. I’ve learned that it’s cool to be a Rebounder. And also essential.
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