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The Black Box 
Approach -

Learning from Failure, 
knowing what works and why!





The Problem

If our aim is to get the Nation 

Physically Active we are Failing. 

Like most sectors we are afraid to 

admit and report failure - Why? 

Some of the answers were in Black 

Box Thinking - Matthew Syed.  
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Why #TheFWord



We don’t do a good enough job of 

sharing Best Practice across the 

WHOLE sector.. So sharing Failure 

needs a cultural shift and practical 

tools to help



Addressing the Issue #TheFword 

Like most sectors we are afraid to 

admit and report failure - Why? 

If our aim is to get the Nation 

Physically Active we are Failing. 
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"Don't think of it as failure, 

think of it as designing 

experiments through which 

you’re going to learn."



Mindset approach

Key to embracing this approach is 

your Mindset.

Which Are You? 



Quotes - None of this is new! 

"Failure isn't fatal, but failure to change might be" - John Wooden

Everything you want is on the other side of fear."  - Jack Canfield

Success is most often achieved by those who don't know that failure is inevitable.” - Coco 

Chanel

Only those who dare to fail greatly can ever achieve greatly.” - Robert F. Kennedy

If you're not prepared to be wrong, you'll never come up with anything original.” - Ken 

Robinson

“If you don’t try at anything, you can’t fail… it takes back bone to lead the life you want” -

Richard Yates

. “Failure should be our teacher, not our undertaker. Failure is delay, not defeat. It is a 

temporary detour, not a dead end. Failure is something we can avoid only by saying 

nothing, doing nothing, and being nothing.” - Denis Waitley



Matthew Syed - Black Box Thinking 



Barriers to embracing #TheFWord

● Cognitive dissonance - when mistakes are too 

threatening to admit so we reframe or ignore.

● Even confronted by evidence we reframe or 

even ignore!

● Emotionally we hate to fail. 

● But we are not born with a fear of failure. 

Young children have no fear of failure.. We 

instill it in them with cultural norms. 

● Self -esteem and status 

BUT

Failure is simply the opportunity to begin again, 

this time more intelligently



The solution-

Embrace 
#TheFWord 

Failure is an incredibly powerful tool 

for learning. Designing experiments, 

prototypes, and interactions and 

testing them is at the heart of 

human-centered design. So is an 

understanding that not all of them 

are going to work. As we seek to 

solve big problems, we’re bound to 

fail. But if we adopt the right mindset, 

we’ll inevitably learn something from 

that failure.



The solution-

Embrace 
#TheFWord 

Human-centered design starts from 

a place of not knowing what the 

solution to a given design challenge 

might be. Only by listening, thinking, 

building, and refining our way to an 

answer do we get something that will 

work for the people we’re trying to 

serve



The solution-

Embrace 
#TheFWord 

Failure presents an opportunity to 

review and adapt your plan. When 

reviewing, ask yourself:

● What happened?

● What did I learn from this?

● Why did I fail?

● What could I have done 

differently?

● Where do I need to improve to 

succeed next time?



The solution-

Embrace 
#TheFWord 

The Streetleague 
Experience 

● Inspired by Streetleague  

Approach in their 2017 Annual 

Report 

● But why was this such a seismic 

shift in thinking and reporting -

Just being honest? 

● Combined cultural shift 

internally, trust with funders and 

Risk at Board 

https://www.streetleague.co.uk/social-impact-analysis-young-peoples-journeys-ar17








Appendix

as a way 

to show 

that you 

both 

thought 

about 

those 

questions 

and have 

solid 

answers 

with 

supporting 

informatio

n. Let the 

audience 

test their 

understan

ding of the 

problem 





Milestones
We are at the start of this journey 

January 20XX
Conference Launched 

in 2018 

March 20XX
QUEST Conference 

June 2019
Loughborough 

Conference 

July 2019
Examples shared via 

www.thefailureword.com/

October 2019
Workshops and 

Training delivered 

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec



Conclusion

We are handing #TheFWord to 

the sector to embrace the 

cultural shift and take the 

practical steps to engage in 

reporting and sharing Failure

Together

Culture

Practical Steps



@andyjreed_obe
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Thank You 



Andy Reed OBE
Saje Impact & Sports Think Tank 


