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C
COACHES CAPTAINS ATHLETES FAMILY

Redefine failure  
for athletes.

Let go of the fear 
of failure.

Plan the next 
smallest success.

Reject unnecessary 
fear of failure.

FIRE FAILURE
Student-athletes everywhere share a fear: the fear of failure. It's not just athletes, though. 
People of all ages fear failure. But that fear comes from an unhelpful definition of failure 
and success. If you think that failure is when you get something wrong or make a mistake 
or lose a game, then of course you're going to be afraid of it. If you think that success is 
only when you win, of course you'll fear not winning. 

Failure is not lack of success; it's lack of learning. Success is not winning; it's getting the next smallest 
thing right.

Sometimes you may think that if you don't succeed, that means your work was worthless. And if your work 
is worthless, what does that make you? First, let's start with clarifying that you are not your work. So even 
if your work was worthless, that wouldn't say anything about you as a person. Second, just because you 
don't win the game or get the fastest time or bring home the trophy, that doesn't mean that your work 
was worthless. 

Think about it. What did you learn through all of that work? Did you learn how to give your best even when 
you don't want to? Did you learn to give great effort even to things you aren't naturally good at? Did you 
learn how to be a good teammate? 

It does not matter if you win or lose the big game or tournament. It matters if you learned from the 
experience of doing the work. It matters if you keep pushing forward to the next success. So long as you are 
willing to do the work and go after the next smallest success, you will never have to fear failure. 

Fear of failure will try to hold you back, so you've got to redefine success and failure, so that you can 
fire failure.

C O N T E N T  O V E R V I E W
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F O R  C O A C H E S

FIRE FAILURE: FOR COACHES
Firing failure doesn't mean that failure is unacceptable or that it's not an option. It means that we 
redefine what failure means for our athletes. Sports teach us how to fail well. Athletics is a place 
where we can get it wrong, and there are no real consequences because it's just a game. But too 
often, our athletes see failure in sports as if it's a death sentence. This is particularly true when 

they base their identities on how they perform.

Coaches are in the best position to help athletes redefine failure, both on and off the court. Our athletes 
are going to get it wrong sometimes. They are going to mess up. And we can help them see that's not 
failure, that's just a mistake. The real failure is if they don't learn from that mistake. The real failure is not 
trying to do better next time. 

Sometimes we send the opposite message, though. If we get angry or frustrated, and we lose control of 
those emotions, our athletes hear that they are failures, even if our anger isn't directed at them. It's hard to 
see someone blow up after we make a mistake and not take that as "I screwed up. This is my fault."

Instead of getting bent out of shape about a mistake, let it roll off your back. Point it out so they know 
what they need to improve, but don't do it from a place of anger. Instead, try to come from a place of 
instruction and learning. Instead of saying "Why can't you get this right?" try saying "What was right about 
that and what was wrong with it?"

If our athletes are going to fire failure, they've got to see that we mean it when we say failure isn't making 
a mistake, it's refusing to learn from that mistake.

THIS WEEK, BE ON THE LOOKOUT FOR:
1. Opportunities to REDEFINE success and failure. 

Gather the team to talk about what they think success 
and failure means, then use that as a starting point to 
discuss failure and success as defined in this week's 
lesson. Work together to reach a consensus on what 
the team will consider success or failure, and then make 
sure your critiques and praise match those definitions.

2. Opportunities to CONTROL your emotions. Use 
techniques like counting the number of eyes in the 
room or in the stands to help you calm down when 
your anger or frustration makes you want to blow up. 
There's a difference between yelling for volume and 
yelling for rage. Figure out what that difference is (from 
your perspective and from the people watching you) 
and learn what works for you to keep to the volume 
end of the spectrum.

3. Opportunities to FAIL. Athletes aren't the only ones 
who can learn from their mistakes. We need to give 
ourselves the space to mess up, too, if for no other 
reason than so we can model learning from our mess 
ups for our students.

QUOTES OF THE DAY:
MONDAY:
“I have not failed. I’ve just found 10,000 ways 
that won’t work.” Thomas Edison

 TUESDAY:
“We have to redefine failure before it defines 
us.” Coach Mackey

WEDNESDAY:
“Failures, repeated failures, are finger posts 
on the road to achievement. One fails forward 
toward success.” C. S. Lewis

THURSDAY:
“Failure doesn’t mean you are a failure; it just 
means you haven’t succeeded yet.” 
   Robert H. Schuller
FRIDAY:
“A person who never made a mistake never 
tried anything new.” Albert Einstein
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F O R  C A P TA I N S

FIRE FAILURE: FOR CAPTAINS
With high expectations often comes the idea that failure is not an option. The problem with 
this is that you're going to fail. Everyone fails. That is, everyone fails so long as we define 
failure the way most people do. The most common definitions of failure are all about making 
mistakes, losing, or getting something wrong. But those definitions of failure aren't helpful to 

anyone. In fact, they can be really harmful to high-achievers, which most great leaders are.

If you're too afraid of making a mistake, you'll get to a point where you don't even try. If you think losing 
is a death sentence, you'll base your identity on whether or not you win. These are the toxic results that 
come from a fear of failure. 

To avoid that, you need to redefine what it means to fail. Failure isn't the end result of a game. Failure 
is a decision. After every mistake and every loss, you choose whether or not you're going to continue 
mission (Charlie Mike!) or give up. When you make the decision to give up, that is when you fail, and not 
a moment before. As long as you decide to keep going, you haven't failed.

As a leader, you are in a position to change the way 
that your teammates think about failure. You can 
lead the discussion on what failure is and isn't, and 
how a new definition can help your team succeed. 
Notice that's "succeed" and not "win." Success isn't 
about winning. Success is about pushing forward to 
the next thing. It's not as final as a win, which exists 
for one moment in time. In that way, success and 
failure are a lot alike. 

As long as you keep going, you haven't failed and 
you will find success.

C

///  CAPTAINS’ LOG  ///
“LEADERS ALWAYS LEAD”

Are you afraid of failure? Why or why not?

How can you help your teammates to not fear 
failure?

What is your personal definition of success?

What is your personal definition of failure?

How can you remember these definitions when 
you start to equate winning or losing with 
success or failure?
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F O R  AT H L E T E S

FIRE FAILURE: FOR ATHLETES
Success comes in small increments. It comes from succeeding at the next smallest action, and 
then the next, and then the next. Success isn't final. It's an ongoing process. Your goal may 
have a finish line, but your success does not. The only way to build a successful life is to take it 
one step at a time day after day until you run out of days. 

The hardest part about this is usually figuring out what the next smallest step should be. Luckily, there's an easy 
exercise you can do to figure it out. Start from your goal or where you want to end up, and then work backward. 

Let's say your goal is to end the season with a new personal record for blocked shots. To do that, you need to 
practice your blocks. To do that, you need to be at practice on time. To do that, you need to get a good night's 
sleep the night before. To do that, you need to prepare and put yourself in an Excellence Everywhere mindset. 

Or here's another example. Say your goal is to end the semester with an A in Chemistry. To do that, you've got to 
do well on tests. To do that, you've got to study regularly. To do that, you've got to pay attention and take notes 
in class. To do that, you (again) need to get a good night's sleep the night before. 

You can break either of these examples down further and further, depending on how small your next success 
needs to be for you to actually succeed at it. Sometimes, there will be multiple things you'll need to do that don't 
need a specific sequence. 

This isn't a hard and fast set of rules. It's just an exercise to get you thinking so you can plan your next smallest 
success and then make it happen.

ATHLETE’S EXERCISE: 

1. What is a goal that you are currently working towards that could be a "finish line"?

2. What are three small things that you need to succeed at to reach that goal?

3. How does your definition of success impact how you feel about failure?

4. Are you afraid to fail? Why or why not?

5. How can you help your teammates to avoid the fear of failure?
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F O R  FA M I LY

FIRE FAILURE: FOR FAMILY
Athletes everywhere say the same thing: The fear of failure is crushing them. Of course, 
it's not just student-athletes who fear failure. Adults, teens, and even younger children are 
afraid to fail. We're afraid to look stupid. We're afraid to not be enough. We're afraid that 

failure is equal to worthlessness.

Not only is the fear toxic, it's also unnecessary. We heap so much stress on ourselves to never get 
anything wrong, to always be perfect, and to always win. But nobody gets it right all the time. Nobody 
is perfect. No one has a zero-loss life. To help us let go of this unnecessary and toxic fear, there are 
three things that we need to redefine: failure, success, and commitment.

Failure. Failure is not getting it wrong. Failure is not losing a game. Failure is not making a mistake. 
Failure is the decision not to carry on after any of those things happen. Failure is a decision; it's a 
choice. When we mess up or lose, we only fail if we stop trying to do better. 

Success. Success is not winning a game. Success is not a perfect score on a test. Success is taking the 
next smallest action to move towards our goals. When we think of success as a "someday" proposition, 
we forget that it is our actions TODAY that lead us to a win somewhere down the road. 

Commitment. Commitment to our goals is not 
a one-time decision. It's not something that we 
can just set and forget. Commitment to reach 
our goals is a moment-to-moment decision. 
Every time we take action (or fail to take action) 
we are choosing to commit (or not) to our goals.

Success is not final, and failure is not fatal. When 
we recognize that they are both just stepping 
stones on the journey of life, we can double 
down on our commitments to our goals, to our 
family, and to leading the best life that we can.

///  BEST 5  ///
THE BEST FIVE MINUTES OF THE WEEK

How does your family define failure?

What can your family do to help you overcome the 
fear of failure?

How does your family define success?

What action can you take today to move towards a 
successful life?

What does it mean to commit to a goal?
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M O R E  R E S O U R C E S

MORE RESOURCES
Video: “Redefining failure...and success: My Story - Rissi Palmer” Rissi Palmer (YouTube)

Podcast: “Redefining Failure: 4 Steps to Failing Forward” The John Maxwell Leadership Podcast

Book: Building an Uncommon Champion: Help Your Child Redefine Success by Jennifer Matras (Amazon)

Article: “Redefining Failure” by Ben Johnson (Edutopia)


