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Five questions leaders need to ask themselves to become true enablers 
of change.

Building future success on the 
lessons of failure

If we want people to 
be “change agile”, 

we need to normalise 
failure as a natural 
and necessary part of 
learning and change. 

Do you still remember learning to ride a bike as a kid?

I do. I remember my dad taking the training wheels off my bike, which was – as your 
first bike usually is – too big for me. I remember launching myself down the road, and in 
hindsight wonder what my dad felt, watching me wobble off, only partly in control. I also 
remember that ride ending with me face-down on the pavement. I still have a scar on 
my knee to prove it.

We all know that learning to ride a bike without a few scrapes is impossible. Yet when it 
comes to change in organisations, when we transform the way we operate, structure, 
culture or roles and responsibilities, we expect people to do just that: get on a bike for 
the first time and ride it like they’ve done it a hundred times before.

Change is the only constant in many companies these days. A recent article in HBR 
stated that 90% of CEOs believe their companies will change more in the next five years 
than they did in the past five. That’s a lot of people who need to learn to ride a bike in 
the coming years.

So, here’s the million-dollar question: how can we expect people to learn to work in 
new ways if we don’t encourage them to take risks, try, and fail? If we want people to be 
“change agile”, we need to normalise failure as part of learning and change. 

But we come from a very different mindset, of course. The industrial economy of the 
past century focused on creating smoothly oiled machines with optimised processes 
and predictable outcomes. Risk was to be avoided. Failure was considered defeat. 
But if that is no longer the world we live in, shouldn’t our way of thinking about failure 
also change? Shouldn’t we look at it as “failing forward” instead of as defeat? 

https://hbr.org/2019/04/5-ways-to-help-your-team-be-open-to-change
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BUILDING FUTURE SUCCESS ON THE LESSONS OF FAILURE
FIVE QUESTIONS LEADERS NEED TO ASK THEMSELVES TO BECOME TRUE ENABLERS OF CHANGE

If we look at change through the lens of Prosci’s ADKAR model, 
there are five questions that leaders can ask themselves at each 
stage to become true enablers of change.

A – AWARENESS
In this phase we need to make sure that people understand the 
“why?” of change. Have we been clear about the reasons? Do 
people understand what will happen if we don’t change?

The “fail forward” question here is: Do I allow people to ask 
difficult questions about the change which I am not immediately 
able to answer? 

In change, leaders must role model to their employees how to 
be in unclear, uncomfortable situations. It is a crucial leadership 
capability to manage ambiguity and uncertainty – in business, 
and in people during change.

D – DESIRE
In this phase we want people to say “yes” to the change. We 
want them to personally commit to contributing to the change. 
This is the most difficult stage because many personal and 
organisational factors influence a person’s willingness to be part 
of change. 

The “fail forward” question here is: Do I actively encourage 
people to experiment, take risks and fail as part of the change 
process? Because if people don’t feel safe enough to test and 
risk failure, why would they risk changing? 

K – KNOWLEDGE
Employees need to gather information and education to know 
how to change. Sometimes it is a simple process, sometimes it 
requires a huge shift in thinking.

The “fail forward” question here is: Am I prepared to give 
employees time to change? 

Learning to ride a bicycle doesn’t happen overnight and neither 
does learning new ways. It takes time, practice and effort. 

Leaders need to see change in people as a process, not the 
result of a workshop.

A – ABILITY
Ability is about turning knowledge into action. There is a distinct 
difference between knowing how to do something and being 
able to do it and the gap between knowledge and ability can be 
quite large. Yet when employees begin to display ability, change 
begins to be realised. 

The “fail forward” question here is: When looking at people’s 
ability to do something new, do I reward perfection, or do I 
reward progress?

Being supportive, enabling and caring about the progress 
people are making through change is key in leading change 
successfully. 

R – REINFORCEMENT
Change isn’t successful unless it sticks. That is why 
reinforcement is the final and critical stage of the process. 

The “fail forward” question here is: Do I role model and reward 
how to lead and work in a VUCA (Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, 
Ambiguous) environment? 

Back to the bicycle example. My dad trusted and encouraged 
me to get on that bike. When I fell, he reassured me that it was 
part of learning to ride a bike. If he had expected perfection of 
me, I may have been discouraged to try it a second time. I’m 
glad he didn’t. After all these years, I still love my bike. In fact, 
I’m training to complete a 200-kilometer mountain bike race in 
South Africa later this year. Thanks dad!
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