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about boldness and a willingness to
consider new ideas. If you are afraid that
you may lose your job if you fail, you are
unlikely even to consider starting.
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Fears can be reduced by naming them
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fears are often complicated. Understanding
what your fear is really about and what is
causing it will reduce its impact.
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Fears can be reduced by facing them

–

fear is often about the unknown.
Understanding the root and causes of your
fear and knowing how to react to the worstcase scenario helps mitigate its effect.

Do not get too focused on an uncertain
future – thinking about the future can be an
•

excellent way to diminish fear, but you must
not lose focus on what you need to do right
now.
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CHAPTER 23:
UNCERTAINTY AND THE FEAR OF
LOSING: HOW TO CHANGE YOUR
MINDSET TO FOCUS ON WINNING

You miss 100%
of the shots you
don’t take
- Wayne Gretzky

To succeed at innovation, you must
be prepared to face the unknown and
overcome your fears.
The crowd yelled, “Take the shot!”
The tension in the stands was palpable!
He was open and one of the best 3-point shooters in the league. His team was
2 points behind, with 10 seconds left on the clock. A three-pointer would mean
an outright win. The crowd held its collective breath as he passed the ball safely
to a team member who made the easy two-point shot. They tied the game but
lost in overtime.

This chapter was co-written with
Dennis van der Spoel.
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Was it the right choice? Or should he have simply taken the shot?
That was the question that came to interest Richard Thaler, one of the world’s
most progressive and enlightened economists (and one of my early mentors).
He said in an interview: “Most people are ‘loss averse,’ meaning they experience
more pain from losses than pleasure from gains”. He explained that, instead of
focusing on winning, many people in the business world focus more on not
losing. There is a significant and meaningful difference.
Thaler looked at the basketball example in detail. Statistics show that a threepoint shot is successful 33% of the time while a two-point shot succeeds 50%
of the time. However, if the two-point shot succeeds, it pushes the game into
overtime, offering another 50% chance of winning. If we do the math, a 50%
chance of being successful in the two-point shot multiplied by the 50% probability of winning in overtime gives an overall 25% chance of winning the game.
If we compare that to the 33% chance of winning the game by going for the
three-point shot, then the three-point option gives the highest probability of a
win. Yet, when faced with this choice, most coaches will go for the two-point
option. Thaler believes that this is: “Because it lowers the risk of sudden loss.
Coaches, like the rest of us, do more to avoid losing than they do to win.”
When the fear of losing traps us, we often miss the fact that sometimes it is
less risky to take a bold step! Fear can be stronger than rational thinking, leading to avoiding losing rather than focusing on winning.
That is what we cover in this chapter. Recognizing your fears, understanding
them, facing them, and overcoming them so that you can stay focused on
winning.

How Fear Is Holding You Back?
In the previous chapter, we looked at how to shoot puppies, to kill the projects that are not going anywhere. That means if you have done the work,
you are left with only the healthy puppies you want to nurture, but it can be a
scary world even for those guys. Once you have decided that a project is worth
pursuing, you may find yourself dealing with uncertainty and fear.
Fear is a useful mechanism. It can stop us from doing dangerous things, it
keeps us alert, and it can catalyze action. But it can also lead to bad decisions
when we revert to familiar behaviors and seek the least risky route forward
instead of logically assessing all options. Fear can even lead to inaction when
all paths forward seem risky or uncertain, and if unchecked, fear can become a
barrier to innovation.
Fear is part of being human, but it is not always easy to recognize or even
to acknowledge. If you keep putting something off or you find that you just
cannot get enthusiastic about a particular project or piece of work, these may
be indicators that you are suffering from fear. For innovation to succeed, you
must be able to both identify and overcome your fears.
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What Is Fear?
The human brain includes three separate but interconnected systems that govern our behaviors.

1. The Reptilian Complex plays a significant role in every decision we make,
and it is extremely focused on instincts like desire and fear.
2. The Limbic System is our emotional brain.
3. The Neocortex is the part of the brain responsible for reason, rationality, and
conscious thought.
These three elements work together every time we make a decision. We may
believe that we are rationally thinking things through using the Neocortex. But,
the truth is that the Limbic System and the Reptilian Complex play the most
significant role in almost everything we do. Often, the Neocortex’s only function is to try to rationalize instinctive feelings that come directly from the other
two systems.
But here is the problem; reptiles do not build successful businesses.
If left unchecked, fears from the Reptilian Complex and the Limbic System can
overcome the Neocortex’s rationality. That is why basketball coaches tend to
go for the safer two-point shots; they are afraid of losing even though they are
aware that a three-point shot gives a statistically better chance of winning. To
be a successful innovator, you must understand where your fear comes from,
face it, overcome it, and engage the rational part of your brain.
You cannot wholly eradicate fear; it is a fundamental part of the human
condition. Some degree of fear is not only natural and normal; it can even
be positive. When we face something new, and innovation inevitably means
dealing with new things, uncertainty can make us fearful. If that fear is at a low
level, it can help us focus and prioritize. In that sense, fear can be helpful and
can even prompt us to take action.
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However, if it is allowed to grow, fear can have the opposite effect, blocking us
from taking effective action and causing us to revert to what we know rather
than dealing with the new. At that point, fear becomes a problem.

How Fear Blocks Innovation.
If we fear that our boss could fire us if we do not succeed at a project, we
may try to avoid becoming involved in the project or focus on strategies to
avoid failure rather than working towards success. Innovation needs boldness,
a willingness to experiment, an acceptance of the possibility of failure, and a
desire to learn. Fear inhibits this by making us less willing to try new things
because we perceive them as risks rather than opportunities.
Particularly in large organizations, lack of communication and trust can
trigger fear, leading to uncertainty. If unchecked, fear leads to poor judgment,
misalignment, and, ultimately, a lack of innovation. To put fear in the right
context, an organization should create a culture that provides psychological
safety. It is an ethos that recognizes that not all new ideas will lead to new products and accepts that some innovation will fail. They should empower people
to take the necessary risks to be creative within the context of alignment to a
common set of objectives (see the Culture chapter for more information).
In his book Jump Start Your Business Brain (one of my favorite marketing
books), author Doug Hall did quantitative research on innovation drivers. Data
from 26,000 innovation projects confirmed that reducing fear is one of the
keys to building better ideas:

Source: Jump Start Your Business Brain, Doug Hall

In other words, to double the number of new bottom-line boosting ideas you
put into practice, you need to double the generation of new ideas or cut your
fear in half; both have the same impact.
Allowing fear to dominate is like trying to drive a race car with your foot firmly
on the brake. You will not win races, and you will not succeed at innovation if
you allow fear to apply the brake. Conversely, learning to control fear can give
you a distinct advantage.
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Take the Vikings, the Norse people who dominated much of Europe from the
8th - 11th centuries. There were comparatively few Vikings, and the armies they
faced in battle almost always outnumbered them. They were consistently
successful not because of advanced weapons or tactics, but because they
had banished the main fear that affects any warrior; the fear of death. Vikings
believed that death in battle meant that the dead man’s spirit would enter Valhalla, an afterlife reserved for fighters who died bravely. Thus, Viking warriors
did not fear death, which made them virtually invincible against numerous
enemies. Banishing fear can make your organization invincible too.
Even in the early stage of merely discussing new ideas, fear is an issue. When
fear increases, creative productivity declines. If people are unwilling to risk talking about new ideas, that is a strong indicator that fear has become a barrier.
When we have high levels of fear, particularly when a business is going through
tough or uncertain times, we lose the ability to create, test, and launch genuine
growth opportunities. The most successful organizations deal with fear and
keep it in its place.
Punishing one misjudgment case will increase fear and kill off every attempt to
foster initiative for years to come. On the flip side, praising initiative even when
it does not lead to success will decrease fear and ensure that learning is derived
even from failures.
Managements reaction to failure can help reduce fear, but to be genuinely successful in innovation, reducing fear is not enough; you must conquer it. Fortunately, there are some well-established techniques to use yourself and share
with your team.

Name Your Fear.
The first step towards removing fear is to understand it. That is what is meant
by “naming your fear.” If you know exactly what is making you fearful, you can
start to do something about it. However, that can be more difficult than you
might imagine. Fears are rarely stand-alone or straightforward, and they are
often complex interactions of different drivers.
For example, if you find yourself avoiding a particular piece of work, perhaps
there is something in the work itself that worries you? Maybe you lack confidence in your skills to complete it effectively? Maybe you are afraid that you
just do not have enough time to work on it? Maybe you are worried that failure
might harm your career?
But there may also be other, less obvious factors. Perhaps you have disagreed
with a friend or colleague who believes you will not succeed, and you are afraid
of proving them right? Perhaps there are issues in your personal life that have
a bearing on your fear?
Objectivity is essential here, but this is often difficult to achieve because you
have an emotional investment. There are two techniques I believe can help,
both adapted from earlier work on this topic:
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•

Work as though you are gathering data for someone else about you
and the activity you are reluctant to undertake. As you become less
emotionally invested in what you find, it forces you to go back to basics to adequately describe the situation.

•

Argue the case against doing the activity. Gather all the facts against
yourself and the activity and write them down. It will force you to look
at both sides and help to understand your fear better.

Our fears are rarely simple. For example, I’m afraid of losing my job sounds
straightforward, but other subsidiary fears may underpin that. I’m afraid that I
won’t be able to find another job if I lose this one, I’m afraid that I won’t be able
to cover the mortgage payments if I don’t have a job, I’m afraid of what my wife
will think if I lose my job, and so on.
It may also help put a longer causal train of thought to paper because every
part provides multiple angles for relief. For example: “I am reluctant to lead this
project. If our supplier proves unreliable, there is a significant chance that we will
not finish the product on time for the trade show in August. I might get fired,
which will lead to an inability to provide for my family.”
Naming your fear and understanding what lies behind it is an essential part of
dealing with it. This is not just self-improvement guru talk; this technique lies
at the heart of Zen Buddhism. The ultimate is to reach an objective understanding of what your fear is and the drivers that lie behind it. That in itself
is a powerful tool for reducing fear, but it is most effective when combined with
another technique, facing up to worst-case scenarios and planning what to do
to avoid them.

Face Your Fears.
“We suffer more often in imagination
than in reality.”
SENECA THE YOUNGER

Uncertainty and being confronted with what we do not know or understand are
the most common driving factors for fear. Fear is very often directly connected
with the unknown. Our imaginations begin to create negative scenarios based
on what we imagine may happen, making us more fearful. You can reduce fear
significantly by making the unknown known.
A Roman philosopher, Seneca the Younger, founded a school of philosophy
called Stoicism, which teaches that overcoming destructive emotions such
as fear is essential for living an effective life. Seneca invented the exercise,
“premeditatio Malorum”, (the premeditation of evil). In simple terms, this is
visualizing, in detail, the worst-case scenarios that are preventing you from taking action due to fear. You then plan how to respond if these things actually
happen. Knowing how to deal with the worst-case reduces fear.
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“Premeditatio malorum” style exercises are used in business. For example, you
will see this technique in the work of Timothy Ferriss (author of The 4-Hour
Workweek). He recommends it as a powerful tool to overcome inaction. He
believes it works for a simple reason. The worst that could happen is often not
so bad. It makes it easier to simply take action.
A popular current technique based on this idea is known as “pre-mortem”. It
is a managerial strategy in which a project team imagines a situation where a
project has failed and then works backward to determine its causes. Many large
organizations use this technique during project planning and risk assessment
– NASA, for example, extensively uses pre-mortem workshops to identify the
potential pitfalls of new projects. Research conducted by Deborah Mitchell, Jay
Russo, and Nancy Pennington found that prospective hindsight – imagining
that an event has already occurred – increases the ability to correctly identify
reasons for future outcomes by 30%.

Pre-mortem Exercise.
“I am an old man and have known a
great many troubles, but most of them
never happened.”
MARK TWAIN

The pre-mortem technique is simple to understand and to apply. The project
team should imagine a situation in the future where their project has c ompletely
failed. It is the core of this technique. Instead of asking people to think about
what might go wrong in the future, you ask them to use their knowledge and
imagination to consider instead that they are looking back at what went wrong.
To be effective, the imagined future scenario needs to be as vivid and fully
described as possible.
List the causes of failure, and look at what led to the imagined scenario in as
much detail as possible. Focus on the effects of both action and inaction, look
at assumptions and priorities, and consider distractions and failures of people,
organizational structure, and corporate processes. Prioritize the most significant problems.
Now, brainstorm on solutions and select the best two or three for each problem. Identify the minimum benefits of every solution, even if the solution
would not solve all of the problems. Now estimate the risks and costs associated with each solution before deciding whether the benefits outweigh the risks
and costs involved; whether the solution is worth pursuing. Finally, decide on
the next steps and take immediate action.
Seven steps for an effective pre-mortem exercise:
Step 1: What is the worst possible scenario?
Step 2: What are the problems that caused this to happen?
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Step 3: What are the potential solutions to each problem?
Step 4: What is the value of partial success?
Step 5: What are the risks or costs of each solution?
Step 6: Is the solution worth the risk?
Step 7: What are the next steps?
Pre-mortem is a technique usually applied by organizations, but it works well
on a personal level too. Imagine a worst-case scenario a few years down the
line; you have lost your job, you cannot find another, your house and car have
been re-possessed, your wife has left you, and you are living in a dumpster
under a bridge. How did you get there? What decisions and actions (or failures
to decide or act) led to that scenario? What do you have to do to prevent those
things from becoming a reality? Vividly imagining such a scenario is frightening,
but understanding how to avoid getting there actually reduces fear.
Imagining and taking action to prevent worst-case future scenarios is a p
 owerful
way to face your fears and banish them. These approaches help to make the
unknown known. However, it is also vital to remain focused on the present.

Live for the Day.
“It is not our goal to see what lies dimly
in the distance but to do what clearly
lies at hand.”
THOMAS CARLISLE

Facing our fears is good, but spending too much time focusing on an uncertain
future can be a distraction from where we need to focus our efforts right now.
We do not live in the future; we live in the present.
In 1871, a young English medical student named William Osler was heading
to the point of a nervous breakdown. The stress and pressure of working as
a medical intern while studying for exams was simply too much, and Osler
felt utterly overwhelmed. However, inspired by the above quote from Thomas
Carlyle, Osler developed a new technique.
He called this “day-tight compartments.” Osler suggested consciously constructing mental “bulkheads” between the past, present, and future and f ocusing only
on the here and now. The technique certainly worked for William Osler, as he
not only passed his examinations, he went on to become Regius Professor of
Medicine at Oxford University. Osler also became a friend and correspondent
of Dale Carnegie, who recognized the value of Osler’s technique and in his
book How to Stop Worrying and Start Living, Carnegie said: “If you want to
avoid worry, do what Sir William Osler did: Live in “day-tight compartments.”
Don’t stew about the futures. Just live each day until bedtime.”
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The logic here is sound. If you can focus one hundred percent of your mental
energy and attention on what you are doing right now, your future will be as
good as it can be. It means you can stop fearing that future and devote yourself entirely to what you are doing in the present. Considering what you can
do to mitigate future problems is a good way of reducing fear. But constantly
worrying about what may happen in the future is a distraction from what you
can achieve in the present. You need to balance the time spent thinking about
the future with the need to focus on what you are doing right now. If you can
focus your energy on making the present as productive as possible, the future
will take care of itself.

Screw It, Let’s Do It!
Sir Richard Branson is a world-renowned entrepreneur who has built and scaled
over five hundred companies, including the Virgin Group. His quote, “always
protect the downside”, appears in every book by him and about him and is
really another way of saying “premeditatio malorum”. Here are his four tips for
preventing fear from affecting what you do:
Do not act on an emotional response. Give decisions you are considering
enough time to lose the influence of your first impressions.
Find as many downsides to an idea as possible. Branson carefully considers everything that could go wrong before he goes forward with a decision.
“Nothing is perfect, so work hard at uncovering whatever hidden warts the thing
might have, and by removing them, you’ll only make it better still.”
Look at the big picture. Before making a decision, Branson looks at how it
will affect his other projects in both the short and long term. “This one may be
a ‘too good to miss’ opportunity, but how will it affect other projects or priorities
and, if now is not the best time to do it, what risks if any are there in putting the
thing on hold for an agreed period of time?” With every project he undertakes
and manages, he considers how the Virgin brand and his name will be represented.
Protect the downside. In a LinkedIn blog post from 2014, Branson noted that
the best lesson his father ever taught him was to protect the downside, that is,
to take action to limit possible losses before moving forward with a new business venture. Branson’s father told him that he would allow him, at age 15, to
leave high school and start Student magazine only if he sold £4,000 of advertising to cover printing and paper costs. Branson repeated this strategy in 1984
when he took the huge leap from the music business into running an airline
with Virgin Atlantic. He convinced his business partners at Virgin Records to
agree to the deal after getting Boeing to agree to take back Virgin’s one 747 jet
after a year if the business was not operating as planned.
Branson is also famous for another quote, which nicely sums up the elation of
conquering fear. Once you have identified your fear, looked objectively at the
worst that could happen, and taken action to mitigate that scenario, you are far
more ready to take on exciting new challenges unencumbered by fear. Or, as
Branson says: “Screw it, let’s do it!”
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Conclusion.
Our brains are hard-coded to give fear a high priority. But fear can, if unchecked,
dominate our thinking to the extent that it makes us less able to function effectively. Reduce that fear, and we are more able to channel and focus our
efforts on achieving success now and not on avoiding possible failure at some
unknown point in the future.
It is much more difficult for organizations that suffer from high levels of fear to
succeed at innovation. A powerful way to reduce organizational fear is to share
a fundamental truth with your employees; failures are seldom due to individuals. Deming claimed that only 6% of failures are due to individual failures, while
94% are due to the systems people work within. Let your people know this,
and they will work hard to fix those systems instead of fearing personal failure.
Fear is powerful, but using this chapter’s techniques to free yourself from fear
is still more powerful. Taking away fear makes us better able to make the right
decisions for the right reasons allowing us to focus our energy on making the
most difference.
Fear is the enemy of innovation. If you want to succeed at innovation, you must
conquer fear.

Key Take-Aways
∙ Fear can make us fail – decisions driven by fear often
are not good decisions. Fear makes us focus on avoiding
losing instead of winning.
∙ Fear is normal, and some fear can even be good
∙ Fear blocks innovation – innovation is about boldness and a willingness
to consider new ideas. If you are afraid that you may lose your job if you
fail, you are unlikely even to consider starting.
∙ Fears can be reduced by naming them – fears are often complicated.
Understanding what your fear is really about and what is causing it will
reduce its impact.
∙ Fears can be reduced by facing them – fear is often about the unknown.
Understanding the root and causes of your fear and knowing how to
react to the worst-case scenario helps mitigate its effect.
∙ Do not get too focused on an uncertain future – thinking about the
future can be an excellent way to diminish fear, but you must not lose
focus on what you need to do right now.
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Next Steps: Take

a project that is either in progress or in
 lanning and use the canvas below to consider the worst that can
p
happen and how you can mitigate the risks. Once you have done this
on your own, try it again as a team. Here is a sample:
➊ What is the worst that could happen?

I am investing a lot of time and resources on developing this product that is failing.
I learn why it is failing and I make decision to stop. That will hurt.
Name your fears
➋ Top 2 fears

➌ Solutions

Conquer your fears
(decide and take action)

Face your fears
➍ Partial success

➎ Risks

➏ Worth it?

Maybe I’m not
Talk to people
Get honest
I feel bad talking [ a ] yes [ ] no
the right person about my failure.
feedback.
about my failure.
to sell this idea.
Grow my network. I feel vulnerable.
New opportunities
emerge.
Hire a crew of
freelancers.

Grow my network.

Nobody bought
See if we are
my product. selling the wrong
Myabe no one
benefit.
wants it.
Try to sell the
product again.

High freelance
rates or equity
dilution.

Research: find out More lost time,
if there is another
but an online
problem better to survey doesn’t
solve.
take a lot of time.
They don’t buy
Takes time,
again, but I learn
phone calls,
why they are not
and visits.
buying.
Do smoke tests I learn if another Time lost, but it
for alternative
solution works
is limited.
versions of the
better.
product.

Now try it for one of your projects.
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[

] yes [ a ] no

[

] yes [ ] no

[ a ] yes [ ] no

[

➐ Next steps
Start arranging
meetings.

Develop an
online survey.

] yes [ a ] no

It is time to try
something new.
[ ] yes [ a ] no

Do it …

.
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Step 1:Identify the worst that could happen now.
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Action
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7. Next steps
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To face your fears to increase your odds
of success
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Step 4:Decide on next steps (if any)

risks and if appropriate
identifying action steps to
remove/mitigate these risks

Created for:

"

The Full Systems Canvas

This Chapter
Systems Canvas 1: Face your Fears First

How to

Created by:

Date:

Systems Canvas 2: Work on your Innovation System
Step 1. How is your system blocking you?

1. What is the worst that could happen ?
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might we improve or
improve further)

system

Analyze your Fears

Name your Fears
2. Top 2 Fears

3. Solutions

4.
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Talk to people about
my failure.

Add text

Maybe I'm not the right
person to sell this idea.
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Hire a crew of
freelancers.

Grow my network.

Conquer your Fears (Decide and take action)
6. Worth it?

List your biggest
problems

7. Next steps

I feel bad talking about
Add failure.
text
my
I feel
vulnerable.

[ ] Yes

[ ] No
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equity
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See if we are selling
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Try to sell the product
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alternative versions
of the product.

Add text

More lost time, but an
online survey doesn't
Add text
take a lot of time.

[ ] Yes

[ ] No

Add textdon't buy again, but
They
I learn why they are not
buying.

Takes time, phone calls,
Add text
and
visits.

[ ] Yes

[ ] No

Add text

Time
lost, but it is limited.
Add text

Add text

is another problem better
to solve.

I learn if another solution
works better.
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Date:

How to motivate
changes (Solutions)

Choose one (the
biggest problem)

HMW...

HMW...

HMW...

HMW...

HMW...

HMW...

Choose 1 HMW

We will...

We will...

We will...

Add text

Step 4. Set up a learning plan

Step 3. Deal with the Death Threats
Add text

Add text

Add text

Get honest feedback;
Grow my network;
New opportunities
emerge.

Add text

Add text

Add text

Nobody bought my
product. Myabe no one
wants it.

Guranteed result(s) if
5. Risks
solution fails?

Created for:

Step 2. Convert Problem into Challenges

Add text

1. What do you need to learn

Best Solution Now:

Add text

Death Threats (Top 2)
Description

2. Turn this into a hypothesis/ hunch you can test (We believe that)

Action

Develop an online survey.
Add text

Setting up your Tests
Add text

What is the one single thing that would have the most impact
(Ask: Is there one thing that will Improve Everything?)

[ ] Yes

[ ] No
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Systems Canvas 1: Face your Fears First
1. What is the worst that could happen ?
Add text

Analyze your Fears

Name your Fears
2. Top 2 Fears

3. Solutions
Add text
Talk
to people about
my failure.

Add text

Maybe I'm not the right
person to sell this idea.

Add text
Hire
a crew of
freelancers.

Add text

Conquer your Fears (Decide and take action)

5. Risks

Get honest feedback;
Add text
Grow
my network;
New opportunities
emerge.
Add text
Grow
my network.

6. Worth it?

7. Next steps

I feel bad talking about
Add
my text
failure. I feel
vulnerable.

[ ] Yes

[ ] No

High freelance rates or
dilution.

[ ] Yes

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

[ ] No

Add
text
equity

Add text

Add text

is another problem better
to solve.

Add text

More lost time, but an
online survey doesn't
take a lot of time.

[ ] Yes

[ ] No

Try to sell the product
again.

They
don't buy again, but
Add text
I learn why they are not
buying.

Add text

Takes time, phone calls,
and visits.

[ ] Yes

[ ] No

Add text
Do
smoke tests for
alternative versions
of the product.

Add textif another solution
I learn
works better.

Add
textlost,
Time

[ ] Yes

[ ] No

Add text
See
if we are selling
Add text

Nobody bought my
product. Myabe no one
wants it.

Guaranteed result(s)
4.
if solution fails?

Add text

Add text

but it is limited.

Start arranging meetings.
Add text

Add text

Add text

Develop an online survey.
Add text

Add text

Do it.

Add text

How do you know if you have done this canvas right ?

CHECK LIST
honest you are, the more useful this exercise will be.
Often the biggest issue to taking action is perfectionism. Work hard to identify results you might get
from partial success.
{
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Next Up: When you have fear under control, you are ready to
take a look at your systems. You may not have a formal innovation
system, but you already have a set of customs and practices that
govern how you control your organization’s innovation. The next
chapter will help you understand what you already have and refine it
to create an innovation system that works.
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