
Finding Success in Our Failures 
Learning from Past Mistakes to Become Wiser as a Business Owner 

 

We can learn some of our best lessons from our failures. The new economy 

that arose in the 1990s had many of the trappings of a genuine revolt, 
where fortunes were made by innovative visionaries that helped bring down 

the archaic foundations of old. However, despite this, momentum burned 
out, revenue stalled and marketing plans that were all the rage one day; 

were passé the next. The question that arises is how do we learn from our 
experiences and apply them to new business ventures.  

 

There is no better place to look for historical clues than the business plans 
presented by aspiring business managers. These hold the seeds of ultimate 

success or failure, where you can reassess these lessons and become a 
smarter and wiser owner.  

 

LEARNING FROM EXPERIENCE 
 

Growing Fast is NOT a Strategy 
It’s funny how some see growth as a strategy. It’s a goal. But the hard part isn’t making goals. Rather, 

it’s developing a way to make them a reality. Whereas expansion is the goal of most businesses, in some 
models, it’s a requirement. When eBay came onto the scene, they had to grow fast due to their needing 

thousands of both buyers and sellers to be on the auction site. eBay did this through buzz, being in the 

right place at the right time and sheer luck. Perfect timing and luck isn’t practical, so make sure your 
business plan relies on something other than this. 

 
Being First Doesn’t Always Give You an Advantage 

Being the first mover in a market doesn’t guarantee success. For instance, the first team to execute a 

dumb idea has accomplished nothing. In some cases, when you have an exceptional new technology, 
being first brings power. For example, Xerox had an invention with the xerographic copy process. They 

got a patent for its process; therefore, making it not only the first, but also the only business to offer a 
plain-paper copier. Since no one could duplicate its service, it was able to charge a premium. 

 

In other cases such as when your strategy is nothing more than another way to sell books, this has little 
effect. Such is the case with Amazon, who focused on being the first big player to sell books on the 

Internet. However, being first made little difference as their profit struggle showcased. Amazon will never 
be the only seller books on the Internet, so its margins will always be subject to pressure.  

 
Accurate Market Tests are Critical in Your Ability to Grow 

An accurate market test is your very best insurance against a potential disaster. However, you will 

impress no one if you fake the results. For example, a pacemaker distributor in Japan gauged demand for 
a new product by displaying it to its current customers. However, the sales protections weren’t met once 

the device was launched despite overwhelming approval in the test with the doctors involved. The 
reason, the new device sold nearly exclusively to existing customers while overlooking potential new 

ones. There was failure to realize which doctors were brand-sensitive.  

 
Being the Technology Leader Doesn’t Guarantee Success 

Venture capitalists are at their best when making carefully, thought out bets on technology companies. 
They focus on such investments as computer memory chips, medical devices, pharmaceuticals, magnetic 

storage media, telecom satellites, optical bandwidth, just to name a few. In each case, founders of these 
tech-centered businesses had to generate something new and extraordinary that worked as promised, 

would be in great demand; and could be protected via patents, trade secrets or switching costs. Internet 

retailers may claim to have some bits of technology in a one-click purchase screen or real-time chat lists, 
but these are hardly protectable. As such, retailing cannot be the basis of technology strategy. 
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