
DEVELOP A 
NEARLING CULTURE
You will find several examples how you can create a culture in your organisation that allows space to 
talk about nearlings and stimulate a more entreprenerial mindset.

The nearling circle
Gather in a special place designed for a weekly or monthly nearling ceremony.
Invite the people to stand up (one at a time), and confess a mistake or nearling in front of the crowd.

Let them answer the following 3 questions:

 • What did you fail at?

 • How did you cope with it?

 • What would you do differently? 

Celebrate the mistake with a round of applause, or preferably with beer and champagne.

Do’s
• Encourage the most senior leader in the room to admit his or her nearling to start with.

• Make sure you create a truly safe environment. If at any time any sanctions are made, trust  
 will vanish instantly.

• Create a prize for the best nearling.

Don’ts
• No blaming and shaming.

• Do not expect that everyone wants to share their biggest nearlings from the start. Normally,  
 people find it very discomforting to genuinely open up. Don’t force it, be patient and keep  
 building trust.

• If people repeat the same mistake over and over again, something is wrong. When this  
 happens, it means they are not learning from previous mistakes.

Add KPIs to reward risk and failure
Most KPIs are tied exclusively to productivity, efficiency and boosting the bottom line. However, without 
incentivizing risk taking and without making allowances for the inevitable outcomes that comes with 
taking risks (failure), innovation will remain all talk and no action. To truly make trying new things part of 
the culture, employees must be measured by it. A simple way of doing this is to hold employees account-
able for trying a new approach to one of their tasks each quarter.

FuckUp Nights
Fuckup Nights is a global movement to share stories of business and professional failure. It is powered by 
an event series in 250 cities of 80 countries. Since it began a few years ago, the initiators of the FuckUp 
Nights have started a research arm called ‘the Failure Institute’, to do research on all the cases shared at 
the Fuckup Nights to help decision makers make better decisions. 

Oeps, we forgot the most important value
To make sure that everybody in our company would understand the core values, we took several ac-
tions. We started with checking if our 'old' values still represent the 'new' company that we want to be 
and did several sessions with the senior leadership team to identify our 'new' core values. After that, we 
had (town hall meetings) WORK SHOPS with ALL our employees to start discussions about these values 
and what they would mean in our daily business processes. And we had to make some hard decisions to 
say goodbye to some leaders who didn't fit in our 'new' organisation anymore. 

Another idea to spread the message, was creating a note block with 
the core values on it & every employee would recieve one of those 
note blocks. It turned out we missed the most important one, Safety! 
We had taken that value so for granted, that we actually forgot to 
explicitly notice it on the block. 

Instead of considering this as a big failure, we looked at it from the 
point of a nearling - we did something with the right intention but it 
didn't work out as expected. And that mindset helped us to use this 
nearling as an opportunity to emphasize the importance of Safety 
even more. We gave everyone a stamp with the word Safety on and 
asked them to stamp it on the note block themselves. It turned out 
that it was a great way to make sure that Safety is in the heads of all 
our people.

HR Director @ large supplier to printing and packaging industry

'Failure is not an option. It's a privil ige re served only for those who try.' - Anonymous


