
Behavioral Interviews – Failure 

STEP 1: WHAT IS YOUR BELIEF? 

Reflective Questions: 

• Do you have an internal definition of failure? If so, how does that differ from the external 

(business) metric? 

• How do you see failure, that is, what does it mean to you? 

• What’s your emotional response to it? 

• How do you bounce back (recover) ? 

• How does your response to your own failure differ when it’s someone on your team? 

• What’s the difference between a mistake and a failure? 

How the Question may show up: 

• Tell me about a time where a project didn’t turn out the way you expected and what did 

you learn from it? 

• Tell me about a time that you failed and how did you handle it? 

• We’ve all failed at one time or another, tell about a time you failed? 

Why are they asking this question? 

Failure happens to everyone. It’s about how you responded to it and what you’ve learned from 

it. The key to this question is what you’ve learned from it. They want to understand how you 

bounce back (resilience) and the lesson you’ve learned that you are not likely to repeat again. 

STEP 2: WHAT IS YOUR ILLUSTRATING STORY? (YOUR BELIEFS IN 

ACTION) 

The Key Points/Story Beats they are looking for: 

• The root cause of the failure - your ownership of it  

• The impact on others and the impact on the organization  

• The lesson learned  

• What steps have you taken to make sure it doesn’t happen again 

In many ways this question is about your resilience and your ability to learn on the job. The 

contrast of before and after makes the impact. The greater the contrast, the greater the impact. 

Traps in answering this Question 

Not having a real failure 

• Using a mistake as a failure: “I was so busy I forgot to inform my manager of the 

decision that led to a . . . “  

• Using a failure caused by forces outside of your control: “The vendor changed the terms 

of the contract and that resulted in . . . “  

• Polishing a failure into a positive, ending the story with a serendipitous outcome :: “If I 

hadn’t made that mistake, we would have never discovered . . . “ 
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The Success of the story is the lesson learned. The greater the depth of ownership of the failure 

the greater the listener will believe that you will never make that mistake again. That belief is 

actually what makes this story a positive. Compare the examples below:  

Story A  

I was assigned to project x and there was a lot of work involved. I wanted to do my part and I let 

all the work consume my focus, so much so that I got distracted from seeing the signs that the 

strategy was not going to work. It didn’t work out in the end and we had to switch to a new 

strategy that eventually worked. I’ve learned to stay focused on the goal as a priority number 

one.  

Story B  

This story is about how I let my ego get in the way of my project. I was assigned to project x and 

wanted to prove myself. At one point I should have asked for help and I didn’t. That led to the 

failure of project x. Worse it was my team that had to spend the next three weeks in 70 hr. work 

weeks to pivot to a new strategy . . . I was humbled by that experience. I’ve learned to never let 

my ego get in the way of the success of my team. And whenever that temptation comes up, I 

remember what that team did for me.  

• Which of these stories do you believe the lesson has truly been learned?  

• What are some of the key story points that are missing from either story? Ownership and 

a touch of emotion can go a long way in making that story land more effectively 


