
Image:  
Grégoire Japiot, Flickr



Marc Hébert, Innovation Office

San Francisco Human Services Agency

Reflecting on & 

Reducing Failures

17 October 2017

@anthromarc



@anthromarc   | San Francisco Human Services Agency
Image: Ricardo Villar, Flickr



@anthromarc   | San Francisco Human Services Agency
Images Cropped: Davvi Chrzastek & Anthony Quintano Flickr 



@anthromarc   | San Francisco Human Services Agency
Image: Ignacio Munguía, Flickr



@anthromarc   | San Francisco Human Services Agency
Image: http://sfhsainnovationoffice.tumblr.com/



InnovationOffice, San Francisco Human Services Agency | @anthromarc

Generic Service Design Template
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TODAY
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Overview / agenda
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You may have…



Overview / agenda
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Big Picture
 A Note on the Privilege of Failure Talk
 Our Failure Stories (anchor)
1st: Social Work & Writing
2nd: Human-Centered Design
3rd : Behavioral Economics
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Learning Lab
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The sound of failure 
takes many forms.
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But then…



Problem-Based Approach
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1st Activity
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Deal with emotional 
side of failure 
before learning 
from it or glorifying 
it at conferences.
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Cesspool of Emotional Ugliness
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“Stormy First Draft” 
~A. Lamott

“The story I’m 
telling myself is…” 
~B. Brown



1st Activity

Write down the “Stormy First Draft” of how 
you’ve been describing one failure to 
yourself. Choose something that still stings.

Start by writing…”The story I’m telling myself 
is…” 

Questions? Spend 3 min. 

@anthromarc   | San Francisco Human Services Agency
Adapted From: Brené Brown, Rising Strong, 2015 & Anne Lamott, Bird by Bird, 1980.



If we were all to sit in a 
circle and confess our sins, 
we would laugh at each 
other for lack of originality.

~Kahlil Gibran

@anthromarc   | San Francisco Human Services Agency
Source: http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/1359411-if-we-were-all-to-sit-in-a-circle-and



@anthromarc   | San Francisco Human Services Agency

2nd Activity
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Designingyour.life/reso
urces/

See their handout for 
helping us to think 
about failure…

…and to iterate our 
stormy drafts.



1 2 3
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Failure: Did NOT email final draft of research 
findings with a collaborator before sharing 
with others. 

Screw-up: ✓

Insight: All drafts are not equal!
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Failure: Constantly checking emails during 
work meetings.

Weakness: ✓

Insight: Keep phone in pocket and on silent 
for more meetings.
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Failure: Three groups of learners were not 
practicing service design techniques. 

Learning Opportunity: ✓

Insight: No support structure.
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2nd Activity

Is you stormy First Draft failure a screw-up, 
weakness or a learning opportunity?

Any insights? 

Spend 3 min.
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3rd Activity
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Premortem
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(1) Epic Failure

 Imagine one of your 
projects is done.

 Write as many reasons 
as possible why 
everyone “touching” 
this project collectively 
caused it to fail.

 Use past tense of verbs.
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Adapted From: Cass Sunstein and  Reid Hastie, Wiser, 2014 & Daniel Kahneman, Thinking Fast and Slow, 2011

(2) Amazing Success

 Again imagine the 
same project is done.

 Describe how the 
same project team 
made it an amazing 
success.

 Use past tense of 
verbs.

(3) What to do now to  failure and  success?
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Review
Frameworks/Activities 
1st: Stormy First Draft & The story I’m 
telling myself is…
2nd: Failure Framework
3rd : Premortem



Continue the Conversation

• Most important?
• Surprise you?
• Unanswered question?
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