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Failure and its Coping Mechanisms  
 

SHUBHI VIJAYWARGIYA
1 

      

ABSTRACT 
Failure: a simple seven letters word but feared by most when it comes to facing it. When 

we talk about this, there are a lot of definitions for it, depending on the situation. The most 

common meanings are ‘lack of success’, ‘not able to achieve the desired goal’. When one 

comes across it, low self- esteem, low confidence, and lack of self-worth are commonly 

found. Failure is like a two-sided coin; one side is totally giving up once failed and having 

absolutely zero intention to get going. Whereas the other side is, getting up as a stronger 

and determined individual and achieve the goal in a much revised and better manner. The 

decision is entirely on you, which side of the coin would you rather be on. While the 

discussion on this continues, the coping mechanism to come out of this phase and perform 

efficiently is as much of the same importance. Coping means, putting in one own’s 

conscious effort to work on one’s personal matters to reduce anxiety, stress. In relation 

with failure, there are many coping mechanisms like accepting it and move on, or crying 

and running away etc. Different medical researchers recommend different coping 

mechanisms for failure according to the person as well as the situation they have faced the 

same in. This research paper contains about how different age groups define what is failure 

to them and cope with it. A survey has been conducted for the same which will be discussed 

in the following paper.  

Keywords: Failure, Coping, Success, Emotions, Coping Mechanisms. 

  

I. INTRODUCTION  
“It is impossible to live without failing at something unless you live so cautiously that you 

might as well have not lived at all, in which case you have failed by default.” 

- J.K Rowling 

We have had a basic understanding as to what is a failure, but have we ever tried to figure out 

why is it an important element of life? No. Often, this concept is correlated with negativity, 

being painful, causing emotional turmoil. But people who have actually faced it and have cope 

up and got back on their feet, know that failure is a necessary part of success. It hurts, you are 

made fun of as well when you fail, but that is exactly why it is necessary.  

 
1 Author is a student at Gujarat National Law University, India 
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For instance, when a baby starts walking, it does not succeed at the first go. She trips and cries 

multiple times, and this is the failure for the baby. But when you ask the mother of the baby, 

she will say with full confidence and wholeheartedly, that her baby will walk one day. She 

might fall down many times, but she will for sure walk.  

Sometimes, it is important to fall down a couple of times and hit hard surfaces, just to get up 

stronger and be cautious about the next hurdle. 

Following are the few lessons which are learnt from failure: - 

1. Experience- What do you learn from failure? What we go through something and 

experience it first-hand, we inculcate a better understanding of life. The experience of 

failing is undervalued. It is an important aspect to alter our actions and rectify them the 

next time you come across a similar situation. 

2. Knowledge- Along with experience, the knowledge you gain through it, is necessary 

for us to avoid and overcome the very failure that caused the pain in the first place. This 

information can be harnessed in future forthcomings. 

3. Resilience- We become resilient when we fail at a task. With the assumptions and hopes 

that success can be achieved in the first try or the first few tries, we are preparing 

ourselves for a more painful failure. Being resilient makes an individual more observant 

of the surroundings and helps in achieving success in smaller steps rather than 

overworking ourselves with high expectations to get the desired goal faster. 

4. Growth- Failure helps us to grow and mature as human beings. With a better 

understanding of things around us, enough knowledge to change our perspectives, and 

developing meaning from painful situations. It also helps us to become a part of a global 

society. 

5. Value- One of the greatest lessons we can learn from life’s ups and downs, is the 

necessity to create and spread the importance of values. Values are an important factor 

of success and lack of value is one of the major stones leading to failure. So having the 

values, respecting them, and keeping in mind the road to success will not only help you 

achieve the goal better but also make you a better human being. 

These lessons are common for all age groups, from a 5-year-old kid to a 65-year-old man. 

Everybody’s definition of failure will be different according to whatever situation they might 

have experienced it in. In the survey which I had conducted for the same, I got responses which 

were all varied. 

Is it possible to cope up with failure? 
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Yes, very much possible. But how? 

II. COPING MECHANISMS: WHAT ARE THEY, HOW DO THEY HELP AND IS IT 

EFFECTIVE? 
As we are familiar with the meaning of coping, i.e., putting in conscious efforts to reduce 

anxiety, depression, or overcome personal matters, coping mechanisms are “the efforts”. 

Coping is the phenomenon, whereas the mechanisms are used for this phenomenon to take 

place. They are strategies used by people to reduce the trauma/ stressful events while 

maintaining their emotional well-being. 

In psychology, these strategies are defined as adaptive tools that we proactively manage to 

avoid an outburst. These tools can be our thoughts, emotions, actions which solely depend on 

and vary from personality to personality. For example, a social and friendly face is likely to 

use a solution-focused and more communication-based to help him solve his problems. On the 

other hand, a shy, timid person would rather use self-copying mechanisms which will help 

psychologically.  

As per Lazarus and Folkman (1984), “coping as constantly changing cognitive and behavioral 

efforts to manage specific external and internal demands that are appraised as taxing or 

exceeding the resources of the person.”. From this, we infer that, subconsciously or 

consciously, the ultimate goal of coping is to solve your problems and return to homeostasis.  

The coping theory is a vast subject area, so it is divided into 2 broad parameters: - 

(A) Focus-oriented Theories 

It focuses on recognizing a person’s internal resources and mental capacity and the energy for 

analyzing how well one adapts to a situation. 

(B) Approach-oriented Theories 

It includes micro and macro analytic coping theories telling us how abstract and engaging the 

coping mechanism is. (Carver, Scheier, and Weintraub, 1989). 

Coping styles can be problem-focused (instrumental) or emotion-focused. Problem-focused 

coping strategies are methods that help in reducing stress by solving the problem, whereas 

emotion-focused coping strategies help people to handle their emotions or any feeling of 

distress that maybe, caused due to the problem. 

One more observation about coping mechanisms is that, though they work for a time, they 

might not be effective in the long term. These ineffective coping mechanisms have unintended 
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negative consequences and create a further disturbing environment is called ‘maladaptive 

coping’. Adaptive coping, on the other hand, is healthy and generally effective enough to 

manage stressful situations.  

When it comes to failure, many emotions have been observed, and sometimes might react 

negatively. Therefore, instead of looking for healthy ways to cope up with it, we resort to 

maladaptive practices: - 

1. Escape: The idea of running away from the problems and not face them seems more 

pleasing than ever in a situation where you have not achieved your goal and cannot 

even look at yourself in the mirror without talking bad about yourself. 

2. Compulsion and risk-taking: After avoiding and running away, a compulsive decision 

is taken with a massive adrenaline rush, which is risky like unsafe sex, theft, 

experimenting with drugs, reckless intoxication driving. 

3. Unhealthy self-soothing: For making oneself calm, resorting to self-soothing 

techniques like overeating, binge drinking because being under the perception of being 

incompetent to get the task done, and therefore, soothe oneself with healthy means, but 

over usage of these means leads to addiction and so, unhealthy practices. 

4. Self-Harm: People engage in self-harming when the stress and trauma of failure are 

too much, and to punish themselves for not being good enough, they do such things.  

These are when failure hits you hard enough to curve into a cold and unhealthy manner. But 

we also know that this is just one side of the coin. The other side is about positively taking 

failure and coping with this in a much healthier way are as follows: - 

1. Asking for help: Support from someone close by talking to them is an effective way 

of managing your emotions and align them. External support can help in avoiding 

chances of self-isolation as well as negative thoughts settling in the mind. 

2. Relaxation: Right after failing, it is inhumane to get right back on track the next day. 

Relaxing oneself with activities that make the mind stay at peace and regain the 

concentration to work better next time is necessary. 

3. Problem-solving: One of the most common coping techniques is to determine the 

problem and find a solution. The most troublesome task is to determine where the error 

was that caused one to fail in the first place. Once that has been achieved, finding the 

solution is not hard at all. 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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4. Physical activity: Exercise is proved to be one of the most natural and healthy ways of 

relieving stress. Yoga, meditation, running, team sports, dancing can help people cope 

with stress and give them a fresh perception by keeping the mind at par without too 

many thoughts flowing.  

These are the few healthy and unhealthy ways to treatment for failure. Everyone adapts to a 

different one according to their personality and nature but is a known fact that healthy ways to 

cope are far much more effective in the long run than that maladaptive strategies. Coping 

mechanisms become a liability only when not used properly and when the right one is not 

adopted. 

Getting an idea on how to cope with failure, a few words about what failure is and how the 

understanding of it starts in one's life, by some of the known psychologists are as follows: - 

• Dr. Nancy B. Irwin, Psy.D., a therapist and clinical hypnotist from Los Angeles 

shared that one of the most difficult challenges in overcoming fear is that you cannot 

wait to start facing your fears until you feel scared.2  

 Once you have faced failure, the inner confidence becomes shaky. So, to try to get it 

back is by taking up small tasks which may or may not be adequate. It will help not 

only in boosting your confidence but also to give you the strength to face your fears. 

She says, “Taking on something you have feared that will prove that your worst fear is 

probably what you have imagined: people will not run or laugh, you will not throw up 

or pass out or die. This confidence will spill into other aspects of your life." 

• Dr. Andres Ericsson, a psychologist, spent decades studying the science of expertise. 

He develops an understanding that deliberate practice is what differentiates between 

greats from not-so-greats. It means that the need to come out of your comfort zone and 

achieving your goals. When one comes across failure, the importance of accepting it 

and being okay with it, is the entire gameplay. 

He quotes, “You are going to fail several times before you can consistently perform at 

this new level. Very few people like to make mistakes. Embedding it is a long-term 

process where you get better, that is the foundation for providing you with the 

information that you need to be able to make adjustments."3  

 
2 Dr. Nancy B. Irwin 

 https://www.drnancyirwin.com/ 
3 Anders Ericsson https: 

//www.businessinsider.in/a-top-psychologist-says-you-cant-call-yourself-an-expert-unless-youve-gotten-things-

wrong-a-lot/articleshow/55123168.cms 
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The opinions of some experts have helped us with a deeper understanding of how failure works 

and how negatively it is recognized in the world, which is untrue. The most important way to 

cope with it is to change your outlook about your experience and accept and be okay with your 

failed attempts. Once this is in place, everything falls in place. 

III. SURVEY ANALYSIS 
Fear of failure begins at a young age. It can be from poor childhood experiences that leave a 

person wanting to avoid anything because of its past. Whereas on the other side, there is a 

successful family, who are scared of facing failure. To have a clear picture of how each age 

group defines what is failure, according to them, how they feel when they come across it, and 

how they plan to cope up with it, I surveyed with responses of 20-25 odd people answering a 

few questions.  

The survey was conducted from age 18-74 years. The purpose of such a range was to have a 

wider variety of responses and deep knowledge about different opinions. The diagram below 

gives us the absolute number of people who have been part of the survey. 

 

Most of them have faced failure at some point in their life and for each one, the result is unique. 

The common emotions felt by all are devasted, depressed, anxious, low, upset, guilty, and so 

on. The purpose of asking what people felt after facing failure was to comprehend what makes 

them feel this way. The main reason is that very few people take failure as a positive outlook 

and feel defeated, devasted when they do. Feeling of happiness, joy, or even acceptance are not 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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often what people will reflect after a step down to their road of success. In connection to these 

emotions, the answers to what failure was to all of them were varied like: 

• Not able to achieve the set target, failing in exams, not working hard enough, 

• Something unachievable for one, going back to square one even after putting your 

100%, the impression of not being able to do something your peers can. 

Hence, from such answers, it is comprehensible that all of these were failures because the short-

term goals were not at par. As a result of which the individual goes behind a few steps lowering 

the confidence and belief. That is when the coping mechanisms come into the picture and help 

one get up to perform better. For more than half of the candidates, coping mechanisms have 

been effective. 

 

As we have discussed above, two groups of coping mechanisms people can resort to 

maladaptive practices and healthy adaptive practices. There were options given with a 

combination of both and below pie chart shows the following: - 

 

The most marked response is ‘Learn what went wrong and plan’ (51.9%). This mechanism 

is that it is necessary to fail forward. Failing forward helps in learning from the setbacks and 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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mistakes made during the process and making the necessary adjustments until we succeed. That 

is when the planning strategy comes in. Every change made, every person met, and every 

information that is received needs to come together so that a different outcome is created, 

leading to success.  

The second most marked response is ‘Blaming oneself and not doing anything about it’ 

(14.8%). It is a maladaptive practice. The failure in one’s life affects so much that he/she is 

willing to blame themselves and cry about it rest of their life but are not motivated to get up 

and keep going. It signifies that one has given up and does not want to do anything about it 

because they are drowning in a pool of self-blame, exhaustion, and depression with no hope. 

The third most marked response is ‘Give up and perform another task to get up back on 

track’ (11.1%). It seems like an innovative way to not stop yourself. If one task is not achieved, 

instead of letting out frustration on the one task and wasting time on it, performing another one, 

and celebrating after its completion helps in increasing the motivation, confidence to 

accomplish the former. It increases the chances of one’s success and helps to discourage one 

who tries to stop after one unachievable target. 

Other responses such as, accepting responsibility for the mistake by being completely honest 

with oneself so, that it can be known as to what precisely went wrong. It is easy to get distracted, 

run away from it and avoid facing the truth, like watching TV or jump onto something new 

without fixing the earlier problems. The major problem with this very mechanism is that if we 

avoid accepting responsibility for our mistakes, the rate of us failing the next time rises 

insanely. As Albert Einstein said, “It was insane to do the same thing again and again and 

expect a different outcome.” If you need to turn your failure into success, the very first thing is 

accepting the fail or else you will be repeating the same errors, whether you realize it or not. 

 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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The suggestions given by candidates that they would like to give others are very resourceful. 

Instead of going through what they experienced and avoid making similar mistakes, these 

means can be handy. Some of them are as follows: - 

• Take your time to come of the failure and when you are ready, push yourself harder 

than before. 

• Be smart and work accordingly and effectively. Analyze the appropriate place where 

efforts need to put forward. 

• Viewing it as failure will not do anything. Just look at it as something that is supposed 

to teach you something and understand that you have learned from it whether you 

realize it or not. 

• It is complicated for our wired brain to doubt ourselves or to have honest speculation 

of ourselves. The more self-aware we are, the better we will be at recognizing our 

flaws.  

• Have faith in yourself. If you start doubting yourself from the start, you will mess it up 

for sure. 

In conclusion to this analysis, it establishes the truth that the external factors that affect one’s 

life are not in their control, but the only thing how you have planned to live with the hurdles 

are. If your head is clear and a detailed, comprehensive plan laid out in front of you, then the 

chances for you to achieve your goal are higher. 

You must be accustomed to the saying that “Every successful man is who he is because of their 

failures.” 

For instance, former president Abraham Lincoln had lost the senate elections in 1859, but his 

loss inspired many people because he did not give up and kept going. Two years later, he ran 

for president and won. Even though he lacks the formal education and initial political failures 

in his career, he did not let this rattle him and became one of the greatest presidents. 

IV. CONCLUSION 
Failure has been, is, and will always be a part of life whether one wants it or not. Being rattled, 

afraid to achieve the goal in fear of failing does not help accomplish anything. From the above 

research and the survey, it is understandable that coping mechanisms have been effective for 

many people to cope up and get back on their feet. We cannot stop the obstacles from appearing 

in our lives, but we can learn and choose how to handle them. They may block our vision, 

senses temporarily and may push us off course for a while, but if we preserve and focus on 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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keeping the mind calm, we can discover various opportunities that are waiting on the other 

side. The most relevant action is to meditate and keep the mind still from wandering 

everywhere. Once this is accomplished, emotions under control than being heightened, it is 

very much possible to look over the other side of the grass. As we get more efficient and 

familiar with the process of coping, we are opening the door for us to be able to see the positive 

side in even the toughest of situations. If there is any difficulty in coping up by yourself, 

consulting a therapist or a mental health professional is highly appreciated. It does not make 

one weak but makes you more experienced with the advice given by professionals in a safe and 

non-judgemental environment. 

**** 
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