
WHEN THE PLAN FAILS:

You have likely heard that failing to plan is planning to fail. Let me 
suggest that you better plan to fail, because sooner or later you will. If 
that sounds a little grim, in fact it’s just reality.

Every organizational leader has experienced a plan that didn’t go as 
expected to one extent or another. It may have been a product launch that 
didn’t fly, an acquisition that didn’t happen, an unsuccessful hire, a drop 
in demand, labor shortages, or just about anything else you can think of. 

For the most part, I tend to describe these situations as a change of plan 
rather than a failure. Aside from the negative connotation, things we 
describe as “failures” are often due to situations that would have been 
difficult to foresee until you start putting things in place. A true failure 
takes place when you don’t plan for things that might reasonably have 
been accounted for. 

Aside from the normal stuff, there have been many events with large 
local, regional, or national economic impacts that would have been hard 
to plan for. To date myself, in my lifetime there has been the Arab States 
oil embargo of 1973; the recession of the early 1990s; the 9/11 terror 
attacks; the “Great Recession” of 2007 – 2009; the historic 2018 Camp 
Fire in Paradise, California; the global COVID-19 pandemic; and the 2025 
Southern California wildfires. You could throw in the recent record-
breaking government shutdown, though I will leave the finger pointing 
to others. 

The things that cause plans to fail are not always signs of incompetence 
or mismanagement, but rather are part of what it means to run a 
business in a changing and unpredictable environment. Small and mid-
sized businesses often operate with limited buffers, shifting customer 
expectations, and the pressure to do more with leaner teams. This makes 
planning essential, but it also makes the experience of a failed plan feel 
more personal.

REGROUP AND RECOUP
The most resilient and sustainably successful organizations share 
a common trait: they know how to respond when things do not go 
according to the original design, and they are not shocked when it 
happens. The focus shifts from blame to learning, from what went 
wrong to what we do next. Consider the following:

Fess Up Directly and Calmly
Step one is to acknowledge that the plan didn’t produce the intended 
result. This may seem simple, but many organizations skip it, instead 
allowing frustration, assumptions, or hallway conversations to define 
the narrative. When leadership acknowledges the situation clearly and 
without defensiveness, it builds trust and helps prevent speculation.

Instead of saying “It’s fine, it’s not a big issue,” say “That didn’t produce 
the outcome we expected. Let’s dig into it.” This tone sets the stage 
for collective problem-solving rather than frustration or confusion. 
Leaders model how the organization deals with setbacks, and calm 
acknowledgment leads to focused solutions.

Assess, Don’t Blame
Not all failures are created equal, as noted above. Some come from flawed 
assumptions, some from failed execution of the plan, and others from 
changing external conditions. The goal is to understand the root cause, 
which isn’t always the easiest or most obvious explanation. Effective 
approaches include:

• Data review: Compare what was projected to what occurred. Look for 
patterns rather than isolated data points.

• Customer and stakeholder input: Their perspective can reveal
realities internal teams miss.

The things that cause plans to fail are 
not always signs of incompetence or 
mismanagement, but rather are part of what 
it means to run a business in a changing and 
unpredictable environment.
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• Process evaluation: Did communication, handoffs, or unclear 
expectations play a role?

• Root cause analysis tools: For example, the simple “Five Whys”
method popularized by the Toyota Corporation can highlight
underlying issues better than a surface-level post-mortem. 

The key is learning, not fault-finding. Blame creates defensiveness, which 
tends to shut people up – exactly the opposite of what is needed. It is true 
that blame may be in order, but do it professionally and privately, at least 
initially. Don’t make “blame” your culture for plans that don’t turn out. 

Clarify the Goal
Sometimes a failed plan just shows that the original objective was not 
accurately aligned with business capacity, market timing, or available 
resources. Clarifying the goal ensures the organization remains aligned 
on what matters most.

Ask yourself if the objective is realistic given your staffing, expertise, 
and financial structure. Has the business environment changed 
since planning began? Is the goal still necessary, or has the situation 
fundamentally changed?

A more focused, well-resourced goal can produce greater long-term 
results than a broad, aspirational one that drains momentum.

Time for Tinkering
Adjust the plan using what you learned. Once you feel confident that you 
understand why the plan failed and what the revised target should be, 
create a revised strategy. Adjustments might include:

• Scaling down the project into phases

• Redirecting the budget to the areas where the highest leverage exists

• Reassigning responsibilities to match strengths and workload

• Piloting new approaches in small segments before making large
changes

• Bringing in outside expertise where internal capacity is insufficient.

This is where flexibility becomes a strategic strength. I think of it as 
“Plan Be,” as in “Be flexible.” A revised plan is not weakness but a sign 
of responsiveness.

Communicate, Communicate, Communicate
Albert Einstein is quoted as having said “If you can't explain it to a 
six-year-old you don't understand it yourself,” and it is true that 
communication can be the “silent failure point” in organizational 
strategy. If communication is untimely or unclear, employees may 
continue to operate under the assumptions of the previous plan even 
after leadership changes course. If the plan wasn’t a secret, the changes 
shouldn’t be either. 

Make sure these are clear:

• What changed

• Why it changed

• What success now looks like

• How progress will be measured

• Who is responsible for what.

Support Morale and Organizational Culture
Failed plans can create frustration and fatigue. Team members may 
question leadership direction or worry about stability. This makes the 
impact on organizational culture especially important during significant 
changes in the original plan. Make sure you:

• Acknowledge the work people have already put in

• Reinforce the organization’s mission and purpose

• Show visible commitment to adjusting and learning rather than
blaming

• Demonstrate that adjustments are simply part of healthy strategy.

When people feel respected and informed, they stay engaged, even 
through corrections and rebuilds.

Document the Lessons Learned

Organizations that learn well outperform those that repeat the same 
patterns. After the plan has been revised or concluded, document:

• Key assumptions that didn’t hold true

• What signals were missed (or noticed too late)

• What processes helped or hindered progress

• What the organization would do differently next time.

Over time, this “lessons library” strengthens forecasting, decision-
making, and confidence in future planning cycles.

Implement a Regular Plan Review Rhythm
Many strategies fail not because they were flawed from the start, but 
because they were not monitored closely enough. You can benefit from 
shorter, more frequent review cycles rather than once-a-year planning.

Consider:

• Monthly operational reviews

• Quarterly strategic adjustment meetings

• Defined checkpoints tied to milestones.

Use the Experience to Strengthen Leadership
Leaders who navigate failed or changed plans with steadiness and 
clarity can build credibility. They demonstrate that effectiveness is not 
measured by avoiding setbacks, but by responding to them promptly 
and appropriately.

It helps to:

• Separate the problem from the people

• Be both optimistic and realistic

• Communicate openly when outcomes shift

• Make adjustments without losing direction.

The Takeaway
Every organization, regardless of size, industry, or longevity, will 
have plans that don’t work out as intended. What separates resilient 
organizations from struggling ones is not the absence of setbacks but 
how they respond when setbacks happen.

Morrison has assisted many organizations with strategic, operational, 
financial, succession, and other planning. We have seen that a changed 
plan can become a turning point toward a better strategy, a moment 
that strengthens culture, and a foundation for more confident planning 
in the future. 




