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Katherine Deane, Associate Professor at UEA, explored failure as an inevitable and valuable part of both research and life. Rather than seeing failure as a personal deficiency, she argued for understanding it as an opportunity for learning, growth, and systemic change. 
Key messages
· Failure is unavoidable in research. Research is a process, and setbacks, mistakes, rejected grants, failed experiments, unsuccessful interviews, and unexpected life events are normal parts of that process. 
· Adopt a growth mindset. Katherine contrasted a fixed mindset (where failure threatens identity) with a growth mindset (where failure becomes a source of learning and improvement). 
· Practice compassion. Drawing on research about compassion, she argued that compassion towards ourselves and others improves wellbeing, resilience, retention, and outcomes. She challenged the tendency within academia to respond to mistakes with blame rather than support. 
· The “ideal academic” is unrealistic. She critiqued academic culture for promoting impossible standards around productivity, health, availability, mobility, and personal circumstances. These expectations disproportionately affect disabled people, women, carers, neurodivergent people, and other minoritised groups. 
Personal experiences of failure
Katherine openly discussed:
· Missing her expected A-level grades.
· Numerous unsuccessful job and grant applications.
· Mistakes during her PhD, including laboratory errors.
· Living with long-term disability and chronic illness.
· Career disruption, difficult management experiences, financial setbacks, and balancing parenthood with academia. 
A central theme was that many events commonly labelled as "failures" are heavily influenced by circumstance, luck, systems, or health rather than individual shortcomings. 
Disability and systemic barriers
Katherine discussed:
· Her diagnosis of Functional Neurological Disorder and severe fatigue.
· The importance of understanding disability through the social model, which places responsibility on society to remove barriers rather than expecting disabled people to simply "try harder."
· The concept of spoon theory as a way of understanding limited energy and the need for pacing, planning, and self-management. 
She argued that minoritised groups act as "canaries in the coal mine": they often experience harmful workplace cultures first, but the underlying problems affect everyone. 
Learning from mistakes
Katherine shared examples of GDPR and ethical breaches involving PhD projects. While serious, these incidents were handled through:
· Honest reporting,
· Reflection,
· Supportive institutional responses,
· Learning from system weaknesses rather than simply blaming individuals. 
Speaking up and changing systems
A recurring message was the importance of:
· Challenging inaccessible systems,
· Being active in equality, diversity and inclusion work,
· Supporting collective action,
· Refusing to stay silent about unfair practices. 
She described her personal mission as: Removing barriers so people can express their brilliance. 
Conclusion
Katherine concluded that:
· Failure is inevitable.
· Most failures are the product of complex systems rather than individual inadequacy.
· Honest discussion of failure builds trust and integrity.
· Researchers should focus on learning, improving systems, and showing compassion to themselves and others. 

2. Summary of the Discussion Following the Talk
The discussion focused on how failures, challenges, disabilities, and negative experiences can become opportunities for personal growth, system improvement, and mutual support. 
· Failure is a normal and unavoidable part of life and research.
· It can be helpful to question whether perceived failures are located in the individual or in systems that expect conformity. 
· A completed thesis is better than chasing a perfect one. Academic standards are already extremely high and “Good enough” in academia is often still excellent work. 
· Honest conversations reduce shame and isolation.
· Supportive communities are essential for wellbeing and resilience.
· Many apparent individual failures are actually systemic issues.
· Rejected opportunities often open doors to new and unexpected possibilities.
· Compassion, flexibility, and self-acceptance are critical for sustaining a research career. 


