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STUDENT WELL-BEING 

daring  
TO FAIL

he interest within our 
profession on the impact  
that positive psychology, 
growth mindset (Dweck, 
2006) and resilience 
can play in graduate 
employability has rightly 

gathered momentum in recent times. Students 
need to develop qualities not just confined to 
knowledge and skills. We know the labour 
market is tough to navigate and that the 
students we support will need to develop a 
range of attributes: resilience, confidence, 
adaptability, perseverance and a healthy 
dose of optimism. A growth mindset can help 
students see failure as a crucial component 
of learning, and help them embrace 
opportunities to try new things outside their 
comfort zone.

Yet we also know that in the metric-driven 
era of higher education, failure can often 
be seen as ‘not an option’, especially with 
employment outcomes playing a pivotal 
role in the Teaching Excellence Framework 
(TEF). With careers services striving to meet 
challenging targets, could this lead us to 
avoid taking riskier, long-term approaches 
in our work? While we quite rightly focus 
on helping our students develop a growth 
mindset, I believe an integral part of this 
process is to take that lens and apply it to  

our own development as careers 
professionals. If we are to follow our own 
advice, does this mean taking a conscious 
approach to daring to fail more? I want to 
share three difficulties that I have encountered 
as a careers adviser that, from conversations 
with others, makes me believe I may not be 
alone in experiencing them. 

NOT LIVING UP TO  
EXPECTATIONS

In our profession, there is often a feeling 
of pressure to have all the answers. We 
feel the need to react with immediacy and 
accuracy to student requests for support with 
their career planning.  Being positioned as 
a ‘careers expert’ can tacitly create tension 
between feeling the need to be a human 
Wikipedia versus the desire to deliver true 
careers guidance. Within social psychology, 
this could be seen as an example of the 
phenomenon called ‘behaviour confirmation’ 
(Snyder, 1984), where the careers adviser 
senses and then behaves according to the 
beliefs and expectations set by the student. 
On reflection, this shows the importance 
of discussing, setting and managing 
expectations so students understand our role 
and its agreed purpose from the outset. In 
fact, there is a name for that too: ‘behaviour 
disconfirmation’, where we act against the 

TEncouraging students to 
develop resilience to cope with 
change and failure is gaining 
prominence within higher 
education. Leigh Fowkes, 
Careers and Employability 
Adviser at The Open University, 
suggests that to support others 
we also need to consider 
how we approach common 
challenges and failure in our 
own roles.

           THERE IS STRENGTH  

IN NOT HAVING 
BLIND BELIEF IN  
YOUR ABILITIES
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perceived expectation we feel. This can be 
tough when you’re starting out in a new role 
or career path and you are eager to please 
and prove yourself. I have learned that the 
uneasy feeling of failing to meet expectations 
was probably because I did not provide 
space to discuss them. 

IMPOSTER SYNDROME
This phrase, coined by clinical psychologists 
from research in the 1970s, is a common 
phenomenon that, interestingly, doesn’t 
discriminate according to talent. It denotes 
the dreaded feeling of being found out to 
be a ‘fraud’ and can be particularly difficult 
to deal with. We often think we are alone 
in having these thoughts and the pressure 
to maintain an outward air of confidence 
can make us unwilling to share our fears. 
Personal achievements and positive feedback 
unfortunately offer no immunity from these 
feelings. We educate students about the value 
of self-awareness and reflection, however, 
at times this reflection can lead to increased 
anxiety and self-doubt; we are often our own 
harshest critics. 

In my own life, I have learned to be 
more at ease with my own inner voice. 
For example, it will often tell me I need to 
read more to feel smarter, whether it’s new 
theories, policies or careers publications.  

My reading list is in a state of perpetual 
motion with no end in sight; I simply fail to 
keep up or my attention moves to something 
more bright and shiny. However, I have come 
to realise that it’s not about how much reading 
I get through but applying what I do learn to 
inform my practice. In pursuing awareness 
and acceptance of our deficiencies, we allow 
ourselves room to learn and grow. 

COMPARING MYSELF  
TO OTHERS

We are told not to compare ourselves with 
others, but at times this seems impossible. We 
can feel pushed to present hyper-idealised 
versions of our personal and professional 
lives on social media platforms such as 
Facebook or LinkedIn; after all, we educate 
our students to pay close attention to their 

’personal brand‘. Psychologists call this 
phenomenon ‘social comparison theory’.  
We compare ourselves to others resulting 
in two types of scenario: upward and 
downward comparison, often based on 
our mood and situation. A downward 
comparison can make us believe things could 
be worse, while an upward comparison can 
be used to inspire and motivate us. However, 
there are dangers here: too much focus on 
the misfortune of others might improve self-
esteem, but might not provide a framework 
for growth; while looking upwards can elicit 
feelings of envy and low-esteem depending 
on our mood and well-being.

           A GROWTH 
MINDSET CAN HELP 
STUDENTS SEE 
FAILURE AS A  
CRUCIAL COMPONENT  
OF LEARNING

Initially the difficulties I have faced have 
felt like failures. However, on reflection, 
and in the context of trying to foster a 
growth mindset, I am reminded that 
they are instead crucial components to 
learning and development. Sharing and 
discussing the challenges and failures we 
face can help us learn from each other. 
Although uncomfortable, there is strength 
in not having blind belief in your abilities, 
and in questioning the inner voices that 
make us have doubts and feel conflicted. 
We need to see this not as weakness, but 
that we ‘dared to fail’.
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