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A few years ago, I worked on a project with 
primary school children, where they organised 
an event for their neighborhood. I vividly 
remember promoting the event at a nursing 
home with one of the children. A shy 10-year-
old girl faced many of her fears, stepping out of 
her comfort zone that day.

Later, I was interviewed about the project, and 
the interview was titled, “I show children that 
making mistakes is okay.” This title, though 
unintentional, perfectly captured the essence 
of what I value strongly in the practice of design.

Embracing the possibility of failure is crucial 
in the design process, as it allows for learning 
through iterations. However, growing up in a 
performance-focused society has conditioned 
us to avoid failure, making it challenging to see 
mistakes as opportunities for growth.

My mission is to demonstrate the value of failure, 
and this journey begins with this master’s thesis.

PREFACE

This  thesis explores the concept of failure 
flexibility within the innovation culture at NS 
through an exploratory case study.  The innovation 
process involves setbacks, unexpected 
directions, and uncertainty. Recognising failures 
as learning opportunities rather than negative 
outcomes is essential to navigating this process. 
However, societal norms have established a 
performance-focused mindset, leading to a fear 
of failure.

This fear hinders innovation within organisations 
like NS, where the high societal dependency 
on safe and punctual services fosters risk 
aversion. This cautious approach extends to 
safer domains, where being open to failure is 
desired. Such a safe domain within the NS is 
the Innovatie Platform, a team dedicated to 
facilitating innovation projects and conducting 
workshops.

Using an action research approach, the study 
investigated the role of failure flexibility in 
NS’s innovation culture, employing various 
anthropology and design methods. The findings 
showed that while NS employees understand the 
importance of embracing failure in innovation, 
they don’t know how to use failure to grow in the 
innovation process.

To address this, a two-to-three-hour workshop 
was designed, focusing on 1) letting go of 
expectations, 2) distinguishing between failure 
in innovation and regular projects, and 3) 
learning as much as possible in the time that 
we have. The workshop was conducted six 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

times, with an average of eight participants per 
session. It provided a positive, energetic, and 
safe environment for participants to experience 
the role of failure in innovation, initiating a 
mindset shift that even led to the assignment of 
new projects.

While the workshop effectively initiates a 
transformation towards a more innovative 
culture —building trust, encouraging out-of-
the-box thinking, and altering mindsets— there 
remains room for improvement. Enhancing 
organisational governance to embed this 
concept more deeply and making moments of 
failure more explicit could further strengthen 
the workshop’s impact.

This work contributes to existing research 
by demonstrating the use of design thinking 
to highlight the value of failure, offering a 
practical solution to previously identified 
tensions, and designing a workshop tailored 
to an organisational context in addition to an 
educational context. Despite the workshop’s 
success in fostering a failure-flexible mindset, 
future work should focus on overcoming 
challenges related to deadlines, clarifying 
responsibilities, and better defining innovation 
projects.

Ultimately, this research provides valuable 
insights for cultivating a failure-flexible 
innovative culture at NS and offers a useful 
framework for other organisations aiming to 
incorporate failure as a constructive element in 
their innovation processes.
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Introduction



Innovation is often understood as the holy 
grail of organisational success, yet its 
journey comes with setbacks. As the founder 
of Pixar once stated, “Fail early and fail 
fast,”   as embracing failure is essential to 
the innovation process (Catmull & Wallace, 
2014). This idea is resonated by Google, which 
portrays their failed projects in the “Google 
Graveyard.” However, the ability to navigate 
and learn from these failures, rather than 
viewing them as mistakes, is essential for 
fostering a culture of innovation (Iske, 2018). 

Innovation is important to many companies, 
and so it is for the Dutch Railways (NS). As the 
largest passenger transport company in the 
Netherlands, NS plays a crucial role in society, 
impacting the daily lives of over a million 
passengers. Innovation is reflected in various 
parts of their services, including checking 
in with the OV card, renting OV bikes, and 
using the NS app for travel planning. These 
innovations underscore the significance of 
NS as an interesting practical case study for 
exploring the potential applications of failure 
flexibility in innovation.

Although NS has adopted innovation 
methods, cultivating an innovation mindset 
in organisational culture remains challenging 
(Prud’homme van Reine, 2017). This requires a 
shift from linear thinking to iterative processes, 
where failures are embraced as integral to 
the innovation journey (Iske, 2018). Embracing 
uncertainty and seeing failure as an opportunity 
to improve in an innovation process is important 
to learn from iterations in a design process (R. 

INTRODUCTION

A. Price, 2023). Being able to see these failures as 
inspiration to continue the innovation trajectory is 
a capability that R. Price and Van Der Bijl-Brouwer 
(2023) have captured as designer resilience. This 
is ‘the meta-cognitive capacity and adaptability 
we draw upon when designing gets difficult’. 
In academic literature, this capability has been 
investigated in educational contexts but not yet in 
organisational contexts.

Therefore, this project aims to explore failure 
flexibility in the innovation culture of the Dutch 
Railways (NS). 

Throughout this design project, an exploratory, 
qualitative, and action research approach will be 
employed. The research will be guided by three 
phases: prioritising problem definition initially, 
followed by conceptualization, and ultimately 
focusing on validation in the context of the NS.

In this report, you will first be guided through 
background information on the context of the 
company. Following this, theoretical background 
will be shared. Then, an explanation of the 
approach will be provided. Subsequently, the 
report will progress through three phases, 
each commencing with an explanation of the 
methods and techniques employed, followed by 
a discussion of the results obtained.

NS
Since its establishment in 1837, NS has been the largest Dutch 
railway company. Their responsibility is to transport passengers, 
and therefore, NS is the face of railway transportation. Starting in the 
mid-1990s, NS underwent a transformation from a governmental 
to a private organization. Nevertheless, NS remains reliant on 
concessions granted by the government today, each with a period 
of 10 years. Additionally, the government maintains full ownership 
of the NS, holding a 100% share. This monopoly and reliance on 
the government highlight its crucial societal role (Nederlandse 
Spoorwegen, n.d.).

Since NS is the face of train transportation, the organisation gets 
all the criticism when expectations are not met, even though 
the success of the operation does not merely depend on NS’s 
operation. Additionally, the pandemic has resulted in a decrease 
in passenger numbers and labour shortages, which have created 
financial difficulties. As a result, ticket prices have increased and 
trains have been cancelled, fueling dissatisfaction and leading to 
a decline in the company’s reputation (Nederlandse Spoorwegen, 
2023).

NS has a responsibility to provide a safe and punctual service. The 
safety and privacy of the passengers or colleagues are central to 
each project. Therefore, employees don’t want to be accountable 
for any mistakes that will harm people, which makes them risk-
averse. 

The crucial societal role, reputational fear, and focus on safety cause 
a risk-averse organization. In the operational domain, avoiding risks 
is important. However, avoiding risks spills over to safer domains 
where failure could be of great value, for example, in the Innovatie 
Platform.
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Figure 1 Location Innovatie Platform
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INNOVATIE PLATFORM
Such a safe domain is the ‘Innovatie Platform’ (see figure 1). This 
team of 6–8 people is located in a room next to the canteen. Their 
mission is to encourage innovation at NS by providing time, tools, 
knowledge, and a budget. Their focus is twofold (see figure 2). On 
the one hand, they keep track of the six latest technology trends. 
On the other hand, they aim to raise innovation capability within NS 
by hosting workshops and coaching innovation trajectories using 
their own methodology, which is based on lean startup and design 
thinking. 

Innovation projects start with the introduction of an idea. This idea 
is selected, and a budget is assigned to it. After this stage, the 
idea is summarised using the ‘start-up canvas’, and the underlying 
assumptions are mapped to reframe the underlying problem. 
These assumptions are validated through experiments, likely 
leading to changes in the start-up canvas (see figure 3). The goal of 
the method is to ensure the idea is valuable before implementation, 
involving many people and significant resources. 

PRACTICAL CONTEXT

Figure 2 Mission Innovatie Platform

Figure 3 NS innovation method

1
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THEORETICAL CONTEXT

Let’s zoom out to see what has been studied 
about this topic before. Looking at the 
project aim: “exploring failure flexibility in 
the innovation culture of the Dutch Railways 
(NS),”  I’ll first consider the notion of ‘innovation 
culture’, then I’ll consider what failure means 
in design and innovation, and then I’ll consider 
existing academic work.

INNOVATION
What is innovation culture?
While an increasing number of organisations 
have adopted innovative methods in their 
way of working, the real challenge remains 
to bring the design mindset into the 
organisation’s culture (Dobni, 2008). Design 
requires the ability to continuously reflect on 
action and adjust course while keeping the 
end goal in sight (Dorst, 2010). This means 
design is not simply a method to be applied, 
but a mindset to be cultivated throughout 
the process.

But what do we mean when we talk about 
innovation culture? Several studies have 
made an effort to lay out the dimensions 
of an innovation culture. The different sets 
of characteristics were analysed using 
grounded theory. This entails the outcomes 
of several qualitative studies that were 
used as key building blocks to iteratively 
combine into new concepts through 
constant comparison (Clark et al., 2021). 
The studies of Dobni (2008), Carlgren & 
BenMahmoud‐Jouini (2022), Herzog & Leker 
(2010), Prud’homme van Reine (2017) and 
Micheli et al. (2018) were combined into the 
following themes: ‘infrastructure, external 
focus, human-centeredness, equality, 
methodology, engagement, education, and 
flexibility.’ I’ll elaborate on each.

1. For a fruitful innovation culture, the 
infrastructure of the organisation needs 
to allow for innovation. This means the 
architecture of the company formally allows 
for innovation, and the design function 
operates in a leading role (Dobni, 2008; 
Micheli et al., 2018).

2. The company needs to be externally 
focused. This means the company is aware 
of both competition as stakeholders to 
collaborate with (Carlgren & BenMahmoud‐
Jouini, 2022; Dobni, 2008; Herzog & Leker, 
2010).

3. The process needs to be human-centred. 
This means that employees need to know 
for whom the innovation will be valuable, 
and they need to feel it’s relevant. (Carlgren 
& BenMahmoud‐Jouini, 2022; Dobni, 2008; 
Prud’homme van Reine, 2017).

4. The organisation needs to be as equal 
as possible. This means top management 
supports innovation, people collaborate, 
and emotions are allowed at work (Carlgren 
& BenMahmoud‐Jouini, 2022; Prud’homme 
van Reine, 2017). Cannon and Edmondson 
(2005) emphasise that for an organisation to 
cultivate a culture where failure is accepted, 
it is crucial for senior management to 
actively support and endorse this mindset. 
Additionally, Davis (1999) stresses that 
hierarchy can be a barrier for employees to 
be creative.
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How do design and innovation relate?
When talking about innovation culture, it 
touches upon many different characteristics 
of design thinking. Innovation and design are 
broad terms, understood in different ways, and 
being used interchangeably. For that reason, it’s 
useful to discuss what both terms mean. The 
definition handled by the Innovatie Platform 
is ‘the development and appliance of new 
ideas, technology, products, processes, and/
or services that create potential value for NS 
and their customers, employees, and society.’ 
Innovation is directed at the implementation of 
new technologies. Design thinking is essential for 
innovation to compete (R. Price et al., 2021). This 
is because innovation requires design thinking to 
come up with creative ideas (Kelley & Kelly, 2014). 
As Hernández et al. (2018) found, design can be 
understood as the language for innovation, where 
design plays a role in the innovation process 
by 1) differentiating when entering the market, 
2) guiding implementation, 3) doing design 
research, 4) transforming ideas into concepts, 5) 
articulating ideas, and 6) creatively going through 
the process. This means that innovation can be 
understood as the development of new ideas, for 
which a design approach is needed to come up 
with creative solutions.

5. There has to be a formalisation or 
methodology that guides innovation 
processes (Micheli et al., 2018; Prud’homme 
van Reine, 2017). Having a clear process helps 
build acceptance in the rest of the company 
(Klitsie et al., 2020).

6. Employees need to be engaged with the 
innovation. This means people feel that they 
are intrinsically motivated and believe in 
innovation (Carlgren & BenMahmoud‐Jouini, 
2022; Dobni, 2008).

7. There needs to be innovation education, 
which entails providing workshops, trainings, 
or coaching on design and innovation (Dobni, 
2008; Micheli et al., 2018).

8. Finally, there must be flexibility in the 
innovation process. This means employees 
need to be open to a change of course 
and understand the iterative nature 
of an innovation process. (Carlgren & 
BenMahmoud‐Jouini, 2022; Prud’homme van 
Reine, 2017)

Later in the report, I will relate these 
characteristics to the NS. 

1
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THEORETICAL CONTEXT

Figure 4 Three waves of creativity (Heijne & van der Meer, 2019)
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FAILURE
Does failure exist in design?
We’ve seen that flexibility is essential for a healthy 
innovation culture. This comes down to the ability 
to reframe failure into a learning opportunity. 
Since this ability drives the creative mechanism, it 
is central to the design process (Cole, 2014). 

Kapur (2008) shows that failing can train the 
creative mindset. He searched for a way to teach 
students to learn from failure in problem-solving. 
He divided the students into two groups, where 
one group was offered an ill-defined problem 
that they would all fail to solve. In the second 
group, he offered a well-defined problem. After 
this exercise, he gave the two groups the same 
problem, and the first group (who were forced to 
fail) succeeded in solving the problem. With this, 
he proved that forcing failure can increase the 
willingness to learn. 

Design is about constantly iterating and learning 
from action (Dorst, 2010). Failures are fuel for 
iterations, which drive the design process. This 
comes back in several specific parts of the design 
process.
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• Reframing the problem: A core capability 
of designers is to find latent needs and re-
evaluate the exact problem to research what 
we’re solving exactly (Sanders & Stappers, 2013). 
Here, embracing failure is essential to being open 
to unexpected changes in the type of problem to 
be solved (Carlgren & BenMahmoud‐Jouini, 2022; 
Prud’homme van Reine, 2017).

• Ideation: Another important element of 
failure in design is ideation. Heijne & van der Meer 
(2019) describe three waves of creativity a group 
goes through during an ideation session (see 
figure 4). To come up with novel ideas, a group 
typically first goes through the common and then 
the silly ideas. This means that the ‘wrong’ ideas 
from the second wave should be embraced to 
come to the third wave with the novel ideas.  

• Prototyping: Prototyping  is a technique 
that characterises the practice of design. A 
prototype can be a physical thing made from 
cardboard, but it can also be a scenario sketch 
or role play (Buchenau & Suri, 2000). By making 
ideas concrete, designers create something to 
reflect on and learn from. The prototype is never 
made with the aim of making it ‘finished’. It is a tool 
that is meant to see where it fails so that lessons 
can be drawn from it. (Tschimmel, 2012)

• Experimenting: Finally, testing and 
experimenting with ideas is a common way to 
uncover assumptions captured in the solution 
(Prud’homme van Reine, 2017). Experimenting in 
design is not done to confirm but to explore the 
underlying faulty assumptions. The more failures 
in the beginning, the more learnings are learned 
for the implementations when more costs and 
people are involved (Cannon & Edmondson, 
2005; Carlgren & BenMahmoud‐Jouini, 2022; 
Prud’homme van Reine, 2017).
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Positive failure
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Figure 6 Productive failure

Two types of failure 
We need to understand two types of looking at 
failure: one in the early idea phase, where failure 
should be encouraged, and another in the formal 
project phase, where failure should be avoided. 
Based on a conversation with Stefan Persaud, 
coordinator of the course ‘productive failure’ at TU 
Delft, I make the distinction between negative and 
positive failure (see figure 6). On the left side of the 
model, we have negative failure, which happens 
when expectations are not met. In this type of 
failure, people are led by ‘avoidance motivation’. 
They do an assignment with the goal of avoiding 
risks (Icekson et al., 2014). This causes several 
psychological processes, like seeing things as 
threats instead of challenges, feeling anxious, 
and having low intrinsic motivation (Icekson et al., 
2014). When there’s one right answer, this is the 
type of failure that might help us come to the 
desired result. In the NS context, this could, for 
example, fail to make the trains depart as planned.

However, we need failure to drive the process 
during innovation, which I’ll call positive failure 
(right side of figure 6). In this type of failure, 
‘approach motivation’ is leading, which means 
we’re eager to learn new things (Icekson et al., 
2014). We don’t aim to meet external expectations, 
as they can be deadly for creativity (Cole, 2014). 
Also, we’re not looking for one perfect answer to 
this type of failure, as it can block creativity too 
(Davis, 1999). When people are encouraged to 
explore instead of following instructions, they are 
more creative and open to learning new things 
(Kapur, 2008; Persaud & Flipsen, 2023). During this 
exploration, failure is experienced in such a way 
that the end result is not achieved in one go. In 
the NS context, this could involve exploring which 
programmes planners use to create timetables.  

Failure in organisational innovation
Now that we know how failure has a central 
place in the design process, we should take a 
helicopter view and look at the place of failure 
in the overall innovation process. Failure must 
be avoided in certain parts of the process and 
embraced in others. Kim & Wilemon (2002) 
visualise this distinction well in figure 5. Failure 
is something that happens in the first fuzzy 
front-end (FFE) phase. This phase starts from 
the moment an opportunity is spotted and ends 
where development can start (Kim & Wilemon, 
2002).  

In this first phase, there’s room to ideate and 
explore. The idea is small and flexible to change. 
Therefore, validation should happen here 
to save costs later in the project. This phase 

includes 1) defining the scope of the project and 
investigating how it aligns with the strategy of 
the company; 2) finding out that more people 
need to be involved; and 3) taking time to go 
over the idea and find out what is needed for 
the project. It means qualitative, experimental, 
and informal research is needed with little 
budget. This phase involves high uncertainty 
as it introduces new problem and solution 
spaces, resulting in the involvement of more 
stakeholders (Klitsie et al., 2020). In this phase, 
having an open mindset to navigate through the 
fuzziness is needed to see failure as a learning 
opportunity.

To navigate through this FFE, it is essential to be 
open to learning from failure to pave the way 
for creative innovation (Iske, 2018; Tahirsylaj, 

2012). This means failure should be reframed 
as a learning opportunity, rather than a setback 
(Brown, 2016; Kelley & Kelly, 2014; Tahirsylaj, 
2012).  

The second phase begins when the project 
moves to the development stage. Consequently, 
there’s less tolerance for failure in this phase 
as the organisation invests significant money 
and resources into development. This means 
a bigger team is involved, and the process is 
systematic and quantitative. It is difficult to reject 
an idea, so there’s less room for failure. The goal 
is to implement the idea.

This means that while uncertainty in a project’s 
outcome necessitates learning from failure to 
ultimately succeed, during execution, failure 
must be minimised.

Figure 5 Fuzzy front-end in innovation (Kim &Wilemon, 2002)

Fuzzy Front-End
Ill-defined, random

Start of formal project
Clarity

1716



THEORETICAL CONTEXT

IN
TR

O
D

U
CT

IO
N

1

EXISTING WORK

Creating a safe space
Fearing to fail in an innovation context has been 
researched before, and solutions have been 
explored. A safe environment is necessary, and 
people need to know how to take a flexible 
approach to design (Cannon & Edmondson, 
2005; Iske, 2018; R. Price & Van Der Bijl-Brouwer, 
2023). Price and Van Der Bijl-Brouwer (2023) 
have defined ten principles that guide students 
to practice a more flexible way of designing. 
They give guidance on being resilient to failure 
in the design process. The first four focus on 
growing into the designer you aim to be. In this 
process, it is necessary to embrace the journey 
and overcome fears, which means the possibility 
of failure should be dealt with. The second set 
focuses on gathering feedback from others 
by sharing unfinished work and not striving for 
perfection but focusing on the process. This set 
implies feedback, and the risk of failure is part of 

the process. The final set focuses on being part of 
a community to collaborate and exchange ideas. 
In this set, there’s no right or wrong, but it’s an 
exchange of activities. 

A more concrete example of teaching students to 
fail is the research of Persaud et al. (2022). Based 
on the research of Kapur (2008), they have applied 
the theory of productive failure to a design course. 
In their research, they opposed productive failure 
to direct instruction. They found that students 
turned out to be more creative, explorative, and 
eager to learn when they first failed.

However, these concepts have been explored in 
an academic setting to teach design to students. 
Therefore, I aim to research the possibilities of 
failure flexibility in an organisational context for 
this project.

Let’s combine the two types of failure with the FFE 
model of Kim & Wilemon (2002). We’ve seen that 
failure in innovation happens in the FFE. The type 
of failure we need here is positive failure; we need 
to learn from failure to move on and navigate 
through the process. Negative failure happens 
in the second phase, when a lot of investments 
have been made and the desired solution is not 
achieved. If we integrate positive failure at the 
beginning of the innovation process, it means 
that the outcome is uncertain and that it could go 
in different directions than expected beforehand 
(see figure 7).

Figure 7 Combining the two types of failure and the FFE model

Fuzzy Front-End
Ill-defined, random

Start of formal project
Clarity

Why do we fear failure?
However, deliberately deciding to look at failure 
positively is easier said than done. In our society, 
looking at failure negatively predominates. This 
is caused by a deep-rooted fear of failure in our 
society (van der Drift, 2017). We don’t know how 
to deal with an open end and feel embarrassed 
when we fail (Cannon & Edmondson, 2005). In 
our educational system, we’ve learned nothing 
different. It is focused on performance, and failure 
is discouraged (van den Bergh et al., 2022). It is 
quite competitive, and students have the desire 
to excel. However, failure demotivates people 
and puts them in a negative mood (Houser-Marko 
& Sheldon, 2008).

Also, organisations struggle with risk-taking, 
creativity, and embracing failure (Carlgren & 
BenMahmoud-Jouini, 2022; Icekson et al., 2014). 
Learning from failure does not fit the way our 
organisations are organised, as many companies 
are led by achieving KPIs, which inherently means 
there’s no room to fail and explore (Cannon & 
Edmondson, 2005). This can lead to several 
biases, like projection bias, confirmation bias, 
endowment bias, and availability bias, which slow 
down the invention of valuable, novel, and useful 
innovations (Liedtka, 2015).
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APPROACH

Through an exploratory case study, I will 
investigate how failure flexibility can be 
embedded in the innovation culture of the NS. 
Since the purpose is to understand and improve 
the design capability of failure flexibility, I’ll hold 
on to an action research approach, in which the 
role of action researcher will be extended to 
design innovation catalysts (Price et al., 2021) 
(see figure 8). This entails that research and 
experimentation will be done in collaboration 
with the NS employees. The reason for this is 
that changing behaviour requires co-creation 
from the start, ensuring the team’s involvement 
and support throughout the mplementation. 
Each week, a critical reflection will be done to 
evaluate the activities.

ANTHROPOLOGY
Within this action research approach, 
anthropological research activities will be done to 
understand the culture. Firstly, observations will 
be made,   which will be recorded in jotted field 
notes. Secondly, semi-structured interviews will 
be held, using snowball sampling to find relevant 
interviewees. Thirdly, participation is essential to 
understanding the culture from within and making 
the ontological commitment, which entails 
observation and participation being inherently 
bound together (Ingold, 2014, p. 387). 

Figure 8 Design innovation catalyst framework (Price et al., 2021)

Figure 9 Planning

DESIGN
In addition to these anthropological methods, 
design research activities will be done. This entails 
solutions that will be explored through co-creation 
and prototyping. This entails experiments early to 
test assumptions and communicate insights to 
create a common understanding (Grudin & Pruitt, 
2002). The concepts being prototyped are likely 
to be interactive sessions. 

The project will be structured in three phases: 
problem definition, conceptualization, and 
validation (see figure 9). In the first 6 weeks, the 
problem will be defined. In the second six weeks, 
ideas will be conceptualized. In the next six weeks, 
validation will be done. Even though these three 
phases offer structure, they will be handled fluidly, 
as outcomes in one phase may be answers to the 
goals in other phases.  
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PERSONAL APPROACH
Next to the academic approach, I’ll lay out my 
personal approach below.

Being part of the team
From day one, my team considered me a full 
member of the team, which offered me the 
freedom to act as a full team member. 

• I planned ‘get-to-know’ conversations with my 
team, and in team sessions, I fully participated 
and shared my thoughts.  

• I made sure to work from the office often to 
see my team. This offered me the chance to 
think along with my team. This also allowed 
me to grasp the latent aspects of the culture 
that contain norms, values, and habits.

• In the beginning, I joined meetings as a fly 
on the wall, but over the weeks, I gained the 
confidence to share my thoughts more and 
more. I value a fresh perspective, and I knew 
that my team also appreciated me sharing my 
thoughts. 

• Additionally, I involved myself in the team by 
using the NS innovation method (see figure 
11). This helped me understand from within 
how their innovation process works.

Figure 11 Filled in start-up canvas, assumption canvas and 
experiment canvas

Figure 10 Rapid prototyping event

Involve my team in the process.
I did not only involve myself in my team, but I 
also actively involved my team in my project. This 
helped prevent the ‘Not Invented Here’ syndrome 
and would make adoption more probable (Klitsie 
et al., 2020).

• During the weekly stand-up on Monday, I 
shared what I had been doing, what I planned 
to do that week, and what I needed from my 
team.

• When I needed something from colleagues 
beyond my team, I put it in the newsletter (see 
appendix D).

• Every three weeks, I hosted a session with my 
team where I shared my results and gathered 
input or feedback from them. This was not 
only to gather data but also to get my team 
to think along and help me with interesting 
meetings or activities for me to join. For these 
sessions, techniques derived from Heijne & 
van der Meer (2019) were used.

• Every week, I had a 30-minute meeting with my 
supervisor from the NS. During this meeting, 
we discussed how I can use the resources of 
the Innovatie Platform to make progress.

Follow intuition
Finally, I made sure to join in meetings and events 
that piqued my interest. This helped me navigate 
the fuzzy front end and unexpected findings. 
I didn’t know how it was useful for my project 
directly, but it always brought up interesting 
conversations. This entailed going to the feminist 
day event, initiating informal lunch walks, or 
attending an external event (see figure 10).

Reflection days
Next to the three weekly office days, I took two days 
a week that I used to reflect on the insights I had 
gained over the week. On Wednesdays, I went to 
the TU Delft to share my results with co-graduates 
or help them out with their project, which brought 
me inspiration to use new techniques. On Fridays, 
I tried to dedicate myself to reporting my insights, 
revising my planning, and reflecting on my way of 
working.
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INTRO

To gain a thorough understanding of failure 
flexibility in the innovation culture of NS, 
qualitative research was done. The guiding 
question for this phase was: How is failure 
flexibility embedded in the innovation 
culture of the NS? In this chapter, I will 
first share my approach, then I’ll discuss 
the innovation culture of NS, the failure 
flexibility of NS, and the problem statement 
that follows from this research.

CHAPTER STRUCTURE
Intro     p. 21
Approach    p. 22
Innovation culture   p. 24
Failure flexibility   p. 28
Problem statement   p. 31
Conclusion    p. 32
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APPROACH

PROJECT PARTICIPATIONS
To observe the innovation culture from within, 
I actively participated and joined the Innovatie 
Platform in their daily work. These activities 
consisted of workshops, team meetings, 
innovation project meetings, board meetings, 
and events. I captured my insights in a reflection 
afterwards.

EXPERT INTERVIEWS
To get to know NS and its innovation culture, six 
expert interviews were conducted with people 
who focused on improving the innovation culture of 
NS. This resulted in three HR leads: one behaviour 
coach, one project lead who encouraged failure 
in innovation, and one employee who had been 
working for NS for a long time and knew about the 
developments of the rganization. The interviews 
lasted 30 minutes each, and explicit consent was 
asked to use the results in this report. The topic 
guide can be found in appendix A. One interview 
was conducted physically, and five interviews 
were conducted online. Notes were typed during 
the interviews; no voice recordings were made. 
The notes were read back afterwards, and insights 
were listed for each interview.

IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS
To understand the experiences of employees 
regarding innovation, another nine in-depth, 
semi-structured interviews were held. Five of 
these employees were participating in innovation 
trajectories guided by the Innovatie Platform, and 
four were going through innovation trajectories 
independent from the innovation trajectories. 
To get a sense of their experiences, a context 
mapping booklet was used (Visser et al., 2005) 
(see appendices B and C). The context mapping 
booklet was pilot tested with a colleague first, 
then adjusted and handed out to the interviewees. 
They were asked to fill out the booklet beforehand. 
This was done to get them thinking about the 
topic beforehand. The context mapping booklet 
provoked visual thinking to reach their way of 
thinking on a different level than mere speech. 
After five interviews, saturation was reached 
regarding innovation in general, so therefore the 
context mapping booklet was adjusted to gain 
more information on experimenting in detail. Not 
all interviewees brought the booklet beforehand; 
one did fill it in but forgot to bring it during the 
interview, and two did not have time to fill in the 
booklet at all. This was solved by giving time 
during the interview to fill it in. The booklet was 
used as a topic guide and discussed page by page. 
Seven interviews were conducted physically in a 
closed room, and two interviews were conducted 
online. The interviews lasted 45 minutes and were 
recorded with explicit permission and transcribed 
anonymously. After, the interviews were listened 
back to, and interesting quotes were highlighted 
and coded. These were clustered and translated 
into insights.

Figure 12 Project participation

TEAM SESSION
The first session took place in week 1 and aimed to 
explore the given problem. The 1.5-hour session 
started with a presentation of my project brief, 
after which I offered time to purge any top-of-mind 
ideas or questions to clear the mind. Then, I took 
time to go up the abstraction ladder and figure 
out what caused the problem. Subsequently, we 
became more specific, and I collected ideas on 
what effects the problem had. After this, everyone 
wrote down a reframed ‘how might we’. After the 
session, all post-its were clustered on themes, 
and the how-might-we’s were prioritised.

SYNTHESIS
To converge the insights, several techniques 
were deployed. First, all insights and their 
relations were drawn on a visual map (see figure 
14). Secondly, insights were captured using the 
start-up canvas, the assumption mapping canvas, 
and the experiment canvas, which are part of 
the innovation method of the Innovatie Platform 
(see figure 2). Thirdly, all insights were written on 
post-its and clustered (see figure 15). These three 
outcomes were translated into an analysis, a 
problem definition, and a first concept. 

Figure 13 Problem finding session

Figure 14 Visual map Figure 15 Clustered insights
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INNOVATION CULTURE

Based on my perspective as a team member 
of the Innovatie Platform, I analysed the eight 
aspects of innovation culture for the NS. 

1. Infrastructure
An infrastructure for innovation is partly present. 
There are no designers in top management 
positions, but there are several design and 
innovation teams. 

Recently, the innovation board has been set up 
with members across all nine departments in 
the organisation to scout possible innovation 
projects that connect to the NS strategy. Although 
governance is valuable, meetings are an extra 
burden to their daily work, and innovation is not 
their core job. 

Additionally, when we look at the role of design 
in the infrastructure of the organisation, design 
is seen as a service, and it’s not yet incorporated 
into the core of the company, which means 
there’s room to grow (Micheli et al., 2018). People 
who believe in innovation still need to convince 
leading colleagues of its value, as illustrated in 
the quote below: 

“Team x recently got a new PO. They were eager 
to explore [and innovate], but the PO didn’t want to 
make room for that […] so now they forced doing 
an innovation sprint every quarter, which resulted 
in some discussions…” – HR lead

Observations and in-depth interviews revealed 
that projects are driven by KPIs, meaning 
that failing, learning, exploring, and therefore 
innovating are not valued in the organisation’s 
infrastructure.

“We’ve got strict KPIs, are result-driven, and cannot 
make mistakes. Who am I to address an issue? We 
cannot discuss it; that’s the unwritten rule.” – HR 
lead

2. Externally focused
NS seems quite externally focused. Firstly, 
knowledge is exchanged on how other similar 
companies, like KLM or foreign rail transport 
companies, innovate. Secondly, workshops are 
followed at external companies like Gravity (see 
figure 16). Thirdly, external companies come to 
host 16 to educate us, like Business Models Inc. 
and The Talent Institute. Fourthly, collaborations 
with organisations like Voice Your Future or the 
TU Delft 5G fieldlab are explored.

Figure 16 Rapid prototyping workshop Gravity
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3. Human-centred
The human-centred characteristic stood out from 
the onboarding to me. In the online onboarding 
process, NS made me feel welcome and showed 
they cared about me. Even in the office, this idea 
was continued (see figure 18). 

Not only in their way of working but also in their 
innovation projects, they are human-centred. 
Employees have the end-user in mind, and all 
innovation is directed towards either the passenger 
or their colleagues. In almost all interviews and 
a lot of meetings, it was said at least once that 
the goal is to either provide a better service to 
the passenger or to make work for operating NS 
employees easier (see figure 17).

“If you help people develop themselves better, 
employee involvement will rise, value will be 
delivered faster, and fewer people will call in sick, of 
which passengers will eventually take advantage.” 
- HR lead

“We want to optimise to give the passenger a better 
experience.” - Team member
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Figure 17 Human-centered view on innovation

4. Equality
This characteristic reflects the degree to which 
top management supports and encourages 
employees to express themselves. NS handles 
the behaviour uidelines. 1) speaking up, 2) 
showing courage; and 3) being open to change. 
These came back in all the research activities that 
I did. One illustrating example was that they were 
‘tested’ in a playful, gameshow way to find who 
was the most innovative person in the department.

Even though this behaviour is encouraged, 
NS employees have trouble practicing these 
competencies. From expert interviews, it was 
concluded that NS employees still look up the 
hierarchy to find out what’s expected of them, and 
therefore they don’t feel involved enough.

“People act the way they’re used to acting. Within NS, 
you see that when a manager gives an assignment, 
everyone starts running, but no one says, Let’s take 
a step back. [...] People do things because they have 
to, but don’t realise why..” - HR lead

1
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INNOVATION CULTURE

5. Methodology
The Innovatie Platform offers its innovation 
method, based on a combination of design 
thinking and lean startup. This means they have a 
structured, formalised process to guide innovation 
(see figure 3). Additionally, there’s a process for 
implementing innovation within the organisation 
(see figure 19).

6. Engagement

Ideeën generatie Selectie en steun

Probleemvalidatie Oplossingvalidatie POC MVP

Toelichting:  
• Hoe brengen we ideeen verder

ImplementerenInnovatie idee uitwerken en ontwikkelen

Hoge mate van onzekerheid

Go / 
no-go

Go / 
no-go

Go / 
no-go

Go / 
no-go

Go / 
no-go

Go / 
no-go

Figure 19 NS implementation process

8. Flexibility
The biggest problem seems to be with the 
flexibility of the employees. From the in-depth 
interviews and observations, I found that even 
though people know what innovation is and why 
it is important to fail, they don’t understand the 
importance of iteration in their process. 

“The product will remain the same” - Team member 
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This characteristic means that people are 
intrinsically motivated to innovate and feel 
relevance. From participation and in-depth 
interviews, it was found that people are very 
enthusiastic when it comes to innovation. They are 
excited about trying out new creative methods 
and believe in the power of innovation. To quote 
one interviewee: 

“Innovation is important because we can use it to 
be leading as an organization” - team member (see 
figure 20). 

“As a company like the NS, you can’t run behind on 
innovation. You should be continuously looking for 
new appliances and improvements.” – HR lead

This shows the sense of purpose employees are 
feeling. However, this enthusiasm makes them 
go to the solution too quickly without critically 
investigating the problem early in the process. 
This causes setbacks later in the process, which 
is demotivating, as found in the interviews.
 

7. Innovation education
The Innovatie Platform offers several workshops, 
trainings, and coaching sessions for different 
people in the organization. For example, every 
year the innovation week takes place with the 
intention of educating people on innovation, 
aimed at all NS employees. Additionally, trainees 
are guided in their assignments. Next to trainings 
and workshops, an innovation community is being 
set up to exchange knowledge on innovation.

Figure 20 Importance of innovation

People step into a process that is solution-
oriented, and each step that brings them back 
to re-evaluate the problem definition feels like a 
waste of time. They feel time and performance 
pressure, and therefore, they don’t feel free to 
explore outside the box. 

“It’s a bit embarrassing because I didn’t draw the 
steps as we were supposed to, but as we did.” -team 
member
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FAILURE FLEXIBILITY

Next to insights gained about the overall 
innovation culture, there were findings on 
how people embrace failure in the innovation 
process. Various perspectives were considered, 
including those of HR leads, scrum masters, 
and team members.

HR LEADS
From the interviews, I discovered that HR leads 
understand the importance of failure in the 
innovation process. They actively promote this 
understanding in their work, as seen in the 
behavioural principles they advocate: speaking 
up, demonstrating courage, and being open 
to change. They also encourage a culture of 
feedback and reflection.

“I would rather have one try ten times and fail eight 
of them to create more satisfaction and efficiency 
than for people to be too careful.” - HR lead

SCRUM MASTERS
Scrum masters are generally able to translate 
failure embracement into innovation processes 
(see figures 21, 22, and 23). 

Even though the scrum masters did understand 
the importance of failure to the iterative nature 
of innovation, they felt frustration towards 
people around them who did not understand the 
importance of exploration in innovation.

“Yes, that’s it. We still find it quite difficult at the NS. 
It’s okay to make mistakes, but still, we hear this 
voice. What is it that holds people back? What do 
we need to make people comfortable with failure?” 
- Scrum master

Figure 21 Exploration in the innovation process Figure 22 Different possible outcomes in innovation Figure 23 Failure flexibility in the innovation process
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TEAM MEMBERS
However, most people guided by the Innovatie 
Platform don’t have a lot of experience with 
innovation. Even though they acknowledge the 
value of failure, they do not seem to embrace it 
enough in their process.

Expecting a linear process, team members 
see failure as a setback, not an opportunity. 
The reasons that people think they are in this 
development phase are argued by the following 
points:

1. Team members aim at developing a technology, 
instead of exploring its appliances. There’s no 
room for a change in problem definition. This is 
illustrated well by a remark an employee made 
during a coaching session when it was discussed 
whether the technological solution would even 
be useful for the problem at hand: 

“But in that case… are we still supposed to be guided 
by you?” - Team member

In-depth interviews revealed that one failure 
was “going to the solution too quickly.” Figure 24 
shows how the interviewee tried out several large 
technological solutions in leaps 1, 2, and 3 and 
now decided to go back and re-evaluate the goal.
  

2. Another argument that proves people don’t 
realise they are in the fuzzy front-end is that 
they are focused on finding a sponsor within the 
company, which is a typical characteristic of the 
development phase. This is illustrated by a quote 
from an employee who explained the innovation 
project as 

“The product will remain the same, but who’ll be 
the sponsor? That’s what we’re figuring out.” - Team 
member 

The solutions considered in this innovation 
process entailed different ways of sponsoring (see 
figure 25). This illustrates the endowment effect, 
where innovation is hindered due to attachment 
to the initial solution (Liedtka, 2015). This further 
indicates a focus on development rather than 
exploration.

Figure 24 Going to the solution too quickly Figure 25 Finding budget Figure 26 Losing time by talking to stakeholders
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FAILURE FLEXIBILITY

3. Furthermore, mapping out stakeholders feels 
like a waste of time, which feels demotivating 
(see figure 26). 

“We were called back, and that takes time... What 
are we supposed to do now?” - Team member 

However, dedicating time to finding out who the 
stakeholders are is one of the dimensions of the 
fuzzy front-end.
 
4. Another reason is that people aim to follow a 
rigid process. This is illustrated in the way people 
explained their innovation process to me:

“It’s a bit embarrassing because I didn’t draw the 
steps as we were supposed to, but as we did.” - 
Team member

This indicates people feel restricted from 
exploring beyond the given format. Another quote 
shows how a linear process is aimed at: 

“We lost time by not deliberately viewing the options 
beforehand. We should’ve done it in one go” - Team 
member
 
5. Another finding that confirms that team members 
see the process as linear is that experimentation 
is seen as a big step. During one coaching session, 
the problem was validated in a survey that had to 
be checked by the management team first. When 
asked if they had checked with colleagues about 
the problem, they said no. The same finding was 
found during an expert interview: 

“When we mention the need for change, people 
perceive it as a major task. What blocks us is doing 
small  experiments.” - HR lead

This can block the innovation process as people 
might not be open to different outcomes of 
experiments, which causes the hypothesis 
confirmation bias (Liedtka, 2015).

In summary, HR leads encourage bravery and 
view failure as a valuable part of the innovation 
process. Scrum masters understand how to 
leverage failure during development but often 
feel frustrated by others who don’t share this 
perspective. While team members recognise 
the value of failure, they struggle to apply it 
effectively in their innovation efforts. 

The emphasis on technological solutions and 
securing sponsorship indicates a mindset 
focused more on developing ideas than exploring 
possibilities, which can make revisiting the 
problem definition feel discouraging. Challenges 
such as identifying stakeholders, adhering to a 
rigid process, and viewing experimentation as 
a major undertaking highlight the difficulty of 
embracing failure during the early, ambiguous 
stages of innovation. 

Across the organisation, there is a clear need 
for team members to learn how to incorporate 
failure into the innovation process more 
effectively.

PROBLEM STATEMENT
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NS plays an important role in society, and people 
are dependent on their services to commute 
to work, school, or social activities. NS has a 
responsibility to provide a safe and punctual 
service. This also means people are critical of 
the services that NS delivers, which makes NS 
employees risk averse. This causes a threat 
avoidance motivation where failure is looked at 
negatively and processes are followed linearly. 
In the operational domain, avoiding risks is 
important. A mechanic should follow a step-by-
step guide to fix the train in the right way, and a 
planner should make sure there are enough trains 
and drivers at the right time.

However, avoiding risks spills over to safer 
domains where it’s safer (and even essential) to 
fail, like the innovation process. This view causes 
difficulty in embracing the iterative nature of the 
FFE. When improving wayfinding on Utrecht 
Centraal, for example, one should find out how 
passengers currently find their way and who’ll be 
involved by changing the signs and setting up 
small-scale experiments to explore solutions. All 
these activities come with uncertainty, for which 
an open-minded learning mindset is necessary 
to navigate through this FFE. Even though people 
see failure as something to learn from, they 
don’t know how to embrace it when it comes to 
innovation.
This leads to the problem statement: 

Team members acknowledge the value of 
failure, but don’t know how to use failure to grow 
in the innovation process.
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CONCLUSION

KEY TAKE-AWAYS

• HR leads and scrum masters need team 
members to understand how to embrace 
failure. 

• Although team members acknowledge the 
value of failure, they don’t know how to use 
failure to grow in the innovation process.

How did I embrace failure?

1. By accepting the fact that I did not exactly know 
who I needed to talk to. I began speaking with HR 
leads, which made me realise the need to talk to 
more people with firsthand innovation experience.

2. By participating in meetings or projects without 
exactly knowing what I wanted to get out of them. 
This blank perspective always provided me with 
unexpected insights.

3. By creating a mindmap, not to have a perfect 
overview but to organise my thoughts (see figure 
14).

4. By sharing the first version of the context 
mapping booklet with a team member and asking 
her to fill it in. This helped me understand whether 
I would receive the right answers.

5. By changing the context mapping booklet 
halfway through the interviews. I felt data 
saturation on innovation, so I wanted to specify 
the interview towards failure.

‘The choice is a simple one:
Learn to fail, or fail to learn.’

- Tal Ben-Shahar
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INTRO

The findings from the problem definition 
phase were translated into ideas following 
the guiding question: how might we teach 
team members to use failure positively 
to grow in innovation? In this chapter, I 
will first discuss my approach, and then 
I’ll continue to discuss the design criteria, 
considerations, and workshop elements.

CHAPTER STRUCTURE
Intro     p. 35
Approach    p. 36
Design criteria   p. 40
Design considerations  p. 41
Workshop elements   p. 44
Conclusion    p. 48
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APPROACH

During this phase, I designed a workshop while 
doing small experiments to fuel new iterations. 
I formally conducted team sessions and also 
participated in various projects and workshops 
to assess the integration of my workshop into 
the existing workflow. Additionally, I shared 
the unfinished version with my team, friends, 
family, or fellow students to gather feedback. 
Furthermore, I conducted expert conversations 
to gather feedback, and I used my own project 
as a subject to test certain elements. Lastly, I 
asked fellow students to try out certain parts 
in experiments. In the following section, I will 
elaborate on each of these activities.

TEAM SESSIONS

Ideation session
To kick-start this phase, I gathered input from 
my team during an ideation session to scope the 
project. The session started with presenting the 
results I had gathered so far. Secondly, a purge 
was done to clear everyone’s mind. Thirdly, the 
MATEC technique was used to extend flexibility 
in the ideation process, based on the technique 
described by Heijne & van der Meer (2019). These 
ideas were clustered and selected using dot-
voting. A round was done in which everyone had 
the chance to share the most interesting ideas to 
close off the session. I summarised the combined 
ideas into one concept, following the startup 
canvas as part of the NS innovation method (see 
appendix E).

Feedback session
In the second team session, I gathered feedback 
on my analysis and workshop. I shared my ideas 
first and asked my team to write down their 
remarks on post-its for better time management. 
I spent 20 minutes presenting and 10 minutes 
discussing.

Experiment session
I pilot-tested one element of the design with my 
team. This was an experiment to make participants 
experience the difference between positive and 
negative failure. The goal of this team session was 
to find out whether the experiment illustrated the 
two types of failure well enough (see figure 28).
   

Figure 27 Ideation session
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PROJECT PARTICIPATION
A second way to improve the designed workshop 
was to get inspiration from other workshops 
given by the Innovatie Platform. I dove into the 
archive of the Innovatie Platform and checked 
out how previous workshop slide decks had been 
composed. This helped me make the workshop 
consistent in the workflow of the Innovatie 
Platform. Additionally, I attended meetings where 
future workshops were being composed to reflect 
on my own design choices in the workshop.

SHARE UNFINISHED RESULTS
I wanted to challenge myself by sharing unfinished 
results and gathering feedback. I was initially 
unhappy with the flyer, for example, so I shared it 
with my team and designer friends to gather their 
feedback. Also, the failure contract I shared with 
colleagues when it came up in the conversation.

EXPERT INTERVIEW
Informal expert conversations were conducted to 
iterate on the set-up of the designed workshop. 
One was with the coordinator of the TU Delft 
course, ‘productive failure’. Three conversations 
were conducted with NS colleagues who are 
experienced in giving a wide range of workshops 
to NS employees. Two conversations were initially 
planned as intake conversations. It turned out 
that they did not have a team with whom they 
could participate during the two conversations. 
Therefore, the talk was pivoted to a feedback 
conversation where I walked them through the 
set-up, which allowed me a moment to practice 
the storyline of the workshop. 

Figure 28 Experiment session
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APPROACH

INTROSPECTIVE JOURNEY
I used my own project as a subject to quickly test 
ideas. For example, when composing the failure 
contract, I asked myself reflective questions on 
how I would use failure in my project on pink 
post-its. On yellow post-its, I answered myself, 
making more questions on pink post-its follow. 
Subsequently, I clustered similar questions and 
used them for the first version of the failure 
contract. In later versions of the contract, I filled it 
in myself again (see figure 29).

EXPERIMENTS
To test the elements of the workshop, I asked for 
help from fellow students and family. I let them 
fill in the experiment plan and failure contract 
to see the types of answers that would follow. 
Additionally, I tested the ‘making a present’ 
assignment with one of my friends to check 
whether it would support the story line during the 
workshop.

RECRUITING
I used several channels to promote the workshop. 
First, an interest form was attached to the 
innovation newsletter (see figure 31). Additionally, 
previous interviewees were sent a detailed flyer. 
Furthermore, I e-mailed other people in my NS 
network, who forwarded it to their colleagues. 
In total, 32 people were directly e-mailed by me. 
Other than that, me and my team mentioned 
the workshop in several meetings. Finally, flyers 
were spread around the building, and they were 
projected on the screen that NS employees see 
when they enter the building (see figure 30).

Figure 30 Flyering around the building

Figure 29 Setting up reflective questions for failure contract
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Figure 31 Flyers
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Positive failure

Negative failure

Challenge Challenge

Expectation

Figure 32 Failure model
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DESIGN CRITERIA

HOW MIGHT WE...

Earlier, we defined the problem statement: 
“Employees don’t know how to use failure to grow 
in the innovation process.” The how-might-we 
question that follows from this is:

HMW teach team members to use failure 
positively to grow in innovation? 

The first ideation session led to the concept 
of a workshop, as the solution evolved around 
teaching. Furthermore, this fits into the strategic 
model and value proposition of the Innovatie 
Platform. 

MUST HAVES

To translate a negative view of failure 
into a positive view of failure, we need 
to focus on three different parts of this 
model (see figure 32).

 Embrace uncertainty
The workshop needs to guide people 
to let go of their expectations of a 
specific result and learn to embrace 
the unknown (Icekson et al., 2014).

 
 Regular vs. innovation
It needs to convince people of the 
value of failure in innovation as 
opposed to wanting to avoid failure in 
regular projects.

 Encourage learning
Participants need to train a positive 
mindset to learn as much as possible 
in the time that they have (Cannon & 
Edmondson, 2005; Svensson, 2015; 
Icekson et al., 2014).

SHOULD HAVES

Safe space
To learn from failure and be vulnerable, 
a safe space must be created during 
the workshop (Cannon & Edmondson, 
2005; Price, 2023).

COULD HAVES

Cultural change
The workshop could be a starting 
point for a cultural change and a shift 
in mindset where failure is embraced.

3.

2.

1.

1.

2.

3.
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DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS

Based on the design activities and design 
criteria, I list some design considerations for 
the designed workshop below. These are partly 
based on assumptions, which I will validate in 
the next phase.

PARTICIPANTS
I chose to look for a team of 5-10 direct colleagues 
who are enthusiastic about learning about 
innovation. 

• The group size is important so that everyone 
feels free to participate in the discussions and 
so that I can keep track of the creative process 
(Heijne & van der Meer, 2019).  

• The group being an existing team is important 
for several reasons. Firstly, they can work on 
a challenge they all experience in their work 
together, and they can potentially continue 
working on it after the workshop. If they 
continue, their learning will be reinforced. 
Secondly, social influence will help in changing 
behaviour. They can reflect on it together, 
take over each other’s behaviour change, 
and remind each other of their goals. (Ajzen & 
Madden, 1986; Cialdini, 2007) (see figure 33)..

• I need people to have the right attitude before 
coming to the workshop. They need to be 
intrinsically motivated to learn about failure 
in innovation (Ajzen & Madden, 1986) (see 
figure 33). This can be used as a springboard 
to fuel the innovation after the workshop (Kim 
& Wilemon, 2002).

TYPE OF CHALLENGE
During the workshop, participants work on an 
ongoing challenge so that they can incorporate 
their learnings into a real-life case. This makes the 
integration of their learning into their daily work 
easier. I want people to bring a challenge that 
they feel connected to because they need to feel 
energised to potentially continue with the idea 
after the workshop. Especially as the fuzzy-front 
end of innovation brings setbacks to be dealt 
with, it helps to overcome them when people feel 
ownership over the idea (Kim & Wilemon, 2002).

However, the Innovatie Platform normally does 
not let participants come up with cases to prevent 
participants from being too involved in the content 
and not being open to learning about the process. 
Nevertheless, I think it’s valuable to experiment 
with participants bringing their own case for 
this workshop to see whether they embrace the 
learnings better.

Figure 33 ASE model (Ajzen & Madden, 1986)

Social 
influences

Perceived self-
efficacy

Attitudes

BehaviourIntention
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DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS
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Design criterion Time Activity Type Where? Materials
Introduction 15 min Discuss failure and expectations with group Discussion Table

Share goal Discussion Table

Share time schedule Discussion Table

Blind introduction Energizer Table • Pen per person
• Post-it per person

Experiment 2. regular vs.
innovation

15 min Group work Two seperate 
rooms

• 2 origami papers
• origami instructions
• example origami crane

Value of failure 2. regular vs.
innovation

15 min Negative vs. positive failure Theory Table

Fuzzy front-end Theory Table

Problem definition 1. Embrace uncertainty 20 min Mac Donalds milkshake Example Table

Problem finding Group work Whiteboard

Idea generation 3. Encourage learning 25 min Top of mind ideas Group work Table

3 waves of creativity Theory Table

Criminal round Group work Whiteboard • Drawn jail on whiteboard

Invention of post-it Example Table

Reframing useless inventions Energizer Table

Rebuild ideas Group work Whiteboard

Break 15 min

Reflection 2. Regular vs.
innovation

5 min Where don’t we want to fail? Individual Table • Failure contract per person

Experiment 1. Embrace uncertainty 40 min Devil’s debate Group work Whiteboard • Blue and red post-its

3. Encourage learning Experiment plan Individual Table • Experiment plan per 
person

Reflection 2. Regular vs.
innovation

15 min Failure contract Individual Table

Feedback 15 min What did we learn? Discussion Table • Feedback form per person
• Stickers

Figure 36 Session plan

SET-UP
An intake conversation is conducted before the 
workshop. The goal of this conversation is to 
identify the types of participants, discuss a case, 
and plan a date and location. I initially planned 
to do two sessions of three hours. The reason for 
this is that I wanted to give the participants time 
to reflect on their ideas and learnings and revise 
them in the second session. Nevertheless, this 
time commitment proved unrealistic in the short 
term. Therefore, the workshop was shortened to a 
single session of two to three hours. I made sure 
the rooms had whiteboards for the interactive 
parts and a presentation screen for the theoretical 
and individual parts (see figure 34). 

During the workshop, we zoom in on three loops 
of the fuzzy front-end in which we practice a 
flexible failure mindset: problem definition, idea 
generation, and experimenting (see figure 35). 
The session plan can be found in figure 36, and 
the slide deck is in appendix F.

Problem 
definition

Idea generation Experiment

Figure 35 The value of failure in three different parts of the innovation process

Figure 34 Room set-up
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Experiment
Before addressing a real-life challenge, I conduct 
an experiment to discuss why failure is challenging 
in innovation. I force them through a short 
3-minute design process where I’ll split the group 
in two. Both groups get the same assignment: 
‘Make me a present with this origami paper’. One 
group receives complex instructions to fold an 
origami crane with an example (see figure 39), 
and the other group is given no instructions. After 
3 minutes, the groups are taken back together, 
and without showing the end result, a reflection 
is done on the process. In line with the theory 
of Kapur (2008), the group with no instructions 
experiences a will to learn and continue (see an 
example of an outcome in figure 40). The group 
with instructions experiences frustration due to 
their inability to meet expectations. This helps 
explain the difference between negative and 
positive failure (see figure 41). The experiment 
additionally starts a reflection on the barriers 
to innovation, which is necessary for behaviour 
change (Ajzen & Madden, 1986; Cialdini, 2007).

Figure 39 Example origami crane

Figure 41 Slides to explain the role of failure in 
innovation

Figure 40 Example of an outcome of the group without instructions

WORKSHOP ELEMENTS

Discussing the value of failure
First, people need to be aware of the fear of 
failure before they can practice it (Tahirsylaj, 2012). 
In the team session, we concluded participants 
needed to understand it to feel ownership over 
the practice of failure. Therefore, a discussion 
will be started on how failure can contribute to 
innovation.

Blind introduction
To set the scene for the workshop and warm up 
the participants, a blind introduction round is 
done. During this activity, participants are asked 
to draw their neighbour in ten seconds on a post-
it without looking at the paper. This is an exercise 
where everyone ‘fails’. The post-it will be given to 
the drawn person and be put on the chest as a 
reminder for everyone throughout the workshop 
that it’s okay to try and fail (see figure 37).

Figure 37 Blind introduction

Figure 38 Introduction slides

2

5554



WORKSHOP ELEMENTS

Problem finding
During this activity, the goal is to revise the 
problem. Team members often cling to their initial 
problem view; this activity challenges them to 
reframe it and release their initial preconceptions. 
The techniques to be used in this activity may vary 
from an abstraction ladder (Heijne & van der Meer, 
2019), the 5W1H (Heijne & van der Meer, 2019), or 
replacing keywords in the problem statement, 
depending on which technique fits the case the 
best.

Criminal round
In this activity, participants will experience that 
useless or wrong ideas are a necessary source of 
inspiration to come up with useful ideas. Using the 
‘criminal round’ technique, participants first think 
of illegal solutions to inspire realistic ideas (Heijne 
& van der Meer, 2019). This technique challenges 
safe thinking, as participants often hesitate to 
think outside the box.

Useless inventions energizer
To translate the criminal ideas into realistic ideas 
and get participants in the right mindset, an 
energizer is needed. In this energizer, a useless 
invention is shown, and the group is encouraged 
to make up arguments on what could make this 
invention valuable. This energizer helps people 
seek opportunities instead of setbacks, as a 
positive, affirmative mindset is needed to protect 
originality and trust intuition (Heijne & van der 
Meer, 2019). Being positive helps people to be 
more creative (Icekson et al., 2014). After this 
energizer, all existing ideas are revised, and a 
realistic new idea is chosen.

Devil’s debate
When an idea is chosen, participants get the 
chance to challenge their flexibility in critically 
looking at their ideas. The group will be divided 
into the most optimistic people and the most 
critical people. To get them out of their comfort 
zone, the optimistic people will be given the 
devil’s role, and the critical people will be given 
the angel’s role. Each participant lists three points 
from their role’s perspective on post-its, and the 
ideas are then added to the whiteboard one by 
one. This opens up a deliberate, safe space to 
evaluate the idea critically and optimistically. 
Because this puts them in a fictional role, they 
feel free to be critical in a lighthearted and fun 
way (Heijne & van der Meer, 2019). The outcome is 
used to choose which experiments they conduct 
afterwards.

Figure 42 Problem finding slide

Figure 43 Ideation slides

Figure 44 Devil’s debate
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Experiment canvas
Team members often see experiments as a major 
step and are therefore reluctant to start with 
smaller ones. This prevents them from failing 
quickly. To encourage faster experimentation, 
I hand out an experiment canvas that prompts 
them to plan future experiments, starting from 
long-term goals and working backward to what 
they can do today. The canvas starts with asking, 
‘What can you do in the future to test this idea?’, 
and it makes steps back to ‘What can you do today 
to test your idea?’. This follows the suggestions 
of Liedtka and Friedel (2008) for moving new 
possibilities forward. Additionally, training people 
in assumption testing and field experiments helps 
bring down the confirmation and endowment 
bias, holding on to your initial ideas (Liedtka, 2015). 
The experiment plan can be found in figure 45. 

Reflection
To translate the learnings into their daily work, 
two reflection activities are done. People need 
to deliberately decide to learn from failure in the 
future (Tahirsylaj, 2012). According to behaviour 
change expert Cialdini (2007), people are more 
likely to change their behaviour when they write 
it down and share it with others. The first activity 
focuses on reflecting on areas of their work where 
failure is not valuable. In the second reflection 
activity, they focus on how they will embed failure 
more in their work through a ‘failure contract’. In this 
contract, they make agreements with themselves 
and decide on an action plan for how to get there. 
Using the behaviour change template created by 
Tiggelaar (2018), they write down the goal they 
want to achieve first and, from there, explain how 
they will support this goal. The failure contract 
can be found in figure 46.

Stickers
To remind participants of the workshop, I will 
distribute stickers depicting the various topics we 
discussed. This will act as a reminder to look more 
positively at failure. The stickers can be found in 
figure 47.

Figure 45 Experiment canvas Figure 46 failure contract

Figure 47 Stickers
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CONCLUSION

KEY TAKE-AWAYS

• In the designed workshop, participants will 
experience the value of failure in innovation 
by: 1. letting go of expectations and embracing 
uncertainty; 2. understanding the difference 
between failure in innovation and failure in 
regular projects; and 3. using the time that we 
must learn as much as possible.

How did I embrace failure?

1. By sharing my analysis and initial concept with 
my team, while feeling uncertain about the quality. 
Facing the risk of failure helped me get feedback 
and improve the analysis and initial concept for a 
new iteration.

2. By sharing the unfinished graphic design of 
the flyer, failure contract, and experiment plan 
with people, while being unsure about the clarity 
of the communication. By challenging myself to 
show it to others, it became more apparent to me 
what I had to change.

3. By sharing the unfinished workshop slides 
during intake and expert conversations. While 
sharing the story, I discovered what made sense 
and what needed further attention. Their feedback 
helped me reflect on why I made specific choices 
and whether I should change them.

4. By changing the duration of the workshops from 
two sessions to one session. When I realised it 
was difficult to schedule two sessions in the short 
term, I adjusted the workshop to be delivered in 
one session while still ensuring it was a learning 
experience.

“We didn’t fail a thousand times, the light bulb was an 
invention with a thousand steps - Thomas Edison2

58



3.
Validation



3.
 V

AL
ID

AT
IO

N

INTRO

The workshop design was validated to 
ensure it met the design criteria and 
integrated well into the participants’ existing 
workflow. In this chapter, I will first discuss 
my approach, then I’ll reflect on each of the 
six workshops, and finally, I’ll relate them to 
the design criteria defined earlier.
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APPROACH

PLANNING THE WORKSHOPS
As preparation, an intake conversation preceded 
each workshop to discuss the time, location, 
number of participants, level of design thinking 
in the team, and the challenge we would tackle 
during the workshop. For some teams, the 
challenge was proposed by the contact person, 
while others wanted to use the workshop to 
make progress on a stalled project. Details of the 
workshops can be found in figure 48. 

ASSUMPTION MAPPING
To validate specific goals during the workshop, 
I mapped out assumptions based on the design 
criteria and the concept as described in Chapter 
2 (see figure 49). These mapped assumptions 
gave me a framework to hold on to during the 
data gathering but were not leading in structuring 
the findings. I used data from my reflection, the 
feedback forms, colleague feedback, failure 
contracts, and experiment plans to evaluate each 
assumption.

REFLECTION
After the workshop, I wrote a reflection in which 
I described the context of the workshop, the 
creative process, observations in the group, what 
I would do differently next time, and my overall 
feeling about the workshop. I wrote this reflection 
independently from my mapped assumptions, to 
prevent bias and be open minded.

FEEDBACK FORM
At the end of the workshop, participants filled 
out feedback forms to gather anonymous data 
on several assumptions. The feedback form 
was changed after the second workshop to get 
more feedback on potential improvements (see 
appendix G).

COLLEAGUE OBSERVATION
For each workshop, I invited a colleague of my 
team as an observer. I didn’t specify which parts 
needed feedback because I wanted them to 
notice what stood out on their own.

POST-WORKSHOP INTERVIEWS
To analyse the effects after the workshops, I 
conducted interviews with my contact persons 
about a week after the workshop.

Date Duration Group 
size

Involvement 
with 
challenge

Workshop 1 3rd of June 2 hours 7 Medium

Workshop 2 6th of June 3 hours 6 High

Workshop 3 13th of June 2 hours 12 Medium

Workshop 4 13th of June 2 hours 10 Medium

Workshop 5 19th of June 3 hours 11+2 Medium

Workshop 6 18th of July 3 hours 8 Low

Figure 48 Planned workshops
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Assumption Test

1. The branding communicates the content well Feedbackform

2. Two sessions of 3 hours fit their schedule Observation

3. 5-10 people is not too many to have everyone involved Observation

4. Bringing their own challenge helps them learn how to apply their learning Feedback form

5. People are willing to let go of their first idea
• 6. The devil’s advocate technique helps with that

Feedback form

7. People enjoy the workshop Observation

8. Convinces the value of failure in innovation
• 9. People understand the difference between innovation and regular 

projects
• 10. Understanding failure will help being more open to learning about it
• 11. The experiment makes the two types of failure clear

Feedback form

12. Trains a positive mindset
• 13. The criminal round shows how seemingly useless ideas can be useful
• 14. The useless inventions energizer helps in being positive

Feedback form

15. Creates a safe space
• 16. The devil’s debate helps open up a safe space to be critical

Feedback form

17. Changes way of working
• 18. The social influence of collaborating with their own team helps with 

that
• 19. The experiment canvas helps with that
• 20. The failure contract helps with that
• 21. The stickers help with that
• 22. They continue working on the case

Post-workshop interviews

23. Gives confidence in failure Post-workshop interviews

Figure 49 Mapped assumptions
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WORKSHOP 1

GROUP
Team service and sales - 7 people

CONTACT PERSON
Scrum master

DURATION
2 hours

CASE
The case was defined together with the contact 
person. The participants were specialised and 
involved in the case.

EXPECTATION
Thinking outside the box and getting to know 
each other

DESIGN THINKING LEVEL
Low

Key insight
The workshop helped people change their 
mindset. This was not only noticeable by them 
speaking the right language:

“Going through these loops led to insights and 
refinement”

But also how they viewed the experiments. One 
participant wrote down they wanted to pitch the 
idea to leads, and when I asked them the reason, 
he said:

“Then we can find out from their reaction if the idea 
is reasonable”

This shows an open mindset, focused on 
improvement rather than immediate success.

This mindset change extended beyond the 
workshop. The team adopted a more vision-driven 
and possibility-focused approach. Their team 
even got the responsibility to rethink the vision of 
their department as a result of this workshop.

Reflection point
Towards the end, they discussed whether their 
planned experiments were within their mandate, 
as they didn’t want to obstruct others’ work. This 
created an additional barrier to fully embracing 
failure in innovation.
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WORKSHOP 2

GROUP
Team bicycle sheds - 6 people

CONTACT PERSON
Product owner

DURATION
3 hours

CASE
The team had been stuck on the case for two 
years. They wanted to use this workshop to think 
outside of the box for the case.

EXPECTATION
Take a bold iteration on their innovation project

DESIGN THINKING LEVEL
Low

Key insight
They were excited to finally make progress on 
the case they had been stuck on. The energy 
increased during the workshop.

“I’m leaving the workshop with energy to continue 
with the case!”

The examples provided a tangible way to talk 
about the learnings.

“I looked at the origami crane and realised... maybe 
we shouldn’t set the bar as high for ourselves...”

Despite being stuck on the case, the workshop 
revitalised their energy, and they felt the need to 
continue. 

“As a point of feedback, I would plan this in the 
morning, so we have time for experimenting in the 
afternoon”

Reflection point
At the end of the workshop, a discussion arose 
on how to build this mindset in their daily work. 
I realised that to be able to learn from failure, 
people need to build over time. Their enthusiasm 
for the workshop motivated them to allocate this 
time, but it might be something to consider for 
future projects.
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WORKSHOP 3

GROUP
Team OV chip - 12 people

CONTACT PERSON
Scrum master

DURATION
2 hours

CASE
The case was not defined beforehand, so this was 
done during the workshop.

EXPECTATION
To think outside the box.

DESIGN THINKING LEVEL
Mixed

Key insight
Even though the group contained some people 
who had knowledge of design thinking, they 
learned exactly what I intended them to learn.
 
“I liked being brave together”

“I learned not to give up when there’s a setback.”

After the workshop, they pursued their idea, which 
offered a solution from a new perspective. They 
presented it to the management team, and now 
they’ll realise their idea in November.

Reflection point
This was quite a big workshop, so I had to divide 
the group in two. Also, the chosen problem was 
quite technical, so I found it hard to keep track of 
the content of the process. Besides, the case was 
not defined beforehand, which led to a chaotic 
start where we had to define the problem first. This 
made it difficult for me to guide the process well, 
and they indicated they did feel lost sometimes. 
This means the maximum number of people 
should be lower.

Additionally, there were quite some people who 
knew about design thinking, and they felt they 
heard things they already knew. This means that 
when the goal of the workshop is to think outside 
the box, it might fit novice innovators better.
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WORKSHOP 4

GROUP
Team strategy & innovation - 11 people

CONTACT PERSON
Product Owner

DURATION
2 hours

CASE
The case was defined together with the contact 
person. The participants did not have a high stake 
in solving the issue.

EXPECTATION
Taking a bold move

DESIGN THINKING LEVEL
High

Key insight
Compared to the other groups, this group was 
quite known with innovation, and they had more 
of an advisory role than an operational role. 

Therefore, they did not have much trouble thinking 
outside the box and were more critical about the 
exact definition of failure and how each workshop 
element contributed to learning to fail.

They wished they had been challenged more and 
did not feel like they needed more time for the 
workshop, contradicting the other groups.

“The workshop was doable in 2 hours, I wouldn’t do 
longer or shorter”

“We could’ve been challenged to think outside the 
box more”

Reflection point
This workshop confirmed that my initial target 
group (people who want to innovate but don’t 
know how) is likely a good fit for this format. The 
participants in this workshop were experienced 
in innovation, and therefore they did not feel they 
learned many new things. Just like in workshop 3, 
we can conclude that when the goal is to use the 
workshop to take a bold step, novice innovators 
might be a better fit.
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WORKSHOP 5

GROUP
Team sources and team distribution- 11 people  (+ 
2 online)

CONTACT PERSON
Scrum master

DURATION
3 hours

CASE
The case was defined together with the contact 
person. The participants were specialised and 
involved in the case but did not have a high stake 
in solving the issue.

EXPECTATION
Team bonding

DESIGN THINKING LEVEL
Low

Key insight
The value of failure was very clear in this workshop. 
That was mainly caused by connecting the 
theoretical models better. During the reflection 
moment where we discussed where failure is not 
desired, the discussion rose that failure can be of 
value anywhere. 

“I feel like failure can be of value anywhere”

Additionally, the lessons seemed to make 
speaking about failure easier.

“Yesterday we spoke about the criminal round in a 
different setting”

Reflection point
The participants in this group were relatively 
technical. They weren’t accustomed to the 
openness required for innovation, so some found 
the workshop vague and didn’t immediately see 
the value for their daily jobs. This indicates that a 
more thorough evaluation could be conducted 
in advance to determine if and how innovation 
could enhance their current workflow.
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WORKSHOP 6

GROUP
People individually applied for this workshop as a 
part of the ‘summer school’

CONTACT PERSON
-

DURATION
3 hours

CASE
Participants were asked to send in ideas for a case 
via email, of which I chose the most tangible one. 
One participant was highly involved in the case; 
the others were not.

EXPECTATION
Learn something new over summer

DESIGN THINKING LEVEL
Mixed

Key insight
Participants in this group generally knew the 
importance of failure in innovation but highly 
valued experiencing it during this workshop.

“I already knew failure was important, but now 
I really see that taking time for it leads to better 
solutions.”

“I experienced that this helps to come up with 
effective solutions quicker.”

Additionally, the difference between regular and 
innovation projects was clearer in this workshop 
compared to the other workshops. The reason for 
this might be that I embedded more reflection 
moments.

“I realise that in my daily work, regular work and 
innovation work are blended. This workshop helps 
see the difference.”

Reflection point
I need to clarify how we specifically encounter 
failure during the workshop. I explain to 
participants that failure in innovation doesn’t 
truly exist, and they experience this perspective. 
However, the workshop’s title suggests a more 
explicit experience of failure.
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FINDINGS

To summarise the insights, I will reflect on 
different elements based on the feedback 
forms, observations, colleague feedback, and 
interviews afterwards. I will first go by the 
practical elements of the workshop, after which 
I will continue to the must-haves, should-
haves, and could-haves as defined in design 
considerations in Chapter 2, ‘Conceptualization’.

PRACTICALITIES

Prompt Average Count Standard 
deviation

The workshop gave me energy
“De workshop gaf me energie” 

6.0 48 0,7

I understand why failure in inno-
vation is important
“Ik snap waarom falen in innovatie 
belangrijk is”

6.4 48 0,8

I formed a different view on failure
“Ik heb een andere kijk op falen 
gekregen”

4.3 48 1.9

The workshop created a safe 
space
“In de workshop werd een veilige 
omgeving gecreëerd”

6.6 48 0.7

Working on my own case was 
useful to learn about failure
“Werken aan mijn eigen case was 
nuttig om te leren over falen”

5.5 28 1.2

Figure 50 Quantitative results on a 7-point Likert scale

3 
VA

LI
D

AT
IO

N

3

7372



FINDINGS

Branding (assumption 1)
The workshop was branded through a flyer that 
was physically and digitally spread (see figure 31). 
Most participants had the right expectations. This 
means the flyer fits the content of the workshop.

“You set the right expectations” - participant 
workshop 1

However, some participants expected to learn 
about how to make room in the governance of the 
organisation to fail.

“How do we make sure there’s enough capacity for 
innovation?” - participant workshop 6

Duration (assumption 2)
The workshops had durations of two or three 
hours. Most participants indicated they would’ve 
wanted a whole day for the workshop, to have 
time for an experiment and embed their learnings. 

“We should’ve done this in the morning, so we would 

have had the afternoon to do the experiments.” - 
participant workshop 2

However, the question remains whether a longer 
workshop is desired. The workshop’s message 
is to maximise learning from failure within the 
available time. The desire for a longer workshop 
might be an expression of not embracing an open 
result, as acknowledged by one participant:

“The time pressure helps prevent overthinking” - 
participant workshop 3 

This suggests that I need to better communicate 
the goal of maximising learning within the time 
available.

Nevertheless, two sessions might be desirable 
anyway. The workshop advocates for a mindset 
shift, which can only be embedded through 
repetition.

“I wish I had more time to make it my own” - 
participant workshop 5 

Group size (assumption 3)
The workshops had 8 participants on average. I had 
to split groups exceeding 6 participants, making it 
difficult to monitor both creative processes. This 
was manageable for more experienced groups:

“You offered us space to do whatever we wanted to 
do.” - participant workshop 4

However, less experienced groups found this 
hindered their learning about failure:

“I wished you’d explained more deeply why 
something we did was good or not” - participant 
workshop 3

An ideal group size is a maximum of six per 
facilitator, so groups don’t need to be split.

MUST-HAVE 1: EMBRACE UNCERTAINTY

People are willing to let go of their first idea 
(assumptions 5 and 6)
The first workshop goal is to release expectations 
and embrace the unknown. The milkshake 
problem and the devil’s advocate helped with 
creating this open mindset.

“What I learned from this workshop is to carry less 
historical baggage” - participant workshop 2

“I learned that it’s impossible to know everything in 
advance” - participant workshop 4

“Innovation without a goal feels nice” participant 
workshop 5

However, embracing uncertainty was feasible 
only to a certain extent. In a large organisation like 
NS, balancing uncertainty with structured work is 
necessary.

“We do have a plan to follow; how do we manage 
these expectations?” - participant workshop 4

“There are expectations; how do you handle those? 
At some point, we’ll have to go on to the next phase” 
- participant workshop 3

Clarifying the difference between regular and 
innovation projects helped eliminate confusion. 
In workshops 5 and 6, I experimented with an 
additional reflection moment to identify areas 
where failure is undesirable. 

Figure 51 Embracing uncertainty (1) in failure model
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MUST-HAVE 2: REGULAR VS. INNOVATION

Convinces the value of failure in innovation 
(assumptions 8-11)
The second key point explains the difference 
between regular and innovation projects and why 
failure is desirable in innovation, but not in regular 
projects.

Participants found the examples helpful in 
understanding the value of failure in innovation. 
This point scored a 6.4 on a 7-point Likert scale (n 
= 48, sd = 0.8). 

“I looked at that origami crane and realised, maybe 
we should not set the bar that high for ourselves...” - 
participant workshop 2

“The difference is clear to me now, innovation is not 
a concrete end result. I didn’t think about it like that” 
- participant workshop 6

However, the workshop did not necessarily 
change participants’s views on failure. This scored 
a 4.3 on a 7-point Likert scale (n = 48, sd = 1.9). This 

is partly explained by qualitative research during 
the problem definition phase, which revealed that 
people understand the value of failure but don’t 
know how to apply it. The large variation (sd = 1.9) 
shows that this preknowledge was different for 
many participants. 

Another reason for this low score might be that the 
feeling of failure was not as explicit. Participants 
indicated that they struggled to connect failure to 
the specific activities.

Figure 52 Regular vs. innovation (2) in failure model

“If I look back at what we did, I’m wondering, where 
did we actually fail?” - participant workshop 6

“I missed a clear definition of failure” - participant 
workshop 4

This might be a sign that participants learned what 
I wanted them to learn: not see trying as failing.

However, to make this connection more explicit, 
I added more reflection moments where we 
related the activities back to the failure model in 
workshops 5 and 6.

MUST-HAVE 3: ENCOURAGE LEARNING

The third must-have evolved around creating a 
positive and energetic atmosphere so people are 
encouraged to experiment.

People enjoy the workshop (assumption 7)
I felt that the energy rose throughout the workshop. 
The examples, energizers, and balance between 
sitting and standing helped with that. People 
indicated that theory and interaction were well-
balanced. This point scored a 6.0 on a 7-point 
Likert scale (n = 48, sd = 0.7).

“I wasn’t bored for a second” - participant 
wworkshop 1

Trains a positive mindset (assumptions 12-14)
Throughout the workshop, I observed that 
participants started using positive language and 
encouraged their colleagues to do the same.

“Idea X already exists… [group laughs] I don’t want 
to burn it down, maybe there’s something in it we 
could use?” - participant workshop 2

Other quotes that illustrate how participants 
adopted a positive mindset are:

“I want to try out multiple options before something 
is set in stone” - participant workshop 5

“I learned to think of ideas that bring you further” - 
participant workshop 4

“No pain, no gain; just try it out!” - participant 
workshop 5

Figure 53 Encouraging trying (3) in failure model

These findings show the importance of having 
examples and energizers and balancing theory 
and practice.

3 
VA

LI
D

AT
IO

N

3

Positive failure

Negative failure

Challenge Challenge

Expectation
1.

2.

3.

Positive failure

Negative failure

Challenge Challenge

Expectation
1.

2.

3.

7776



FINDINGS

SHOULD-HAVE: SAFE SPACE

For failure embracement, people need to be 
vulnerable, and therefore creating a safe space 
is essential.

Creates a safe space (assumptions 15 and 16)
Participants indicated that the environment felt 
safe. It scored relatively high: 6.6 on a 7-point 
Likert scale (n = 48, sd = 0.7). Unexpectedly, 
asking consent for using their data beforehand, 
contributed to this. Even though this is something 
that would not be officially necessary when 
implementing this workshop, it means that making 
some agreements beforehand might help.

“The agreement that the content of what we discuss 
stays within these rooms.” – participant workshop 1 
*

*We did agree that I was allowed to share data on the process in this thesis

Gives confidence in failure (assumption 23)
I noticed participants’s confidence grew 
throughout the workshops.

“I liked being brave together” - participant workshop 
3

“I learned to purposefully ask stupid questions.” - 
participant workshop 3

“Your relaxed attitude gave me confidence” - 
participant workshop 6

This means that it is important to have an open 
discussion at the start and that the elements, as 
they are right now, create a safe space.

COULD-HAVE: CULTURAL CHANGE

This thesis intends to contribute to a cultural shift 
where failure is embraced in the NS. Therefore, 
it’s good to evaluate the impact of the workshop.

Involvement with challenge (assumption 4)
In the workshop, I intentionally work with cases 
offered by the participants themselves. The 
involvement with the case differed per workshop 
depending on the intention of the contact person, 
but sometimes the workshop was used as a 
catalyst for an ongoing project.

Overall, people indicated the case helped them 
learn about failure in innovation. Since it was their 
own case, they knew a lot about the topic, and 
they were challenged to think a step further. The 
value of involving a challenge scored 5.6 on a 
7-point Likert scale (n = 28, sd = 1.2).

“It caused involvement of the group” - participant 
workshop 2

“It made the workshop useful and tangible” - 
participant workshop 1

However, I noticed that the case was sometimes 
too technical, and I found it difficult to understand 
the content. That made it hard for me to guide the 
process well. In workshops 4, 5, and 6, I chose the 
case in collaboration with the contact person.

Nonetheless, when people were deeply involved 
in the challenge, learning about failure flexibility 
became more of an implicit outcome. The risk 
here is that the workshop does not have enough 
competitive advantage compared to the normal 
innovation workshop that the Innovatie Platform 
offers.

This means that choosing a relevant case works 
well but should be decided in collaboration with 
the contact person. Besides, it’s important to 
explicitly refer back to how the case contributes 
to learning about failure flexibility.

Changes way of working (assumption 17-22)
In the post-workshop interviews with the contact 
persons, I gained an understanding of the 
workshop’s impact. 

Following one workshop, I received a summary 
of the session along with a plan for continuing 
forward. In another workshop, participants gained 
such valuable insights that their managers 
assigned them the task of developing a vision for 
their department. Following another workshop, 
the concept will be realised this year.

“The PO created a presentation, and now it’s on the 
backlog” - contact person workshop 3

“Now it’s easier to talk about these things and try 
things out” - contact person workshop 2

“We won’t realise the solution, but it did initiate a 
mindset shift where everyone thinks in possibilities 
and visions” - contact person workshop 1

The workshop did catalyse some projects and 
initiate a mindset shift. However, to embed the 
learnings in the way of working even more, it 
would be valuable to add another session after 
a week.
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IMPLEMENTATION RECOMMENDATIONS

INSPIRE

Value proposition: As a tool to explain 
the mindset of innovation in an interactive 
way.

Target group: Scrum masters who want 
their team to loosen up and be more 
flexible. For the workshop to be truly 
inspiring, participants should ideally be 
novices in the field of innovation.

CONVINCE

Value proposition: As a means to teach 
the top management the language of 
innovation, so they understand why 
innovation comes with uncertainty and 
failure should be embraced. 

Target group: Employees in decision-
making positions, mixed with operational 
employees, so the value of innovation 
is being discussed from different 
perspectives.

ALIGN

Value proposition: As a way to align 
expectations before starting a project.

Target group: Teams participating in 
an innovation project who have the 
flexibility in their daily work to incorporate 
innovative practices, allowing them to 
adapt their behaviour to foster more 
innovation.

Ideeën generatie Selectie en steun

Probleemvalidatie Oplossingvalidatie POC MVP

Toelichting:  
• Hoe brengen we ideeen verder

ImplementerenInnovatie idee uitwerken en ontwikkelen

Hoge mate van onzekerheid

Go / 
no-go

Go / 
no-go

Go / 
no-go

Go / 
no-go

Go / 
no-go

Go / 
no-go

Figure 54 Innovation funnel of the Innovatie Platform
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Ambassadors
In the first application, it would be valuable to 
look for ‘failure ambassadors’ in the organisation. 
These innovation enthusiasts are eager to help 
make room for failure embracement. During my 
project, the enthusiastic attitude helped me get 
together the right people and make sure time 
would be embedded for the workshop. This 
aligns with recommendations by Kim & Wilemon 
(2002) and Micheli et al. (2018), who argue that the 
drive and commitment of innovation enthusiasts 
are necessary to change something in large 
organisations.

CONVINCE

Top management
In a hierarchical organisation like NS, employees 
seek approval from top management before they 
fully commit. When aiming for an innovation culture 
where failure is embraced, top management’s 
understanding of failure flexibility is essential 
(Micheli et al., (2018); Kim & Wilemon (2002)). By 
participating in this workshop, top management 
will not only acknowledge the importance of 
innovation but also feel how uncertainty and 
failure should be embraced. In addition, I would 
recommend mixing the group with employees 
who are closer to the operation. These people 
tend to see the urgency of innovation more, which 
will be spread if they interactively co-create a 
solution with the top management.

ALIGN

Extra debrief
The change we want to embed when aligning 
expectations should be sustained throughout 
the whole project. Therefore, an extra debrief 
could be of great value. This could take several 
shapes. It could be an extra session a week later 
so that the learnings have sunk in and the ideas 
have been informally evaluated. A second option 
could be to distribute a poster with the learnings, 
potentially made by the participants themselves, 
which can be hung next to the coffee machine as 
a reminder. 

3

To sustain a change towards a failure flexible 
innovation culture, the Innovatie Platform 
should continue incorporating elements of 
the workshop. Three value propositions were 
formulated, each targeting a different target 
group and stage of the innovation funnel, 
as outlined on the left page. The transfer 
document I handed to my team can be found in 
appendix H.
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CONCLUSION

KEY TAKE-AWAYS

• The workshop demonstrates how to embrace 
uncertainty but leaves challenges for 
integrating this approach into the organisation’s 
governance.

• Connecting the workshop’s activities with 
failure wasn’t always as explicit, but adding 
more reflection moments helps.

• The workshop conveys a positive and 
energetic atmosphere due to the energizers 
and examples.

• The workshop creates a safe environment.
• The workshop initiates a mindset change, 

but the learnings could be more effectively 
embedded with an additional session 
scheduled for the following week.

• The workshop could be implemented as a 
means to 1) inspire team members, 2) convince 
top management, and 3) align expectations at 
the start of an innovation project.

How did I embrace failure?

1. By asking my team as observers and having 
them critically look at the workshop to evaluate 
to what extent the workshop fit the goal. This 
resulted in more (critical) feedback and therefore 
challenged my resilience.

2. By conducting a session with an innovation-
experienced group, which resulted in a less 
successful workshop. This workshop felt like 
a failure compared to the other groups, but it 
resulted in the most valuable learnings about, for 
example, the target group and connecting failure 
more explicitly to the interactive assignments..

3. By doing a post-workshop interview to compare 
my perspective with my contact person’s 
perspective. The goal was to evaluate the impact 
of the workshop, even though I was aware of 
the difficulty of behaviour change. However, this 
conversation offered me insight into additional 
barriers. 

Fail fast, fail fearlessly - Ed Catmull
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TOWARDS FAILURE FLEXIBLE INNOVATION

Let’s zoom out and see what value the workshop 
could bring to bigger organisations like NS. 
As previously mentioned, just like other large 
organisations, NS is still affected by COVID-19 
and, coupled with inflation, is experiencing 
financial challenges. That makes taking time 
to embrace failure and deal with uncertainty 
difficult, as the focus lies on short-term plans. 
However, if we want sustainable solutions, 
we need an open-minded innovation process 
(Prud’Homme van Reine, 2017). The designed 
workshop contains several building blocks 
that are necessary to create a failure-flexible 
innovation culture.

BUILDING TRUST
The activities and energizers in the workshop 
build a safe environment and create trust 
among teams. If we want more failure flexibility 
in innovation culture, a safe environment is 
essential. Trust is needed to be vulnerable 
and dare to fail in the uncertain process of 
innovation (Cannon & Edmondson, 2005). Also, 
Carlgren & BenMahmoud-Jouini (2022) argue 
for the importance of a healthy team climate 
when implementing design thinking. Therefore, 
innovation cultures benefit from this workshop by 
building trust with each other.

THINKING OUTSIDE THE BOX
If we want to solve problems in large organisations, 
we need creative solutions that approach 
problems from a different perspective (Tschimmel, 
2012). The activities during the workshop broke 
people’s routines and challenged participants to 
think differently. That’s why thinking outside the 
box is an important building block towards an 
innovation culture that embraces failure.

CHANGING MINDSET
In my research, I found that most NS employees 
acknowledge the importance of embracing failure 
in innovation, but don’t know how to do this. There 
is a strong need to learn more about this, which I 
derive from the many requests I received to host a 
workshop. This workshop offers an answer to this 
need and lets people experience failure instead 
of merely hearing about it.

GUARDED TIME AND SPACE TO FAIL
Embracing failure is desired exclusively in 
innovation projects, not in regular projects. 
This distinction can be challenging to make. 
Therefore, in innovation projects, it is crucial to 
have a designated individual maintain a safe 
environment, ensuring that team members feel 
secure in learning from failure (Kim & Wilemon, 
2002; Cannon & Edmondson, 2005). This workshop 
offers that guarded space and time to fail.

These four elements can be used as building 
blocks to transform into an innovation culture 
that’s flexible towards failure. To sustain this 
change, the Innovatie Platform should continue 
incorporating elements of the workshop. Three 
value propositions were formulated, each 
targeting a different target group and stage of 
the innovation funnel, as outlined on the next 
page. The transfer document I handed to my 
team can be found in appendix H.
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THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS

The importance of failure has been researched 
before. Kapur (2008) stressed the importance of 
failing to improve learning outcomes for students, 
while Cannon & Edmondson (2005) and Iske 
(2018) emphasise the importance of creating a 
climate where small failures are learned from 
in organizations. This thesis acknowledges this 
importance and explores how design thinking 
might help make these recommendations 
concrete.

Other studies have researched organisational 
design and innovation cultures. This thesis 
recognises the tensions and characteristics of 
fostering an innovation culture as defined by 
Carlgren & BenMahmoud-Jouini (2022), Kim & 
Wilemon (2002), Icekson et al. (2014), Prud’Homme 
van Reine (2017), and Micheli et al. (2018). These 
tensions are rebuilt into eight aspects of an 
innovation culture, as found in the theoretical 
framework on page 12. This study concretely 
builds on these characteristics through the design 
and implementation plan of a workshop.

Previous workshops focusing on resilience and 
failure flexibility have been designed by Price & 
van der Bijl-Brouwer (2023) and Persaud & Flipsen 
(2023). Price and van der Bijl-Brouwer (2023) have 
investigated the concept of designer resilience 
and defined ten ways for students to be more 
resilient while designing. Additionally, Persaud & 
Flipsen (2023) have investigated how embracing 
failure can encourage learning in an educational 
context. This thesis contributes to these studies 
by exploring their findings in an organisational 
context.

DISCUSSION

LIMITATIONS

While the study provided valuable insights, it 
was limited in scale. The case study focused 
on a specific segment of NS and may not fully 
represent the broader organisational context 
of approximately 20.000 employees. While 
the findings could be useful for other large 
organisations, they are derived from a focused 
case study within NS, and thus, generalisations 
are not validated.

The application recommendations suggest using 
the workshop to inspire, convince, and align, of 
which the second recommendation is particularly 
targeted at top managers. The workshop has 
been conducted with a strategic team but has not 
yet included employees in high-level decision-
making positions. Consequently, this application 
remains unvalidated and requires further 
exploration.

Another limitation of the study is its highly iterative 
and qualitative nature. The research heavily relied 
on the subjective experiences of the researcher 
for data collection, making replication challenging 
and potentially introducing biases. Although 
data triangulation was practiced, involving 
more researchers could have further minimised 
these biases. Additionally, the lack of detailed 
disclosure about the workshop content limits the 
study’s thick description, thereby restricting its 
transferability.

FUTURE WORK

How to deal with deadlines?
Even though the workshop opened up employees’ 
ways of thinking, deadlines still formed a barrier 
to innovation. Restrictive planning with deadlines 
was blocking employees from feeling the 
freedom to take time to innovate outside of the 
workshop. Concepts like dedicating an x% of time 
to innovation have been tried, but more research 
could dive into why this hasn’t been successful 
yet. 

Who is involved in the experiments?
A significant challenge in moving ideas beyond 
the workshop stage was the lack of clarity 
around who would take responsibility for various 
components of the innovation. This uncertainty 
led to hesitation among employees, as they 
did not want to interfere with each other’s work, 
which in turn discouraged experimentation. 
Future research could explore a way to clarify 
responsibilities in the organisation.

In which project do we innovate?
Participants struggled to apply the workshop 
learnings to their daily work, largely because 
failure is typically not tolerated in regular projects. 
This highlights an intriguing area for further 
investigation: how organisations distinguish 
between regular projects and innovation 
projects. By making this distinction more explicit, 
organisations could foster greater acceptance of 
failure in officially designated innovation projects, 
encouraging experimentation and learning.

This thesis explored the concept of failure flexibility within the 
innovation culture of NS through an exploratory case study. The 
project underscored the significance of adopting a flexible attitude 
towards failure as an integral component of a healthy innovation 
environment. The designed workshop was instrumental in helping 
participants understand and embrace failure, fostering a safe space 
for experimentation and learning. This initiative demonstrated a 
valuable contribution to building trust, encouraging creative thinking, 
and transforming mindsets within the organisation.

The workshop’s success suggests that NS can leverage these insights 
to inspire team members, align expectations for ongoing projects, and 
potentially influence top management’s approach to innovation. This 
application can support NS in navigating the uncertainty innovation 
comes with, where embracing failure is crucial.

However, while the workshop was well-received and provided a 
practical framework for understanding failure to initiate a mindset 
shift, several challenges remain. The transition from workshop 
learnings to daily practice has proven difficult, and failure could be 
better connected to the case. This area requires further exploration 
to enhance the integration of failure flexibility into NS’s broader 
organisational culture. 

In conclusion, this project offers a promising building block for 
fostering an innovation culture at NS where failure is not only accepted 
but seen as a valuable step towards growth. Future work should focus 
on refining strategies to overcome the identified barriers, including 
clarifying project responsibilities, managing deadlines more flexibly, 
and distinguishing between regular and innovation projects. Such 
efforts will strengthen the academic foundation of this research and 
enhance its practical applications within and beyond NS.
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‘Practice what you preach’, is what I told myself 
throughout the project. The subject of this 
thesis allowed me to critically reflect on my own 
design process: do I embrace failure enough to 
feel like I’m encouraging others?

At the start of this project, I defined three learning 
goals for myself. 1) learn how to convince; 2) 
experiment with confidence; and 3) integrate 
incubation time after feedback. Throughout the 
project, I realised each had different underlying 
goals, which I’ll reflect on in this section. 

1. Building a network
I learned the importance of involving my team 
in the project from the start to be convincing. To 
prevent the ‘not invented here syndrome’, people 
need to feel and understand the solution from 
within, and therefore they need to be involved 
in the process. Merely telling or sharing a report 
is not enough. I involved my team from day 
one in team sessions and deliberately planned 
conversations with NS employees who showed 
interest in the topic. This resulted in more leads 
to people, literature, or existing initiatives. To be 
convincing, it is important to build a network and 
involve people in the process.

2. Experiment with confidence
The content of my project was a constant 
reminder to challenge myself to learn from failure. 
When I approached deadlines, my fear of failure 
rose, which made me less open to taking risks, 
learning, and seeing overviews. The most difficult 
part was handing in my preliminary reports to my 
supervisors because I knew it was not yet the 
result I aimed for. I challenged myself not to make 

PERSONAL REFLECTION

it perfect and to hand it in with the aim of learning. 
Going through this barrier helped me be confident 
enough to trust my process. Over the weeks, my 
attitude became more and more relaxed, and I 
felt motivated to just keep going and not be afraid 
the outcome would not be ‘useful’.

3. Believing in the process
Relating to the previous learning outcome, I 
learned to believe in myself and my process. My 
goal was to reflect on the feedback and not adjust 
my course too quickly. Having conducted many 
experiments and gathered extensive feedback, I 
learned that it’s not possible to follow every piece 
of advice blindly. Instead, it’s crucial to look at 
the bigger picture and choose what is best for 
the project. Rather than adjusting the workshop 
format immediately after an unsuccessful session 
to suit that group, I realised they might not fit 
into my target audience. I learned to balance 
the expectations of others with my belief in the 
process.

What does my future hold?
I could not have wished for a project that fit 
me better than this one. I could apply my 
anthropological skills, I had the freedom to 
experiment with design methods; and I gained 
experience in a large organisation with much 
influence on society. This all fueled inspiration for 

my next step. I noticed that giving the workshops 
was something that fit me very well. I felt 
comfortable and energised after each of them. 
I want to keep on teaching organisations about 
design and innovation. At the same time, I want to 
keep learning from the designers around me in a 
context where innovation is a given and does not 
need to be encouraged. 

This project was the start of my mission to 
encourage failure embracement, and I can’t wait 
to continue this journey.

Many people have helped me learn throughout this project, 
and I would like to highlight a few of them. I would like to thank 
Rebecca Price for helping me zoom out, seeing the bigger 
picture so I could navigate the big organisation of NS, and giving 
me so much confidence. I would like to thank Tobias Hebbink 
for challenging me to be critical of how I embraced failure in my 
own design process and helping me find tools to get an overview 
when I felt stuck. I would like to thank Rembert Sierksma for 
involving me in the team from day one and giving me the 
freedom and trust to experiment while thinking along with me. 
I would like to thank Roxanne op’t Land for taking charge of 
implementing the workshop. Furthermore, I would like to thank 
the rest of my team, Stijn van den Brand, Rainish Lalai, Germo 
van de Hoek, Joris Mens, and Bart Hoornstra, for participating 
in team sessions, inviting me to meetings, events, and activities, 
and always being eager to discuss my project. Finally, I’d like to 
thank all other NS colleagues who were involved in my project in 
interviews, workshops, or conversations.
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APPENDIX F: WORKSHOP SLIDES APPENDIX G: FEEDBACKFORM

Feedback workshop falend innoveren
Wat me bij gaat blijven uit de workshop is...Van tevoren verwachtte ik dit te leren...

Andere opmerkingen...Hoe vond je het om een eigen case mee te nemen?

De workshop gaf me energie

Oneens Eens

Dit element uit de workshop hielp me daar wel/niet bij:

Ik snap waarom falen in innovatie belangrijk is

Oneens Eens

Dit element uit de workshop hielp me daar wel/niet bij:

Ik heb een andere kijk op falen gekregen

Oneens Eens

Dit element uit de workshop hielp me daar wel/niet bij:

In de workshop werd een veilige omgeving gecreëerd

Oneens Eens

Dit element uit de workshop hielp me daar wel/niet bij:

Feedback workshop falend innoveren
Wat me bij gaat blijven uit de workshop is...Van tevoren verwachtte ik dit te leren...

Andere opmerkingen...Hoe vond je het om een eigen case mee te nemen?

De workshop gaf me energie

Oneens Eens

Dit element uit de workshop hielp me daar wel/niet bij:

Ik snap waarom falen in innovatie belangrijk is

Oneens Eens

Dit element uit de workshop hielp me daar wel/niet bij:

Ik heb een andere kijk op falen gekregen

Oneens Eens

Dit element uit de workshop hielp me daar wel/niet bij:

In de workshop werd een veilige omgeving gecreëerd

Oneens Eens

Dit element uit de workshop hielp me daar wel/niet bij:

VERSION 1 VERSION 2
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