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BREAKDOWNS TO BREAKTHROUGHS 
Learn from mistakes and failures using  
The Breakdown Assessment Tool 
 
What happened? 
Why did it happen? 
What can we learn from this? 
What do we do now? 
 
When something goes wrong, often our first reaction is to look for someone or a group to 
blame. That’s what feels easy, maybe it feels like the right thing to do. 
 
Even if the mistake or failure can be attributed to someone or a group, taking the time to 
clearly articulate the reasons why it happened, is much more enlightening and relevant 
than just finding the scapegoat.  
 
The 4 Areas to Assess for a Breakdown 
Competence 
Capacity 
Process, system or structure 
Other 
 
Creating a culture of accountability and ownership for mistakes necessitates shifting 
away from a culture of blame. Frequently I hear team members talk about how they feel 
singled out for something where they may have had a role in the breakdown, and there 
was much more complexity to it.  
 
When you have a process in place to thoughtfully evaluate what happened, people 
are much more likely to be open and honest in their assessment of their own actions and 
those of others. And everyone is more likely to ‘own’ their own mistakes. 
 
The Breakdown Assessment Tool (BAT) is a straightforward framework you can use to 
assess what happened and limit unwarranted blame. It is great to use for self-
assessment when you are aware of something that went wrong. It is also incredibly 
valuable for looking at a breakdown that involved others.  

 
I use the words breakdown, mistake, and failure interchangeably. I recognize you may 
have a different reaction for each word. Some people don’t consider a mistake or 
breakdown as a failure. Just use which ever word works for you as you go through this 
and I’ll offer more thoughts about these terms in the future. 
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The Breakdown Assessment Tool 
An opportunity for learning 
 
When a breakdown happens take these 3 steps: 
 
Step 1: State what happened – as much as possible state the facts without judgement 
Step 2: Review each of these areas – have a discussion with the appropriate people, 
including those who were in involved or affected, and others who may have a stake in 
the learning (see the further analysis version) 
Step 3: Capture your learning in writing – take time to identify what you learned and 
could do differently. Share the assessment with those who will benefit from what you 
learned. Identify actions you can take, such as new processes or resource allocation. 
 
Potential Areas for the Breakdown 
 
Competence 
1. Human error – we all make mistakes   
2. Skills, knowledge or experience is missing  
3. Reliability – unclear if we can count on the person or team to deliver   

 
Capacity 
1. An individual’s or group’s currently available capacity or ability to prioritize 
2. Resources were missing 

 
Process, system or structure  
1. Known to be missing / known problem   
2. Not previously known 
3. Information flow problem  

 
Other  
1. Cost of doing business   
2. Not predictable   
3. Other 
 
For each area ask: 
How did we respond?   
What can we learn? 
What can we change? 
What next actions will we take? 
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Using the Breakdown Assessment Tool takes a lot of the emotional charge we generally 
have when looking for blame, out of the conversation. When you go through the 
assessment together with the team it can be a tremendous learning opportunity. 
 
Creating an environment that allows for, or even encourages, failure as a way of 
learning, will lead you and your team to breakthroughs and innovation. Putting an 
assessment and learning process in place is essential. I love the concept introduced by 
Peter Sims, author of Little Bets – How breakthrough ideas emerge from small 
discoveries. In the future, I will be sharing more on Little Bets and other resources about 
failure, learning, and innovation. 
 
Once you spend some time using this tool, these 4 areas will become something you 
look at automatically. Your ability to see what happened, how to learn from it, and how to 
move on effectively will change the way you see breakdowns and failure, and therefore, 
will change who you are as a leader. 
 
Note that there is overlap in the areas. They are not meant to be mutually exclusive, 
rather they are a guide for helping you engage in dialogue and be more effective in 
assessing what happened. 
 
 
 
When you first start using this tool, it is helpful to review a longer list of 
questions, such as those in the Further Analysis below. Each question may 
not be relevant. These are a starting point for conversation and assessment 
and should lead to ideas for other questions you may want to ask in each 
area.  
 
The goal is open dialogue to uncover learning and issues you may want 
or need to address. 
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The Breakdown Assessment Tool  
Further Analysis 
 
Review the following questions for yourself or your team, to help ascertain 
why the breakdown occurred. 
 
For each area, use the questions to help you answer: 
 

• How did we respond?   
• What can we learn? 
• What can we change? 
• What next actions will we take? 

 
Competence 
Which, if any, of these are relevant? 
 
These generally apply to an individual. When a group is involved you may need to look 
at each person’s individual role in the group, as well as the group as a whole. 
 
1.  Human error – we all make mistakes  
2.  Skills, knowledge or experience are missing 
3.  Reliability–unclear if we can count on the person or team to deliver   

 
 
Consider: 

• Was it something the person knew how to do and forgot? 
• Was he/she distracted? What else was going on for the person when this 

happened? 
o Personal life or work circumstances potentially leading to distraction 
o Something distracting in the moment 

• Did something lead to confusion?  
o Mixed messages about what to do (from the same or different people) 
o Practice or policy change that was not clearly communicated 
o Change in expectations that were not effectively shared or received 
o Lack of agreement about standards 

• Was this an error in judgement? 
o If yes was this an area that training, mentoring, or coaching would help? 

• Is this a breakdown in reliability?  
o Did the person/group have the competence to do the work and intention 

(authentic and sincere) to do it, but their planning, prioritizing, or ability to 
negotiate for time, is lacking? 
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Capacity 
Which, if any, of these are relevant? 
 
1. An individual’s or group’s currently available capacity or ability to prioritize 
2. Resources were missing 
 
Consider: 

• Was the breakdown because the person/group working on this did not spend the 
time or resources needed to be successful? 
 

• Did they have the capacity to work on this? Where did it fit in priorities? 
o Do the person/group need to get better at assessing capacity and 

prioritizing? 
 

• Were other resources required that you knew about and you moved forward 
anyway? Were there resources you didn’t realize you needed and it would have 
made a difference if you had them? 

 
Process, system or structure 
Which, if any, of these are relevant? 
 
1. Known to be missing / known problem   
2. Not previously known 
3. Information flow problem 
 
Consider: 

• Was the breakdown something regarding a process, system or structure we 
have, that we know is missing or is a problem? 

o E.g., We don’t have a great customer service follow up process in place 
so when a major issue arises, we might have been able to identify it 
earlier if we had that warning system in place. 

o Is it time to set up a better process, system or structure to address this 
type of breakdown? 
 

• Was the risk communicated effectively? Were we aware of the risk factors? 
o If we knew the risk, are we accepting that there was agreement to take 

the risk and the accept the consequences, or are we looking for 
someone to blame? 

 
• If we look at this as if there was a process, system or structure issue (vs. a 

person issue) what is lacking, not working, needs attention, etc.?  
o What is the ideal way to address this?  
o If we can’t do the ideal, what could we do to minimize the breakdowns in 

the future? 
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• Openness, transparency, information flow: Did we miss something? Was anyone 

trying to say there was an issue and we were not listening? Does everyone feel 
they could speak up and point out concerns – or was there fear or a reason 
people felt they could not speak up? Is there fear of blame, being ignored, fear of 
being told you were wrong or stupid? 

 
Other  
Which, if any, of these are relevant? 
 
1. Cost of doing business   
2. Not predictable 
3. Other   
 
Consider: 

• Is this breakdown a cost of doing business at this point in our life cycle? 
o If we have accepted that is the case, is there anything now that has 

changed and would enable us to address it so it doesn’t happen again? 
 

• Was this something outside of anything we expected or know about, such as 
external events for which we have no control (weather, terror, competitor, etc.)? 
 

• What else was a factor that could have resulted in this breakdown? 
 
 
Remember, the goal is to identify what went wrong, so you can learn 
from what happened and determine if you can prevent it or make a 
change in the future. 
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be more inspired, courageous, and conscious leaders. She is a strategic thought 
partner, results accelerator, and change initiator. Her work is based on the premise that 
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And set up a free strategy consultation. 
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