
WISDOM SESSION

Premortem
A CEO calls her staff  into the conference room on the eve of the launch of a major new initiative. They fi le in and 

take their seats around the table. She calls the meeting to attention and begins: “I have bad news. The project has 

failed spectacularly. Tell me what went wrong?”

“What?! But we haven’t even launched yet...”

That’s the point. The CEO is forcing an exercise in hindsight—in advance. She is using a technique designed by 

psychologist Gary Klein known as a premortem.

In a postmortem, doctors convene to examine the causes of a patient’s unexpected death so they can learn and 

improve for the next time a similar circumstance arises. Outside of the medical world, we call this a number of 

things—a debriefi ng, an exit interview, a wrap-up meeting, a review—but whatever it’s called, the idea is the same: 

We’re examining the project in hindsight, aft er it happened.

A premortem is diff erent. In it, we look to envision what could go wrong, what will go wrong, in advance, be-

fore we start. Far too many ambitious undertakings fail for preventable reasons. Far too many people don’t have a 

backup plan because they refuse to consider that something might not go exactly as they wish.

Your plan and the way things turn out rarely resemble each other. What you think you deserve is also rarely what 

you’ll get. Yet we constantly deny this fact and are repeatedly shocked by the events of the world as they unfold.

It’s ridiculous. Stop setting yourself up for a fall.

If only more people had been thinking worst-case scenario at critical points in our lifetimes, the tech bubble, En-

ron, 9/11, the invasion of Iraq, and the real estate bubble might have been avoidable. No one wanted to consider 

what could happen, and the result? Catastrophe.

Today, the premortem is increasingly popular in business circles, fr om start-ups to Fortune 500 companies and 

the Harvard Business Review. But like all great ideas, it is actually nothing new. The credit goes to the Stoics. They 

even had a better name: premeditatio malorum (premeditation of evils).

Your world is ruled by external factors. Promises aren’t kept. You don’t always get what is rightfully yours, even if 

you earned it. Not everything is as clean and straightforward as the games they play in business school. Be pre-

pared for this.

You have to make concessions for the world around you. We are dependent on other people. Not everyone can 

be counted on like you can (though, let’s be honest, we’re all our own worst enemy sometimes). And that means 

people are going to make mistakes and screw up your plans—not always, but a lot of the time.   

          

“If you’re not humble, life will visit humbleness upon you.” 
- Mike Tyson
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WISDOM SESSION

David Trent believes that wisdom comes fr om continually seeking to learn and grow through relation-

ships and reading, which leads to personal development.  In an eff ort to inspire learning in others, Da-

vid Trent sends out weekly Wisdom Sessions.  He recommends purchasing and reading any book source 

used in these Wisdom Sessions.
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“For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans for welfare and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope.”- Jeremiah 29:11

BAME- Be the Architect of My Environment

 

If this comes as a constant surprise each and every time it occurs, you’re not only going to be miserable, you’re 

going to have a much harder time accepting it and moving on to attempts number two, three, and four. The only 

guarantee, ever, is that things will go wrong The only thing we can use to mitigate this is anticipation. Because the 

only variable we control completely is ourselves.

Common wisdom provides us with the maxims:

        Beware the calm before the storm. 

        Hope for the best, prepare for the worst. 

        The worst is yet to come. 

        It gets worse before it gets better.

The world might call you a pessimist. Who cares? It’s far better to seem like a downer than to be blindsided or 

caught off  guard. It’s better to meditate on what could happen, to probe for weaknesses in our plans, so those in-

evitable failures can be correctly perceived, appropriately addressed, or simply endured.

Then, the real reason we won’t have any problem thinking about bad luck is because we’re not afr aid of what it 

portends. We’re prepared in advance for adversity—it’s other people who are not. In other words, this bad luck is 

actually a chance for us to make up some time. We’re like runners who train on hills or at altitude so they can beat 

the runners who expected the course would be fl at.

Anticipation doesn’t magically make things easier, of course. But we are prepared for them to be as hard as they 

need to be, as hard as they actually are.

As a result of our anticipation, we understand the range of potential outcomes and know that they are not all 

good (they rarely are). We can accommodate ourselves to any of them. We understand that it could possibly all go 

wrong. And now we can get back to the task at hand.

           

           - The Obstacle Is The Way

           


