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“PANEL OF FAILURES”: STRATEGIES FOR NAVIGATING 
PROFESSIONAL SETBACKS FACILITATOR GUIDE 

INTRODUCTION  

As part of the NIH-funded T32 well-being supplement, we have been working on a project that involved 
interviewing physician scientists in our Department to learn more about well-being needs related to pursuing 
a career in academic medicine that involves balancing both clinical and research demands.  

One of the themes that came up in these interviews was a sense that everyone else is doing well because 
successes are publicly celebrated. However, because setbacks and struggles are not publicly shared, it can 
feel like you’re the only one experiencing these challenges, which may contribute to imposter phenomenon.  

So we’ve gathered a panel of indisputably successful physician-scientists today who are willing to talk about 
the times they’ve experienced failures and setbacks, with the goal of shaping a culture here where it’s safe 
and even expected that you will experience significant setbacks. Part of our discussion today will include 
exploring ways to normalize experiencing setbacks, and ideas for ways to receive support from the 
community and learn new techniques for proactively regrouping from such experiences. 

I’d like to start by having the panelists introduce themselves. If you could please share a bit about your 
training and career path so far, your current career stage and current research focus: 

[Panelist introductions] 

FACILITATOR QUESTIONS  

• In 2010, the concept of a “CV of failures” was published in Nature by Melanie Stefan as a way to 
break down the stigma around failure [for the chat: https://www.nature.com/articles/nj7322-467a ]. In 
2016, a professor posted his CV of failures that went viral, and he noted it has received more 
attention than the rest of his professional work altogether [https://crlte.engin.umich.edu/wp-
content/uploads/sites/5/2020/05/Johannes_Haushofer_CV_of_Failures.pdf ] What would go on your 
own CV of failures? These can be both clinical and research failures; we’re defining failure broadly 
here… 

• Which failures are you most proud of, and why?  

• What did you do to cope with the major setbacks? [prompts: Were there people you confided in or 
approached for support?]  
o Is this different than what you do now? 
o What would have been helpful to you in hindsight? 

• What have you learned from your previous failures? For example, if you had a not discussed NIH grant, 
were there mistakes that you made that you'd like to help others avoid (e.g., time management problems 
leading to a lack of adequate time to prepare a good grant)? 

• Did any of these setbacks cause you to question your own capabilities? And more broadly, in what 
situations have you experienced impostor syndrome? 
o How do you handle it when it arises? 

• Did any specific setbacks cause you to alter your course, or change how you approach things? 

• What risks or failures are specific to anesthesiologists or anesthesiologist scientists? Are there 
unique sensitivities or vulnerabilities that come with this choice of profession? 

https://www.nature.com/articles/nj7322-467a
https://www.nature.com/articles/nj7322-467a
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o One of the things we heard in the interviews with physician-scientists is the real challenge of 
feeling clinically competent as a trainee and junior faculty member when you’re splitting worlds 
and spending so much of your time on research, relative to more clinical colleagues. What 
strategies have you developed to address this concern? 

• Another challenge that frequently comes up in academic medicine is the issue of establishing work-
life balance. In my physician well-being work in projects across institutions and nationally, I’ve 
frequently heard people say they feel like they’re at times failing to live up to their own expectations 
on both fronts, as a parent or partner and as a physician and academic.  
o Have you experienced this challenge?  
o What has the inner dialogue been?  
o How do you navigate both the feelings that arise and coming up with an approach that works for 

you? 

• What would be helpful in normalizing struggle?  
o Prompts: Failure awards for “most resubmissions”? Peer support when grants don’t get funded? 

Other groups/spaces for candidly sharing experiences? Other ideas? 

• What question do you wish I had asked you today? 

•  Q & A from the audience 
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