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THE 
MEL ROBBINS GUIDE

TO SCREWING UP
WE ASKED THE COACH, SPEAKER, AUTHOR,  

CNN ANALYST AND SUCCESS COLUMNIST TO SHARE  
EVERYTHING YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT OVERCOMING  

EGG-ON-YOUR-FACE EMBARRASSMENT. 
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ig, fat failure is the key to realizing your dreams. 
The funny thing is you already know failure is 
good for you. 

We hear about failure all the time: Actors 
who were rejected at hundreds of auditions 
(until they weren’t), entrepreneurs whose first 
dozen ideas were garbage (though their next 

one was brilliant), and inventors with strings of useless inventions 
(and some that changed the world). 

Details and statistics like these make us feel good, but they boil 
down to an uncomfortable question. If failure is the key to getting what 
we want, why do we do everything in our power to avoid it?

In Guy Winch’s book Emotional First Aid: Healing Rejection, Guilt, 
Failure, and Other Everyday Hurts, he explains: Rejections are painful, 
and for a good reason—during our prehistoric past, we were only as 
strong as our social groups. “Being ostracized would have been akin to 
receiving a death sentence,” Winch writes. To save us from dying alone 
in the wilderness, our brains evolved a clever trick—a pain-trigger—to 
teach us to do everything possible to avoid rejection. We’re here today 
because our ancestors avoided rejection at all costs. 

Fast-forward a few thousand years. You’re still reinforcing those 
anti-rejection cues, and in fact, you’ve been doing it for as long as 

you’ve been alive. You remain snugly in your comfort zone because 
your feelings tell you to, and it’s your feelings that you have to overcome 
if you want to take that risk, launch that idea or send that proposal. 
You won’t do what feels hard. If you’re planning to put yourself out 
there only when you feel like it, you’ll be waiting forever. In fact, 
there’s probably something right now that you’re avoiding. And that 
might be the thing you have to push yourself to do—whether you feel 
like it or not. 

Our brains dose us with a feel-good chemical, dopamine, when we 
do something right. The dopamine level drops when we do something 
wrong. In her book The Up Side of Down: Why Failing Well Is the Key 
to Success, Megan McArdle explains that we gain skills by practicing 
things because we’re strengthening the connection between the 
action and the reward. When we’re expecting an action to elicit a 
certain response and it doesn’t, our dopamine levels drop, and the 
connection fades. “Failure feels bad precisely because it’s the way 
your brain says, ‘Hey, don’t do that anymore,’ ” McArdle writes. But 
if we learn from the failure and revise our actions, we might get a 
better result (and a dose of dopamine) on the next try. 

And that next try? It ’ll actually be easier. Psychologists use a 
tactic called exposure therapy, which is the process of gradually 
introducing phobic people to things they avoid. It might be heights or 
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spiders or snakes. Or it might be the fear of putting yourself out there to 
fail. Every time you do that scary thing, you get a little more acclimated, 
and it becomes a little easier. In a 2014 LinkedIn article, Steli Efti, CEO 
of Close.io, described his experience in helping an employee overcome 
his fear of cold-calling—which was, more specifi cally, a fear of rejec-
tion. Efti instructed the employee to fail miserably for the whole day. 
As per those instructions, the employee was rejected all day, call after 
call. And somehow, it cured his fear. He realized the failure he’d feared 
wasn’t actually so bad, and he didn’t worry about it anymore. He learned. 

And that’s what the process of failing is, at its core: a simple learning 
experience. In Mindset: The New Psychology of Success, Carol Dweck, 
Ph.D., explains what happened when she gave a group of children 
increasingly hard puzzles to solve. As the puzzles became more diffi-
cult, the children became more excited. They were actually pleased
by the challenges. Baffled, Dweck concluded: “Not only weren’t they 
discouraged by failure, they didn’t even think they were failing. They 
thought they were learning.” 

Aim to be like those kids. Remind yourself that messing up is the 
best way to learn—the best way to figure out how to do things better, 
what to do in the future, and how to avoid the pitfalls that snagged you 
the first (or second or third) time around. If you’re learning a second 
language, you’re going to sound like an idiot before you’re fluent. If 
you’re trying to grow tomatoes, there will be a few plant casualties 
before you get a great harvest. If you’re writing a book, there will be 
parts you have to revise or completely rewrite. 

It ’s true that your inclination to melt into your couch instead 
of putting yourself out there for failure is the result of millions of 
years of evolution. It’s true that your instincts want to save you from 
unnecessary emotional pain and general awkwardness. But failure 
is an essential part of moving forward, of learning, of being human. 
And with a little understanding, some exposure therapy, and a few 
solid tips, you can beat your feelings and be on your way to failing 
(and succeeding)—awesomely. 

Q&A:COLD CALL COACH PAUL NEUBERGER 
ON FEAR

Paul Neuberger, CEO of Cold Call Coach, helps 
companies become better cold callers through 
coaching sessions and seminars. He gives his cold 
call success rate at an impressive 98.6 percent. 

Q  The national cold call success rate is 
exceptionally low. How did you get so 
good at something so difficult? 

A: One of my life’s mottos is that I want to be really, really good at 
stuff that’s really, really hard. If it’s easy, I’m not growing. If it’s hard, 
even if I fail, I learn from that failure, I grow, and I pick myself up.

Q What do people tell you about their fear of rejection? 
A: They’re afraid of hearing the word no. And it’s not what’s 

said; it’s how people feel when they hear it. They’re afraid of feeling 
like a loser. And people are afraid of the unknown. When you’re a 
kid and you get done watching Jaws and then your family goes to 
the Gulf of Mexico, you don’t know if there are sharks in the water. 
If I can prove to my 3-year-old that there are no sharks in the water, 
then he’d go into the water as happy as a clam. 

Q As part of your program, you make cold calls in front 
of your clients. Don’t you worry about failure?

A: I love it because it’s hard, and it’s putting myself out there. There 
are extreme ramifications at stake. 

No, I don’t worry about failure. My definition of failure is not 
not-succeeding—we’re all going to be there. We all fall down, and 
falling down is the best thing that can happen. But if you don’t get 
your ass off the mat, that’s when you fail. 

Q What advice do you give people who want to overcome 
their fear of rejection? 

A: Fear is not a real thing. It’s imaginary. We worry about something 
that has no basis in reality, and it stops us from doing great things 
and getting us out of our comfort zone. 
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TRY REJECTION THERAPHY!
Rejection is that much-dreaded response that hits us right in the 
self-esteem. It’s the worst, and it’s no wonder we’re programmed to 
avoid it at all costs. 

Which makes a game like Rejection Therapy seem practically 
impossible—at least at first. In Rejection Therapy, rejection is the only 
way to win. And in fact, it ’s the only real rule: You must be rejected. 
Once a day, every day, another person must turn you down or deny 
your request. Ask for a discount before you purchase something. 
Request an item at a restaurant that’s not on the menu. Strike up 
a conversation with a complete stranger. Ask for goods, favors or 
services until someone tells you no.

If you’re getting anxious just thinking about this, you’re not 
alone. That’s exactly why Jason Comely developed the game in the 
first place—to help himself (and ultimately, people around the world) 
overcome the fear of rejection. 

Comely was raised in Canada, where he shoveled sidewalks in 
the winter and sold doughnuts door-to-door in the summer. He 
was an artistic ty pe and never ver y good with money. W hen his 
wife divorced him, he left a grueling factor y job and moved to a 
new town to make a new start. His f ledgling website design and 
consulting business kept him busy, but he was of ten alone and 
isolated. Even when he tried to socialize, he was filled with crip-
pling anxiety and would quickly retreat to his comfort zone—his 
lonely apa r tment . One Fr iday even ing , he wa s pu zzling away, 
tr ying to understand his own mind.

“It just seemed so unfair that some people could be so social and 
I had so much trouble,” Comely says. “Then it hit me: I was afraid of 
rejection. My narrative was that I’m a trailblazer and I’m independent 
and I don’t care what people think. It wasn’t the truth.” 

He realized that he had to change his mentality and push outside 
his comfort zone. A nd the only way to do that would be to force 
himself to face his fear. He reasoned that if he became familiar with 
rejection and social failure, he might not fear it as much. So Comely 
vowed to be rejected every single day. 

At first it was unbearable. But after a few abortive attempts—
including a near-breakdown in a bookstore—Comely received his 
first rejection. With a dry mouth and sweat forming at his temples, 
he approached an attractive woman on the street and nervously 
asked her for directions. She brushed him off. It was a small step, 
but Comely was elated. The first barrier was broken. 

“I felt like the rules didn’t count anymore, like I could ask what-
ever I wanted,” Comely says. “I was giving myself permission to fail.”

As he began to experiment, he felt as though he’d discovered a 
secret. Soon, he’d rewired his thoughts: Comely had trained himself 
to go for it—to ask for things, to try new things, to not worry about 
the outcome. Anything became possible because he no longer feared 
the worst-case scenario—a rejection. He was disobeying his fears, 
and it had opened the world to him. 

On his website, (RejectionTherapy.com) Comely sells cue cards 
with ideas on ways to be rejected: Request a lower interest rate from a 
credit card provider; challenge a stranger to an arm-wrestling match. 
As long as you’re rejected, you’re winning the game. And plenty of 
people have won: Comely says he receives letters from people who 
were previously trapped by their fears, people who were afraid to leave 
their comfort zones. Now they attribute their marriages, new jobs and 
educational opportunities to Rejection Therapy. 

“Fear has so many different disguises and they are all the ways we 
fool ourselves into staying in our comfort zone,” Comely says. “The 
underlying philosophy of Rejection Therapy is sort of Zen: It’s about 
not being attached to the outcome. To stop overthinking. To redefine 
rejection as positive, because you did it—you opened the door. That’s 
the important thing.” 

WHAT’S HOLDING YOU BACK? 
1.  Fear of looking stupid: You have a fear that people will 

laugh at you or think your idea is dumb. First, they prob-
ably won’t. And second, so what? 

2.  Fear of injury to pride: Your idea might be dumb, but 
you’ll never know till you put it out there. It probably isn’t.

3.  Fear of social rejection: If you get paralyzed with worry 
about what your friends think, maybe it ’s time for new 
friends. Remember it ’s 2016. There are 8 billion people 
on the planet, and most of them are on Facebook. 

4.  Fear of feeling bad: Rejection can trigger a feeling similar 
to physical discomfort. You’ll live. 

5.  Fear of uncertainty: Just tell yourself that no matter what 
happens, you’ll figure it out!
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OPPOSITE: EARLY IN HER CAREER, OPRAH 
WINFREY WAS KICKED OFF AN ANCHOR 

CHAIR AFTER JUST A FEW MONTHS. BELOW: 
AFTER ONE AUDITION, ELVIS PRESLEY 

WAS TOLD TO STICK WITH TRUCK DRIVING 
BECAUSE HE’D NEVER MAKE IT AS A SINGER.  
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Q&A: SINGER/SONGWRITER KIRBY 
LAURYEN ON PERSISTENCE 

Before Kirby Lauryen got the chance to collabo-
rate with some of the biggest names in pop, she 
was down on her luck: living with her parents 
with no job, no car and no connections. Hoping 
to get her music into the right hands, she began a 
project called A Song A Day, in which she wrote 
and posted a new song to YouTube every day. 
She was discovered after 275 days. 

Q �What kind of fears did you have before 
undertaking your A Song A Day project? 

A: My fear was making it to the end of the year and not having a plan. 
My goal, first and foremost, was to get my music out to the people, 
but I also wanted an opportunity to turn my dream into a reality. 

Q �You first tried to make it as a musician in Atlanta, but it 
didn’t work out. What happened, and what did you learn 
from this experience? 

A: I moved there without a job, without any connections and told 
myself, I’m going to go here and be a star. In reality, I moved there 
and was sweeping f loors and putting up posters for other touring 
acts. It was humbling, but I’m so grateful for that experience. It 
showed me that if I wanted to live my dream, I was going to have 
to work for it. Change doesn’t happen because you want it, or even 
speak it. It happens when you put action behind your faith, and 
commit to not giving up. 

Q Who are some of the artists you’ve worked with?
A:  I’ve worked with some amazing people, from R ihanna 

to Beyoncé to Brandy and more. Working with Kanye West was 
a very confirming moment for me. College Dropout was literally 
the album that convinced me I didn’t need a college degree to live 
my dreams. To be able to co-write “Only One” with him for his 
daughter after he contributed so much to my life made everything 
come full circle for me. 

FAILURE 101: WHAT YOU 
SHOULD KNOW ABOUT FLOPPING
• �Get out of your head: Anytime you find yourself overthinking 

something, you are stalling. It’s a cue that you need to act.
• �Baby steps: Don’t start with the big stuff, you are in training. 

Pick something small, take a calculated risk and get ready for a 
few minor failures. 

• �Play the numbers game: All you need is the right person to take 
an interest. Keep putting your ideas out there until you find the 
one who says yes. 

• �Desensitize yourself: The more often you put yourself out there, 
the more accustomed you’ll become to failing—and it’ll be easier 
each time. Try to fail at something once a day. 

• �Act without permission: Stop waiting for the establishment to 
pick you; find ways to get your ideas out there on your own. It won’t 
always work, but it’s always worth a shot. 

• �The Five-Second Rule: When you have an impulse to act, you must 
move on it in five seconds, or your brain will kill it. Make it a habit to act. 

• �Be yourself: Listen to your instincts and blaze your own trail to 
victory (and failure). Get inspired by others, but remember your 
path and your failures are yours.  

• �Plan to fail: Yes, you’re going to fail—many, many times. So what! 
Push yourself to do it anyway so that your feelings don’t stop you. 
You might just surprise yourself and succeed. 

AFRAID OF THE UNKNOWN? YOU’LL FIGURE IT OUT
From Mel Robbins’ upcoming book, THE 5 SECOND RULE: The 
Easiest Way to Find the Confidence and Courage to Enrich Your Life, 
Your Work and Yourself

I had a conversation with my 15-year-old daughter last winter 
that illustrates just how debilitating all of this thinking and feeling 
actually is.

To give you some background, Kendall is a very talented singer 
and dreams of pursuing music as a career. From the moment she 
wakes up until the moment she goes to bed, she’s singing. She has been 
involved in community theater and school musicals since elementary 
school and now she lives and dies for her high school a capella group. 

Recently, one of her mentors recommended her for an audition 
with the directors of a musical in New York City. He had directed 
Kendall in a community theater program for years and had placed 
kids on tour with Les Miserables, Mary Poppins and Matilda. He 
thought she had a good chance. 

The second the topic came up, she said she wanted to but hesitated 
for weeks on writing her mentor back about it. We were away for 
Christmas break, and during a walk on the beach, I asked her why. 
It was fascinating and heartbreaking to hear how her thoughts and 
feelings had trapped her.

Funny enough, she wasn’t afraid of the audition itself. At least 
not when she thought about it. It was everything that might happen 
after the audition.

If I wanted to live 
my dream, I was 
going to have to 
work for it.
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First, she was afraid her friends would judge her for even trying 
out. She believed that if her friends heard she had been invited to 
audition, they would judge her for “thinking I’m better than them, 
ya know? I mean, who am I to think that I could ever be in a musical 
on Broadway?”

Then she was worried she might actually get the role. And if she 
did, how much would her life change? Kendall detailed the questions 
she’d have if she succeeded: Would she have to move? Where would 
she live? What would it be like to go on tour? What would her friends 
think? Would she even have any friends? 

The what-ifs went on and on. (We call this the “What-If Loop”—
whenever you’re stuck in it, just say aloud: “I’ll figure it out” and 
then push yourself forward. It ’s the thinking that paralyzes you; 
the action forward will free you.) And of course, Kendall had all 
the associated fears you’d expect with facing the unknown. She 
wondered and worried about what it would look like if she actually 
got what she wanted. 

I hate when people say they’re afraid of success. It’s just not true. 
You want it. You just don’t want the uncertainty that comes when you 
think about a new life. And all that overthinking is just a habit—it’s 
triggered by the feeling of uncertainty. Like Kendall, you’ll figure 
it out. She wants the role, don’t kid yourself—she just wants it free 
from judgment and uncertainty. 

But that fear of judgment wasn’t the end of our conversation. 
There was a second reason she hesitated: the fear of sucking. She 
said that she didn’t want to try out because: “What if I didn’t make 
it, Mom? What if I am not as good as I think I am? If I don’t audi-
tion, at least I can tell myself that I’m amazing—I’m just too lazy to 
have what I want.”

Now we were getting somewhere. The fear of sucking, not being 
good enough, feeling like a loser—none of us wants to face that reality. 
So we avoid it like the plague. We dodge challenges to protect our 
egos—even if it means eliminating the possibility of getting what 
we want. 

I  l i s t ene d t o Kend a l l  t a l k a b out her fe a r t h at she wa sn’t 
good enough, and then asked her one simple question: “ W hat if 
you’re wrong?” 

If success is a numbers game (the more times you try, the more 
likely you’ll succeed) and confidence is a muscle you build (the 
more times you try, the more confident you become) and failure 
is the way forward (the more times you try, the more you learn), 
then the key to life is learning how to beat the feelings that stop 
you. The steps, the advice and the actions are simple. Your feelings 
about doing the work are the problem. It ’s time to ignore what’s in 
your head and push yourself forward when feelings of doubt and 
fear try to stop you.
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MADONNA WAS ONCE FIRED FOR SPILLING 
JELLY ON A CUSTOMER AT DUNKIN’ DONUTS.
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YOUR HEROES ARE FAILURES TOO
Famous Dutch artist Vincent van Gogh had a slew of unsuccessful 
stints before ever picking up a paintbrush, including being fired from 
a job as an art dealer and pushed out of preaching by his sponsoring 
church. He only sold one painting in his lifetime. 

Oprah Winfrey, media mogul and talk show host with a net worth 
of $3 billion, struggled early in her career: She was kicked off the 
anchor chair at WJZ-TV in Baltimore after just a few months. 

After dropping out of college, pop star Madonna took a job at 
Dunkin’ Donuts—only to be fired for spilling jelly on a customer. 

Henry Ford was known for founding Ford Motor Co., but his first 
company, Detroit Automobile Co., was a short-lived f lop. 

Before I Love Lucy, Lucille Ball’s drama instructor told her to 
find another profession. 

Before they co-founded Microsoft, Bill Gates and Paul A llen 
started Traf-O-Data, a sometimes-faulty device you’ve never heard 
of for a reason.

PERSISTENCE BY THE NUMBERS

6Number of years it took Lin-Manuel Miranda to 
write Hamilton

29 Number of medical schools that 
rejected Elizabeth Blackwell, the 

first woman in the U.S. to earn a medical 
degree 

31  Percent of the votes Barack Obama 
got when he ran for Congress in 2000

39Number of times chemists failed 
before creating WD-40

51Number of unsuccessful 
games produced by Rovio 

before they developed the popular 
mobile game Angry Birds

300Approximate number of venture 
capitalists that rejected Pandora

600Approximate number of auditions 
Avengers star Mark Ruffalo did 

before he landed his first role

700Approximate number of 
books written by British 

romance novelist Barbara Cartland 

1,093Number of patents acquired by 
Thomas Edison

1,330Number of times home run king 
Babe Ruth struck out (number of 

career home runs: 714) 

5,127 Number of vacuum prototypes 
created by James Dyson 

9,000 Approximate number of 
shots basketball legend 

Michael Jordan missed

10,000 Number of hours that a 
person should invest in 

doing something if they expect to master 
it, according to Swedish psychologist 
K. Anders Ericsson

50,000 Approximate number 
of artworks created by 

Pablo Picasso 
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For Katy Perry, who’s sold more than 83 million digital singles and 
6 million albums in the U.S. alone, it’s been a long road to fame: Her 
first album was a failure and she was dropped by Columbia Records. 

Decca Records rejected The Beatles in 1962, telling them that 
guitar groups were on the way out. 

It took the Wright Brothers almost six years of failed attempts 
and prototype-tweaking before they perfected their design for the 
first practical airplane. 

After auditioning to sing at a club in 1954, Elvis Presley, the King 
of Rock ’n’ Roll, was told to stick with truck driving—because he’d 
never make it as a singer. 

If you’re invigorated with creative energy and filled with a drive 
to get out there and do something, don’t let it go to waste. Remember, 
if you don’t act on an idea right away, you risk losing it forever. Here 
are a few tips to get you on the path to failing awesomely: 

W hat ’s one area of your business or life in which you notice 
yourself holding back? Practice Rejection Therapy: Confront the 
thoughts, fears or feelings that are holding you back until they no 
longer scare you. 

How can you begin making smaller moves toward your goal? 
Break down big steps into little ones so that you can try (and fail) 
more often.

Have you experienced failure or rejection recently? If so, start 
the learning process now: Think about why you failed and jot down 
what you can do to get a better result next time. ◆

GIVE A SHOUT TO MEL ON TWITTER @MELROBBINS OR 
TO SUCCESS MAGAZINE ON FACEBOOK AND TELL US 
WHAT YOU LEARNED FROM FAILURE. 

OPPOSITE: MICHAEL JORDAN 
SAID: “I’VE FAILED OVER AND 
OVER AGAIN IN MY LIFE. AND 

THAT IS WHY I SUCCEED.” 

Practice Rejection 
Therapy: Confront 
the thoughts, fears 
or feelings that 
are holding you 
back until they no 
longer scare you.
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