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Teaching to Fail (Before It Happens): Premortem as a Pedagogical
Strategy in HCI Education

Paul C. Parsons
Purdue University
West Lafayette, IN, USA
parsonsp@purdue.edu

Abstract

This “teachable moment” paper introduces the premortem tech-
nique as a reflective and forward-looking pedagogical strategy for
HCI education. A premortem invites students to imagine that their
project has already failed and then work backward to identify the
reasons for that failure—flipping the common “will this work?”
framing into “what went wrong?” Originally developed by deci-
sion researchers as a way to surface hidden risks and counteract
groupthink, the premortem has gained traction in business and
organizational planning, yet remains underexplored in design peda-
gogy and HCI education. Drawing from our own teaching practice,
we describe how we have adapted premortem exercises for the
design classroom, typically as a structured reflection during an on-
going student project. Anecdotal observations suggest the activity
helps students articulate risks, recognize blind spots, and improve
the quality of their planning and collaboration. Students have de-
scribed the premortem as both engaging and useful, particularly
in surfacing challenges they might otherwise have overlooked. We
conclude by outlining several ways HCI educators might incorpo-
rate premortems into their courses—as individual reflection, group
discussion, or part of iterative design critiques—and suggest how
the technique complements existing studio practices. In sharing
this experience, we hope to encourage further exploration of the
premortem as a low-overhead but high-impact method for helping
students anticipate failure and develop better design outcomes.
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1 Introduction

The ability to imagine future states and anticipate how new prod-
ucts, features, and systems will influence practice, is an important
but notoriously difficult skill [4, 5, 18]. People are generally prone
to overconfidence and planning fallacies, underestimating risks and
overestimating their ability to predict and control outcomes [3].
Compounding this, students often lack the metacognitive aware-
ness needed to accurately assess their own competence and the
limitations of their ideas [7], presenting a persistent challenge for
educators. In HCI and design education, this manifests as difficulty
in helping students envision how their ideas will function—or fail—
within increasingly complex, interconnected, and dynamic settings.
The introduction of new technologies, features, and services is
rarely a neutral addition to a static domain; rather, it constitutes
an intervention into an ongoing field of activity, potentially dis-
rupting existing experiences and triggering ripple effects across
interconnected sociotechnical systems [10].

The premortem method—initially proposed as a hypothetical
opposite of a medical postmortem analysis [14]—is a strategy of
“prospective hindsight”, in which people assume a future failure and
then reason backwards to determine why it happened. In a typical
premortem exercise, a team imagines that their project or plan has
already failed and collaboratively brainstorms all possible causes
of the failure. This approach shifts the mindset from “what might
go wrong?” or “will this idea work?” to “what did go wrong, and
why?” The technique explicitly aims to counteract cognitive biases
and group dynamics that often undermine effective critique and
risk assessment. By formalizing dissent, premortems help break
up groupthink and over-optimism, potentially allowing teams to
identify more threats and weaknesses than with other methods
[14, 23].

Premortems leverage insights about the planning fallacy and
overconfidence: project teams, especially when made up of students,
often assume optimistic views, and avoid dwelling on possible is-
sues. The premortem flips this script, “legitimizing doubt” [11]
within a team, creating a safe space to raise concerns that might
otherwise be suppressed. This kind of safety is crucial, both for
professionals and students; a premortem invites candor by making
it acceptable, and even expected, to surface “uncomfortable truths”
about a project’s vulnerabilities [15]. The structured yet imagina-
tive nature of the exercise can uncover a wide range of potential
stumbling blocks that teams had not previously recognized. Pre-
mortems can help to reduce overconfidence, combat groupthink,
and prompt proactive planning by identifying failure causes before
it is too late.

In the sections that follow, we provide a brief overview of the
premortem method and its theoretical grounding, review its use
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in education and related domains, compare it to other techniques
and approaches used in HCI education, and offer practical guidance
for implementation in the classroom. While our account is primar-
ily conceptual and anecdotal, we argue that premortems offer a
low-overhead, high-impact way to foster design foresight, reduce
overconfidence, and improve teamwork. We close by discussing
limitations and areas for future research.

2 Background

The premortem technique originates from research on decision
making and has been primarily used in organizational and pro-
fessional contexts. Although relatively underexplored in HCI and
design education, recent studies and anecdotal reports suggest that
premortems can enhance reflection, risk awareness, and team col-
laboration. This section reviews existing empirical work on the
effectiveness of premortems, as well as emerging educational appli-
cations that highlight their pedagogical potential.

2.1 Studies on Premortem Use and Impact

Although premortems are advocated in practice, empirical research
on their effectiveness has emerged only gradually. Moreover, most
studies have been conducted in business and engineering contexts,
with limited attention in HCI and design. In one notable study with
ten software game development teams, the premortem exercise
yielded, on average, 17-18 unique reasons for potential project
failure per team, along with roughly the same number of proposed
mitigations [21]. While teams did incorporate some fixes into their
revised plans, researchers noted a curious gap: even when an over-
ambitious scope was repeatedly flagged as a failure risk, few teams
actually scaled back their game design to address it. This suggests
that while premortems may force recognition of problems, other
barriers might still impede teams from fully executing the preven-
tive actions.

In a security context, researchers have developed the notion of
a “security premortem” workshop. Faily et al. [9] describe a three-
step premortem process tailored to secure systems: the team is told
the system catastrophically failed due to a security breach, team
members list all reasons that could have led to the breach, and
then the design artifacts are reviewed and tagged wherever those
potential failure reasons could manifest. This process, integrated
with a requirements engineering tool, helped security teams identify
latent vulnerabilities, like hard-coded passwords or ambiguous
requirements, and feed them back into the design cycle. In crisis
management, researchers found that teams conducting a premortem
were significantly less overconfident in their plans than teams using
other critiquing techniques like pro/con analysis and critique [23].

In a series of studies for a master’s thesis, Peabody [20] con-
ducted a comprehensive evaluation of premortems in both military
and academic settings. In one field trial, teams of Army cadets per-
formed time-pressured missions either with a premortem or with a
standard military planning review. The premortem teams commit-
ted fewer critical errors and showed less fixation on initial ideas,
without taking additional planning time. In controlled lab studies,
Peabody compared premortems to a worst-case scenario exercise.
Initially, individual participants generated a comparable number
of failure reasons with both methods. However, the nature of the
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ideas differed: premortem participants considered a broader distri-
bution of problem categories, indicating the technique shifts how
people frame potential failures. In a third experiment, groups using
premortems produced more reasons for failure than those using
worst-case analysis, and groups overall proposed more solutions
than solo planners.

2.2 Educational Applications

Discussions of premortem in educational settings are scarce. One
notable example, in a management education context, demonstrates
that student teams who did a premortem became more adept at
perspective-taking and ultimately more satisfied with their team’s
functioning [16]. By imagining their team project’s failure and dis-
cussing causes, students were essentially being trained in advance
to recognize common pitfalls like poor communication, unclear
roles, or procrastination. Students became more aware of effective
teamwork practices, like listening to each other and clarifying goals,
and more committed to avoiding the failure modes they identified,
such as poor time management or conflict. Notably, the premortem
did not dampen students’ prosocial motivation (e.g., their willing-
ness to help teammates). This addresses a potential concern that
focusing on failure could harm morale or collaboration; in fact,
after the initial shock, teams grew more motivated and effective.
The authors reported that team satisfaction decreased immediately
following the exercise, but improved to the highest levels at the
semester’s end. In essence, the premortem acted as a catalyst for
metacognition and proactive behavior in project teams.

Beyond formal research studies, there are some accounts of in-
structors using premortems to enhance student learning. In one
approach, teachers ask students to perform a premortem before
major exams or capstone projects. For example, a biology teacher
writing about high school science classes had students envision
“bombing” their upcoming test and list all the reasons that might
happen—gaps in knowledge, weak study habits, etc. The students
then used this self-assessment to guide their final review, addressing
the weak areas they identified [17].

3 Premortem and Similar Pedagogical Activities

HCI and design educators already employ a variety of techniques
aimed at helping students anticipate potential issues, critically re-
flect on their designs, and understand the complexities of imple-
mentation in real-world contexts. Many of these methods share
conceptual overlaps with the premortem approach. In this section,
we describe several such methods and offer brief comparisons to the
premortem, highlighting overlaps, distinctions, and opportunities
for complementary use. A more holistic synthesis is presented in
Section 3.9.

3.1 Critique

The design critique, a cornerstone of studio-based design educa-
tion, takes many forms. Of particular relevance are formative or
generative critiques, which are often employed in the early and
middle stages of a design project to guide students toward more
robust and thoughtful outcomes [13]. In this context, instructors
frequently pose questions that draw attention to potential weak-
nesses, inconsistencies, or oversights—e.g., “What might go wrong
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with this feature?” or “What are the limitations of this approach?”
These forward-looking critiques encourage students to anticipate
problems and iterate early, promoting a mindset of proactive im-
provement. While both critique and premortem aim to surface
potential issues, the premortem formalizes this process by framing
failure as inevitable, thereby shifting the psychological stance from
defense to diagnosis.

3.2 Framing Activities

The act of framing a design problem, and subsequently reframing it
as understanding evolves, likewise involves anticipating potential
challenges and constraints. While experienced designers engage in
sophisticated frame creation by examining multiple perspectives
and underlying complexities [6], students are still developing the
judgment and experience necessary for this level of abstraction [19].
Instructors may support student framing through reflective prompts
or early-stage critiques. This process mirrors the premortem’s goal
of interrogating the assumptions embedded in an initial plan and
reconsidering its viability before substantial development begins.
However, whereas framing focuses on understanding and struc-
turing the problem space, premortems specifically target failure
scenarios in the solution space.

3.3 Reflection

Studio-based education, described by Schon as a “reflective practicum”
[22], emphasizes cycles of action, analysis, and reflection, both indi-
vidual and collaborative. Reflection encourages students to critically
assess their own design concepts and processes, often revealing
potential pitfalls before they escalate. The cyclical structure of stu-
dio work enables ongoing course correction. Reflection activities
can further support early identification of risks, functioning in
some ways as ad hoc “failure scenario” generation. Premortem com-
plements this reflective practice by making the contemplation of
failure an explicit, structured exercise, rather than an incidental or
emergent insight.

3.4 Design Fiction, Speculative Design, and
Critical Design

These future-oriented design practices also share conceptual ter-
ritory with the premortem. Methods such as design fiction and
critical design encourage students to explore potential futures, in-
cluding unintended consequences, ethical dilemmas, or outright
failures, through imagined artifacts and scenarios. Tools like the
Tarot Cards of Tech [1] prompt reflection on broader social, po-
litical, and technological implications. By “fast-forwarding” to hy-
pothetical outcomes, students engage in a kind of proactive risk
assessment. These methods extend beyond immediate usability to
consider systemic and societal ramifications that may lead to the
failure or rejection of a design. While both speculative design and
premortem encourage future-oriented thinking, premortem is more
constrained and pragmatic, focusing on probable risks within a
realistic deployment context rather than abstract or provocative
possibilities.
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3.5 SWOT Analysis

SWOT analysis is a structured planning method used to identify
the Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats related to
a project or concept. It is commonly taught in business, strategy,
and entrepreneurship education, and occasionally adapted for use
in HCI and design contexts. Like the premortem, SWOT analy-
sis encourages designers to assess internal and external factors
that may influence the success or failure of their work. While the
weaknesses and threats categories prompt forward-looking risk
assessment, SWOT tends to be a more balanced and static snapshot
of a project’s current state. In contrast, the premortem adopts a
more dynamic and future-looking framing by assuming total failure
and prompting designers to reverse-engineer its causes.

3.6 Journey Mapping and Service Blueprinting

Journey maps and service blueprints are visualization techniques
used to capture the steps, interactions, and pain points experienced
by users across a service or system. These tools help students iden-
tify friction points, emotional highs and lows, and opportunities
for improvement. While not inherently focused on failure, journey
mapping often reveals moments where user goals are thwarted or
where system breakdowns occur. Like the premortem, these meth-
ods encourage holistic thinking about user experience and system
dynamics—but they do so by mapping existing or ideal processes
rather than imagining failure as a narrative device. The premortem
provides a more explicitly diagnostic lens for uncovering failure
points, especially those that may not be evident in an idealized
service flow.

3.7 Personas and Empathy Mapping

Personas and empathy maps are used to understand the needs, mo-
tivations, and limitations of users. While not designed to simulate
failure, these methods help students adopt the perspectives of stake-
holders and uncover pain points that might not be obvious through
technical analysis alone. In doing so, they can indirectly surface
latent risks in a design—particularly those related to accessibil-
ity, misunderstanding, or emotional response. Unlike premortems,
which begin with an assumption of failure, personas and empa-
thy maps are generally framed around enabling success. However,
both approaches promote deeper perspective-taking and challenge
designers to consider how context, assumptions, and gaps in under-
standing may impact outcomes. Unlike premortems, which begin
with an assumption of failure, personas and empathy maps are
generally framed around enabling success.

3.8 Low-Fidelity Prototyping and Wizard-of-Oz
Testing

Low-fidelity prototyping and Wizard-of-Oz testing are practical
techniques for testing and exposing design flaws early through
simulated interactions. These methods often involve deliberately
testing incomplete or “fake” systems to observe how users respond,
particularly in failure-prone or edge-case scenarios. In HCI class-
rooms, students may role-play interactions or test paper prototypes
to identify where misunderstandings, breakdowns, or mismatches
occur. While these techniques are empirical rather than conceptual,
they share premortem’s emphasis on surfacing problems before
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full implementation. However, prototyping reveals issues through
enactment and observation, whereas premortem surfaces them
through imagination and structured speculation.

3.9 Comparison of Existing Methods to
Premortem

While these pedagogical strategies engage students in forward-
looking and reflective thinking, the premortem adds a distinct and
valuable twist: it invites students to fully inhabit the perspective
of failure. Rather than cautiously speculating about what might
go wrong, students are asked to assume their project has already
failed—liberating them from the pressures of optimism, defensive-
ness, or premature solutionism. This cognitive shift transforms
the task from risk prediction into failure diagnosis, encouraging
deeper honesty and creativity in identifying weaknesses. Moreover,
while methods like design fiction often operate in speculative or
deliberately impractical domains [2, 8, 24], the premortem tends to
remain grounded in immediate design realities, including technical
feasibility, user needs, and commercial or contextual constraints.
As such, premortems may offer a more pragmatic complement to
speculative design, bringing imaginative failure analysis into di-
rect conversation with real-world viability. Premortems also differ
from critique in that the failure scenario is collectively imagined
and accepted as the framing device, creating a psychologically safe
environment in which students are encouraged to surface latent
issues without fear of undermining their own project.

Taken together, these similarities and distinctions suggest that
premortem exercises can meaningfully enrich the pedagogical reper-
toire of HCI education. By formalizing failure as a lens for reflection
and planning, premortems support students in developing anticipa-
tory judgment, resilience, and design foresight. When thoughtfully
sequenced, these methods support a progression from understand-
ing user needs, to imagining risks, to testing assumptions, ulti-
mately reinforcing both design resilience and reflective practice.
For example, early-stage activities like personas, empathy mapping,
journey mapping, and problem framing can help students build
a nuanced understanding of users and systems, setting a strong
foundation for identifying plausible failure scenarios later. SWOT
analysis and speculative design methods can then extend this by
encouraging broader reflection on contextual, social, and strate-
gic risks—surfacing both internal project limitations and external
threats. A premortem becomes especially powerful when intro-
duced mid-way through a project, after students have developed
their concept but before final decisions are locked in. At this point,
they are better equipped to diagnose failure modes, drawing on
earlier insights while confronting potential breakdowns in a psy-
chologically safe and structured manner. Following the premortem,
low-fidelity prototyping and Wizard-of-Oz testing can be used to
empirically test and refine designs based on those imagined risks,
while critiques—especially generative ones—can help teams iterate
further by integrating instructor or peer feedback.

4 Practical Implementation Strategies

While the premortem technique may appear simple in form, its edu-
cational value depends on thoughtful integration into the classroom
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context. This section outlines practical strategies for implement-
ing premortems in HCI and design education, including recom-
mendations for timing, scaffolding, and facilitation based on our
experience in project-based courses.

4.1 Facilitation Guidelines

When premortems are used in team-based projects, it is valuable to
begin with individual reflection. Having students first work inde-
pendently helps avoid premature consensus and groupthink. For
example, students might spend 15 minutes independently gener-
ating failure scenarios before coming together to share and dis-
cuss. In cases where group dynamics may inhibit open discussion,
anonymous contributions can be encouraged to ensure all voices
are heard. It is also important to emphasize the framing: students
should not be allowed to claim there are no possible reasons for
failure. Within the premortem scenario, the failure has already oc-
curred—students must now uncover its causes. This framing helps
legitimize doubt and creates psychological safety for raising con-
cerns. However, students should also be guided away from offering
vague or generic reasons for potential failure, such as “we did not
read enough about the domain” or “we did not prototype prop-
erly” These kinds of statements can become intellectual shortcuts
that preempt deeper reflection and critical engagement. In other
words, instructors should encourage students to confront the spe-
cific causes and implications of their decisions, rather than relying
on superficial answers that avoid meaningful analysis. Following
the brainstorming of failure causes, students should identify mitiga-
tion strategies. These can be categorized by likelihood, severity, and
the level of effort required to address them. Teams can then develop
a concrete plan for addressing the most pressing threats. At this
stage, instructor involvement is particularly valuable. Engaging in
critique and offering guidance helps students refine their insights
and translate failure analysis into meaningful design adjustments.

4.2 Timing

The timing of a premortem can significantly affect its impact. While
conducting the exercise early in a project allows for more substan-
tial course correction, students—particularly those with limited
experience—may lack the necessary background to engage pro-
ductively at that stage. In our experience, premortems are more
effective after students have acquired some conceptual scaffold-
ing and contextual understanding. For students in single-semester
courses, this may mean waiting until the second half of the term.
In multi-course programs, a premortem may be more fruitful in
later courses, once foundational knowledge has been established.
The tradeoff of conducting the premortem later in the process is
that some key design decisions may already be in place, making
it harder to implement changes. However, even at this stage, the
exercise retains substantial learning value by prompting students
to reflect on their assumptions, recognize potential oversights, and
prepare for future design work with greater foresight. In profes-
sional settings, premortems are often most valuable early in the
planning process; in education, however, timing should be carefully
aligned with students’ developmental readiness.



Teaching to Fail (Before It Happens): Premortem as a Pedagogical Strategy in HCI Education

4.3 Scaffolding

Effective premortems in the classroom require conceptual scaffold-
ing. Students often struggle to anticipate how new tools or systems
will interact with real-world practice—an essential skill to design
for increasingly interconnected experiences. Instructors can help by
reminding students to consider multiple perspectives and domains
of impact. For example, prompts might ask students to reflect on:
integration with existing tools and systems, known characteris-
tics about target users, technological feasibility and infrastructural
constraints, ethical dilemmas and tensions, business viability, adop-
tion fatigue or resistance to change, and shifts in complexity or
unintended consequences. These prompts should be tailored to
the course content and the project context. Without this support,
students may revert to surface-level analysis or default to generic
risks, limiting the pedagogical value of the premortem.

4.4 Example: Graduate Course on Cognition
and HCI

In one graduate-level course on cognition and HCI, students en-
gaged with concepts such as mental models, tacit knowledge, dis-
tributed cognition, human-automation/Al interaction, and the dy-
namics of complex systems. Over several weeks, students read
academic literature and discussed historical cases, connecting them
to their work as UX professionals. It was not until at least halfway
through the semester that students were able to synthesize these
ideas and use them for evaluation. Around week ten of a 15-week
course, the instructor introduced the premortem exercise. Students
were working on semester-long projects in teams of two or three
(with a few working individually). Roughly half of a single three-
hour class session was dedicated to the activity. First, students were
asked to identify key concepts from the course thus far. The instruc-
tor recorded these on the board, briefly discussing each one, and
added a few others that were especially relevant. Students were
then presented with the standard premortem prompt: “Imagine that
your project has failed. What went wrong?” They were instructed to
draw explicitly on concepts described just prior. Example prompts
were given by the instructor: “Given what you know about the chal-
lenges of introducing new tools into existing practice, why did your
design fail to be adopted?”, “How did your product fail to account
for tacit knowledge in existing workflows?”, “In what ways did
your design disrupt the collaborative or coordinative dynamics of a
sociotechnical system?”, and “If your solution simplified processes
for the direct users, did it shift complexity somewhere else in the
system, causing failure there?” Not all prompts were relevant for
each team, but several were given and students were encouraged
to generate more that were applicable to them. This kind of direct
scaffolding—linking failure analysis to course concepts—proved
fruitful. Without the initial concept-mapping and guided prompts,
students likely would not have been able to meaningfully engage
deeply enough in the context of their own designs.

Students first worked individually for 20-30 minutes to generate
possible causes of failure. They then shared and discussed their
ideas in teams, while the instructor circulated to offer feedback
and suggestions for deeper engagement. Students were encouraged
to develop plans to address the causes of failure, independent of
whether they were going to carry out those plans. The process
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of reframing and identifying actionable strategies is valuable on
its own as a reflective practice. Students were then encouraged
to carry forward insights from the premortem into the remaining
weeks of their project work. Although the activity was not formally
assessed, future implementations could include reflective writing
or integration into project deliverables.

4.4.1 Anecdotal Feedback. Although no formal data collection was
conducted, anecdotal feedback from students has been consistently
positive. Several students described the premortem as one of the
more engaging and thought-provoking activities in the course, with
some even noting that it was unexpectedly enjoyable. The exer-
cise appeared to resonate particularly well because it offered a
structured yet imaginative way to integrate theoretical concepts
into their ongoing design work. Students appreciated the opportu-
nity to openly explore potential pitfalls without the usual pressure
to defend their current solutions—a shift that many described as
refreshing and productive. While these impressions were shared
informally through classroom discussion, they suggest that the
premortem format holds pedagogical value not only in developing
anticipatory thinking, but also in fostering an open, collaborative
learning environment.

5 Limitations

One challenge lies in understanding the boundary conditions of
premortem effectiveness. Are there situations where premortems
are less helpful, or even counterproductive? A potential dip in
team satisfaction right after a premortem (observed in [16]) raises
the issue of how facilitators can manage the emotional impact
of focusing on failure. If not handled well, a premortem could
potentially demoralize a team or create friction. This also depends
on the nature of the learning experience the instructor is attempting
to cultivate [12]. The educational backgrounds and personalities
of the students involved also factor into this context; if a project
team has already faced several decision paralysis barriers due to
a particularly anxious project approach, then additional scaffolds
or an alternative to the pre-mortem activity may be warranted.
Research is needed on best practices for facilitation: how to ensure
all voices are heard, how to moderate for constructive tone, and
how to prioritize the list of issues that emerges.

6 Summary

This paper introduces the premortem technique as a pedagogical
strategy for helping HCI students anticipate failure and reason
more effectively about design outcomes. Drawing from teaching ex-
perience, the paper describes how premortems were used to engage
students in forward-looking reflection grounded in theoretical con-
cepts. The paper situates premortems alongside related pedagogical
methods, highlighting their unique contribution in legitimizing
failure as a learning tool. Practical implementation strategies are
suggested, including timing, scaffolding, and facilitation guidance.
While the insights presented are primarily anecdotal, the paper ar-
gues that premortems offer a low-overhead, high-impact approach
for cultivating anticipatory judgment and reflective practice in
design education.
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