Three Mistakes Leaders Make
About Mistakes – What You Can Do
to Correct the Errors
Mistakes will be made if progress is made, but
mistakes that lead to injury are not worth the
progress made. - Carl Potter

Mistakes – what are they? First, they are
something we’ve all experienced. A
mistake is an action or judgment that is
misguided or wrong; something that goes
wrong in search of a solution, or a deviation
of the norm. When I work with leaders, I
see three kinds of mistakes that leaders
make about mistakes. Each relates to
attitudes about mistakes or errors.
1. Thinking that situations, jobs, and
environments can be made perfect so
people won’t make mistakes.
Perfecting situations, jobs, and environments
can stifle an organization. I call this “the
paralysis of perfection”. Some people want
to spend so much time perfecting processes,
plans, and people that nothing gets
done….and when it does, high anxiety is
usually observed in employees – and
mistakes are rampant.
Why? Because perfectionism can lead to
punishment – or fear of punishment – if
things go wrong. Instead, focus on
excellence – doing the rights things well.
Engage everyone in excellence and you’ll
find an organization-wide focus on
excellence rather than on perfection.
2. Acting as if mistakes are okay.
This is a hands-off approach. All mistakes
are not equal. Some have minor, short term
consequences; others are a matter of life and
death. Make sure you know the
consequences of various types of mistakes.
3. Having no tolerance for mistakes – of
any magnitude.

Mistakes are opportunities for learning.
When a “no-tolerance” attitude exists,
accidents and near-misses are hidden,
driving the safety culture to a downward
spiral. People become afraid for their jobs.
Fear becomes a distraction and the risk of
injuries and fatalities is increased.
Take time to reconsider your attitude and
approach to mistakes – are you thwarting
progress with a hard line or are you treating
each mistake on a case-by-case basis?
When presenting my “target zero injury”
philosophy for industry, one of the main
points I want to convey is that people make
mistakes. We are not infallible. Yet I often
hear someone with little experience in the
field or new to management say something
like, "You can't fix stupid." I’m not sure,
but it sounds like they think their co-workers
or employees can’t learn and are going to
continually make mistakes. Hearing that
makes me think they have never made a
mistake and are above the rest.
Humans make mistakes for many reasons;
intentionality is not one of the reasons.
People learn by trial and error and the fastest
way to learn is by ‘rote’ or repetition.
Unfortunately, most people don’t work in an
environment without variables. Variables
come in many forms including personal
distraction, changing environments
(weather, co-workers, places, equipment and
the like), and differences in people.
Occasionally an employee who is often hurt
on the job is labeled a "frequent flyer" by
management – and sometimes referred to as
stupid. In reality, they are making mistakes.
I have noticed that some of the most
productive employees can fall into the
"frequent flyer" category because they are
blazing through their work. In my
experience and research, I find that this
employee is valuing production over
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safety. I find that many times it’s a
leadership issue of the offender's direct
supervisor or up the chain of leadership. If
top leadership reflects production as the
highest value for workplace motivation that
value will flow down through the
organization to the employee.

can go home every day without injury. Call
Nona at: 800.259.6209 or email her:
nona@safetyinsitute.com to discuss having
Carl work with your supervisors.

NOTES

It is critical to safety success in your
workplace to reflect safety as the highest
workplace priority no matter where you are
in the chain of leadership. Even the newest
employee can stand-up for safety, but it is
much more likely to occur when the values
of the organizations reflect safety as the
highest.
Mistakes are made because we are
human. Preventing mistakes that can lead to an
injury is everyone's responsibility.

Mistakes are a part of the human experience
but should be avoided. People who are
successful in life are those who work hard at
not making mistakes but realize
they have the capacity to make
them like anyone else. There are
many ways to prevent mistakes and
no shortage of consultants and
trainers who have ideas for
preventing them. For each of us
the biggest mistake is to believe
that we are infallible and will never
make one and this will lead us to
stop learning how to mitigate the
risk of making a mistake.
To attain, maintain, and sustain
safety success it is up to us to
improve our odds of not making
mistakes that can lead to injury. If
we accept the responsibility for
safety in our workplace and
become a leader, we will likely
enjoy a long and successful career
where nobody gets hurt.
Carl has been working with supervisors,
managers, executive since 1992 helping them
to become better and leading workers so they
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