
Learning from Mistakes
Leaders demonstrate ownership by taking a positive 
approach to mistakes and avoid apportioning blame
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“Learning from mistakes is about understanding what you did wrong 
and making sure that you do not do it again.” (Dattner, 2012).

Failure is emotionally charged, and getting an organisation to accept failure takes good leadership. Most leaders 
want to help their organisations learn from their mistakes to improve future performance. The challenge, however, 
is to make it safe for people to admit and report errors and mistakes, and for leaders to deal positively and 
optimistically with them at the same time as keeping up high standards of performance.

You need to make sure that team members understand the goal is to learn. Work towards reducing the shame of 
failure in your team. Never show anger or strong disapproval of what may at first appear to be incompetence. Use 
the best individual approach to solving every mistake or error so that it does not happen again. (Fast, 2010).

Some failure is inevitable in the modern, complex fast-moving workplace.

Constructive Feedback

Good team members need and want to know how they are doing. Giving constructive feedback informs them of 
“what they need to do to learn from their mistakes or errors and achieve their goals.” (Bregman, 2015).

Constructive feedback:

• Identifies the gap that exists between expectations and achievements 

• Shows that you care about your team members’ professional development

• Helps you ensure they understand what they need to do

• Gives you the opportunity to listen to them and agree on effective next steps together.

Constructive Feedback

One-to-one Be clear and give examples
Find solutions together with 

team member

Two way discussion
Make sure your comments are 

received well
Follow up - recognise  team 

member’s progress
Positive Ask questions Be proactive

Giving constructive feedback and providing meaningful praise is one of the most important parts of your leadership 
role.  Doing it well can ensure a problem solving culture in which your team members feel able to offer ideas, 
highlight issues, offer suggestions, raise problems, and learn from mistakes. This contrasts with a blame culture.

Experiential learning

Experiential learning means learning from your experience. You acquire new skills and expertise by doing things and 
reflecting on what you have done. 

Experiential learning

Learning from 
• mistakes 
• errors
• consequences
• achievements

Addresses individual 
potential and growth

Adapts to individual 
• learning style
• preferences
• strengths

Requires
• self-initiative
• self-reflection
• self-assessment



Blame cultures

A blame culture is one in which people are blamed for mistakes. This leads to an unwillingness to take risks or to 
accept responsibility for mistakes due to a fear of being blamed, criticised or even prosecuted. 

Research by Fast and Tiedens ( 2010 ) showed that when people blame others for their mistakes, they learn less 
and perform worse. Dattner ( 2012 ) explains that ‘How you are credited and blamed — and how you as a leader 
deal with the dynamics of credit and blame around you – has enormous impact on the quality of your work and 
influences whether you learn and grow in your career or stop developing’.   

Blame is ‘socially contagious’; that is, when a team member is seen to blame someone else, this increases the 
likelihood that the observer then goes on to blame another for their own, completely unrelated, mistakes or 
failures.  Blame contagion was removed when people were acknowledged, appreciated or credited (Fast and 
Tiedens, 2010 ).

A good way of detecting a blame culture is to think about what happens when a leader detects a mistake. If they 
ask ‘Who’ (rather than ‘What’ or ‘How’) this may be evidence of a blame culture. A blame culture contrasts with a 
culture in which mistakes are owned, the problem leading to a mistake is identified and improvements made, and 
people learn from the experience.

Dattner ( 2012 ) offers some approaches that may help you to minimise a culture of blame: 

Step back
• Pause and manage your own emotions
• Think about what is going on 
• Aim not to escalate and make the situation worse 

Be strategic

• Sharing credit may benefit you in the long run, opening the door to 
more sharing and less blaming over time, even if you think it is more 
than others deserve

• Think long term

Clearly describe the 
issues

• Put any emotionally charged experience into words 
• Perhaps talk to someone outside work, or a trusted colleague, to help 

you clarify issues,  gain perspective and help you to be more strategic 
in your response

Develop knowledge, 
skills and networks

• Being more capable and indispensable to the organisation will make it 
more likely that you will not be made the victim of undue blaming

Be aware of blame
• Being thoughtful, self-critical and fair in assigning credit and blame, 

you are likely to inspire appreciation and commitment from your team 
members

Focus on the future
• You can learn much from past events but can be counterproductive if it 

focuses on assigning blame 
• Reflect on what needs to be done now and in the future

Get and keep people who 
don’t “throw others under 

the bus”

• People with a balanced view of credit and blame make better leaders, 
teammates and subordinates 

• Reinforce the message of shared accountability and collaboration



The Institute of Leadership & Management’s Dimensions 
of Leadership offer, often elusive, insights into great 
leadership. This is not a static representation but an 
evolving description of the complex nature of leadership 
activity. 
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Find out more at www.InstituteLM.com/learning/dimensions-of-leadership.html
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‘The leader’s role is to create an environment where people are free to make deci-
sions, adapt to what’s in front of them, and feel comfortable to make mistakes and 

learn from the experience.’

Hayward, S. (2018)


