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Of Your Mistakes

Q. You realize that you made a terrible
mistake at work. Your first instinct is to
deny that it happened or to cover it up.
Then you feel angry and defensive, and
want to blame other people. Then you
want to hide. Are these reactions nor-
mal?

A. It is only human for people who have
made a mistake to have any or all of
these initial reactions.

A mistake can contradict your view of
yourself as an effective worker, creating
cognitive dissonance, said Carol Tavris,
a social psychologist and co-author of
“Mistakes Were Made (but Not by
Me).” You think, “On this dimension
where I pride myself on my abilities, I
screwed up? Not possible,” Dr. Tavris
said.
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management at the Harvard Business
School.

In any job that requires continuing
thought and judgment, we need to be
“aware of the huge potential of things to
go wrong,” Professor Edmondson said,
because “we all can handle only so
much cognitively at a time.”

Because layoffs have shrunk the
staffing of many businesses, “we need
to recognize that we’re more vulnerable
than usual to mistakes,” she said. “We
should be encouraging people to speak
up sooner rather than later.”

Q. How do you start dealing with your
mistake?

A. First, go to the people who are affect-
ed by it and apologize, Professor Ed-
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