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Mistakes and failures are inevitable. Yet, individuals 
and companies alike can struggle to turn these 
challenges into positive opportunities for 
improvement and learning. 

It tends to be much easier to first place blame or focus on the 
negative when it comes to costly mistakes. Not every person 
is a good fit, and effectively holding both employees and 
managers accountable is certainly important, but doing so 
in a way that creates more stress or tension in the workplace 
can be detrimental to your business, its culture, and employee 
attitudes. The real challenge is reframing these failures and 
obstacles as an opportunity to learn, improve your business 
and culture, and create a safer space for team members to 
fearlessly provide input, share ideas, and try new and better 
ways to accomplish their goals. In doing so, you’ll find that 
there really are no mistakes; there are only ever opportunities. 

Consequences of the Blame Game
Failure is difficult. We may find ourselves coping with our 
failures by looking for something or someone to blame. 
In conducting our Ownership Culture Surveys with ESOP 
companies, the NCEO has found that this type of “blame first” 
mentality and behavior can have serious consequences for a 
company’s culture and the work lives of employees.  

Dealing with mistakes by finger pointing makes it hard for 
employee-owners to feel like they are part of a supportive 
team. The impact of such feelings can lead to lack of trust 
in managers or colleagues and potentially inhibit how safe 
employees feel when providing input or taking the initiative  
to improve the business in new, innovative ways. The  
anxieties and stresses associated with this type of culture is 
something we not only take home with us, but research has 
shown that stress makes us less effective and productive.

Alternatively, when we reframe our failures or mistakes as 
opportunities to learn and improve, both on a personal and 
organizational level, the entire culture benefits. Here is one 
exercise your organization can do in your next meeting to 
illustrate how this works and why this matters: 

Ask everyone to think of a serious challenge, mistake, or 
failure they may have experienced in their work or in a team 
effort at the company. Tell everyone to come up with three 
positive outcomes that resulted from that experience.  
What did each person learn? Did other opportunities come  
out of these failures or mistakes, such as new or better ways  
of accomplishing a task or perhaps a complete restructuring  
of a process?

You may find that the mistakes 
people come up with range from big 
to small, but there is usually something 
positive to be gained from any of these 
pitfalls. By putting your focus on what can 
be learned as opposed to who should be blamed, your 
organization becomes more agile and better at adapting to 
stressful situations.

During the recession years between 2008 and 2010, 
associate-owned Hypertherm, which has a no layoff 
philosophy, used the extra capacity and time created by the 
economic downturn to start a redeployment strategy, looking 
for innovative ways to improve processes and diversify areas 
of their business. The company leveraged this challenge to 
improve business, and its success following the recession 
suggests their strategy paid dividends. 

So how do we move from a culture that lets failure derail or 
degrade us to one that makes us strong? 

“There Are No Mistakes”
First, focus on affirmative feedback. People will make 
mistakes, but they need to know that they should feel safe 
doing so with the expectation that everyone at the company 
will be expected to work with their supervisors and colleagues 
to learn, improve, and limit similar mistakes in the future. 
Trusting your employees and team members to do the 
right thing when they make mistakes and hold themselves 
accountable for a mishap will help you develop more effective 
and supportive teams.

“There Are No Mistakes” should not just be a suggested 
mentality, but an expected one. This is especially true for 
managers. Managers can be encouraged to help those they 
supervise look for solutions rather than make them feel awful 
for making a mistake in the first place. Discussing mistakes 
or challenges could also be structured in a way that makes 
being open and honest more common. If we can accept 
that mistakes are inevitable, our cultures should encourage 
a mindset focused on leveraging our failures to further add 
value in the long run. 

Lastly, mistakes sometimes have nothing to do with specific 
individuals at all, but may have everything to do with process 
itself. Ask your teams to take a step back when a mistake is 
made. Give them space to pause and assess whether current 
processes are effective or the cause for error. You may find 
more efficient ways to accomplish tasks and limit blunders. 
A simple shift in mentality can not only make for better 
relationships but far better processes as well. Try using this 
practice in your teams or meetings and continue looking for 
new ways to add value to your company. n
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Finding Success in Failures and Mistakes

“I have not failed. I’ve just found 10,000 ways 
 that won’t work.” –Thomas Edison
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