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Each of us has a default set of approaches to 
what we frequently do, from communicat-

ing or planning to lifting or using tools. But at 
times ingrained patterns may not produce the 
best results. For example, Kurt Lewin, an accom-
plished changemaster, consistently demonstrated 
that a typical leadership strategy about institut-
ing change improvements is minimally effective 
at best and may even backfire. By adapting field 
theory toward human and organizational behav-
ior, Lewin developed detailed plans for overcom-
ing significant resistance and catalyzed almost 
miraculous changes. His successes ranged from 
shifting people’s deep-seated dietary distastes 
(to then embrace previously shunned foods) to 
improving productivity within companies that had 
longstanding employee-management conflicts. 
His approach proved spot on, time and again.

How did he accomplish this? By understand-
ing, identifying, then redirecting the vectors of 
actual forces that affect a complex situation. He 
believed that a change agent can produce more by 
strategically doing less. He found it more efficient 
and lasting to determine, then reduce obstacles to 
improvement than it is to do more or try harder to 
drive for better results. (For more on how to har-
ness this powerful process, see “Letting Forces Be 
With You” at http://tinyurl.com/PaterForces.)

In a parallel vein, during a college commence-
ment address, financial guru Warren Buffett said, 
“Everybody here has the ability to do anything I do 
and much beyond. . . . For those who won’t, it will 
be because you get in your own way, not because 
the world doesn’t allow you.” His is an investing 
take on Lewin’s approach: See, then overcome 
internal blockages to becoming highly successful.

This approach also works for achieving more 
powerful leadership. For this article, I have dove-
tailed Lewin’s and Buffett’s principles with my 
25 years’ experience working with executives and 
staff in companies worldwide to create a list of 10 
mistakes that prevent leaders from being more ef-
fective. This list is a practical compendium of pat-
terns that frequently frustrate attempts to achieve 
higher performance. Recommended replacement 
actions are offered as well.

Top 10 Leadership Mistakes
To unleash and elevate your dormant or re-

strained leadership powers from this list:

10. Which mistakes have you made? Which tend 
to be defaults? Best leaders practice self-honest 
thinking; they know their own strengths and 
weaknesses better than others do. With this key 
knowledge, they can put their best foot forward, 
hide weakness during critical times and work to 
reduce personal limitations as time allows and 
external pressures ebb. The more honest you can 
be with self-reflection, the more you can gain.

is also courageous and supportive enough to say 
which of the 10 pitfalls apply to you. 

some suggested changes to avoid stumbling into 
these common problems. You need not be perfect. 
Start by practicing just one of these at least once 
or twice per week.

Mistake 1: Arrogance 
Trademarks: Hubris (e.g., “I see all and know 

all”; “All problems stem from others not doing 
what they’re told/what they should”; “I’m okay, 
others have to change”). Other signals include 
not respecting others; ignoring mistakes or poor 
performance; and becoming defensive in response 
to even slightly critical feedback. 

Replacement actions: Lead by taking personal 
responsibility. Think “despite” as well as “be-
cause.” In what ways have you been successful 
despite your actions? Avoid saying disparaging 
comments such as, “All accidents are stupid.” 
Learn from mistakes, rather than seeing them as 
threats to self-esteem. When things don’t go as 
expected, discipline yourself to see these as op-
portunities (reminding yourself that no one knows 
everything, nobody is perfect). If you don’t want 
to have a fragile self-esteem, do not treat yourself 
as easily hurt or breakable. Go beyond having an 
open-door policy and actively solicit adverse/criti-
cal feedback so you can adjust as soon as possible.

Mistake 2: Distraction
Trademarks: An inability to control your at-

tention; having a short-term or quarter-to-quarter 
perspective; chasing the newest shiny object in 
hopes of a quick, cheap solution to longstand-
ing problems; focusing on the latest fire at the 
expense of less immediate, yet more important 
long-term priorities.

Replacement actions: Practice skills for direct-
ing attention. Think of making a different mistake 
next time, rather than persisting with strategies or 
actions that backfire. In concert with others’ input, 
plan for a range of leading indicators to determine 
whether you are moving toward (rather than per-
pendicular to) the desired direction. 
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Mistake 3: Disconnection
Trademarks: Not knowing others’ obstacles or 

objectives, and making no effort to do so; nei-
ther seeing nor making contact with those you 
are trying to lead. Both can lead to unrealistic or 
self-sealing delusions that cause a leader to have 
a range of unsubstantiated, unrealistic and/or un-
questioned expectations that pressure others and 
set up them up to fail. 

Replacement actions: Drop in on others. 
Attend safety meetings, even for a 
short time. Solicit critical feedback. 
Self-monitor underlying personal as-
sumptions about others’ motivations 
and performance, then check on those 
assumptions dispassionately. Intermit-
tently take the organization’s pulse by 
asking incisive questions about how 
things are going and what others are 
working on. (My article, “Overcoming 
Leadership ADD: The Flaws of Arro-
gance, Distraction & Disconnection,” 
PS, Nov. 2013, covers these first three 
mistakes in greater detail.)

Mistake 4: Complacency 
Trademarks: Settling for status quo 

or low/mediocre results, or not truly be-
lieving (or caring) that real, substantial 
improvement is even possible. Other 
signals include making excuses (“some 
injuries are just a cost of doing busi-
ness”; “problems are inevitable because 
we have an aging workforce”); and not 
investing needed strategic time to plan 
and execute, then accusing others of 
doing the same. Typically, complacent 
leaders set the tone for a complacent 
workforce.

Replacement actions: Balance a pre-
serve-and-protect leadership approach 
with one that propels and progresses. 
Benchmark approaches with other 
companies, both competitors and those 

to exceed past performance. Avoid do-
ing the same old thing just because it 
is easy. Look for strategies that actually 
work, rather than those that are simply 
convenient (e.g., easy-to-administer-
but-limited-effectiveness online train-
ing only for dispersed workers). Always 
seek something new and continue to 
pilot different approaches.

Mistake 5: Command & Assume 
Trademarks: Expecting instant im-

provement is akin to flipping the right 

switch. Such a leader is more directing than invit-
ing, maximizing telling while minimizing listen-
ing. This leader motivates through fear, pressure 
and disdain rather than entices by communicating 
individual benefits of change. This leader blindly 
pushes new actions, rather than seeking to reduce 
obstacles/barriers to improvement.

Replacement actions: Listen, draw out and 
involve more. Sincerely delegate (vs. “read my 
mind and do it exactly the way I would”). Aim for 
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safety meetings that invite and maxi-
mize participation, rather than focus 
on lecturing. Prepare and know what 
you are talking about when it comes to 
safety rather than resorting to speaking 
in generalities.

Mistake 6: Tunnel Vision 
Trademarks: Incorrectly positioning 

safety only as prevention rather than 
as an opportunity to attain high-level 
objectives of engagement and produc-
tivity, and high-energy working and 
living. Other signals include grabbing 
onto the latest quick fix; not commu-
nicating realistic expectations; thinking 
acutely rather than cumulatively or long 
term. Expecting one-shot interventions 
to solve long-standing problems and a 
focus on talk over action (“Do as I say 
but procedures don’t apply to me”) are 
additional signs, as is blaming versus 
solving (“who’s at fault for that injury?”) 
and disciplining or firing quickly, rather 
than as a last resort.

Replacement actions: Widen and 
lengthen vision —see what’s happen-
ing in other areas. Notice trends of 
change (where is momentum headed)? 
Know current issues and how these 
have changed. Think more strategically 
by assessing the likely advantages and 

-
municate a broad vision of safety and 
how it fits with overall company goals. 
Make sure safety emphasizes home as 
well as work applications. Go beyond 
proclaiming, “Safety is number 1!” 

Mistake 7: Getting In Your Own Way: 
Making It Difficult to Improve 

Trademarks: Trying to do too much 
too soon or requiring actions that are 
either overcomplicated or difficult to ac-
complish. A leader who makes this mis-
take demotivates and disengages others; 
maintains unrealistic expectations (e.g., 
demand dramatic improvements within 
a week); and piles work on others (typi-
cally to first-line supervisors).

Replacement actions: Make it easy 
for others to change (see my article, 
“Leadership Made Easy,” May 2011, 
Occupational Health & Safety, http:// 
tinyurl.com/easyleadership). Sincere-
ly seek out and reduce mixed messages. 
Promptly respond to safety questions 
or suggestions. Expect ongoing updates 
on delegated projects to maintain 
positive movement. Make continuous, 
ongoing manageable improvements, 
rather than having a home-run-or-
strikeout mentality.

Mistake 8: Not Using Leverage
Trademarks: Not sequencing logis-

tics when setting balls in motion; not 
managing time effectively and not dele-
gating effectively; and engaging in serial, 
rather than simultaneous, thinking (e.g., 
aim to achieve concentric objectives of 
engagement, safety and productivity at 
the same time). Other common signals 
include holding back and only commu-
nicating surface information, often long 
after people wish to know.

Replacement actions: Plan and act 
to turn others into leaders, rather than 
just followers. Help others develop 
skills to change their own mind-set and 
build the skill sets needed to operate 
at a higher level. Solicit feedback and 
advice from all levels before instituting 
significant changes. Thank others for 
small accomplishments in the initial 
phases of change or turnaround. 

as possible to keep people in the loop 
and to hone their insight/expertise. 
Train workers as peer-change catalysts 
who can, in turn, become effective 
carriers of the safety message. Upgrade 
first-line supervisors’ safety skills. Enlist 
vendors as improvement resources, not 
simply salespeople. Align with other 
departments on large projects rather 
than engaging in time-consuming 
one-upsmanship. Make the most of 
all events. Get the benefits of simulta-
neously elevating interest, attention, 
efficiency and employee development 
along with all safety interventions.

Mistake 9: Reinforcing Ineffectively 
Trademarks: Ignoring or giving 

minimal attention to improvement 
projects; extinguishes budding changes 
through mixed messages or poor com-
munications; and provides directions 
that encourage undesired attention or 
actions (e.g., hiding injuries). A leader 
who makes this mistake may attempt 
to change people through will rather 
than by also transmitting necessary 
skills. S/he may also attempt to buy 
motivation through incentives that 
disincentivize internal embracing of 
safety and engage in motivational talk 
rather than invest time and resources to 
improve skills.

Replacement actions: Increase the 
number of validating contacts. Expect 
and allow for an initial/short-term 
slowdown as workers learn new skills. 
Frequently refer to previous points of 
emphasis, rather than focus only on this 
month’s agenda. When reinforcing indi-
viduals, prefer recognition and acknowl-

edgement to tangible rewards. (See 
my article, “Incenting, Not Incensing 
Workers,” From Nov. 2009 Occupational 
Health & Safety, http://tinyurl.com/ 
incenting). Look for and recognize 
safety heroes. Plan for reinforcement 
activities rather than reinforcing hap-
hazardly. Go beyond expecting safety 
days or dinners to be the heart of safety 
motivation. Instead, build safety prin-
ciples, strategies and skills into every-
thing throughout the year.

Mistake 10: No Juice 
Trademarks: A mental approach to 

safety in which one assumes and acts 
as if logic alone rules and should create 
change (e.g., believing that showing 
pictures of gruesome eye injuries will 
100% engender vision safety). A leader 
who makes this mistake is intellectu-
ally or theoretically focused rather 
than action-oriented. This individual 
emphasizes content alone rather than 
the energy needed to activate change; 
emphasizes mechanical rather than 
inspiring messages; and continuously 
takes a by-the-book approach to inves-
tigations, motivation and training. S/he 
ignores/downplays emotional reactions 
that actually drive most people.

Replacement actions: Maya Angelou 
said, “People will forget what you said, 
people will forget what you did, but 
people will never forget how you made 
them feel.” Act on this advice; focus 
on changing kinesthetics of discovery, 
interest and what others can relate to 

communicate to others, “What does 
safety really mean to me in my own 
life?” Tell personal stories and collect 
these stories from others and share 
them widely (with their permission). Do 

recommends, “Light up the brains of 
the workforce.” Emphasize personal 
and positive motivation rather than “do 
this or else.” Discontinue programs that 
no longer get attention and implement 
interventions that spark energy and 
enliven the workplace.

Conclusion
To achieve game-changing results, 

you have to change your game. By hon-
estly recognizing, then minimizing any 
of these 10 leadership mistakes, you 
can redirect even longstanding forces 
and elevate yourself and your company 
to higher levels of successful leadership, 
performance and culture.
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