
 

 

20 Big Mistakes Over 20 Years 
By Damon Baker 

It is not how many or what type of mistakes we make in life, but how we respond (or not) to the lessons 

they teach us.  

Let's be honest...making mistakes and failing is something that makes us all uncomfortable. Present 

company included. We tend not to ask for candid feedback from others because we do not want to hear 

something we view as negative, in turn, rocking our confidence to the core. The truth can hurt and leave 

you feeling vulnerable and exposed in a way that can be very difficult to recover from.  

If you think for a second about the aim of continuous improvement (kaizen), we observe a process, 

identify wastes, and put into place countermeasures to improve. Processes and problems do not have 

feelings, people do. Much of what stands in the way of driving sustainable improvement in an 

organization is the personal attachment people create with their work and lack of transparency. Their 

reluctance to be transparent stems from the risk of being exposed for making mistakes or being viewed 

as a failure. Essentially this reaction is an evolutionary response that is based on self-preservation. 

For an organization to move ahead with building a culture of continuous improvement, it has to create a 

psychological safety net that rewards risk taking, expects autonomous decisions, and makes learning 

from mistakes a priority and a deliberate action we take every day in the business. To get the 

conversation started, I thought I would open up and share 20 of my own big ones over the last 20 years. 

Please enjoy at my expense. 

1. Working for a company's mission I was not passionate about for far too long. 



2. Failing to recognize my team and others (as often as I should) for a job well done. 

3. Working for a boss who did not make my development a priority. 

4. Believing I could "force" people to embrace continuous improvement. 

5. Not going to gemba and observing first-hand to grasp the real situation. 

6. Not setting clear expectations and holding people accountable. 

7. Not pursuing my dreams earlier. 

8. Trying to adapt to someone else's version of who I should be. 

9. Giving feedback without asking if it is even wanted. 

10. Not taking the opportunity to have crucial conversations with key people in my life. 

11. Taking myself too seriously and not making work fun for myself and others. 

12. Setting unrealistic expectations of my team. 

13. Failing to consider alternative perspectives and truly listen to others' concerns. 

14. Not trusting my gut feelings about people or situations. 

15. Not recognizing my role in developing and helping others achieve their dreams. 

16. Not being candid enough in a way that builds trust. Or being too candid in a way that destroys 

trust. 

17. Not taking the time to get to know people before tackling their problems with them. 

18. Not standing up for things I believe in that conflict with my values. 

19. Not asking for help when I needed it sooner. 

20. Advocating too hard for my position or solutions and not building consensus. 

Bringing It All Together 

Fail fast, fail early, fail often, but learn from it. If you are not making mistakes in your life, you are not 

trying anything new. We build new cognitive muscle and skills when we learn how not to do something. 

Doing what we already know how to do keeps us where we are. Failure is a vital part of the growth 

process and should not be viewed as something to be completely avoided. Own up to your mistakes, for 

collectively they form your experience and experience is what people truly pay for. Have the humility to 

learn from them and adapt better approaches in the future. START DOING.  

How have the mistakes you've made in your life shaped your growth as a leader? Please share your 

thoughts in the comments section below, as I learn just as much from you as you do from me.  

 

 



If you like this article, you can read more by following our Lean Focus LLC company page on LinkedIn 

below... 

https://www.linkedin.com/company/lean-focus-llc/?viewAsMember=true 

At Lean Focus, we help businesses overcome their biggest challenges by transforming them for the 

better, and for the long-term. 

https://www.leanfocus.com/ 
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