
LEARNING FROM OUR MISTAKES 

 

Mistakes are inevitable.  Truth be told, if we are not making occasional errors, we are likely 

doing very little and certainly not the things that challenge and teach us.  No matter how “good” 

or “smart” we are, no one is or does perfect all the time.  Fortunately, as I discussed in the 

accompanying Sunshine blog, it is rarely our mistakes that define us, but our reactions to and 

ability to learn from them.  Our so-called failures often provide tremendous opportunities to grow 

both as individuals and in our relationships with others.  

 

In this resource, I will outline a basic strategy for making the most out of these powerful learning 

opportunities.  We are using the term “mistake” in a very broad sense here, when clearly not all 

mistakes are created equal: Was the error intentional or inadvertent?  Simple or complex and 

multifaceted?  The result of a bad decision, or based on the best information available at the 

time?  That being said, not all of the suggestions will apply for every person or every situation.  

Take what works, tweak some, and leave some.  And please share your other tried-tested-and-

true tips and tools!  

 

The basic 5-step approach: SEE, THINK, PLAN, ACT, and (RE)ASSESS.   

 

1. SEE 

 

This refers to “seeing” on many levels.  We have to start by actually noticing the mistakes we 

have made and then progress to looking at them in a new light.  Becoming aware of our errors 

requires that we be open to imperfection, accept that we are fallible, and actively engage in self-

reflection and self-assessment.  It is also important to see our mistakes from a realistic and 

growth-mindset perspective.  Some mishaps are inevitable when we push outside our comfort 

zone, take risks, and embrace challenge.  This is a good thing!  Instead of personalizing, 

minimizing or catastrophizing, we need to see each situation as it is, and believe in our ability to 

evolve and improve. 

 

It can be helpful to look at our decisions as experiments.  In the laboratory of life, we try our best 

with each step taken, but we know going-in that the results are uncertain.  After observing the 

outcome, we may need to ask new questions.  Perhaps we modify our hypothesis or adjust the 

methodology and how we conduct ourselves.  In the end, we may reattempt our improved 

“decision experiment” or move on to a new one. 

 

2. THINK 

 

After acknowledging that a mistake has been made, it’s thinking time.  We need to pause and 

ask ourselves exactly what we were trying to do and what went wrong where.  Were the 

intentions or goals SMART ones? (Side note: it may be helpful to review this helpful goal-setting 

strategy!).  Was the error at a single decision or action point, or do we need to reassess a series 

of events?  Could the mistake have been prevented, or would logic suggest a harm reduction 

strategy with a focus on minimizing negative consequences? 

https://www.drtarasunshine.com/blog/2017/5/27/dr-taras-sunshine-reflections-learning-from-our-mistakes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cognitive_distortion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cognitive_distortion
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/58383bede4fcb5ab0ef74666/t/5892098a1b631bebba071f5a/1485965707924/Resources_5.pdf


 

It is essential that we evaluate our role as honestly and accurately as possible.  By assigning 

responsibility not blame, we can take ownership where it is due instead of allowing our fears to 

direct us down a path of avoidance (i.e. blame-shifting) or inappropriate self-flagellation.  

Similarly, we need to get a clear sense of our strengths and weaknesses.  This can help us 

determine where more effort, assistance and/or resources may be required, as well as how to 

make the most of our abilities.  After reviewing all the bits and pieces, it is worthwhile to take a 

breath and ponder the bigger-picture impact and insights gained.  Has this misstep changed our 

perspective or even who we are on a more fundamental level? 

 

3. PLAN 

 

The next step is to formulate an Action Plan.  Flexibility, open-mindedness and reason are 

fundamental here.  We need to consider the options available and be cognizant of what is within 

versus out of our control.  Are urgent actions required to make amends or rectify the situation?  

This may involve an apology and/or temporizing manoeuvre, akin to a bandage until proper 

repair or healing can occur.  The plan needs to address where to go next, what changes will be 

made, by whom, and when.  Specific strategies for improvement may include deliberate practice 

or training; role-playing or other learning exercises; accessing additional resources; and/or 

seeking expert consultation, counselling, mentoring, or a basic helping-hand (or many hands!).   

 

4. ACT 

 

Once a plan is in place, we need to act on it.  Apply the new insights and knowledge.  

Implement the revised strategies.  Try the updated approach.  Utilize the resources.  Accept the 

help.  Bring in the reinforcements.  Do the work.  And move forward. 

 

Remember that change is hard and growing pains are to be expected.  We will be 

uncomfortable at times, but this is simply part of the package if we truly want to improve.   

 

5. ASSESS & REASSESS 

 

As a general rule, if there is “acting”, monitoring and adjusting must follow.  It is imperative that 

we have some kind of feedback system to guide us, whether we are talking about managing 

mistakes in the workplace or our personal lives.  Reflect, seek guidance or constructive criticism 

from trusted parties, and communicate.  Being vigilant about ongoing assessment and 

reassessment can help us catch future mistakes sooner rather than later -- or even, upon 

occasion, before they happen. 

https://hbr.org/2007/07/the-making-of-an-expert

