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Let’s suppose that I have gathered several leaders into a room and asked them to 
answer the following question: “After you make a mistake, in terms of maximizing 
respect for you, is it better to admit it or try to finesse it?”  

Most leaders would say admitting the mistake has a much greater probability of 
increasing respect. The irony is that when subsequently a mistake is made, most of 
these same leaders choose to hide it or blame someone else. The real conundrum is 
that if you were to tap the leader on the shoulder at that time, you would hear “I did not 
want to admit my mistake because I was afraid people would lose respect for me.”  

This situation illustrates that intellectually, most leaders know how to improve respect 
and trust after a mistake, but many of them tend to not act that way when there is an 
opportunity to apply it in the field. It seems illogical. Perhaps in the heat of the moment, 
leaders lose their perspective to the degree that they will knowingly do things that take 
them in the opposite direction from where they want to go. I believe it is because they 
are ashamed of making a mistake. 

When you admit an error, it has an incredibly positive impact on trust because it is 
unexpected. Perhaps this is one of the differences between IQ and Emotional 
Intelligence. Intellectually, leaders know the best route to improve trust, but emotionally 
they are not mature or confident enough to take the risk. When you admit an error, it 
has a positive impact on trust because it is unexpected. As Warren Bennis in Old Dogs: 
New Tricks noted, “All the successful leaders I’ve met learned to embrace error and to 
learn from it.” 

Respect is not always increased if a mistake is admitted.  For example, here are three 
circumstances where admitting a mistake would reduce respect and trust: 

1. If this was the third time you had made the same mistake 
2. If the mistake was so stupid it reveals you as being clueless 
3. If the mistake was made in an effort to hurt someone. 

If you find yourself making these kinds of mistakes, it would be wise to reconsider if you 
are right for a leadership position at all. The vast majority or mistakes are honest lapses 
where something unexpected happened.  For these so-called "honest" mistakes, it is far 
better to admit them and ask for forgiveness than to try to finesse the situation or blame 
others or circumstances. It is a tangible demonstration of your integrity, and that 
improves trust.  
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