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T here are many types of mistakes you can 
make in your business life. These include 

strategic and operational ones, where you decide to 
do something, but what you do and how you do it, 
however well execut-
ed, later turn out to be 
wrong. But there are 
also dumb unintended 
mistakes – frustrating 
blunders you commit 
in the day-to-day 
world, that at best can 
embarrass you, or at 
worst threaten your 
business success. 

I call these mis-
takes Uh-Oh! Mo-
ments.  And I suspect 
they happen far more 
often than strategic 
and operational mis-
takes, because they 
can happen to anyone, 
anywhere, at any time. 

Uh-Oh! moments 
are blunder-driven ex-
periences that are:  

Unintentional and Unexpected (surprising be-
cause success was expected) 

Humbling (especially to those responsible) 
Observable (visible to others) 
Hardship (to the ones or company who must 

now fix)  
We’ve all had Uh-Oh! moments – unintentional 

errors, slips, and lapses -- in daily life. The casserole 
splattered all over the kitchen when you dropped the 
dish while taking it out of the oven. You forgot an im-
portant birthday or wedding anniversary.  

You’ve probably had Uh-Oh! moments in your 

business as well. You clicked “respond to all” when 
you wrote a snarky response to a company email, but 
you meant only to send it to a close friend. You 
brought an important original document home to 

study at night, and 
your three-year-old 
spilled fruit juice on it.   
(By the way, that’s 
what I did as a 3-year-
old, to my Dad’s hand-
drawn engineering 
blueprints on our din-
ing room table).  Or, 
you placed a decimal 
in the wrong place 
when you posted your 
product’s price on 
your website, and 
dozens of orders 
quickly came in, pay-
ing you only a tenth of 
the real price.     
 Uh-Oh!s are all 
about the moment of 
realization. Other 
words for the same 

experience include “oh, shit!” and other expletives.  
Luckily, there are many ways to identify where 

you and your business may be vulnerable to Uh-Oh! 
moments, so you can avoid or prevent them. This e-
book describes one such tool. It’s a good place to 
start to goof-proof your business, because it starts 
with helping you think about then recognize the fac-
tors (e.g., stress, lack of sleep, distraction) that typi-
cally cause you personally to unintentionally commit 
slips, lapses and other blunders. 

 

 
THE NATURE OF MISTEAKS MISTAKES 
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WHAT 
 This exercise is a simple, non-scientific self-examination to help you discover which of the many physi-
cal, biological, mental, and emotional factors can typically contribute to your own mistakes and errors (in 
business, personal life, or both). The tool asks you to think about those factor(s) and their role in past blun-
ders, then identify ways to be more aware of them.  It then gives options to reduce or prevent their impact 
on your future business results.  
 
WHY 

Many factors are generally acknowledged to cause or contribute to mistakes, including fatigue, stress, 
and distraction. Other key factors such as overconfidence, and regular routines or habits, can cause us to ig-
nore advice or helpful information, and lead to errors. 
 So does multitasking. “Although we think we are focusing on several activities at once,” according to 
Joseph T. Hallinan in his book Why We Make Mistakes: How We look Without Seeing, Forget Things in Sec-
onds, and Are All Pretty Sure We Are Way Above Average (Broadway Books, 2009), “our attention is jumping 
back and forth between the tasks. Not even a computer, by the way, can multitask; it actually switches back 
and forth between tasks several thousand times per second, thus giving the illusion that everything is hap-
pening simultaneously.” Hallinan cites workplace studies that say that after a distraction like a phone call, it 
takes up to fifteen minutes for us to regain a deep state of concentration. 

Each of us works, and thinks, differently. Thus, each of us can benefit from understanding how blun-
der-causing factors affect us individually. With this awareness, where possible, we can change our approach 
to reduce factor influence and improve outcomes. 

 
HOW 
• First, think about the last twelve months of your life, and the things that went right, and things that went 

wrong. Then think of the three biggest mistakes you personally made or contributed to, that led to what 
went wrong. (Don’t worry – you’re the only one doing the exercise about you. It’s important only for self-
awareness. You don’t need to share – unless you choose to.) 
Set aside a quiet time by yourself – an hour when you’re not tired, stressed, or distracted.   

• Draw lines to divide a blank sheet of paper into four equal-width vertical columns.   
• On top of the first (left-most) column, describe a blunder or error you made in the last 12 months: a slip, 

lapse, or mistake. This can be in your business, personal life, or both. Be as honest and blunt with yourself 
as needed (no one else need see this. And everyone blunders once in a while). Add a few words describ-
ing what happened, when it happened, and what the result was.   
In the second and third columns do the same to describe two more of your own blunders or errors. If you 

made more than three big blunders in the last year, focus on the ones with the most impact on your 
business. Or, use a second sheet and add more. 

• Draw a line under the three blunder descriptions, so it extends the entire width of the page. 
In the fourth (right-most) column, starting just under the line, list these frequently cited contributing 

causes to blunders and mistakes: 
• Fatigue, lack of sleep 

 
10-MINUTE SELF-ASSESSMENT 

LOOK IN THE MIRROR 
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• Stress, mental strain 
• Distractions including multi-tasking 
• Emotions – e.g., upset or angry 
• Overconfident, ignore advice 
• General ignorance, lacked needed knowledge 
• Blind spot, didn’t see it coming 
• Habit 
• Other (you write in _______) 

• Draw horizontal lines to separate each blunder-causing factor, to create a grid with your blunders on top 
and potential causes on the right. 

• Reflect on each blunder, one at a time. Put a check in the box under that blunder for each potential 
cause in the right column that you feel contributed to you making the mistake. Check as many boxes as 
relevant – blunders can have many contributing causes. 

• When you’ve finished, put down your pen and look at the filled-in grid. What patterns do you see? If you 
wish, use a highlighter to color in the biggest pattern(s). Does one factor, or a few, keep repeating across 
columns? Why do you think so? Make notes (below the grid, or on a new page) that describe your per-
sonal blunder/mistake “pattern.” 

• Finally, after discovering a bit more about factors that typically lead you to blunder or make mistakes, 
add notes on ways you can avoid making them in the future (e.g., thinking hacks or advice, or awareness 
boosters). Make a short list on a small note paper and stick it where you’ll see it every day (as a remind-
er). 
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FOR EXAMPLE:  

Sandy, 29, owner of the center-city Philadelphia three-employee, single-outlet cupcake bakery she 
opened six months ago, thought about the year she’d just had exploring, then planning and opening, her 
new business. She recalled three of the times she’d goofed up in the process: 
1. She forgot to sign the check to pay for the down payment on her shop’s lease, causing it to be re-

turned unpaid by the bank and upsetting her landlord. 
2. The first shipment of the 10,000 custom-printed foil cupcake holders that got delivered a week before 

opening was all for “mini” sized (<1 inch tall) cupcakes. She doesn’t sell “minis” and thought she had 
ordered only “Standard” (1.5 to 2 inches) and “jumbo” (2.5 to 3.5 inches). When she re-checked her 
order form, she saw that she’d checked the wrong box and signed. The mistake cost her $2500 in re-
printing --   $500 for the printing and $2000 for the super-rush charges and overnight delivery.   

3. After an extremely busy weekend, when as the last person leaving the store at 11 p.m., she somehow 
left the refrigerator door open. Some of the milk spoiled and she discarded dozens of eggs, to ensure 
not using ones that were potentially spoiled. The mistake cost her about $250 and delayed her next 
day's opening while an employee ran to a local supermarket to buy replacements. 
Sandy listed the three goof-ups across the top of her page (“unsigned check,” “wrong cups,” “left 

fridge open”), the nine “causes” down the right side, and then drew the grid lines.  She put checks in sev-
eral rows for each blunder. 

She highlighted rows where across her blunder columns there were repeated checks:  fatigue and lack 
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of sleep, distractions and multitasking, and blind spot / just missed it.   
Sandy made notes (both mental and physical) to ensure scheduling her 
bill-paying and inventory management/ordering duties for mornings, and 
to ask a trusted employee to double-check, before signing or pushing 
“send.”  She also vowed to find time to take a 10-minute head-clearing 
walk around the block each day after lunch. And she posted a brightly-
colored, impossible-to-miss sign on the back door that said “Fridge 
closed?  Safe locked?  Lights out?”. 

 
 

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS 
The following suggestions may help address the Uh-Oh! areas you identify: 

• Fatigue, lack of sleep 
• Prioritize getting enough sleep; keep a regular sleep schedule allowing 7-9 hours/night. 
• Pay attention to your energy levels; take regular breaks to re-energize.  
• Know your limits: recognize when you’re too tired to perform well; reschedule decision-

making if you know you’re too tired. 
• Stress, mental strain 

• Pinpoint the main sources of your stress and work to mitigate them. This may involve hav-
ing difficult conversations, delegating tasks, or setting better boundaries. 

• Utilize stress-management tools like deep breathing, meditation, yoga, or mindfulness. 
• Eat well, exercise, take breaks to focus and think. 

• Distractions including multitasking 
• Identify what’s distracting you in your environment -- e.g., notifications, background noise, 

interruptions from others.  
• Use focused work periods: Set aside dedicated time blocks with no distractions.  During 

these periods, silence phone notifications, close unnecessary tabs and apps, and avoid 
multitasking. 

• Emotions – e.g., upset or angry, scared, fearful, uncertain 
• Recognize your own physical and emotional signals, such as increased heart rate, muscle 

tension, and changes in the tone of your voice. 
• When you feel emotions starting to rise, step back from the situation: take a few deep 

breaths, or go for a short walk, to help calm down before reacting. 
• Pause to think about key topics from “the other person’s” perspective; ask yourself if 

there’s another way to look at the situation. 
• Overconfident, ignored advice 

• Be humbler and more open-minded; listen carefully; be open and willing to learn. 
• Double check your own work and assumptions. 
• Ask others to help and/or check your work. 

• General ignorance, lacked needed knowledge 
• Be honest with yourself about where your knowledge and understanding may be limited. 
• Don’t be afraid to ask questions. 
• Build in ways to get feedback, and listen to the advice/feedback received. 

• Blind spot, didn’t see it coming 
• Be self-aware and recognize where and why blind spots have led you to mistakes in the 

past. 
• Challenge your own assumptions, including beliefs and decision techniques. 
• Seek diverse feedback.  
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WHY THE F!@ DID I DO THAT? is excerpted from my book, 
uh-oh!  How to avoid unintentional blunders that derail 
entrepreneurial success, and goof-proof your business. 
The book shares my own first-hand experience and over a 
dozen small and epic uh-oh! case studies to illustrate the 
devastating impact of these unintentional goof-ups caused 
by inattention, distraction, and false assumptions in busi-
nesses and the entertainment industry. It also provides ten 
proven tools (including “Look in the Mirror” to help you 
identify vulnerabilities and avoid these costly mistakes, in-
cluding conducting a "pre-mortem,” using checklists, and 
leveraging experts and mentors. 
 
Details on the book are available at 
www.williamholsten.com. 
 
 

• Habit 
• Break the “habit loop” -- identify problematic habits that led to past mistakes.  
• Break the “cue, routine, reward” cycle that drives habitual non-thinking actions and deci-

sions -- build in obstacles or friction factors to make you stop and think before habit kicks 
in. 

• Overall 
• Be more self-aware: Develop the ability to recognize when things start to impact your de-

cision-making or performance and take action to regain self-control. 
• Use cognitive aids (e.g., checklists, to-do lists – see Tool #6) to keep you on task when you 

know you’re impaired by one or more of these factors. 
• Manage energy levels and take breaks often enough to stay refreshed and focused. 
• Build in redundancies. Where possible, create safeguards and backup plans to catch any 

errors that may occur due to one or a combination of factors. 
• Speak thoughts out loud, by yourself or to someone else, to be more aware of the 

thoughts leading to your actions and choices. 
 


