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How to Use This Book  (from: Introduction) 
 

uh-oh!: How to avoid unintentional blunders that derail entrepreneurial success 

and goof-proof your business is intended to spark your awareness of 
blunders all around you, so you can learn from others’ mistakes in order 
to eliminate, or at least reduce, chances of blunder-driven failures in 
your business. It can help you goof-proof your business. 
 
You’re invited to read it front to back, or simply jump to the section of 
most interest or relevance to you. 
 
Part One puts failures and Uh-Oh! blunder moments in context, 
reviewing the theoretical and academic basis for failures, mistakes, and 
errors. It suggests ways to view others’ failure experiences with a lens to 
see relevance in considering and protecting your own business from 
doing something similar. 
 
Part Two tells the story of my family’s 16-year entrepreneurial venture in 
the carnival games business. Our company, WhirlWhims LLC, invented, 
patented, produced (with third-party vendors), and marketed five 
branded game products, then ultimately exited this industry. We had 
lifetime sales of over $2 million despite five critical (and expensive) “Uh-
Oh!” moments. 
 
Part Three is a curated collection of famous (and some infamous) epic-
fail Uh-Oh!s from recent and distant history, where inattention, lapses, 
slips, and faulty assumptions caused moments including these: 
• When a billionaire poked his elbow through a $139 million Picasso, just 
before it was to be sold. 
• When NASA realized it had lost its new Mars Orbiter satellite (due to a 
mix-up in metric vs. English/Imperial measurements). 
• When Hoover’s UK unit discovered it had to make good on millions of 
dollars worth of free flights to America as part of its too-popular 
appliance promotion. 
• When an experienced professional skydiver filming other jumpers 
10,000 feet in the air suddenly realized he’d forgotten to put on his own 
parachute. 
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• When popular leaders predicted that the end of the world would 
come – and (of course!) it didn’t. 
• When the leading bicycle lock manufacturer found out hackers were 
breaking into its locks (and stealing bikes) using only a stick pen. 
 
The epic-fail examples are grouped by significant Uh-Oh!- causing 
factors: inattention/distraction and faulty assumptions. Each entry 
includes an overview and suggests thoughts to consider for your 
business, based on the blunders presented. 
 
Part Four provides ten great tools to help you see where you and your 
business may be vulnerable to making Uh-Oh! blunders, and how to 
anticipate and avoid them before they happen. 

*** TWO OF THE TOOLS FROM PART FOUR FOLLOW IN THIS EXCERPT *** 
 
I’ve become an “UhOhology” expert, and so can you. The tools are 
drawn from my years leading problem-solving and innovation/ideation 
workshops and design-thinking projects for a major consumer health 
products company, and my experience as a certified SCORE Mentor for 
startups, entrepreneurs, and small businesses. They’re designed so you 
can use them whether you’re on your own at your kitchen table late at 
night, or with a larger team in a workshop setting. Plus, there are links 
to free downloadable worksheets for each tool. 
 
Part Five assumes that, despite best efforts, Uh-Oh! Blunders and/or 
“Shit Happens!” moments might still occasionally occur. It describes the 
four main choices you’ll face if and when the blunder(s) occur: accept, 
fix, pivot, or quit. And it suggests a few proven idea-generation tools 
that work well when you’re seeking new options, especially in “fix” and 
“pivot” situations. 
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Tool #1: Look in the Mirror (From: Part Four) 

 
WHAT 

 
This exercise is a simple, nonscientific self-examination to help you 
discover which of the many physical, 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 
factors and their role in past blunders, then identify ways to be more 
aware of them. It then gives you 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 
ignore advice or helpful information, and lead to errors.  

So does multitasking. “Although we think we are focusing on several 
activities at once,” says Joseph T. Hallinan, “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 
happening simultaneously”.  Hallinan cites workplace studies that say 
that after a distraction like a phone call, it takes up to 15 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 blunder-causing factors affect us individually. 
With this awareness, where possible, we can change our approach to 
reduce factor influence and improve outcomes.  
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HOW 

 

• First, think about the last 12 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 (leftmost) 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 describing 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 (rightmost) column, starting just under the line, list 
these frequently cited contributing causes to blunders and 
mistakes:  

o Fatigue, lack of sleep  
o Stress, mental strain  
o Distractions, including multitasking  
o Emotions – e.g., upset or angry  
o Overconfident, ignored advice  
o General ignorance, lacked needed knowledge  
o Blind spot, didn’t see it coming  
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o Habit  
o 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 personal 
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 piece of note 
paper and stick it where you’ll see it every day (as a reminder).  
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POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS  

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

Fatigue, lack of sleep 

o Prioritize getting enough sleep; keep a regular sleep 
schedule allowing 7 to 9 hours/night.  

o Pay attention to your energy levels; take regular breaks 
to reenergize.  

o 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  

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

o Utilize stress-management tools like deep breathing, 
meditation, yoga, or mindfulness.  

o Eat well, exercise, take breaks to focus and think.  

Distractions, including multitasking 

o Identify what’s distracting you in your environment — 
e.g., notifications, background noise, interruptions from 
others.  

o 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 

o Recognize your own physical and emotional signals, 
such as increased heart rate, muscle tension, and 
changes in the tone of your voice.  

o 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 yourself calm down before reacting.  
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o 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  

o Be more humble and open-minded; listen carefully; be 
open and willing to learn.  

o Double-check your own work and assumptions. • Ask 
others to help and/or check your work.  

General ignorance, lacked needed knowledge  

o Be honest with yourself about where your knowledge 
and understanding may be limited.  

o Don’t be afraid to ask questions.  
o Build in ways to get feedback, and listen to the advice/ 

feedback received.  

Blind spot, didn’t see it coming  

o Be self-aware and recognize where and why blind spots 
have led you to mistakes in the past.  

o Challenge your own assumptions, including beliefs and 
decision techniques.  

o Seek diverse feedback.  

Habit  

o Break the “habit loop” — identify problematic habits that 
led to past mistakes.  

o Break the “cue, routine, reward” cycle that drives 
habitual nonthinking actions and decisions — build in 
obstacles or friction factors to make you stop and think 
before habit kicks in.  

Overall 

o Be more self-aware: Develop the ability to recognize 
when things start to impact your decision-making or 
performance and take action to regain self-control. 

o Use cognitive aids (e.g., checklists, to-do lists – see Tool 
Part Four: Ten Great Tools & Techniques for Avoiding Uh-
Oh! Blunders #6) to keep you on task when you know 
you’re impaired by one or more of these factors.  
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o Manage energy levels and take breaks often enough to 
stay refreshed and focused.  

o 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.  

o Speak thoughts out loud, by yourself or to someone 
else to be more aware of the thoughts leading to your 
actions and choices.  

Tool #2: Premortem  (From: Part Four) 

 
WHAT 

 
The premortem is an imagination exercise that highlights what could 
potentially go wrong with a project. The insights gained can help you 
identify key project risks and weaknesses, and potential pitfalls or “Uh-
Oh!” blunder areas, allowing your team to proactively address them.  

The concept is similar to a postmortem examination, where a 
pathologist conducts an analysis of a deceased person to determine 
the cause and circumstances of their death. Findings from a 
postmortem can help solve crimes, provide closure to grieving families, 
and advance medical knowledge. However, the one person who 
doesn’t benefit is the victim — if only they had known in advance what 
would lead to their demise, they could have taken steps to avoid it.  

The premortem applies these same discovery principles to business 
situations. Teams use their imagination to envision potential future 
scenarios where the project or venture has failed. This “prospective 
hindsight” allows them to identify risks and vulnerabilities ahead of 
time, so they can take action to prevent those negative outcomes.  

The premortem technique was developed by psychologist Gary Klein as 
a way to improve project planning and outcomes.  By proactively 
considering what could go wrong, teams can be better prepared to 
navigate challenges and increase their chances of success.  
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WHY 

 
The premortem approach is powerful yet simple. It can help identify, 
then solve, causes of failure before they occur for your project or new 
product/service innovation. It has a broader focus than just Uh-Oh! 
blunders; it can help you find potential flaws in strategy, anticipate 
competitor reactions, and more.  

Researchers have shown that prospective hindsight “increases the 
ability to correctly identify reasons for future outcomes by 30%.”  

And, it can be fun.  
 

HOW 

 

…For solopreneurs and small teams without a facilitator:  

 

• Set aside enough time (minimum 2 hours, better if it’s a full 
morning or afternoon) to really think, in a non-routine location 
where you and your team can be uninterrupted, comfortable, 
and creative. It’s OK to include a meal, snacks, and drinks.  

• Bring something to write on and capture thoughts — at 
minimum, five separate sheets of blank paper. The exercise also 
works well with sticky notes, flip charts, or whiteboards if 
available.  

 

• Prepare in advance a concise description of the project, business 
initiative (e.g., new product or service), or other idea that you 
want the premortem to focus on. Include short phrases on your 
rationale, objective(s), strategy, tactics, and timeline, plus 
anything else you feel is critical to success. 

 

Label your blank pages:  

1. Our Plan  

2. Why Our Plan Failed  
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3. Most Important/Top Ten Causes to Address  

4. Brainstorm Solutions  

5. Action Plan  

 

 

 

• 10–15 minutes: OUR PLAN. Put Pages 2-5 aside and 
transcribe/handwrite your concise description/plan key points to 
sheet #1. If you’re by yourself, read it out loud. If you’re with your 
small team, discuss it together, and confirm that you all 
understand the details. Make notes in the margins to clarify any 
thoughts on what you plan, and why. Post Sheet #1 on the wall, or 
somewhere you can easily refer to it in the next steps.  

 

• 45-60 minutes: WHY OUR PLAN FAILED. Imagine it’s 2 years from now 
(or any future time frame that’s distant enough to have your 
venture up and running long enough to be judged on its 
performance), and that your venture has been a resounding flop 
or failure. On Page 2, write down every single problem that even 
remotely could happen that could have led to the failure. Be wild 
and creative — there are no wrong answers — this is a doom-and-
gloom brainstorm without limits. Feel free to use references (like 
this book, or Google searches on failures you’ve heard of) to 
stimulate your negative initiative-killer thoughts. If you’re by 
yourself, don’t stop until you’ve generated at least 30 possible 
causes. If you’re with others, have each person make their own 
list first, then take turns sharing each item. Build on each other’s 
thoughts until you’ve exhausted yourself or time runs out. Use 
additional blank pages if needed.  
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• Take a short break – 5 or 10 minutes. On return, review your Page 
2 list and add any final thoughts.  

 

• 20-30 minutes: MOST IMPORTANT CAUSES TO ADDRESS. This is where 
you synthesize your failure thinking and pick the most important 
problems (e.g., your “top ten”) to focus on in the next stage. Note: 
This part isn’t yet about solving or solutions — that’s to follow. 
You’re only extracting from your fuller list the top things that 
could hurt or kill your venture. Begin by circling all the causes you 
think matter most, and combining similar thoughts. Riskology’s 
Tyler Tervooren suggested three rules to make sure you pick the 
best ones to put on your Page 3:  

 

• “Focus on showstoppers. The problems you focus on solving 
should be critical to your project. In other words, if it occurs, will it 
severely impact the project? If the answer is no, cross it off; it 
doesn’t belong on your premortem list. This rule will eliminate 
many of the minor issues that came up — and help you find 
bigger problems — but aren’t really mission critical.  

 

• Pick problems likely to happen. Don’t waste time solving 
problems that aren’t likely to actually happen. Instead, try to hone 
in on the ‘elephant in the room’ problems that came up — the 
ones everyone was secretly worried about but never brought up 
until now.  

 

• Discard problems you have no control over. Every project will 
face some external risks that you simply can’t control. Toss those out 
now because there’s nothing you can do about them. This eliminates 
problems like ‘Tornado blows everyone to Canada.’ From here on out, 
you’re focusing on key problems you can actually fix.”    

• Once you’ve chosen the ten problems, number-rank them.   

• 45-60 minutes: BRAINSTORM SOLUTIONS. Take each problem from 
your top ten list in order and one at a time, and write down a proactive 
solution for it — an action you can take now, to prevent or reduce 
failure risk…. 
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• Once you’ve exhausted expanding ideas for each problem, select 
and capture the best option for your Page 4 /BRAINSTORM SOLUTIONS 
sheet next to the identified, ranked problem.  

• Revisit your original problem rankings from Page 3/TOP 
PROBLEMS, and revise the rankings if needed, now that you’ve 
identified solutions for each.   

• Highlight and prioritize the “must do now” items from “important 
but could do later” ones. While doing this, keep in mind that 
resources — financial and human — are never unlimited 
(especially if you’re alone or a small team).  

• 15-30 minutes: ACTION PLAN. Write out a simple, numbered, 
prioritized action plan identifying the problem and solution, as 
well as what steps will be taken, by whom, by when. Also, 
separately, create a “watch for/watch out” list of early Uh-Oh! 
Blunder warning signs you might anticipate related to your 
action plan list. Periodically revisit and update if necessary both 
the action plan and watch-out lists to remind yourself (and your 
team) of how to win/what to avoid.  

 
 
 

Liked this sample? 
 

Get the full uh-oh! book today — and start goof-proofing your business. 
 

Buy the Book 

 
Explore Workshops / Book Me to Speak  

 
Get the Free $10,000 Mistake Checklist 

 

www.williamholsten.com 

 

https://williamholsten.com/shop/
https://mailchi.mp/8a0f39dae81f/10kchecklist
http://www.williamholsten.com/

