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3 Critical Mistakes Managers Make and How to Avoid Them

3 Critical Mistakes Managers Make
Leading teams of human beings is as much art as science. The science is
an understanding of human dynamics as well as theories and models of
leadership. The art is in how to apply the science. It’s easy to make
mistakes as a leader, we’ve all made our share. But looking back across
our years of experience leading teams and training leaders, we've
identified three critical mistakes leaders commonly make. Usually, these

mistakes aren't made because leaders don't understand the science, but
because they stumble in practicing the art. Unfortunately, leaders often
don't even realize they're making these mistakes. Because they don’t
realize it, they also may not realize a correction is necessary, which
often leads to a lack of trust and credibility with their followers and less
than effective, if not downright bad, leadership. This report will arm you

with the knowledge of what these mistakes are and give you a start on
either correcting or avoiding them.
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Mistake #1 – Failure to Communicate
Effectively
Most leaders believe they are pretty good communicators.
However, the research indicates that most subordinates disagree with
this assessment. Why the disconnect? That very confidence in our own
ability to communicate is often the problem and it begins with making
an assumption that the team understands not just what we say, but
what we mean.
As I was working in my office one day, the phone rang.
"Captain, are you sure you want us to x-ray this panel?" The phone call sent a chill down my spine. I had failed
to clearly communicate my intent.
While it is common to use an x-ray to detect cracks in aircraft parts, this panel had an explosive device
attached which was designed to separate it from the aircraft in an emergency. The panel required a periodic
inspection which prevented the plane from flying until the inspection was completed and meant significant work hours

• Do you clearly explain

and down time. My team had been discussing options for speeding up the process and one idea was the possibility of

youra lieutenant
team, to take the panel to the x-ray shop and seek their opinion. What I did not
an x-ray yourself
inspection. to
I asked
clearly communicate
was that I just
and use feedback
to wanted to know if the shop could perform the inspection. I intended to take the
shop's answer
to the
engineers for their evaluation before proceeding.
ensure
they
The lieutenant, not knowing my full intent but seeking to please the boss, directed the panel be x-rayed.

understand?

Fortunately, the sergeant in the x-ray shop had the sense to double check since they had no procedures for that

Do
make
real
panel•and
weyou
had no
idea a
what
a high energy x-ray would do to the explosives.

In effort
this organization
had developed a culture of open communication and we could discuss problems and
to listenweand
ideas in an
environment what
where your
everyone, regardless of their rank or position, was encouraged to contribute. It was in
understand
such a discussion that I suggested the lieutenant take the panel to the x-ray shop. The lieutenant, assuming I knew

team is saying?

what I was doing but not knowing my entire plan, decided to take the initiative, which is exactly what our culture told

Are
him to• do.
But,you
I hadinadvertently
not made my intentions clear. Had I taken a few moments to ensure he knew what I was really
asking, there
would not have been
communicating
the a problem.

It'swrong
easy to message
assume our to
team understands our intent and the stress of other priorities can make us careless in
how we communicate. On the other hand, we don't want to be overly directive and squash innovation in our team. In

your team?

my case, one additional sentence would have prevented the problem. I should have quickly explained that after he
asked our experts, we would develop a plan to discuss with the engineers.
Leaders must also remember that communication is a twoway process and listening is a vital element of that process. It's
very easy to hear someone speaking but not really listen to what
they are saying. This problem becomes even more common
when we're under stress. The old saying, "I know you think you
understand what you thought I said but I'm not sure you realize
that what you heard is not what I meant," may be what your team
is thinking. When a member of your team is telling you
something, listen. That means stop what else you're doing and
make the effort to understand what they are saying. Sometimes
other priorities are pulling at your attention. That's a fact of a
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leader's life. If that's the case, ask if the team member's issue is
urgent. If not, set a time, as soon as possible, to give the issue
your full attention.
There is a lot of talk about non-verbal communication.
While it's absolutely true that your actions and posture can send
messages, this area of communication is often misunderstood.
What is true is that you are constantly communicating. Even the
way you say "good morning" sends a message to your team. As
leaders, your everyday actions communicate a message and that

message develops into a culture. If everything is urgent to you,
then your team will also see everything as urgent. If you
encourage your team to be innovative and you reward initiative,
they will become an innovative team.
When I travel, it's a special bonus when the airline seat
next to me is empty. On one trip, even though the plane was
filling quickly, the seat next to me had remained vacant. I
watched as the last few passengers filed down the aisle, hoping
that they would pass by my row. An attractive young woman
hesitated near me, looking for a bit of bin space to stow her

carry-on. I had hopes that if someone was going to take the seat
next to me, it would be her.
Now, I know that seems sexist but I plead extenuating
circumstances. You see, the airlines have an uncanny ability to
ensure I'm often seated next to the guy with no social graces

• Do you clearly explain
yourself to your team,
and use feedback to

who hasn't showered since high school. So, the prospect of
trading that experience for this apparently pleasant young
woman certainly seemed favorable.
Alas, after she stowed her bag, the young woman passed

ensure they

by and found her seat in a row behind me. As I looked up, there

understand?

was a man standing in the aisle looking at me. He indicated that

• Do you make a real
effort to listen and

he was assigned to the seat beside me and said, "Well you're
not exactly Miss America either."
Busted. Without meaning to I had communicated my

understand what your

disappointment. He chuckled and took his seat and we traded a

team is saying?

few stories about travel experiences.

• Are you inadvertently
communicating the
wrong message to
your team?
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Mistake #2 – Failure to Build a Culture
of Accountability
Freshmen at the U.S. Air Force Academy are taught that
whenever asked a "Why" question by an upper-classman, the first
response must be “No excuse sir/ma’am!” The purpose of what can
initially appear a childish bit of hazing is to instill in the future
professional officer the thought that no matter the circumstances, no
matter what might seem to be perfectly valid reasons, a professional
is accountable for what they are responsible for, no matter the
outcome. But what happens in many workplaces? People will take
credit for their successes, but assign blame for their failures.
Picture a workplace where mistrust is the norm, employees

are concerned with protecting their reputations, and teams seek to
defend their “turf” and often fail to keep their promises. Harry Truman
famously adopted the motto “The buck stops here!” He also said that
it’s amazing what you can accomplish if you don’t care who gets the
credit. Wouldn’t it be nice if everyone approached their duties with
that same sense of accountability? Wouldn’t it be nice if we worked
for bosses who shouldered the blame for their department’s failures
instead of passing the blame to others beneath them? Wouldn’t it be
great if everyone on a team worried less about “who” caused a
problem but instead concentrated on “what” the team could do better

next time? Of course it would, but this is an area that managers find
especially difficult, primarily because the necessary steps to solve
the problem go against some of our worst instincts.

Obstacles to personal accountability: Helplessness and victimhood
There are two primary attitude obstacles that hinder personal accountability:

Learned helplessness: a perceived absence of control over a situation or
underestimating your own ability to influence a situation. When people have

experienced failure or poor performance repeatedly, some will eventually believe
there is nothing they can do to improve the situation. Example: “Finance is ALWAYS
late getting us the numbers we need, there’s nothing we can do about it.”

Victim mentality: a belief that you’re the victim of negative intentions and the
actions of others, even in the absence of evidence. People with this attitude will
blame others or be unwilling to take responsibility for a situation they’ve created or
contributed to. Example: “Those prima donnas in sales know we can’t deliver on the
unrealistic deadlines they give us. I think they like making us look bad just to take the
heat off their poor quarterlies.”
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To instill a culture of accountability in those you lead, try these six steps as a start.
1. Begin with yourself. We cannot hold others accountable if we are not accountable ourselves. When
you make commitments, keep your commitments. Be willing to hold yourself accountable for all
failures. If someone on the team causes the team to fail, accountable leaders don’t assign blame, don’t
get angry, don’t throw tantrums; accountable leaders ask themselves “What could I have done to
ensure this didn’t happen?” “What can I do differently to ensure this doesn’t happen again?” No
excuses…ever! No whining…ever! The buck stops with you!
2. Set clear expectations. Do those you lead know what you expect of them? As simple as it sounds,
it’s hard to hold others accountable if they don’t know what’s expected of them. Have a personal
leadership philosophy, discussed in the next section, and make sure those you lead know what’s in it.
3. Set clear goals and obtain commitment. Well-constructed goals are essential to a culture of
accountability. You can’t hold others accountable for results unless they understand what they’re being
held accountable for. Organizationally, it’s difficult to be accountable if priorities are unclear or if there
are competing priorities with other parts of the organization. Unless everyone knows, understands, and
agrees to the path forward, there will always be a plethora of ensuing excuses if the team comes up
short.
4. Don’t micro-manage. Even though leaders are accountable for all areas for which they are

responsible, micro-management isn’t the key to avoid failure. In fact, micro-management is poison to
establishing a culture of accountability because it enables others to shift their responsibilities onto the
leader! When I ask groups to list characteristics of past bad bosses, “micro-manager” is always
mentioned. Coaching and developing their people and ensuring they have the skills and resources
necessary to be successful are the best ways for leaders to resist the urge to meddle in the details.
5. Stop avoiding conflict. Speaking up and holding others accountable aren’t the easiest things to do
even though they may be the right things to do. Many leaders avoid doing so because they fear the
difficult conversations necessary to nurture a culture of accountability. Remember that conflict itself is
neither bad nor good, but there are bad and good ways of handling it. This is another area where a

personal leadership philosophy helps the leader who has prepared and published one. A well-crafted
philosophy sets the expectation that the leader WILL speak up to hold team members accountable, but
in respectful and constructive ways.
6. No fear/no blame games. Not long ago I heard a student in one of our leadership classes say that
team members should be able to speak freely without fear of reprisal. It was a great point. Good things
happen when people feel free to express themselves honestly and stretch their capabilities. Yes,
people will stumble, but most will learn more from their mistakes than their successes. However, where
there is fear, there is the blame game. Leading through “fear, sarcasm, and ridicule” is a quick path to
ineffectiveness as a leader. Finger pointing begins to deflect unwanted criticism, harsh words or
unrealistic expectations. A leader’s goal should be to cultivate an environment in which no one is afraid

to make an honest mistake. On the other hand, there is a difference between a “mistake” and a “crime”.
Toxic behavior, irresponsibility, or sub-standard performance all must be confronted and dealt with; if
not, the leader will lose the respect and trust of the rest of the team and team performance will suffer.
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What’s with the banana?
Why the picture of a banana peel at

the start of this section? We’ve all
seen it before, someone drops

Conclusion: being a good leader means being
accountable. Are you an accountable leader? Here’s a
short quiz to see:

something on the floor and people
walk past it all day long thinking,
“Some slob threw this banana peel

•
Do you assume responsibility when your team
misses a milestone, even when the shortfall is due to
a specific member?

to pick it up. It’s not MY job!”

•
Do you believe, and act as if, you are
responsible for everything that does and does not
happen within the confines of your team or
organization?

However, if everyone took joint

•
Do you encourage those you lead to bring their
deficiencies or mistakes to you so that issues can be
resolved in a timely fashion?

on the floor, I’ll be danged if I’m going

responsibility for maintaining a clean,
safe, and professional work place,
the thought might be, “I guess
someone didn’t notice they dropped

•
Do you use mistakes that you and your team
members make as teaching/learning opportunities?
•
Do you refuse to tolerate denial, excuses,
scapegoating or finger pointing and blame?

this banana peel, let me pick it up
and throw it away.”
When we avoid assigning blame and
pointing fingers, responsibility for
minor issues is shared and more
quickly resolved.
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Mistake #3 – Failure to Establish a
Personal Leadership Philosophy
One of the most critical mistakes leaders make is not

understanding themselves and clearly expressing their own
leadership philosophy to the team.
Leadership development is often called a soft skill
because it doesn't neatly fit into a specific technical skill set. To
be most effective, a leader must first know themselves, and
this is the softest of soft skills. But it's also the most important.
Have you seriously considered what values are most important to you and how those values shape your interactions
with others? Do you know how you most effectively communicate and how you would like team members to
communicate with you? Can you clearly explain your vision for the team and do they know what your priorities are?
Knowing the answers to these questions makes leaders much more effective. But, that's only half the equation.

Many leaders cause problems within their team because, although they understand what they believe and what they
expect, they just assume their team members know that information as well.
How will they know if you don't tell them? Your team can't read your mind!
The most successful leaders clearly tell their teams exactly what they believe and what they expect, both by
telling them in person and in a written document.
Though the elements and process of creating your own leadership philosophy is beyond the scope of this paper,
you can start by asking yourself a few questions.

Your Personal Leadership Philosophy:
1. What do I believe leadership is?
2. What have I learned from good leaders and bad leaders I've had in the past?

3. What values do I hold most dear?
4. What is my vision for this team? What are my priorities?
5. What can I reasonably expect from my team members and what should they expect of me?
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There are several definitions of leadership, but
simply defining it in a sentence or two isn't the entire
answer. Don’t confuse your leadership philosophy
with leadership style. While your style of leadership
may change based on the situation and the skill level
and experience of those you lead, your leadership
philosophy defines the type of leader you strive to
be. Your leadership philosophy provides the
guidance you will need to hold yourself accountable

for being that leader. Moreover, the leadership
philosophy provides your followers the ability to hold
you accountable to it as well.
One of our leadership students related how his leadership philosophy gave him a “license to lead”. Before
publishing his philosophy he would sometimes let sub-standard behavior slide because he didn’t feel he could

hold others to his higher standards. After publishing his leadership philosophy he knew that if he didn’t hold
people accountable he would lose credibility. This provided him the impetus to act; in other words, a “license to
lead.”
There's another interesting aspect to knowing yourself. Think back on leaders you've known. Did any of
them seem to think they were more than they really were? Did they try to hide or use bluster to disguise a lack of
knowledge or skill? If so, how long did it take you to see through that? Probably not long. Knowing your own skills
and admitting when you may need help is essential. Your team will see through any attempt to appear more
capable or knowledgeable than you really are and you will quickly lose credibility.
When you start in a new leadership position, your team will size you up and form an opinion in the first few
minutes. When you take the time to carefully formulate your leadership philosophy and present it to your team,
you'll make a great first impression, and you'll have a very useful guide for both you and your team.
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Conclusion – Your commitment to
excellence and path forward
Thank you for reading this report. We know that by

following these suggestions you will become a better, more
effective leader. As I look back on my own leadership journey,
coming up through the ranks in the Air Force and then in the
corporate world, I have to confess that there were times when
the Great Leader was buried fairly deep beneath the surface.
I’m sure that a search of past subordinates would find those
who thought I was solidly in the Bad Boss camp while many
others (I hope) would place me among the Good Boss group.
Like so many other vocations, there are very few
naturally gifted leaders. Those times that I tried to rely solely

on my natural gifts as a leader are, in retrospect, the times
when I failed the most miserably. However, when I took a more
deliberate approach, when I applied lessons learned from past
mistakes and developed new leadership skills; those times
were the most successful.
Here at The Daedalus Group we see a similar pattern with the leadership students we have the privilege to work with.
Those that were in class only for the professional development credits or because their boss told them to attend and
took the attitude “teach me if you can” are, to put it nicely, not our favorite students.

When you have nothing to learn you have nothing to improve and are doomed to continue existence as you are.
Those perpetual Bad Bosses we’ve known were always “too cool for school”. However, those who treated leadership
as a journey of continuous improvement were much more likely to find that Great Leader looking back at them from
the mirror.
“Leadership and learning are indispensable to each other” – John F. Kennedy

This report has provided you with a few quick ways to improve your leadership ability, but our experience has
taught us many other lessons which we pass on in our weekly blog. As our gift to you and as a way of saying
“thank you” for downloading this report, you’ll be getting a weekly summary of new articles. However, there’s
still a lot of content in our past articles, so we invite you to start browsing them at:

http://dleadershipgroup.com/blog
Also, watch for more information and events from The Daedalus Group to help you become an even more
effective leader.
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What’s a Daedalus Group?
In Greek mythology, Daedalus (Dādălus) invented wings to escape a labyrinth in
which he was imprisoned. Using extensive military and corporate leadership
experience, combined with the best tools available, The Daedalus Group helps
supervisors and managers develop wings to become effective leaders and escape the
labyrinth of everyday management.
As supervisors and managers become high-flying leaders, they help their teams and
organizations soar to new heights.
Contact us today and let’s discuss how the Daedalus Group can help you.
Email: team@dleadershipgroup.com
Website: http://dleadershipgroup.com
Or follow us on:
https://www.facebook.com/dleadershipgroup

https://www.linkedin.com/company/daedalus-leadership-group

https://twitter.com/daedalusleader
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