
LEADING THROUGH IMPERFECTION:
EMBRACING MISTAKES 

AS OPPORTUNITIES

Mistakes are an inevitable part of life. As

a woman executive or leader, you’ve likely

faced moments where decisions didn’t go

as planned, where the outcomes felt

heavier than anticipated, or where the

stakes seemed impossibly high. In such

moments, it’s tempting to fall into the

vortex of self-doubt or join the chorus of

external blame and shame. But what if

these very mistakes were an invitation? An

invitation to grow, innovate, and connect

with a deeper sense of purpose? What

would change if you could embrace those

experiences as opposed to feeling as a

failure?

The Courage to Own Our Mistakes

Leadership isn’t about being infallible; it’s 
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about being human. Owning a mistake is

one of the most courageous acts a leader

can undertake. It requires us to resist the

urge to hide behind excuses or point

fingers and instead step into the light of

accountability. It’s not easy. Vulnerability

rarely is. As Brené Brown beautifully

states, "Vulnerability is not weakness; it’s

our greatest measure of courage. " When

we own our mistakes, we model a

powerful form of bravery that inspires

those around us to do the same. How

would it look like a world, an organization

if everyone would own and learn from

their mistakes? The past election cycles in

France or in the US have greatly

demonstrated the inability of our

representatives to hold themselves

accountable and lead people to fight

instead of co-creating. Division and chaos

surely result from those behaviors. Equally,

this happens in organizations too.

Mistakes might stem from a variety of

reasons—excitement, lack of preparation, or

simply being in uncharted territory. These

moments remind us of our humanity and

our perpetual journey of growth. Brené

Brown’s work on vulnerability teaches us

that embracing these imperfections not

only deepens our self-awareness but also

builds genuine connections with others.

Importantly, making mistakes often means

we’ve tried—we’ve taken a risk, stepped out

of our comfort zone, and challenged the 
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status quo. This willingness to try must be

celebrated and rewarded as a vital part

of growth.

I remember a time early in my career

when I made a strategic decision that, in

hindsight, was flawed. The repercussions

were significant, and the fallout affected

not just my team but the organization at

large. My initial instinct was to rationalize

and defend my actions—a natural, human

response to protect one’s ego. This

reaction aligns with Level 1 energy,

characterized by fear, blame, and a

victim mindset. More than 20 years later,

I can tell that something deeper nudged

me toward a different path, yet I did not

choose it by fear. 

Nevertheless, I had learned and later on I

chose to face the music, to admit where I

went wrong, and to collaborate with my

team on a solution. This shift toward

accountability and solution-oriented

thinking reflects Level 5 energy, where

opportunities emerge even from setbacks.

It was way more empowering than my

previous experience. The result? Not only

did we turn the situation around, but we

also fostered a level of trust and mutual

respect that became a cornerstone of our

success.

Mistakes as Catalysts for Growth

Mistakes, when approached with the right 
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mindset, can be extraordinary catalysts for

growth. They compel us to pause, reflect,

and recalibrate. They nudge us to ask

difficult questions: What went wrong?

Why? What can I do differently next time?

This process of introspection is where the

magic happens. It’s where wisdom is born.

For women in leadership, embracing

mistakes can also challenge societal norms

that often expect us to be perfect. Too

often, women are held to impossibly high

standards, leaving little room for error. By

boldly reframing mistakes as opportunities,

we dismantle these outdated narratives

and pave the way for a more inclusive and

compassionate view of leadership. This

quality inspires and calls for respect which

is a rare currency at the moment.

Creating a Safe Space for Mistakes

Of course, none of this is possible without

a secure environment. As leaders, it’s our

responsibility to cultivate spaces where

mistakes are not just tolerated but

welcomed as part of the learning process.

This means fostering a culture of

psychological safety—one where team

members feel valued, respected, and free

to take calculated risks without fear of

harsh judgment. It is a place where we do

not judge people, instead we provide a

forum for facts and analysis. We teach

ownership if not yet acquired and then we 
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promote shared experiences.

In my experience, creating such an

environment starts with clear

communication. It involves setting

expectations that mistakes will happen

and that what matters most is how we

respond to them. Regular feedback loops,

open dialogue, and an emphasis on

continuous improvement are key.

A pivotal moment in my own journey

involved a project where a team member

made a significant error. Instead of

focusing on the mistake itself, I asked

her, “What did you learn from this?” and

“How can we apply this lesson moving

forward?” Her relief was palpable, and her

response was thoughtful. That single

exchange shifted the team dynamic,

encouraging others to take ownership and

innovate without fear. This approach

moved our team from the lower energy

levels of blame (Level 2) and self-doubt

(Level 1) to the higher energy levels of

collaboration and opportunity (Level 5).

The World of Blame and Shame

Unfortunately, we live in a world that

often leans toward blaming and shaming.

Mistakes are seen as weaknesses, and

the fear of failure becomes paralyzing.

Blame reflects Level 2 energy, where

conflict and defensiveness dominate, 
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while shame often pulls us into Level 1

energy, characterized by withdrawal and

hopelessness. As women leaders, we have

the power to challenge this narrative. By

leading with empathy and courage, we

show that mistakes are not failures but

stepping stones. They are opportunities to

do better, think differently, and build

resilience.

Here’s the truth: mistakes make us better

leaders and better humans. They teach

humility and grace. They expand our

capacity for compassion—for ourselves and

others. And they remind us that perfection

is neither realistic nor necessary. When we

embrace mistakes as learning

opportunities, we not only grow ourselves

but also empower our teams to learn and

improve.

Practical Strategies to Turn Mistakes into

Opportunities

Pause and Reflect: When a mistake

occurs, resist the urge to react

immediately. Take a moment to

process what happened. Reflection

allows you to approach the situation

with clarity and intention.

1.

Seek Feedback: Don’t be afraid to ask

others for their perspectives. Feedback

can shed light on blind spots and

provide valuable insights. Mistakes are

also a chance to foster dialogue that

benefits everyone involved.

2.
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3. Reframe the Narrative: Shift your

mindset from “I failed” to “I learned.” This

simple but powerful reframing can

transform how you approach challenges.

Celebrate the effort and courage it took

to try in the first place.

4. Model Accountability: As a leader, your

actions set the tone for your team. By

taking ownership of your mistakes, you

encourage others to do the same.

5. Celebrate Lessons Learned: Highlight

the growth and learning that comes from

mistakes. Acknowledge the courage it

takes to take risks and try new things.

Reward yourself and others for stepping

out of their comfort zones and

challenging themselves.

The Gift of Mistakes

As I reflect on my own leadership

journey, I see mistakes not as blemishes

but as badges of honor. They’ve shaped

me, challenged me, and ultimately made

me a better leader. And while they may

sting in the moment, their long-term value

is immeasurable.

So, to every woman executive and leader

reading this: embrace your mistakes.

Welcome them as teachers. Use them as

opportunities to strengthen your resolve,

deepen your understanding, and elevate

your leadership. In a world quick to

blame, choose to lead with courage and 
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compassion. By doing so, you’ll not only

transform your own journey but inspire

others to do the same.

In the words of Maya Angelou, “Do the

best you can until you know better. Then

when you know better, do better.”
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