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13 Common Mistakes That Leaders Make 

By Robert S. Walsh, MBA 

 

 

There are many things we do as leaders and managers that we could improve upon if we thought 

about it in the moment. Here are thirteen common mistakes that make life as a leader more 

difficult, along with some suggestions on how we might do things better. 

 

Think about how you do business as you read these over, and think about how some small 

changes in these areas could help you be a better and happier boss! 

 

1. Not accepting personal responsibility and accountability 

As leaders we are always accountable for the actions and outcomes of the people on our 

team. But sometimes we may find ourselves saying things like, "It's not my fault, Bill 

made the mistake," or, "I did a great job" instead of "My team did a great job"  

To avoid these mistakes, don’t blame a team member when speaking to your boss or 

others outside the team - take responsibility as the leader when things go wrong, then 

hold the responsible team members accountable to you to fix the problem.  

Likewise, give credit to the team when things go right and be humble in the background.  

 

2.  Micro-managing 

Do you feel like you have to make every decision? Can team members make certain 

decisions then inform you as the leader?  

If you went away for an hour, would the team still function? Would decisions still be 

made? Do you find yourself having to take time out of meetings to check up on the team?  

Failing to empower people can result in a weak team, or a "Non-Team." Tap into the 

talent of team members and develop them so that the team will function without you. 

This frees up your time as the boss and allows you to lead creatively; with foresight 

rather than having to be tied up as a "Micro-Manager." Your people are looking for you 

to do just that: formulate strategies, solve problems, and make decisions.  

To avoid this mistake, change or strengthen your attitude that acknowledges the notion 

that sharing power multiplies the effectiveness of a team. Give your people the power and 

cut the managerial apron strings. You can always take the power back if it becomes 

necessary in a crisis, but then remember to back off and give the power back to the team 

when the crisis subsides. 
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3.  Focusing on outcomes instead of shaping attitudes 

Focusing on outcomes is like treating a symptom instead of the disease. Bosses who do 

this usually find themselves chasing their tails - never quite solving why things keep 

going wrong.  

Instead, realize that work performance improves in direct proportion to healthy attitudes 

and mental discipline. Remember that:  

Thoughts → Words → Actions → Habits → Character → Destiny 

Superior team performance is the destiny of the wise leader who takes the time to form 

his or her team with the above formula.  

Get to know your team members and value their strengths. Live by a simple rule; think in 

terms of how the other person thinks and consciously work to influence them to be a 

strong team member. 

When people feel valued and feel that the leader cares about them, they'll return that 

caring with an attitude of gratitude.  

 

4.  Joining the wrong crowd  

 The water-cooler gossip.  

 The practical joker.  

 The negative office politics crowd.  

 The sit on the sidelines troublemaker.  

 The talk behind your boss's back crowd.  

 The talk behind your team member’s back crowd.  

 The "Sky is falling" over-react to everything crowd.  

 The upper level management criticizer.  

 The idea criticizer.  

 The YOU fill in the blank--criticizer.  

 

To avoid this, don't join what you know is a wrong crowd. In every case, someone will 

lose respect or trust for you. Once someone loses respect or trust for you, it will be a hard 

thing to regain, if it ever can be.  

 

5.  Leading everyone the same way  

Short and sweet, people are different. If you try to lead and manage every person the 

same way, those that don't fit your style will not respond the way you want them to.  

If you use the wrong style, you'll be doing things like yelling when you should be 

listening, setting goals when you should be setting the pace, or asking what others think 

when all they really want is for you to make a decision. You're the one who'll lose the 

most in the end because you're the one doing the wrong thing.  

To avoid this mistake, get to know each person that works for you and experiment with 

the correct mix of communication and motivational tools to find out what works for each 

one. Little things like asking an experienced worker's opinion, or giving someone a 
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chance to learn a new job they think is exciting. With a little experience, you'll be easily 

able to "crack the code" on each person and lead each one the right way.  

 

6.  Failing to ask for advice  

There is a priceless amount of help available to the leader who has the maturity to ask for 

help when needed. The secret is, no matter how senior or experienced the boss; we all 

need advice from time to time to help us. For example, we may need to ask for ideas to 

solve problems we've never seen before or to strategize something we want to say to 

someone, or to get another opinion on a plan or schedule we've written.  

When you first started out as a leader, you probably asked a lot of questions. As we 

mature, we must be sure not to lose this valuable source of wisdom. To avoid this 

mistake, establish and maintain a solid network of workers and managers alike, which 

can be your trusted mentors and advisors.  

 

7.  Exercising management by exception  

Management by exception means that we manage by concentrating on what's going 

wrong.  

The problem is, if we go looking for problems, we will find them, even the ones that 

don't matter. In some cases, we may even create problems by approaching life with a pre-

conceived notion of negativity. Worse, we may get a huge feeling of accomplishment for 

having solved so many things.  

The key to avoiding this mistake is to concentrate on the positive, while still being aware 

of problems. People shy away from negativity and are drawn to the positive and 

optimistic. If you want to lead effectively, you must be able to see and communicate the 

positives. Besides, the important problems will probably find you all by themselves.  

 

8.  Letting friendships affect your decision-making 

There is nothing basically wrong with the boss being someone's friend, except that you 

cannot allow your friendships to affect your decision-making. If done wrong, others will 

probably see you as granting preferential treatment and being unfair.  

Also, it is likely that someday you'll have to make a hard decision "against" your friend, 

or need to discipline your friend. They may feel betrayed and may say, "How could you 

do that, I thought you were my friend!"  

The way to avoid this mistake is to leave your friendships at the door in all matters of 

professional performance and grant no extra privileges to anyone based on anything other 

than what is fair. Do not confuse this with being friendly, which is just fine. Remember, 

it's all in the eye of the beholder, and as the leader, you are showing your people how you 

should be thought of by your actions.  
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9.  Failing to set, monitor, and enforce standards  

Standards and rules are set in one way or the other, but there will be standards.  

When a manager sets a standard and then allows it to be violated or worse yet, violates it 

him or herself, then a new standard has just been set.  

Or, if the leader complains about a standard that has been set by another manager, that is 

the same as violating it in the minds of the team. Either way, what the leader says or does 

will be justification for everyone else to "Follow the Leader" and violate the standard.  

"Do as I say, not as I do," has never been and will never be an acceptable way to lead. 

The team will almost always label the manager that tries this as being a hypocrite. There 

is no faster or surer way to destroy a team.  

To avoid this mistake, it is important that you set proper standards (or support other 

managers’ standards) and make sure they are supported and adhered to by everyone, 

especially you. Following the rules will just be normal if you do it this way and very few 

rules or standards will cause anyone to have a problem.  

 

10.  Not providing adequate training 

When a new person comes on the job, or an experienced person starts a new job, the 

biggest disservice suffered can be a lack of adequate training. In this, we're talking about 

on the job training where you might be tempted to just assign the new person to whoever 

is currently doing the job. But is this the right person to train others?  

Training another is frequently an entirely different matter than being good at doing the 

job and it requires a different set of skills. Also, some people who really know a job may 

willfully withhold knowledge with the notion that they gain increased job security from 

being the only one who "knows."  

Another training issue that frequently crops up is that we might assume a certain level of 

knowledge because an employee comes to us from another company. Still another issue, 

especially in large companies, is the notion that the training department will do all the 

training for you.  

To avoid this mistake, get involved in the details of how knowledge and training are 

being accomplished and become active in making sure it is effective.  

 

11.  Not effectively addressing sub-standard performance  

It happens so easily. An employee does a job inadequately and you choose to look the 

other way... you say nothing. You might do this because you are a little intimidated by an 

experienced employee. Maybe you hope that the problem will just go away. Maybe you 

have another reason.  

Whatever the reason, we must fight that tendency and refuse to condone sub-standard job 

performance. Do this by providing good usable feedback, not punishment.  

In private, talk to the person about his or her behavior with the intent of changing that 

behavior.  Make sure to stick with the person's behavior and the standard that is not being 

met. If it gets emotional and he or she starts to take it like criticism, go back to their 



© 2014 by Be a Better Boss, LLC.                      www.beabetterboss.com 5 

 

behavior vs. the standard and tell them your goal is to help them meet that standard and 

the team. If appropriate, formal documentation should be done also.  

 

12.  Not using informal recognition to motivate  

We all need to be told that we did a good job and the best leaders dole out informal 

rewards regularly. Walking around and just saying to your people that they are doing 

good will help build a sharp team. This has double the impact when you can do it in front 

of others, especially strangers.  

When you take a VIP on a tour and introduce him to Sue by saying something like, "Mr. 

Jones, I'd like you to meet one of the most knowledgeable punch press operators in the 

plant," the impact is obvious.  

In his book, "How to Win Friends and Influence People," Dale Carnegie tells the story of 

the secret behind the success of Charles Schwab when he ran the U.S. Steel Company 

and was one of the first people to be paid a salary of 1 Million dollars a year. According 

to Schwab:  

"I consider my ability to arouse enthusiasm among my people the greatest asset I 

possess and the way to develop the best that is in a person is by appreciation and 

encouragement. There is nothing else that so kills the ambitions of a person as 

criticism from superiors. I never criticize anyone. I believe in giving a person 

incentive to work. So I am anxious to praise but loath to find fault. If I like 

anything, I am hearty in my approbation and lavish in my praise."  

 

13.  Trying to influence through manipulation  

The two major tools of manipulation are fear and rewards. Both of these usually prove to 

be counter-productive in the end; they result in short spurts of activity and do nothing to 

build the team. Both get people to produce for the wrong reasons.  

Historically, fear has probably been the most widely used "motivator" and the message 

used is usually something like, "produce or suffer." This is not to say that some behaviors 

should not be confronted, but this should done properly using constructive feedback and 

in private.  

Equally ineffective is using a carrot on a stick type reward. Take away or fail to produce 

the promised reward, and performance goes down.  

Over time, both manipulative rewards and fear will, if used as illustrated here, produce 

less of an effect as people become immune to them.  
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Gain knowledge, confidence, and build your team with these tools from  

Be a Better Boss!  ™ 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Tap into your best self to awaken the genuine leader in you. 

  
Sharpen your skills 

Discover the positive psychology of your focus, 
where your abilities match what you need… 
perfectly! 

 
Gain respect 

Be like the best leaders you know; 

 A leader that everyone wants to work for 

 A leader that other leaders want to be like 

 A genuine leader who has earned it 
 

Build a stronger team 
A team that is a team in reality, not just a group of 
people going through the motions. 

  

 

Available at www.beabetterboss.com 

Your team deserves you to be the best leader possible. 
  

Likewise, you deserve the personal reward of self-confidence that comes 

from being the most effective leader you can be. 
  

The Leadership & Management Effectiveness (LME) Profile gives you insights 

from the most reliable sources ever created - those who know you. 
  

Learn how they see you in these ten areas of leadership competency: 
  

Communication - Feedback - Emotions - Teamwork 
Delegation - Judgment and Decision Making 

Self-Management - Organization and Planning 
Leadership & Influence - Honesty and Integrity 

  

Then let the LME take you through acting on this knowledge to make 

meaningful changes. 
  

Like the best leaders you know - when they find something that needs fixing, 

they fix it - and that’s what makes them the best.  

 
Get your LME now - it just might be the best money you’ll ever invest. 

http://www.beabetterboss.com/

