An insightful British comedian explains
why managers at all stages of their careers
should embrace subordinates who make
lots of little goofs. :

No more milstakes
and you re

"It is between five dclock in the
morning and mdnight." Rght? You
can't argue with that. No chance of
error there. O | couidtell youthat it
15 23 minutes of 2, whenit1s in fact 24
munutes of 2. Which of those 1s more
useful to you? The true one or the
m st ake?

"It's self-evident that if we can't
take the nsk of saying or doing some-
thi ngw ong, our creati vi t)(‘goesri oht
out the w ndow Because t he essence
of creativityisnot the possession of
sone specid taent, it ismuchnore
the abilityto'Earv.' Micki nnon' s re-
search at Berkeley in the 1990s and
1970s on prof essi onal s rat ed by thei r
col | eagues as hi ghl ycreative' showed
theywerenodifferent inintel i gence
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- fromtheir |ess creative col | eagues— 5

W but that they took longer to study 4
- problens and played wth them 4
nore Hghly creative people know b

better how to get thenselves into a

node where they are able to respond N

nore spontaneously to their intu- ’

itions, toexpl oreout of purecurios- &

Sxteen years ago Bitain's satirica dry, oftensurreal wt to nuke serious,
com ¢ and sel f-described "of f-the-vaH commonsensi cal points stick.
veirdo," John Qeese of Mnty Py-  FORBES sat in on a speech, "The

ity, tofdlowlittle inpul ses with m
terest wi thout i mmedi at el y i nposi ng
critical thought. .

"For a group to function nore cre-
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thon fane, decided to nmake training inportance of Mstakes," that O eese atively, people nust |ose their inhibi-
filrs for corporations. "! vas after a recently delivered to a training and tions Theg nust gai n the confi dence
fast buck," Geese now48 explains, personnel conference in New York. tocontribute spontaneouslytowat's
"But | nade adisastrous mscal cula- The material was so relevant to man- happening, and the inhibition arises
tion | got interested” So interested agersat all |evels of their careers that because of the fear of |ookingfoolish
that Video Aits, the London-based we havereprinted, with Qeese' s per- Yes It'snothingnorethanthefear of
conpany founded by Qeese and two mssion, excerpts below (Mdeo Ats' making mstakes. \ile people are
British TV producers, grossed $145 MNorthbrook, 111 officew |l soon mar- hel d back by this fear, while they go
mllion in 1987 and has produced ket atape of the entire performance, over each thought they hadsix timnes
nmorethan 80 training filns that use at ) —Byan Machan bef ore expressing it in case soneone

will thinkit's wong nothing usef ul
GEESE “[ want tosuggest toyou can happencreatively.
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hat unl'ess we have a tol erant “Now to come tothe second hal f of

. titude toward  mstakes—+ rg argunent, a positive attitude to-
mght al nost say apositiveattitude wardmstakeswll all owthemto be

- tovard t hem~we shall be behaving corrected rapidly when they occur.

ol ST Y| irrationaly, unscientifically and un- "In organizations where mstakes
successfully are not al lowed, you get two types of
"G course, if you nowsay to me, counterproductive behavior. Hrst,
4 "Look here, you weird lingy, areyou since mstakes are 'bad if they're
seriousl y advocat i ng rel aunchi ?ﬁ the conmtted by people at the topthe
Edsel I wll reply, "No, Mac There feedback arising fromthose mstakes
aremstakes and mstakes.' Thereare has to beignoredor selectively rein
true copper-bott oned nistakes | ike terpretcd, inorder that thosetop peo-
wearing a black bra under a white pie can pretend that no mstake has
bl ouse, or, totake anore nasculine been made. Soit doesnit get fixed

exanpl e, starting aland war in Asia.
I mtal king about mstakes that at the
tine they were conmtted did have a
chance.

"Let's first concentrate on taking
the risk of making a mstake. Has it

Second, if they're comtted by peo-
pie |over down in the organization,
m st akes get conceal ed.

"Taking conceal nent first, Peter
Parker, the very successful forner
head of British Ral, sad recently,

wl ks into ny office saying, 'T

i

?5‘4 T ,3"3 Y occurred to you that if youdon't take The hardest thingin managenent is
Be, D anl AU RN roouM NS risk, you car't do or say any thing the mstake concealer. If soneone ~
Jobn Cleese in a training film useful 7 | f k eved

5 , For exanpl e, if youask me nowscr " | say, "@aonin.,"
“The essence of creativity. < Wt |sthe tuné? | could give you "Iné?h .

W Sk t hefol | owi ngguar ant eed- t r ueansver, thetabooi snot onmaki ng cing mistakes;
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e heal thiest organizations,
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Bom @t. 27, 1939 mVést on-
super - Mrr e, Engl and.
1972-present: of ounded Lon-
don's Video Arts Ltd., world's
largest producer of training
filns (sdes, $14.5 mllion).
H | ns: NIy &y Python and the Holy
Granl (1974), The Meaning of Iife
19, A Fsb Called Wanda
scheduled for release by MM
I n Novenber 1983). .
Author (wth ~psychi at nst
Ribi M SGvies ) THesm{ 1983e.S &ipd
How to Survwe Them {1983). Up-
con ngsequel , Li f eand Howto
PSurvwve lt
Degrees in law from Cam
bndge Lhiversity (MA 1963)
60: teacher {Ergl i sh, hi sto-

ry, geography) at &. Reter'spre-
parat ory school .
1965: reporter, Newsweek (lasted
t w0 vieeks).

Creer start: Wile at Cam
bridge, Qeese joined the Cam
bridge Footlights, its amateur
acting group, whichledto ap-
pearances m several BBC cone-
dy shows, including the series

Frost Report (19%). Lat er
caneMont yRus Fl yi ngCar
QuS(1999), whi chspawnedase-
nes of stage shows, books, rec-
ords and filns.
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it'sonconceal i ngt hemBut inam i s - "hunches' andthen | ook aroundfor
takc denying culture, they are con- exanples tofit in wth their ideas.
cealed and therefore not corrected Andthat, therefore, in the pursuit of
Vérse, )liess have to be told . scientific truth, when they have
"This Is the essence of a particular worked out their hypothesis, they
formof conmedy that has traditionally should test it, not with tests to prove
been pol a in Btheforceinit rigt, but with tests specificaly
Anerica, youhave a simlar formof designedtoprovett wong. InPop-
entertainment, usually callrd Sone- per's words, falsifiable. Al of which
thing Gate, where enure departments shows that current philosophica and
of government officials pass their scientific thought has arrived at the
workin?davstrying ~to startling realization that we |ean
conceal one key m stake This type of only fromour mstakes.
conedy is less successfu] in Britian, "Nowwe reach the real problem If
sinpl y because the governnent there all the evidence frombusiness, sci-
has much greater power to suppress ence and psychol ogy suggests that the
thebest tokcs mthenameof national  best results are obtained by risking
security mstakes, and by having a positive
"Next, let's see what happens if attitude toward t hemwhen they oc
t he peopl e at the top of organi zations cur, why are we al | so nervous about
are deternmined to showthey are in makingthem
fallible Peter Drucker has a nice  “I'msure that the answer is quite
exanpl e of i gnor ed f eedback when si npl y t hat we have a | have these ri di cu-
he refers to a podct  he calls lous  things called egos Once you' ve
investment managerial ego This got an ego, youwant tobenght. |'ve
is a product that the manager be noticed this even in ny 3-year-old
[ieved in, nay, fought for and which daughter If | ask her a question and
has been repackaged, its sal esmen she doesn't know the answer, she
retrained, tts advert stng chan?ed doesn't want to guess in case she
and then the agency subsequently makes a nistake. She changes the
sacked, which was then relaunched subject, even though | tell her it
as a seasonal product —but which doesn't matter
has never actually sold The manager "Hw can we solve this problen?
has always reinterpreted the feed- You may be able to persuade yoursel f
back fromthe nmarketplace so as to and others that admtting snal| nis-
avoid acknow edging that the prod- takes nght away protects your ego
uct has been a nistake nor e efficiently than runni ng the nsk
"If the corporateegots sohuge and of makingafar greater and mor e pam
urealistic that failures have to he ful nistake later
repackaged as successes, thendisaster  "For exanple, | chose to show ny
cannot be very far down the road H latest filmhere m New York in a
the heads of organizations cannot rough form and actual |y encouraged
bear to receive feedback that may sug- people to damage ny ego by criticiz-
gest that mistakes have been made in%it, sothat | can elimnate sore of
and need correction then they will the mstakes and inprove it. | feel
increasingly be surrounded by yes- safer doing this than sheltering ny-
men and wll be increasingly cut off self fromadverse criticismnow only
fromthe feedback they need tostay torunthensk of discoveringmafew
on cour se. fl still treasure, incidental- months' time that it's Bitan's an
ly, Sam@l dwyn's mermo [ don't swer to Heaven's Gie Peopl e say no-
body likes criticism True, but | feel
tion | want people to speak their safer getting the pain upfront.
mnds —even if it does cost themtheir "Hnally, the nost effective wa
! . that we can create an atnosphere o
"S once the corporate ethosis that tolerance and positiveness toward
t he corporation cannot have made a mstakesis, of course, tonodel it. In
mstake, thenit's goingtogofurther the early stages of a discussion, say
and further off course. The CEObe- that you don't know the sol ution,
comes ahit likeapilot inanarcraft throwupa coupleof ideasthat, after
who says totheal tineter, 'Weat's the examnation, you casually discard
hei ght? andhears thealtineter reply, sayi n%, "Gkay, 1 don't think that was
"Wiat woul dyoulikeit tobe? veryuseful.' Better still,di scussacou-
"The |eading philosopher of sci- pie of recent mstakes, that you ve
ence of this century, Karl Popper, made and |earned from
says that scientists donot sit around "Any ego-1oss sufferedis nore than
di Spassi onatel y observing clusters of conpensated for in ny experience by
phenonena and then cone up with the ego-gamin showng you ve the
rational explanations of them He kindof guywo s
suggests that scientists really get when he'S wong.
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