
How To Stop Obsessing Over A Mistake At Work
If you lie awake thinking about something you said or did wrong, this advice is for you.

Making mistakes happens to all of us in our careers. But some of us hold on to these mistakes longer than 
others.

Maybe you lie awake at night still feeling queasy and anxious 
over the way you frustrated a client by accidentally giving them 
the wrong information. Maybe you are avoiding co-workers on 
your team because you feel like they are all judging you for that 
error, even though it happened last week. If either of these 
scenarios sounds familiar, you may be prone to obsessing over 
mistakes.

What fuels these constant worries is the shame of feeling
completely inadequate and fear of others discovering your lack of capabilities, said Tanisha Ranger, a 
Nevada-based clinical psychologist. Once you start obsessing over mistakes because of your shame, it can 
steamroll into bigger problems like perfectionism.

“Shame often gives way to perfectionism, and perfectionism makes mistakes feel monumental. Essentially, 
‘If I don’t do everything perfectly right then I am a failure and everyone will see my defectiveness,’” she said. 
“I’ve had many clients who struggled with obsessing over mistakes at work. [They lay] awake at night rumi-
nating and beating themselves up over a mistake, not an intentional or careless mess-up, but a mistake.”

There’s a better way to acknowledge a mistake while still letting it go. Here’s how:

1. Put the mistake in perspective.
After you make an obvious mistake at work, you may want the ground to swallow you up to save you from 
the embarrassment, shame and anxiety of facing your co-workers again.

If these worries are keeping you up at night, challenge those thoughts by getting more realistic with your 
thinking, suggested Shannon Garcia, a psychotherapist at States of Wellness Counseling in Illinois and 
Wisconsin.
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“Will the world end? Nope,” she said. “Will you get 
fired? Highly unlikely. Will you receive constructive 
feedback from your boss? Maybe. Will owning up 
to your mistake be uncomfortable? Probably. Have 
you survived past mistakes? Seems like it, if you’re 
reading this. Will you survive this one? Yes!”

Sometimes accidental oversights do hurt your job 
performance, but it’s important to not catastroph-
ize what happened.

“Sure, it caused a delay. Yes, it may have cost the 
company some money. OK, it negatively impacted job performance. But is it actually the end of your 
career? Really? Likely not,” said Ranger. “Shrinking things down to their right size, not ignoring/suppress-
ing and also not overblowing or exaggerating, is an important part of letting things go.”

If it helps, try putting yourself in the shoes of co-workers who have also made mistakes. Once you see the 
compassion and sympathy you hold for their slip-ups, you may be more inclined to be compassionate 
about your own.

“When a co-worker has made a mistake in the past, have you judged them immensely? Did you spend your 
day thinking endlessly about their mistake? No. People at work are likely reacting the same way,” Garcia 
said. “No one is thinking about this more than you are.”

2. Learn that you don’t have to beat yourself up as penance.
To move past a mistake, you also need to rethink what it means to learn from a mistake. If you think turn-
ing over every angle of how an interaction with your boss could have gone better, for example, take a 
deep breath. Give yourself permission to release those thoughts, said organizational psychologist Laura 
Gallaher of the consulting firm Gallaher Edge.

People ruminate because they believe there are payoffs to worrying so much; they think “A conscientious 
person would worry about this,” Gallaher said.

“When you know that you can simultaneously be a conscientious person, and also forgive yourself to move 
forward, it will be easier to do so.”

What Garcia tells her clients the most is “be nice to yourself,” she said. Reframe your worries in a more 
positive light.

“The fact that you are anxious about it means you care. That’s what your boss, co-workers and customers 
care about the most,” Garcia said. “Try not to beat yourself up over it. Create an affirmation to repeat to 
yourself whenever those negative self-talk thoughts pop up: ‘I accept my mistake, I choose to learn from it, 
and I am moving forward.’”
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If you are stuck in the world of “could’ve/should’ve” in regards to your error, be honest with yourself 
about what you did not know.

Ranger says she works with some clients by asking them to consider why they supposedly “should have 
known better.” “It’s always so enticing to impose our current knowledge and wisdom on a past version 
of ourselves that could not have known to make that decision with the information we had at that time,” 
she said.

3. Don’t hide the mistake. Own what happened, but don’t take on other
people’s judgment, too.
When you make a big blunder at work, you may instinctually want to shut down, repress it, and forget it 
ever happened.

If you feel the urge to withdraw, challenge yourself to do the opposite. Be the one to bring it up in 
conversation with co-workers or your boss.

“If it was something that inconvenienced them, apologize for it,” Garcia said. “Then it’s a conversation 
happening where you are involved, people are likely to be gracious, and everyone can move on from 
there.”

It may sound counterintuitive, but being transparent about your mistake and its impact can be healing. 
“It can feel like a cold shower –– before you do it, you fear it and feel uneasy or anxious,” Gallaher 
explained. “In the moment of being open, it can feel unpleasant at first, but once it’s over, you actually 
feel more refreshed 99% of the time. Taking accountability without blaming anybody is the most heal-
ing.“

Once you model being open and accountable, it may encourage others to do so as well. “Most of the 
time, when you lead with self-accountability, that vulnerability is courageous, and courage is contagious: 
People usually respond with their own self-accountability as well,” Gallaher said.

Of course, sometimes being honest about a mistake can also inspire eye-rolling judgment and harsh 
criticism from mean-spirited colleagues. You should hold yourself accountable for your mistake, but the 
judgment of your peers is not something you need to take on, too.

“Let them know what you intend to do differently to try to prevent something like this from happening 
in the future, and then accept that they may move on or they may not. It is outside of your control,” 
Ranger advised. “Taking on other people’s emotions is detrimental to yourself and makes it difficult for 
you to treat yourself with the kindness and compassion you deserve from you.”
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INGREDIENTS

6 1/2 ounces cooked chicken breast or 
canned, from an 8 oz breast, cubed

1/4 cup red onion, plus more for garnish

1/2 celery stalk, plus leaves for garnish

1 baby carrot

1/4 cup mayo

1/4 cup Frank’s hot sauce, or more to 
taste

6 baby romaine lettuce leaves, or your 
favorite lettuce for wraps

light blue cheese dressing, optional for 
topping

359 Calories |  PREP TIME: 5 mins  |  TOTAL TIME: 5 mins
YIELD: 2  | COURSE:  Lunch, Meal Prep  |  CUISINE: American

BUFFALO 
CHICKEN SALAD

LifeAdvisor.com

This easy Buffalo Chicken Salad recipe 
can be made ahead for lunches 
throughout the week. Great on lettuce 
wraps or a sandwich!

MEAL PREP

This recipe can be doubled or tripled 
depending on how many people you are 
serving. Simply chop the veggies and 
chicken in a mini food processor and 
then coat with the buffalo sauce. It will 
hold in the fridge for three to four 
days.

Nutrition Information 
Serving: 1/2, Calories: 359 kcal, Carbohydrates: 4 g, 
Protein: 30 g, Fat: 24 g, Saturated Fat: 4 g, Cholesterol: 
90 mg, Sodium: 1401.5 mg, Fiber: 1 g, Sugar: 2.5 g 
Source: Skinnytaste.com
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► If you need to cook the chicken in the slow cooker, cover it with
water 4 hours on low then shred. Use a rotisserie chicken breast or even
canned chicken works here.

► In a mini chopper, chop all the veggies, then add the chicken and
pulse a few times.

► Transfer to a bowl and mix with the mayo and hot sauce, adding
more to taste.

► To serve, spoon into lettuce wraps and garnish with red onion, celery
leaves and more hot sauce.
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Featured Exercise ► 5. Wide-Leg Spinal Rotation
This exercise helps offset the negative effects of poor posture 
from sitting all day.

Meet Ulliance Senior 
Wellness Account Manager
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  » Do it: 
   

Start by standing with your legs wide.

Bend forward and place your hands on the 
ground. Place your right hand behind your head.

Leading with your elbow, rotate your chest 
toward the ceiling as high as possible.

Rotate back to start, trying to touch your left arm 
with your right elbow.

Do 10 reps, then switch sides.
Click here 

to view online!
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