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Mistakes Were Made
But Not By Me

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SELF-
JUSTIFICATION: UNDERSTANDING
"MISTAKES WERE MADE BUT NOT
BY ME"

Every day, across boardrooms, living
rooms, and courtrooms, the same quiet
refrain echoes: "Mistakes were made,
but not by me." This simple phrase,
popularized by the groundbreaking book
by social psychologists Carol Tavris and
Elliot Aronson, captures a universal
human tendency. It is the art of self-
justification, the mental contortion we
perform to protect our self-image when
we have done something wrong. This
article explores the deep psychological
roots of this phenomenon, why it is so
pervasive, and how acknowledging our
own fallibility can lead to personal
growth, healthier relationships, and a
more honest society.

The Core
Concept:
Cognitive
Dissonance and
Self-Justification

At the heart of "Mistakes Were Made But
Not By Me" lies the theory of cognitive
dissonance. First proposed by Leon

Festinger in the 1950s, cognitive
dissonance is the mental discomfort we
experience when we hold two conflicting
beliefs, or when our actions contradict
our values. For example, if you consider
yourself an honest person but tell a
small lie, dissonance arises. To reduce
this discomfort, we often justify our
behavior rather than change our self-
concept. The phrase "mistakes were
made but not by me" is the ultimate
expression of this defense mechanism:
we admit that something went wrong,
but we distance ourselves from the
responsibility.

Self-justification is not the same as lying.
People who use this phrase often
genuinely believe their own narrative.
The brain has remarkable ability to
rewrite history, reinterpret events, and
shift blame to preserve a positive self-
image. Tavris and Aronson argue that
this process is automatic and often
unconscious. We become prisoners of
our own justifications, making it difficult
to learn from mistakes and grow.

The Spiral of
Dissonance: How
Small Errors
Become Big
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Problems

One of the most compelling insights
from the book is how small initial
mistakes, when left unacknowledged,
can spiral into major ethical lapses. The
pattern is familiar: a person makes a
minor error (for example, a
miscalculation in a business report), but
instead of admitting it, they justify it.
The justification  requires  further
distortions, which lead to more mistakes,
which demand even greater
justifications. Before long, the original
error is buried under layers of self-
deception, and the person or
organization becomes entangled in a
web of denial.

This spiral can be seen in scandals
ranging from corporate fraud to political
cover-ups. The initial transgression
might be small, but the attempts to hide
it—and the subsequent self-
justifications—transform a molehill into a
mountain. The phrase "mistakes were
made but not by me" becomes a mantra
that prevents accountability and
learning.

Real-World
Examples: From
Personal
Relationships to
Corporate

Boardrooms

The dynamic of self-justification is not
limited to large-scale scandals; it plays
out in our daily lives. In relationships, a
partner might say something hurtful,
then immediately rationalize it: "They
were being too sensitive." Instead of
acknowledging the mistake, the blame is
shifted. The phrase "mistakes were
made but not by me" becomes a silent
agreement between couples to avoid
uncomfortable truths.

In the workplace, a team leader who
makes a flawed decision may claim that
the outcome was due to external factors
or uncooperative team members. By
refusing to own the error, they miss the
chance to improve processes. In legal
contexts, criminal defendants often use
externalization ("the system failed me")
to avoid facing the consequences of
their actions. The book details how even
well-intentioned professionals—doctors,
lawyers, therapists—can fall into the trap
of self-justification, leading to
misdiagnoses, wrongful convictions, and
therapeutic failures.

One famous historical example is the
Cuban Missile Crisis, where U.S. and
Soviet leaders were able to avoid
disaster precisely because they admitted
their mistakes. In contrast, the Vietnam
War escalated because policymakers
repeatedly justified flawed strategies.
The book argues that the ability to say "I
was wrong" is a mark of strength, not
weakness.

The
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Neuroscience of
Self-Justification

Recent advances in neuroscience
provide a biological basis for the
phenomenon. Brain imaging studies
show that when people experience
cognitive dissonance, regions associated
with emotional discomfort (like the
anterior cingulate cortex) become
active. To alleviate this discomfort, the
brain's prefrontal cortex gets involved in
rationalizing the behavior. Essentially,
our brains are wired to reduce internal
conflict by rewriting our beliefs to match
our actions.

This neural process explains why the
phrase "mistakes were made but not by
me" feels so natural. It is not that we are
inherently dishonest; rather, we are
biologically inclined to protect our self-
concept. However, understanding this
mechanism gives us the power to
override it. When we recognize the signs
of self-justification, we can choose to
pause and reflect.

Breaking Free:
How to
Overcome the
Need for Self-
Justification

Overcoming the tendency to say
"mistakes were made but not by me"
requires deliberate effort. The first step
is awareness. By reading books like
Tavris and Aronson's, or by reflecting on

our own behavior, we can become
conscious of when we are rationalizing.
The second step is vulnerability.
Admitting a mistake requires humility
and a willingness to appear imperfect. In
many cultures, perfection is praised, but
the most resilient individuals are those
who can say, "I made a mistake, and |
am responsible."

Another powerful antidote is surrounding
ourselves with people who encourage
honest feedback. An environment where
mistakes are seen as learning
opportunities rather than failures
reduces the need for self-justification.
Leaders who model accountability—by
openly admitting their own
errors—create a culture where the
phrase "mistakes were made but not by
me" becomes obsolete.

Finally, practicing cognitive reappraisal
can help. Instead of viewing a mistake as
a threat to your identity, see it as a
chance to grow. When you make an
error, instead of justifying it, ask: "What
can | learn from this? How can | avoid it
in the future?" This shift in perspective
transforms guilt into constructive action.

The Cost of Self-
Justification in
Society

On a societal level, the refusal to admit
mistakes has profound consequences.
Political polarization, for instance, is
fueled by each side justifying its own
positions and demonizing the other.
When leaders cannot acknowledge
errors—even minor ones—trust erodes.
The phrase "mistakes were made but not
by me" is a roadblock to reconciliation



and progress. Similarly, in the justice
system, wrongful convictions are often
maintained because prosecutors and
judges cannot admit that they made a
mistake.

In science, progress depends on the
willingness to abandon incorrect
theories. Scientists who cling to
outdated ideas because they have
invested years of work are faIIing into
t me nitiy The h ry of
#:éﬁg,lréj %%?KXMJ here
doctors re5|sted new evidence because
it contradicted their established
practices. The phrase "mistakes were
made but not by me" can literally cost
lives.

Practical Steps
for Organizations

Organizations can institutionalize
accountability by creating "blameless
postmortems." Instead of asking "Who
made the mistake?", ask "What can we
learn from this?" This encourages
employees to come forward with errors
without fear of punishment. When
leaders publicly take responsibility for
their mistakes, they set a powerful
example. The phrase "mistakes were
made, and | am accountable" can

transform a company's culture.

In education, teachers can model this
behavior by admitting when they don't
know something. Students learn more
when they see that errors are part of the
learning process. The concept of a
"growth mindset," popularized by Carol
Dweck, aligns perfectly with the idea of
acknowledging mistakes without self-
justification.

ME" TO "YES, BY ME"

The phrase "Mistakes Were Made But
Not By Me" is more than a catchy book
title; it is a window into the human
psyche. We all have an innate drive to
protect our self-esteem, but this drive
can become a cage. When we refuse to
admit our mistakes, we forfeit the
chance to learn, grow, and connect with
others authentically. The path to
personal integrity and social progress
lies in embracing our fallibility. By saying
"Yes, | made this mistake, and | will do
better," we break the cycle of self-
justification. We become more
trustworthy, resilient, and wise. In a
world that often rewards deflection, the
courage to own our errors is a
revolutionary act. Let us leave behind
the comfortable delusion of "not by me"
and step into the liberating truth of "by
me."
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