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THE FIRST TIME YOU 

MAKE A SERIOUS MISTAKE 
 

Every police officer, regardless of experience level, will eventually make a mistake. 

Some mistakes are minor. A report may need correction. A procedure may not be followed 
exactly as it should have been. A decision may later reveal that another approach would have 
been better. 

Other mistakes are more serious. They may involve poor judgment, an incorrect decision during 
a critical incident, a failure to communicate something important, or an action that causes 
concern among supervisors or the public. 

When that happens, many new officers experience one of the most difficult moments of their 
career. The confidence they worked hard to build can suddenly disappear, and they may begin 
questioning whether they belong in law enforcement. 

The truth is that making a mistake does not automatically define your career. 

How you respond to that mistake often matters more than the mistake itself. 

Law enforcement is a profession built around responsibility and accountability. The public 
expects officers to make sound decisions, and officers should expect themselves to meet that 
standard. However, professionalism does not mean never making mistakes. 

Professionalism means having the character to acknowledge mistakes, learn from them, and 
improve. 

EVERY OFFICER MAKES MISTAKES 

One of the first things new officers need to understand is that experience does not eliminate 
mistakes. 

Veteran officers make mistakes. 

Supervisors make mistakes. 

Command staff make mistakes. 



The difference is that experienced officers have usually learned how to handle mistakes more 
effectively. They understand that one bad decision, one poor judgment call, or one moment 
where they could have done something differently does not have to define their entire career. 

A rookie officer often believes every mistake is catastrophic because they are still trying to prove 
themselves. They may feel that one error confirms the fears they already have about being 
inexperienced. 

That mindset can become dangerous. 

A mistake should be taken seriously, but it should also be viewed as an opportunity to improve. 

The officer who refuses to acknowledge mistakes will repeat them. 

The officer who learns from mistakes becomes better. 

YOUR FIRST REACTION MATTERS 

When you realize you have made a serious mistake, your first reaction will tell experienced 
officers a great deal about your character. 

Do you immediately look for someone else to blame? 

Do you attempt to minimize what happened? 

Do you become defensive? 

Or do you take responsibility and begin looking for ways to correct the situation? 

Everyone makes mistakes. What separates professionals from everyone else is their response 
afterward. 

A supervisor may be disappointed that a mistake occurred, but most good supervisors are far 
more concerned with how an officer handles accountability. 

An officer who says, "I made an error, and here is what I learned from it," demonstrates 
maturity. 

An officer who says, "This was not my fault," without accepting any responsibility creates a 
much bigger problem. 

Accountability builds trust. 

Excuses destroy it. 

DO NOT ALLOW EMBARRASSMENT TO CONTROL YOUR RESPONSE 

One of the hardest emotions for a new officer to manage after making a mistake is 
embarrassment. 



You worked hard to earn the badge. You want your supervisors and coworkers to see you as 
capable and dependable. When you make a serious mistake, it can feel like you have damaged 
the reputation you were trying to build. 

That feeling is normal. 

However, embarrassment can cause officers to make additional mistakes. 

Some officers become defensive because admitting the mistake feels too painful. 

Some withdraw and stop asking questions because they are afraid of looking inexperienced. 

Some lose confidence and begin second-guessing every decision they make. 

Do not allow one mistake to change who you are. 

Use it as information. 

Ask yourself what happened, why it happened, and what you can do differently in the future. 

The purpose of accountability is improvement, not humiliation. 

LISTEN TO THE LESSON, NOT JUST THE CRITICISM 

When supervisors or experienced officers correct you, it is easy to focus only on the negative. 

Nobody enjoys being told they did something wrong. 

However, correction is one of the primary ways officers develop professionally. 

The officer who becomes angry every time they receive criticism will limit their own growth. The 
officer who listens carefully will continue improving throughout their career. 

When someone points out a mistake, separate the delivery from the lesson. 

Not every person will communicate perfectly. Some supervisors may be direct. Some trainers 
may be demanding. Some experienced officers may have little patience because they have 
seen the same mistakes repeatedly. 

Look beyond the personality and find the information that can make you better. 

The purpose of feedback is not to remind you that you failed. 

It is to help you succeed the next time. 

DO NOT HIDE MISTAKES 

One of the worst decisions an officer can make is attempting to hide a mistake. 

A mistake that is acknowledged early can often be corrected. 



A mistake that is hidden can become something much larger. 

Law enforcement depends on trust. Your supervisors, coworkers, and the public must believe 
that officers are honest about their actions. 

Trying to cover up an error damages trust far more than the original mistake. 

The officer who admits, "I made a mistake, and this is what happened," demonstrates integrity. 

The officer who attempts to avoid responsibility creates questions about their judgment and 
character. 

Your reputation is not built by being perfect. 

Your reputation is built by being trustworthy. 

LEARN THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN A MISTAKE AND A PATTERN 

While every officer will make mistakes, successful officers do not continue repeating the same 
mistakes. 

A mistake can become a valuable lesson. 

A pattern can become a career problem. 

If you receive feedback about the same issue repeatedly, pay attention. If multiple people are 
pointing out the same weakness, there is probably something you need to address. 

The best officers are honest enough with themselves to recognize areas where they need 
improvement. 

Maybe you need to slow down and think before making decisions. 

Maybe you need to improve your communication. 

Maybe you need to spend more time studying policies or reviewing legal updates. 

Growth requires self-awareness. 

DO NOT LET FEAR MAKE YOU AVOID DECISIONS 

One of the dangers after making a serious mistake is becoming afraid to act. 

An officer who loses confidence may begin avoiding decisions because they are afraid of being 
wrong again. 

That is not the solution. 

Police officers must make decisions. Some decisions will be difficult. Some will involve 
incomplete information. Some will require judgment under pressure. 



The answer is not becoming afraid to act. 

The answer is becoming better prepared. 

Learn from what happened. Improve your knowledge. Seek guidance. Continue developing your 
skills. 

Confidence should come from preparation, not from believing you will never make a mistake. 

FINAL THOUGHT 

At some point in your career, you will make a mistake that bothers you. 

You may replay it in your mind. You may think about what you could have done differently. You 
may wonder how it will affect the way others see you. 

Remember this: one mistake does not have to define you. 

What defines you is how you respond afterward. 

Do you accept responsibility? 

Do you learn? 

Do you improve? 

The best officers are not those who never make mistakes. They are the officers who have the 
humility to recognize their mistakes and the discipline to become better because of them. 

A successful law enforcement career is not built by pretending you are perfect. 

It is built by being honest enough to admit where you need improvement and committed enough 
to keep growing. 

The badge does not require perfection. 

It requires integrity. 

 


