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Chapter One

Hello, My Name Is Impostor

On 31 December 2014 I received an email from Nick Kershaw, founder and CEO of Impact Marathon Series, telling me that I had been selected as one of the 50 Most Inspiring People in London. I was sure the organisers had made a mistake.

When I saw a small sample list of the other selected members I thought to myself, there’s no way I’m meant to be in that group of people!

I was in the company of people who had rowed across the Atlantic for charity, skateboarded across Australia, climbed some of the world’s highest peaks, and run across New Zealand. Why was I up there with all these incredibly inspiring game changers?

According to the organisers, I deserved to be on that list, but I just didn’t see how what I had done (helped raise awareness and funds for men’s health, coached and supported impact-driven entrepreneurs, launched a plant-based protein smoothie company in seven days with £100, etc.), even compared to the achievements of everyone else on that list. I simply saw what I had achieved as ‘less than’ the rest of the nominees.

This experience of feeling like a fraud wasn’t new to me. After all, impostor syndrome is something I’ve been intimately aware of, and in bed with, since my early years of struggling to spell or read aloud in class, hearing my classmates laugh at the humiliating jokes about my many spelling mistakes inflicted by my teachers. This dreaded, gut-wrenching feeling that I am about to be caught by the fraud squad, that at any time someone is going to come and let me know there’s been a huge mistake, and ask me to give back all the great things in my life, is something I know all too well.

As I sat there in the audience on launch night, listening to truly inspiring and unconventional people like Sophie Radcliffe, Dave Cornthwaite and Julia Immonen, all accomplished (and slightly crazy) adventurists, talk about their experiences, I kept on thinking, the organisers clearly made a mistake.

As the evening went on, I saw the names of others on the list – Danny Bent (founder of Project Awesome and One Run), Leon McCarron (award-winning writer and explorer), Anna McNuff (bestselling author and one of Condé Nast Traveller’s ‘50 most influential travellers of our time’) and Sean Conway (endurance adventurer and first person to cycle, swim and run the length of Great Britain) – only to then see my name and face appear on the slide deck in front of the entire live audience. Now would be the moment that everyone would turn towards me, point their fingers and laugh.

That didn’t happen.

The funny thing was, for the ceremony, I had invited my parents and a small group of friends and clients to join me. Should the fraud squad kick down the door and storm towards me, I could at least say, surely anyone with an entourage is important enough to be featured on some kind of list, right? That, and maybe walking in as a group, would make me look a little less out of place. At least that’s what I hoped.

But here’s when everything changed for me. To my big surprise, I was fascinated to hear that almost everyone I spoke to who was nominated and selected to be part of this group of inspiring people felt the exact same way as me – what the hell am I doing here? And some saw me as someone they weren’t worthy of sharing a list with. It was mind-blowing.

The more I heard how baffled everyone was by their inclusion on this list, the more I thought everyone needed to hear these voices inside the heads of some of the most inspiring, influential and impactful people in one of the world’s greatest cities.

I mean, I had been on the receiving end of similar doubts, but for the first time I experienced them in a public way by sharing them with others who, in turn, shared their own experiences with me.

A day or two later I emailed the other members asking them if they’d be up for coming on my brand new, nameless, yet to be launched podcast to talk about their journeys and to share their stories. My mission was simple. I wanted to create a safe space for candid conversations about the things most people don’t usually get to hear in public; honest, vulnerable and real conversations about what it really takes to go after your passion, live your purpose and turn your message into a movement.

My intention was also to provide an alternative to the typical highly curated, surface-level podcast conversations, where everyone seems to be doing great and living the perfect life or running the ideal business. I wanted to share the less than perfect reality behind the scenes, so that people could see they’re not alone in their struggle to make an impact. I wanted to create the bridge between two worlds, the world of ‘I suck’ and the world of ‘I’m successful’. To change the narrative, to shift the story being told around what it takes to be on the other side of inspiring. We all need to hear about the struggles beneath the success. As you’ll hear me say over and over, we’re all the same, we’re all human at our core.


Lessons from the Front Line of Impact

Since 2015 I have hosted a podcast called ‘The Unconventionalists’ in which I interview unconventional world-class leaders from across the fields of business, politics, advocacy, sport, journalism and the arts, who dare to be different and who found a way to carve their own path and challenge the status quo. I realised two things pretty quickly.

First, the people I was interviewing on my show and the people I was coaching in my spare time (typically unfulfilled professionals and frustrated entrepreneurs looking to do more meaningful work) weren’t that different. Both groups were made up of genuinely good-hearted and good-natured people who cared and wanted to make a difference and do work that felt meaningful and fulfilling. Both groups also struggled with bouts of self-doubt.

The difference, however, was that one group (my podcast guests) were able to keep marching forward despite these feelings and limiting beliefs, while the other group (clients) felt paralysed, stuck in the starting blocks, because of how they perceived themselves, how they believed they should feel or who they thought they should become. As Dr Valerie Young, co-founder of the Impostor Syndrome Institute, told me, ‘Feelings are the last thing to change.’

Second, given an opportunity, anyone can learn how to work through their fears, to be themselves and share their story in order to create an emotional connection with their audience. Which, in turn, helps attract positive media stories, gets you invited on to bigger stages, and acts as an ideal client or talent magnet.

The more I interviewed guests on my podcast and helped them unpack and share their stories and journeys with the world, the more I saw the impact it had both on the people I was working with and on the audience that was listening.

That’s when I started being approached by founders, CEOs, entrepreneurs and business leaders, asking me to help them learn how to unpack their story so the world listens. They too had been hiding behind their business, grappling with some level of self-doubt or feelings that kept them stuck in the starting blocks. Even these phenomenally successful people suffered from impostor syndrome.

Since launching my podcast ‘The Unconventionalists’ (which won the best interview podcast category at the Podcasting for Business Awards 2021 #humblebrag), I’ve been fortunate enough to sit across from some incredibly inspiring people who, if you asked them, would tell you they consider themselves to be unexceptional.

Over years of researching and obsessing over what keeps talented entrepreneurs, founders and business owners from impacting the world with their message, one central question keeps coming up. Why are some leaders able to galvanise so much interest in what they do just by showing up and sharing what they’re passionate about, while others hide in the shadows and are resistant to stepping into the limelight to talk about what they do, and duly struggle to gain any traction?

The answer boils down to two things:

Number one: The vast majority (maybe all) of the people I’ve interviewed who found a way to reach their definition of success are just as riddled with self-doubt, fear and insecurity as everyone else is. The difference is how they relate to those feelings.

Instead of letting themselves be paralysed by these fears, they learn to live with them and work through them. They don’t wait for them to magically disappear or change, because they understand that these feelings are actually a signal for what matters. That the louder they get, the closer they are to doing what’s right and needed. In short, they expect these feelings of impostor syndrome, of doubts or fears, of resistance, to be part of the journey, and they have accepted them as unwanted guests on their road trip to impact. They understand that these feelings can’t be destroyed, but they can be managed.

Number two: All inspiring leaders have a powerful origin story that they are willing to share. This may sound obvious, but from CEOs like Noah Kagan and Mike Michalowicz, to bestselling authors like Paul Jarvis and Sarah Knight to entrepreneurs like Danielle LaPorte and Chris Guillebeau, every one of my guests, whether well known or otherwise, has a compelling story to tell, even if they don’t know it.

And what I’ve enjoyed more than anything is helping my guests and clients unpack their stories to find the hidden gems that somehow feel irrelevant or insignificant to them, and bring them up to the surface for the world to experience and connect with.

Turns out, as much as we may hate the idea of it, our imperfections are what make us more influential. People want to connect to real people, but it takes great courage to bring the mask down and lay aside the shield for the sake of connection with our audience. But I also know that it’s easier said than done, so before we move on I need to address the elephant in the room.



What Impostor Syndrome Is – 
and What It Is Not

Impostor syndrome, like many other labels, has been thrown around in the media and in conversation to the point that it’s difficult to even comprehend what it really is.

In 1978, psychologists Pauline Rose Clance and Suzanne Imes defined the concept as impostor phenomenon. In a nutshell, it’s the struggle to internalise and own our successes, talents or skills, and instead attribute our achievements to external forces. It’s the inability to own our greatness, or the constant need to downplay our skills and give credit to others for our own success or achievements. It’s as if a compliment was a hot potato, and as soon as someone throws it at you the only thing you want to do is get it out of your hands and throw it back or give it to someone else.

According to Jaruwan Sakulku’s article ‘The Impostor Phenomenon’, published in the Journal of Behavioral Science,4 it’s estimated that 70 per cent of people experience impostor feelings at some point in their lives. That’s a lot! And it’s worse for entrepreneurs and business leaders. In the UK, a whopping 83 per cent of founders, CEOs and entrepreneurs have experienced these feelings.5

What I find fascinating is that many of the people I’ve spoken to or work with feel that impostor syndrome isn’t what holds them back. They feel that they know they’re good at what they do, and don’t second guess their talents or achievements. They know they’ve got the goods. Rather, it’s the fear of being judged by others that gets in their way. At least, that’s what they think.

Both impostor syndrome and fear of judgement share the same room; both stem from a discomfort with being seen.

Now they (or you) may or may not experience impostor feelings, but what I’ve learned from talking to Dr Valerie Young, author of The Secret Thoughts of Successful Woman (2011) and co-founder of the Impostor Institute, who I mentioned earlier, is that playing small, i.e. flying under the radar and avoiding becoming more visible – the fear of being judged – can absolutely be part of the coping mechanism of dealing with impostor syndrome, because the less visible you are, the safer it is. If people can’t see you then they can’t call you out. You can’t lose the game if you aren’t playing.

Again, no matter how well someone may appear to have it all together, the vast majority of founders, entrepreneurs and business leaders struggle with some form of impostor syndrome.

In fact, I’d say it’s often one of the driving forces that pushes so many of us to start a business, because deep down we want to prove to ourselves that we’re enough, that we are lovable or worthy of love. I know, shit got deep, but it’s true.



The Many Manifestations of Impostor Syndrome

Expressed in many different ways, impostor syndrome manifests itself mostly through the inner dialogue that nobody gets to hear or see apart from ourselves. Of course, this may be a script that you adopted because of a traumatic event or because of something someone once told you. I know that’s the case for me. I can still hear the words being spat at me as a child, coming from my angry (and, let’s face it, bitter) French school teachers telling me how useless I was and how I’d never accomplish anything in life because of my inability to pay attention, do maths, read out loud or spell correctly.

You may recognise a few of these sentences that have been shared with me over the years by hundreds of founders, entrepreneurs and business leaders.


	‘Who am I to talk about this?’


	‘It’s all been said and done, what do I have to add?’


	‘There are people who are far more qualified / able / better than me / etc.’


	‘Nobody cares about what I have to say, so why bother?’


	‘I will run out of things to say.’


	‘I’m going to make a fool of myself.’


	‘Nobody cares about my story.’


	‘What if I freeze and trip on my words?’


	‘What if I make a mistake and can’t take it back?’


	‘What if I sound / look / come across as an idiot?’


	‘I don’t want to hurt people involved in my story.’


	‘What if I get trolled online?’




Now if you’re reading this and find yourself nodding because you can recognise yourself in there, you are not alone.

Here’s an exercise I sometimes do when I run live workshops or give keynotes. Write down the number one fear that gets in the way of you putting yourself and your story out there more. I then get everyone to fold their paper and pass it around a couple of times. Then I ask everyone to open the paper they hold in their hands at the same time.

Let me tell you, every time I’ve done this exercise people laugh, smile or somehow get a sense of relief. Then I ask who is holding an answer that isn’t theirs but which they can identify with or relate to?

Awkward relief erupts, smiles spread across the room, and the vast majority of hands go up.

It turns out, as you’ll learn in this book, virtually everyone faces these fears.



It Takes a Little Perspective

When my friend Josh, co-founder of one of the coolest and most innovative sustainable plant-based supplement companies on the planet, reached out to me, I was excited. I knew just how much Josh had to offer to the world. He wanted to raise his profile a bit more and put himself out there to start building the next chapter of his business life. Despite his company having grown more than 200 per cent over the past few years, despite having built a huge core following, despite selling millions of products to over thirty different countries worldwide, nobody really knew who he was. And he wanted it that way, until now. Now, for the first time, he felt ready to stretch and put himself out there, not to become famous but rather to give back to the next generation of disruptive founders and entrepreneurs.

What struck me in our conversation was that, despite his incredible business success, Josh didn’t think that what he had achieved was that special. ‘I don’t have this incredible thing that I’ve achieved like some people,’ he told me. Naturally, I smiled.

I knew exactly where he was coming from. He struggled to see how his story was relevant (spoiler alert: it’s always super relevant!), although, ironically, he hoped it would help others start something meaningful. ‘How do I take what I have and make it relevant so I can share it with others in a compelling way?’ he asked.

He’d come to the right place.

When it came down to it, Josh wanted to learn how to tell his story ‘in a way that is more inspiring’. And what I learned from working with him was that no matter how successful we are, no matter how big or impactful our business may be, we all lack perspective on our journey because we’re simply too close to it.

Josh knew that parts of his story might be able to help others. He also knew there were parts of his story he was comfortable sharing and some he wasn’t. That’s why taking the time to reflect on his journey, as well as on the lessons he learned along the way (both good and bad), was really important to setting him on his path to raise his profile and serve more people. As a result he launched a podcast and his own blog, as writing was always his preferred medium to connect with his community.

After our session I received a handwritten card from Josh which I have framed and hung on my office wall. It simply reads, Thank you for the permission to dream big. It reminds me of the importance of having someone who can remind us of just how much we have to offer each other when we get out of our own way.

I can’t tell you how many times I’ve spoken to friends, clients or podcast guests who, on the outside, look like they have it all together, have accumulated significant wealth, grown a following and built a core team and a successful company, only to tell me that they feel totally out of their depth and are constantly winging it, hoping nobody else will notice. And sometimes getting that out in the open is the first step in dealing with those feelings.



What about Performing Introverts and Situational Extroverts?

Many of my clients are CEOs and founders who identify as either performing introverts or situational extroverts. They are able to show up and ‘perform’ when needed, but it drains them and let’s face it, they don’t particularly enjoy doing it.

When I first thought about writing this book, I wanted to create something that would help solve impostor syndrome for entrepreneurs who know they need to get out there more but hate the idea of doing it. I couldn’t bear hearing countless stories of talented people who were really good at what they did, who were able to deliver outstanding value to their clients, but who weren’t fulfilling their potential as leaders simply because of the story they told themselves about who they needed to become in order to have an impact.

In her bestselling book Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking (2012), Susan Cain talks about the different ways people may resource themselves, i.e. how they rebuild their energy reserves. The idea is that where we get most of our energy from can help determine where we stand on the introvert–extrovert scale.

Introverts tend to wake up with ten tickets that represent all the energy they have for the day, and each interaction they have with people – when they find themselves having to do small talk or be in a crowded noisy environment – requires them to give up one of their tickets.

For each ticket they give up there will be a need to resource and retreat in order to replace that ticket. And if, by the end of the day, an introvert is left with few or no tickets then they can feel drained. Unsurprisingly, introverts often find refuge in quiet, isolation or silence.

Extroverts, on the other hand, tend to wake up with no tickets at all and get a ticket every time they interact with someone or do things that stimulate them, especially when they involve other people.

This is a gross generalisation of two extremes. Most of us can navigate and jump between both. For example, my partner Julie is probably more of an introvert and some of her favourite things in life are candles, quiet spaces and plans being cancelled. On the other hand, if Julie has to do public speaking or facilitation, she can, and she absolutely rocks it. It just means that afterwards she’ll probably feel emotionally and physically drained and will need a few days to recharge. As for me, if I’m on my own for too long I start bouncing off the walls or fall into a deep depression. I get my energy from speaking to people and talking from a stage. I’m most at home when I get to interact and speak with others.

However, it’s not all black and white. There are nuances, and we all dip in and out of the need for both ends of the spectrum. My brother, for example, is an ambivert. He needs a bit of both and can operate in both worlds. Even I need some quiet time, and since living with Julie I’ve come to appreciate the gifts of introverts and introversion.

No matter what you identify as, be it introvert, ambivert or extrovert, what you’re about to learn applies to you too. This book is here to help you navigate the tricky waters of putting yourself out there when the idea of putting yourself out there sounds as much fun as haemorrhoids.



What If You Could Unleash Your Superpower?

If you let me, I will show you how to unleash your superpower, no matter how scared you are of putting yourself out there or how much you feel like you are less than the person people think you are.

I’ve seen it over and over again with people I’ve worked with, whether I’m coaching CEOs on a one to one, running a workshop for clients, leading an accelerator for founders and business leaders, or delivering a keynote to an audience or organisation. The moment you give yourself permission to be your imperfect self in public is the moment you will experience a new level of confidence, fulfilment and impact beyond anything you have previously imagined.

When you dare to show up, when you find the courage to open up, when you’ve worked out your story, then your stories will take on lives of their own and people will start sharing them – your stories – with others, inspiring a whole new audience to join you on your quest.

Imagine what it would be like to have a constant flow of people knocking on your door dying to do business with you, who by the time they came to see you were already sold on who you are and what you stand for.

What if I told you that someone you were about to meet – be it at a job interview for a new role in your organisation, at a sales conversation with a major client or through a joint venture opportunity – was already emotionally engaged and invested in you and your mission because of the story you shared about why you do what you do?

That’s the power of showing up as yourself and fully owning the power of your true story. It’s the power of your origin story.





Chapter Two

The Power of Being Authentic, Warts and All

On Friday, 16 December 2016, after reaching out to the organisers and jumping on a video call, I received an invitation to speak at TEDxCardiff. Naturally, I accepted. It was a dream come true, the realisation of a long-held ambition. I would finally take my place as part of one of the most prestigious speaking programmes of the twenty-first century. Strangely, I wasn’t excited.

I was terrified.

I couldn’t believe it. The dream I had nurtured for the past eight years, to talk on a TEDx stage, was finally going to become a reality, and there I was, dreading the prospect of stepping on stage to be seen and judged by the world. For the first time in my life I really felt a sense of fear at the idea of having to talk on stage, and failing in a really public way.

But I realised that it wasn’t public speaking that I feared. By this point I had given hundreds, if not thousands, of public talks. I was comfortable in that environment. So what was I so afraid of?

It was the realisation that I couldn’t hide.

That if I was going to take this TEDx talk seriously then I couldn’t pretend to be someone I wasn’t, and I certainly couldn’t hide behind a mask. After all, the very construct of the event meant that you only had a limited amount of time to get your point across, and if you couldn’t find a way to make it work, well, you were in for a rough eighteen minutes.

As far as I was concerned, I only had one shot at this. I saw it as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to deliver my most public talk to date, given the global audience and reach a TEDx talk can provide.

I wanted to make sure I did my very best to ‘impress’ when what I should have been aiming at was inspiring, empowering and serving others.

After wrestling for weeks around what talk I should give, I decided to go for one that would help people take action despite their resistance to do so. I wanted to address the misconception that what we need is clarity, when in fact what we need is trust. I wanted to share my belief that trusting in the process allows you to take action despite not knowing exactly where it will take you, and that big meaningful results can only come from taking a leap of faith.

And so I began a five-month process of researching, preparing, writing, agonising and practising my TEDx talk. At the time I thought the best method was to relentlessly practise my talk on every one of the twenty-one days leading up to the actual event, each time in front of a different friend, and ask for feedback.

Let me tell you, it was one of the most gruelling and emotionally draining experiences of my life.

Every day I’d hop on my bike or take the Tube to meet a friend somewhere in London and launch into my eighteen-minute monologue involving random stories, including a three-headed dragon metaphor, meant to represent our deepest fears which, looking back at it now, made no sense whatsoever. And every time I practiced my talk I was met with a blank stare and an open mouth.

‘So what do you think?’ I’d ask with a smile.

‘… I mean, yeah. Well done. It’s great that you’re doing this. Wow! But, eh, I’m not quite sure about this three-headed dragon thing …’

And every day I would get another list of notes and feedback, crushing my soul little by little. But I kept going. I kept adapting my talk, implementing the feedback, and going back out again to test the new version.

Eventually, I discovered the real problem. I had created a talk that I thought was needed, or that I thought sounded smart, but it didn’t include me. I hadn’t poured myself into it. I hadn’t shared anything personal. It was a talk that could have been given by anyone.

In short, it was a talk designed to be smart, not real.


You Can Do Something Vanilla or You Can Do Something Real

I wasn’t giving myself permission to be my authentic self, to be my imperfect self, in public. Instead of really opening up, I was hiding behind a three-headed dragon.

Until now, every talk I had given was purpose-built with a clear brief in mind, but this time I was asked to give a talk I really believed in and that could make a real change in people’s lives.

Which, for some reason, made it scarier than anything I had ever done.

With less than two weeks to go, I contacted my friend Alex Merry, a public-speaking coach, for help. He got me to practise my TEDx talk, the one I had been honing for five months, in the middle of Hyde Park Corner in front of crowds of random people. Let’s just say it didn’t stop people in their tracks. Even worse, Alex looked bored. Then a thought occurred to me. As I was wrapping up, I said, ‘I want to share something with you that I’ve been thinking about but haven’t really had the courage to talk about. Let me know what you think.’ And I shared my personal experience of what it was like to quit my job to start a business and how damn hard I had found it; how lonely I had been at times, and how I had wished more people opened up about it. I talked about why we need to stop this glorification of entrepreneurship, and about how the media seems to imply that becoming an entrepreneur is the only way to be truly happy – spoiler alert: it isn’t!

Studies show that it’s actually quite the opposite.

According to research by Dr Michael Freeman, who co-authored the 2015 report ‘Are Entrepreneurs Touched with Fire?’ – one of the only studies on the link between entrepreneurs and mental health – entrepreneurs are 50 per cent more likely to report having a mental health condition. In fact, Freeman found that entrepreneurs are twice as likely to suffer from depression, three times more likely to suffer from substance abuse, and twice as likely to have suicidal thoughts.

I know, right? Quite the catch.

The moment I stopped talking and saw Alex’s face, I knew it. He was no longer bored. He was smiling.

‘That’s the talk you need to give, dude.’

I had less than ten days to ditch my old talk and start a new one. Do I take the easy way out, stick to what I know and potentially deliver an average talk? Or do I do what I know is right in my heart, face my biggest fears head on, and start again from scratch?

As you probably know, I went for the latter. I decided that I’d rather fail at something that was real than get by with something that wasn’t.

My partner Julie was pregnant at the time with our first child. I didn’t want to one day have to look at my daughter and tell her I was too scared to do what I knew was right. That I ran away from the courageous thing I knew deep down I needed to do. That I chose the easy way out. That I’m sorry not to be a better role model.

Today, that TEDx talk has been viewed more than a million times. If I had stuck to the boring non-personal TEDx talk I had first prepared, I wouldn’t have received a fraction of that.



Why My TEDx Talk Hit a Million Views

The reason my TEDx talk has resonated with so many people is because, in sharing my personal story and experience, I created a universal experience for all those who recognise themselves in what I shared.

I shared my real experience of what it was like to start a business and why I thought so many people were drawn to starting a business in the first place. I addressed the reality of being an entrepreneur and how the lived experience of starting and growing a company from scratch was very different from what I felt was being portrayed in the press and on social media. Frankly, I was tired of people like me suffering in silence, so I bit the bullet and decided that if I was going to die on the sword of TEDx, I might as well do it swinging for something I believed in.

I dug deep and shared things that I was ashamed of and felt guilty about. I had bought into the fake it until you make it mantra and I never wanted people to know that I was struggling. The problem is, when you feel as though you never made it and have no idea how you ever will make it, then what? You’re left with shame and a deep feeling of inadequacy. At least that’s how I felt. But I summoned the courage to be authentic, to be myself in public, and to share not just my successes but also my failures and imperfections. I knew someone out there needed to hear what I had to say so they wouldn’t feel alone, so they wouldn’t feel stupid, wrong or inadequate.

The result? My TEDx talk, ‘What They Don’t Tell You about Entrepreneurship’, became the most watched TEDxCardiff video to date.

I still get messages on social media, LinkedIn and emails from people telling me how grateful they are that I shared my experience, because it was their experience too.



‘No One Will Give You a Job if They Know You’re Depressed’

The struggle to tell your story honestly is real.

Opening myself up for my TEDx talk did not come easily. Like so many others, I’ve had moments when I was told, with good intentions, that opening up about my experience, or being me, might result in serious negative consequences, and I should therefore keep the truth to myself.

For me, one of those moments was with my mum. In 2009, I found myself back home after breaking up with my girlfriend and having quit my job. I moved from a home halfway around the world to my childhood bedroom. I felt as though I had taken a massive step back in my life. Here I was, in my parents’ house, and, instead of being grateful, I bathed myself in shame and self-blame.

In short, I wasn
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