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				Introduction

				
					Women don’t give themselves enough credit for what they can do. You see it in the twenty-one-year-old senior just coming out of school, you see it in the Ph.D. candidate just coming out of graduate school, and you see it in the professional who’s been working for ten or fifteen or twenty years.

					
						—Director of minority-student affairs at a prestigious women’s college

					

				

				Countless books promise to reveal the “secrets” of success. This is not one of them. You’re already successful. You just don’t own it. And that’s what this book is about—helping people just like you who have already achieved some measure of academic or professional success to feel successful. This book exposes the kinds of hidden fears and insecurities well known to millions of accomplished women—and men—and explores the myriad of reasons why they secretly feel undeserving of their hard-won success.

				By the way, you don’t have to feel especially “successful” to relate to the contradiction of the public face of confidence and competence on the one hand and the private voices of self-doubt on the other. If you run a small business, are early in your career, or are a high school student, you probably don’t think of yourself as “successful”—at least not the way society defines it. If you think the cure to your impostor syndrome is to achieve great success, think again.

				A whopping 80 percent of CEOs and 81 percent of managing directors in the United Kingdom said they sometimes feel “out of their depth” and that they’re “struggling with their role.”[1] Instead of success quelling your impostor fears, you just feel like you’re fooling more people at a higher level. You could win the Nobel Prize in physics or an Academy Award and still wonder, What if they find out I’m not as smart as they think I am? Can I really pull this off? or Who do I think I am?

				It’s the reason I resisted titling this book The Secret Thoughts of Successful Women. My editor, publisher, and agent loved it, so I relented. But it never resonated with me. I pictured someone who ran a company or a country or who was otherwise at the top of their career. Turns out, I wasn’t alone. Highly accomplished women have told of someone seeing this book on their desk and asking, “So, what are your secret thoughts?” They said it took a moment to realize the person was talking about them. By all measures, they are, and for that matter, I am, “successful.” I have an advanced degree, I made it into corporate management, I launched two successful businesses. Still, if I saw this book title, my first thought would be, I wonder what those successful women think.

				We’ll get into our sometimes complicated relationship with success in later chapters. For now, the good news is this book really will show you how to, in the words of the famous Apple ad, “think different.” Not only about things like competence, luck, faking it, failure, and yes, success, but about yourself as well. Will you become more successful as a result? Undoubtedly. Once you have the tools to transform your thinking, you’ll find yourself reaching new heights. In fact, this book will help you positively thrive.

				Frankly, this is the book I wish I’d had in 1982. I was four years into a graduate program in education and procrastinating terribly on writing my dissertation. One day while I was sitting in class, another student began reading aloud from an article by a couple of psychologists from Georgia State University, Dr. Pauline Rose Clance and Dr. Suzanne Imes, titled, “The Impostor Phenomenon in High Achieving Women.”[*][2] Among the 150 women they worked with in various counseling settings, Clance and Imes uncovered a pervasive pattern of dismissing accomplishments and believing that their success would disappear once others discovered the awful secret that they were, in fact, “impostors.”

				My head was nodding like a bobblehead doll’s. Oh my God, I thought, she’s talking about me! When I looked around the room, everyone else—including the professor—was nodding too. I couldn’t believe my eyes. I knew these women. I’d been in class with them, I’d taught alongside them, I’d read their work. To me, they were intelligent, articulate, and supremely competent individuals. To learn that even they felt like they were fooling others rocked my world.

				A group of us began to meet as a kind of informal impostor-support group, where we did what women commonly do under stress—we bared our souls. We talked about how intimidated we felt when we discussed our research with our respective faculty advisors, about how more often than not we left these sessions feeling confused and inept. How we’d clearly put one over on the admissions office, and how anyone who looked too closely would realize we weren’t scholar material after all. A few of us were convinced that certain professors had overlooked our obvious intellectual shortcomings simply because they liked us. We all agreed that these feelings of fraudulence were keeping us from finishing our dissertations in a timely fashion—or, in my case, from even starting.

				The nineteenth-century English literary critic John Churton Collins was right when he said, “If we knew each other’s secrets, what comforts we should find.” Just being in the company of like-minded women was tremendously reassuring. Everything was going pretty well until about the third meeting. That’s when I began to have this nagging sense that even though they were saying they felt like impostors…I knew I was the only real impostor!

				I realized then I had a choice: I could let my own secret fears continue to stand between me and my goals, or I could channel my energy into trying to understand them. I chose the latter. The impostor phenomenon, or impostor syndrome, as it is more commonly referred to outside of academia, became the impetus for my doctoral research, in which I explored the broader question of why so many clearly intelligent, capable women feel anything but.

				My search for answers entailed in-depth interviews with fifteen women—slightly over half of whom were women of color. I spoke with executives, clinicians, social service providers, and academic advisors. I wanted to hear from them about the kinds of internal barriers to success they’d observed in the women they managed, counseled, or advised. What I learned became the basis for a daylong workshop called “Overcoming the Impostor Syndrome: Issues of Competence and Confidence for Women,” which I co-led with fellow grad student Lee Anne Bell.

				Lee and I booked a small meeting room at a local hotel, put up some flyers, and hoped that at least a few people would come. When forty women showed up, we knew we’d hit a nerve. We facilitated several more packed workshops before Lee relocated to pursue a career in higher education. I continued to speak on impostor syndrome and in 2019, I renamed the program “Rethinking Impostor Syndrome.”

				Taking impostor feelings out of the realm of therapy and into an educational arena has proved tremendously successful. To date, more than half a million people have attended this workshop. Simply giving people an alternative way of thinking about themselves and their competence has yielded some amazing results. Women reported asking for—and getting—raises. Corporate execs who had participated in a workshop as students told of being so transformed that years later they asked me to address their employees. Writers who had played small for years became prolific. People who had lacked the confidence to start or grow a business suddenly found the courage to go for it. One surgeon even reported finding the confidence to take on more complicated procedures.

				The core of what you’ll learn stems from my original research. Now and then I draw from the professional and management experience gained in my own seven years in a Fortune 200 company and twenty-five as an entrepreneur and pioneer in outside-the-job-box career coaching. However, most of what you will discover here comes from the collective experience and wisdom of my workshop participants over four decades.

				During that time I’ve led workshops for tens of thousands of students, faculty, and staff at more than one hundred colleges and universities in the United States, Canada, Europe, Japan, and the United Kingdom, including Harvard, Stanford, Smith, MIT, Meharry, and Oxford. Unfortunately, impostor syndrome does not end with a diploma. Some of what you’ll learn comes from speaking to employees in such diverse organizations as Google, Pfizer, Moody’s, Hello Fresh, Procter & Gamble, NASA, Society of Women Engineers, Women in Trucking, the National Cancer Institute, and numerous organizations serving women entrepreneurs across Canada.

				In addition, I’ve run seminars for groups of nurses, psychologists, optometrists, administrative assistants, jewelers, physicists, social workers, financial planners, romance writers, physicians, and attorneys—all of which has been incorporated in this book. Despite their various situations and occupations, the women and men I’ve worked with have one important thing in common: They are not impostors. And, as you will soon discover, neither are you.

				
					Impostor Syndrome Then and Now

					 

					Clearly a lot has changed for women since 1982. I wish I could report the same with regards to women and impostor syndrome. In fact, of the four overarching themes in this book, the three that emerged from my initial research are no less apt today:

					1. How you define and experience competence, success, and failure has everything to do with how confident and competent you feel. Adjusting how you think about competence, failure, and success is the fastest path to unlearning impostor syndrome, bar none. 

					2. Women’s self-limiting attitudes and behavior barriers must be viewed in the context of sociocultural expectations and realities. If you have difficulty always seeing yourself as competent and qualified, it may be because at times society has a hard time seeing you that way too. Despite all the progress, the fact remains that unconscious bias on the part of women and men alike can cause you to be seen as less competent and as less worthy of being hired, promoted, or funded. Of course, it’s not just women who are underestimated due to persistent stereotypes about competence and intelligence. Then, as now, racism, ableism, ageism, classism, and other “isms” within the larger society and organizations may undermine our best efforts to get ahead.

					3. It is impossible to separate women’s achievement experience—including “fear of success”—from the feminine drive to affiliate with others. Relocating for school or a new job, receiving a major promotion, or training to work in a predominantly male field are just a few of the situations where you may feel uncertain of yourself. It could be the impostor syndrome talking. In some cases, though, what you assume is fear of success may in fact be a heightened sensitivity to the potential ramifications of success on your relationships with others.

					There is one aspect of the confidence conversation that was not present in the 1980s that you’ll learn about here. Then women were striving to break down the cultural, educational, and legal barriers to higher-paying occupations that had been historically male-only. Now that the structural barriers have largely fallen, the quest for work/life integration, satisfaction, and meaning has for many women superseded the singular pursuit of money, status, and power. Overall the change is good. However, it’s also complicated things, making it harder at times to tell if you’re holding back because of self-doubt or a shift in priorities.

				

				
					Can Men Feel Like Impostors?

					 

					When psychologists first began to study impostor phenomenon, they suspected it was something experienced primarily by women. That has proven not to be the case. In fact, it is one of the few psychological issues initially thought to affect primarily women that has later been determined to relate to everyone.[3] Men are attending my seminars in increasing numbers, and among graduate students the male-female ratio is roughly fifty-fifty.

					This of course begs the question, If men feel like impostors too, why does this book focus so much on women? It’s a legitimate question and frankly one I struggled with. I’ve heard from or worked with countless men who suffer terribly from their fraud fears, including a member of the Canadian mounted police, an attorney who argued before the Supreme Court, a recipient of the prestigious MacArthur “Genius Grant,” and an entire team of aerospace engineers, one of whom spoke of the “sheer terror” he feels when handed a major assignment. In the end, though, there were more reasons than not to spotlight those elements that make the impostor experience different for women and other marginalized groups.

					For starters, despite the growing interest in the topic, men have not exactly been clamoring for a solution. At last count, nearly 90 percent of the dissertations on the impostor phenomenon have been written by women. And with rare exceptions, my speaking invitations come from women’s employee resource groups; women’s associations; or university, corporate, or other initiatives whose mission is to attract, develop, retain, and advance female students, members, or employees.

					More important, this book is aimed at women because impostor syndrome holds them back more. Longtime NBC network correspondent Betty Rollin said it best when she wrote, “I know the theory that says men are as scared as we are and they just repress it. Well, ok, then maybe repression works. Because when I look around the workplace I see an awful lot of men who are less competent than they think they are and as many women for whom the opposite is true: Women who are far more competent than they know and, if they keep it up, more than anyone else will ever know.”

					The next obvious question is, can men who experience impostor syndrome benefit from this book? In a word—absolutely! All the more so if you are a man of color, have working-class roots, are a student, or identify with any of the other “at-risk” groups I talk about in this book. Similarly, if you lead, teach, manage, mentor, parent, or coach anyone, then you’ll gain greatly from this book as well.

					Although aspects of the book speak more directly to women, the core messages will help all readers. For one, you’ll find I’ve included a number of male voices here. Also know that when I refer to men or to broader gender differences relative to impostor syndrome, unless otherwise noted, I’m not referring to distinctions between male and female “impostors.” In other words, when I talk about the experience of feeling like an impostor, I’m talking about men too.

					Since we’re on the topic, I’ve been doing this work long enough to know that anytime you talk about social difference you open yourself up not just to debate but to potential misunderstanding. Some argue that addressing differences reinforces stereotypes. Others prefer not to mention gender differences at all, seeing difference as synonymous with conflict. Still others may misconstrue points raised here to mean that I believe men to be a bunch of overly confident blowhards. Or the opposite—that men have it all together and women are insecure shrinking violets. Neither, of course, is true.

					You and I both know that all women are not one way nor all men another. Still, when speaking about gender differences, it is impossible to avoid making certain “genderalizations,” and this book is no exception. With that, I ask your permission to use men and women here as shorthand, recognizing that discussions of differences of any sort can only be statements about averages.

				

				
					How to Get the Most from This Book

					 

					As trite as it sounds, the more you put into this book, the more you’ll get out of it. That may seem obvious, but I’ve met plenty of people who tell me they’ve read all the advice books out there but “nothing worked.” My question to them is always the same: “Did you apply the advice?” The answer is inevitably no. It’s always easier to keep reading than it is to stop and do the exercises, and trying on new behaviors does require you to stretch in sometimes uncomfortable ways. Yet it’s only when we actively engage in the process that change happens.

					I know impostor syndrome can cause great anguish, which is precisely why I’ve tried to bring a bit of levity to a subject that can carry such an emotional punch. It may seem impossible now, but I guarantee that by the end of this book you’ll laugh at the absurdity of fully capable people—yourself included—feeling like impostors, fakes, and frauds. As the great Bugs Bunny once said, “Don’t take life too seriously. You’ll never get out alive.”

					Finally, the fact that you’re reading this book tells me you’re ready to “think different.” That you’ve decided once and for all that the time has come to see yourself as how bright and capable you really are.

				

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					* Clance and Imes’s 1978 paper has been inaccurately described by some (including initially myself) as a study. They did not do empirical research and as such did not choose—or exclude—subjects. Their findings were based on clinical observations of 150 women with whom they worked in two university settings. One-third were therapy clients with specific presenting problems other than the impostor feelings, and the rest were in growth-oriented interaction groups or classes taught by the authors. And while by any measure the 150 individuals whom the psychologists observed were “high achieving women,” some took the descriptor to refer to women who were also high ranking in their respective fields. In reality, the vast majority (110) were undergraduate students, and none of the twenty-two professionals described as working in the fields of law, nursing, counseling, anthropology, religious education, social work, occupational therapy, or teaching held management positions.

				

			

		

	
		
		
			[1]

			Feel Like an Impostor? Join the Club

			
				The whole problem with the world is that fools and fanatics are always so certain of themselves, and wiser people so full of doubts.

				
					—Bertrand Russell

				

			

			You don’t have to look far to find intelligent, competent, talented people who feel anything but. Reflecting on her early days as one of the few women and even fewer black people to become a rising star at both Revlon and Avon, Joyce Roché remembers thinking, Somewhere, deep inside, you don’t believe what they say. You think it’s a matter of time before you stumble and “they” discover the truth. You’re not supposed to be here. We knew you couldn’t do it. We should have never taken a chance on you.[1]

			When entrepreneur Liz Ryan, founder and CEO of WorldWIT, a women’s online discussion community, won the Stevie, the business equivalent of an Oscar, she didn’t feel like a winner. As she took the stage to receive her award, all Ryan could think was, Who the hell am I? I’m just a mom with an overflowing laundry room and a two-year-old with applesauce in his hair.[2]

			Countless others feel the same way. You’d think a rapid series of promotions would make Kevin[*] happy. Instead, it makes him feel like a fraud. Once in the new job, Kevin says he does succeed, but “it scares the crap out of me [because] I don’t belong here, and it’s only a matter of time until they all realize it.” Dawn, desperate to get off the fast track, invested thousands of dollars and considerable amounts of time training to become an executive coach. Two years and a hundred coaching hours later, she had yet to hang out her shingle, explaining, “I can’t shake the feeling that I faked my way through the program.”

			What you’ve just seen is impostor syndrome in action. What about you?

			Take the Quiz

			
					
					Do you chalk your success up to luck, timing, or computer error?

				

					
					Do you believe “If I can do it, anybody can”?

				

					
					Do you agonize over the smallest flaws in your work?

				

					
					Are you crushed by even constructive criticism, seeing it as evidence of your ineptness?

				

					
					When you do succeed, do you secretly feel like you fooled them again?

				

					
					Do you worry that it’s a matter of time before you’re “found out”?

				

			

			If you answered yes to any of these questions, then you of all people know it doesn’t really matter how much acclaim you’ve received, how many degrees you’ve earned, or how high you’ve risen. True, there are a lot of people who regard you as intelligent or talented, perhaps even brilliant. But you’re not one of them. In fact, you have profound doubts about your abilities. No matter what you’ve accomplished or what people think, deep down you’re convinced that you are an impostor, a fake, and a fraud.

			
				Welcome to the Club

				 

				Despite the fact that we’ve never met, I suspect I already know a lot about you. For starters, you probably seem remarkably able and accomplished to the outside world. But secretly you believe you are merely passing for competent. When you do manage to nail the presentation, ace the exam, or get the job—which you almost always do—you see yourself as lucky or industrious, never intrinsically good at what you do. People who know or work with you have no idea that you lie awake at night wondering when they will finally discover what an incompetent sham you really are.

				I also happen to know that you are intelligent, even though you don’t always feel that way. Part of you knows this too. It’s just that it’s tough for you to maintain a consistent image of yourself as smart. And while we’re on the subject, I don’t necessarily mean you’re book-smart. Although there’s a pretty good chance you have at least one degree—perhaps even two or three.

				You’re also an achiever who by most standards is considered successful—although here too you may struggle to see yourself that way. I’m not talking just about achieving wealth, fame, or status (although you very well may have). You don’t need to have graduated first in your class or made it to the top of any ladder. But you do need to have achieved something to feel fraudulent about. Usually it’s something you didn’t expect of yourself, or have not yet mastered, at least not to your ridiculously high standards. Am I close? I thought so.

				The Impostor Club has untold millions of members around the world. It’s made up of women and men of all races, religions, and socioeconomic classes. They come from a wide range of educational backgrounds, from high school dropouts to multiple Ph.D.s, from such diverse fields as law enforcement, music, and medicine, and from entry level to CEO.

			

			
				Finally, a Name for the Feelings

				 

				You may not even have known that these vague yet overwhelming feelings of self-doubt and angst actually have a name. I didn’t either, not until my first year in graduate school when I was introduced to a 1978 paper titled “The Impostor Phenomenon in High Achieving Women” by Pauline Clance and Suzanne Imes. At the time, both clinical psychologists were at Georgia State University, where they observed many successful students and professionals who admitted during counseling that they felt their success was undeserved.

				At its heart, impostor syndrome, as it’s more commonly known, refers to people who have a persistent belief in their lack of intelligence, skills, or competence. They are convinced that other people’s praise and recognition of their accomplishments is undeserved, chalking up their achievements to chance, charm, connections, and other external factors. Unable to internalize or feel deserving of their success, they continually doubt their ability to repeat past successes. When they do succeed they feel relief rather than joy.

				You may find that these feelings fade over time as you get more knowledge and experience under your belt. Or like many, you may experience impostor feelings consistently over the entire course of your career. For some people, the feelings of faking it extend into other roles, such as parenting and relationships. For instance, mothers who work outside of the home who try to pass off store-bought pies as homemade so as not to feel judged by the stay-at-home moms at the school fund-raiser. Or feigning interest on a date when you feel anything but.

				However, the fraudulent feelings we’re talking about here have to do with insecurities related to your knowledge or skills and as such occur primarily in academic and professional arenas. Not surprisingly, impostor feelings crop up most during times of transition or when faced with a new challenge, such as tackling an unfamiliar or high-profile assignment.

				No one knows for sure how long impostor syndrome has been in existence. For all we know, the first cave artist brushed off admiring grunts with “Oh, this old painting? Any Neanderthal could have done it.” What is known is that the phenomenon is remarkably common. How common? In a study of successful people conducted by psychologist Gail Matthews, a whopping 70 percent reported experiencing impostor feelings at some point in their life.[3]

				For the record, impostor “syndrome” is not, and never was, a diagnosable psychological condition. To the dismay of academics, psychologists, and others in the mental health field, as early as 1983 the term “impostor phenomenon” began to morph into “impostor syndrome.” (My own early usage can be found in a 1985 article I wrote for Executive Female magazine.)

				The confusion is understandable. The American Psychology Association defines the term “syndrome” as “a set of symptoms and signs that are usually due to a single cause (or set of related causes) and together indicate a particular physical or mental disease or disorder.” Those outside of psychology and academia are more apt to think of “syndrome” in the second, nonclinical definition offered by the Merriam-Webster dictionary to mean: “a set of concurrent things (such as emotions or actions) that usually form an identifiable pattern.”

				And impostor syndrome has nothing to do with you literally pretending to be someone you’re not. Nor do you behave like real frauds, who actually do cheat their way to the top. In fact, people who identify with impostor syndrome have proven to be less likely than non-impostors to engage in academic dishonesty such as plagiarism or cheating.[4]

				It’s also easy to misconstrue impostor syndrome as just a fancy name for low self-esteem. It’s not. Some studies have been able to link the two. But the fact that others have failed to find a strong connection tells us it’s possible to feel insecure without feeling like a fraud. That’s not to say you don’t sometimes struggle with self-esteem (who doesn’t?). However, that you identify with this syndrome at all suggests that your self-esteem is at least solid enough for you to set and achieve your goals. And achieve you have.

			

			
				“Sure I’m Successful—but I Can Explain All That”

				 

				There’s plenty of evidence to prove your success—good grades, positive feedback, promotions, raises, status, recognition, perhaps even awards and other accolades. But in your mind none of that matters. Like all “impostors” you are a master at coming up with ways to explain away your successes. See if you recognize yourself in any of these statements.

				I got lucky. A perennial favorite is to chalk accomplishments up to chance. You think, I may have lucked out this time, but next time I may not be so fortunate.

				I was just in the right place at the right time or The stars were right. A candidate selected for a plum executive post believes it’s because the selection committee drank a bit too much wine at dinner and the alcohol clouded their judgment.

				It’s because they like me. Being likable offers another handy peg on which to hang your success. You could be class valedictorian and still tell yourself, It’s only because the teachers liked me.

				If I can do it, anyone can. You’re convinced that your success has to do with the supposed simplicity of the task. A postdoctoral student in astrophysics from the California Institute of Technology told me, “I figure if I can get a Ph.D. in astrophysics from Cal Tech, anyone can.” (I had to break it to her that most people, me included, struggle to do even simple math.)

				They must let anybody in. You secretly believe that your success is a result of others’ low standards. When a college administrator got word that she’d been accepted to a graduate program at Smith College, she told me she had second thoughts about attending. “I thought, what kind of standards do they have there?” It’s the impostor version of the Groucho Marx joke: “I don’t care to belong to any club that will have me as a member.”

				Someone must have made a terrible mistake. Maria Rodriguez and Linda Brown went to different colleges in different decades. Despite having never met, they said exactly the same thing: “I have a pretty common name. Deep down, I think that the admissions office mixed up my application with someone else who had the same name and they let the wrong person in.”

				I had a lot of help. There is certainly nothing wrong with sharing credit. But to you, any form of support, collaboration, or cooperation automatically cancels out your own contribution.

				I had connections. Instead of seeing connections as giving you a leg up, you’re convinced that knowing someone is the only reason you got into school, landed the job, or got the contract.

				They’re just being nice. The belief that people who speak highly of your work are just being polite is so thoroughly ingrained that whenever I get to this place in my presentation, I need only utter the first few words: They’re just being—and the entire female audience finishes the sentence with nice.

				They felt sorry for me. Impostors who return to college in midlife have been known to wonder out loud if perhaps the professors are just taking pity on them. Knowing they’re trying to juggle kids, a job, and school, they suspect that their professors are intentionally going easy on them.

				Excuses, Excuses

				
						
						A postdoctoral student with an impressive curriculum vitae insists he “just looks good on paper.”

					

						
						A graduate student who gets into a research program that is so competitive only one new student is admitted per year decides she was chosen because the school was looking for diversity…and she was from the Midwest.

					

						
						A student majoring in microbiology engineering quickly sets the record straight to those who are impressed by her field of study by explaining that it just “sounds impressive because it has a long name.”

					

				

			

			
				Fooled ’Em Again

				 

				On one hand, you have to admit that it takes an exceptional mind to think up so many creative excuses for success. So take a moment to pat yourself on the back right now. But don’t congratulate yourself too long because you also have a problem, don’t you? After all, if you are unable to claim your accomplishments on a gut, visceral level, then when you are confronted with actual evidence of your abilities, it’s unclear to you how you got there. Even though your achievements clearly emanate from you, you feel oddly disconnected from them. And without this connection between yourself and your accomplishments, the only possible explanation you’re left with is that you’ve fooled them.

				Rationally you would think success would alleviate feelings of fraudulence. The more successful you are, the more evident it is that you really do know what you’re doing. But for you just the opposite happens. Instead of reducing the pressure, success only makes it worse because now you have a reputation to defend. Instead of being cause for celebration, things like praise, financial rewards, and status can feel oppressive. You think, Now they’ll expect me to be that good every time—and I have no idea how I pulled it off the first time.

				Rather than spurring you on, success may lead you to drop out altogether. This is especially true if you are perceived to be an “overnight” success. A rapid ascent to the top of the hill suddenly lands you in unfamiliar territory. You wonder, How did this happen? Did I pay enough dues? Do I deserve to be here? Whether success came early or late in your career, the prevailing sense among impostors is, They’ll expect me to be competent down the road, and I’m not at all sure I will be. That’s because in your mind, one success is unrelated to the next. Rather than being cumulative, each accomplishment is its own sum game. This makes success a very tenuous thing. You think, Sure, I’ve done well up until now…

			

			
				But Wait Until Next Time

				 

				You know your good fortune can’t last forever. So instead of basking in your achievement, you live in fear that your ineptness will finally be discovered and that you will be humiliated—or worse. Because you’re convinced that each new endeavor will be your undoing, your run-up to each test, presentation, or challenge brings tremendous anxiety and self-doubt. You think, One false move and I’m out. This apprehension is typically followed by success, and finally by skeptical relief. It is a pattern that endlessly repeats itself.

				Of course, in your mind “next time” is when you’ll finally be unmasked. Like Deb, a law-firm partner, who despite a solid track record approached each new case with a growing dread. To her own surprise, one day she found herself absentmindedly perusing work sites for waitressing jobs. As she struggled to understand her own behavior, she realized that back when she was a waitress during college, at least she knew what she was doing.

				There may be days when the notion of being unmasked actually brings a tinge of relief. As humiliating as being exposed as an impostor would be, you can’t help but imagine how much easier your life could be if you could just drop this charade of trying to act like a respected, capable professional. Besides, you know you could always learn how to say, Would you like fries with that, sir? or do something else you believe to be more on my level.

				Even if you don’t harbor such fantasies, you’re well aware of what it’s like to be perpetually waiting for the other shoe to drop. For Jodie Foster it first happened when she put her acting career on hold to pursue an undergraduate degree and then again after she won the best actress Oscar for The Accused. “I thought it was a fluke,” Foster explained in a 60 Minutes interview. “The same way when I walked on the campus at Yale. I thought everybody would find out, and then they’d take the Oscar back. They’d come to my house, knocking on the door, ‘Excuse me, we meant to give that to someone else. That was going to Meryl Streep.’ ”[5]

				For some people the fear and anxiety caused by impostor syndrome can be debilitating. One first-time manager was so consumed with the idea that she’d bluffed her way into the job that she experienced chest pains. Fearing the worst, her assistant called an ambulance. Fortunately, it turned out to be an anxiety attack. Your fear of exposure is unlikely to land you in the hospital, but the stress does have consequences.

				Sadly, every day exceptional students drop out of school. People take jobs far below their abilities or aspirations or otherwise fail to rise to more mentally challenging and financially rewarding opportunities. Still others abandon long-cherished dreams of writing a book, becoming a photographer, or starting their own business, all in an attempt to avoid detection.

				These are, of course, the extreme cases. Fortunately, the vast majority of people with impostor syndrome don’t give up. Instead, like you, they press on in spite of the nagging self-doubt. They get the degree, advance in their field, take on the challenge, and succeed—sometimes spectacularly so. Still, the anxiety remains. Fortunately, though, you won’t have to suffer much longer.

			

			
				From “Impostorism” to Confidence

				 

				As you embark on this journey to feel as bright and capable as you truly are, there are a few things you need to know. First and foremost is that you are neither broken nor sick. True, something is not quite right about your impostor feelings, but there is nothing wrong with you. I’m not going to try to talk you out of those feelings, at least not yet. I know you well enough to know that you wouldn’t believe me anyway. More important, you’re going to do that yourself soon enough. All the tools, insight, and information you need to overcome impostor syndrome await you here.

				Up until now your shame, along with the mistaken belief that you’re the only one who feels like a fraud, has kept you from speaking up. However, in picking up this book you’ve acknowledged something you may have kept hidden for years, and by breaking the silence, you have taken what is an essential step in talking yourself down off the impostor syndrome ledge more quickly. That way, instead of having an impostor life, you can have an impostor moment.

				Throughout this book I’ll be encouraging you to both get support from and give support to fellow members of the Impostor Club. I mention this now because you may have learned the hard way that sharing with people who don’t get what you’re going through is often not helpful. Your family, friends, or close colleagues either pooh-pooh your self-doubt, insisting that you’re “worrying over nothing,” or have grown impatient when their reassurances of your brilliance are constantly brushed aside. It’s not that they don’t want to be supportive—they do. But if you perpetually agonize over striking out only to consistently excel, after a while even your most ardent supporters will find it hard to sympathize.

				The good news is you’re not alone anymore. Even better news: It really is possible to unlearn the self-limiting thinking that feeds your impostor feelings. How can I be so certain? Simple. The reason I know you so well is that I am you. Allow me to also officially introduce myself by letting you in on my not-so-secret secret. Namely, I am a recovering impostor. See, I told you you were in good company!

			

			
				The Bottom Line

				You’ve become adept at explaining away or minimizing evidence of your success and hence never really owning your accomplishments. Because you believe you’ve fooled others into thinking you are brighter and more capable than you “know” you are, you live in fear of being unmasked as an impostor.

				Now that you have a name for the feelings and the knowledge that you are not the only one who feels this way, you can finally begin to turn this impostor business around and see yourself as the competent person you really are.

			

			
				What You Can Do

				
						
						Impostor syndrome packs too much of an emotional punch to try to reason it away. Overcoming it requires self-reflection as well. Keep a notebook handy to capture “ahas” as they occur as well as to write your answers to exercises you’ll find throughout this book. With everything in one place, you’ll be able to more easily trace your entire journey from impostorism to the more confident you who you’ll meet at the end of this book.

					

						
						For a more engaged experience, consider reading this book as part of a book club or with a friend.

					

						
						If this is the first time you’re learning about impostor syndrome, take a moment now to identify your biggest takeaways so far. What did you learn here that surprised you or you found most helpful? What thoughts, feelings, and/or behaviors did you recognize in yourself? What questions do you have? Write them down now.

					

				

			

			
				What’s Ahead

				The question is, Why do intelligent, accomplished people from Kansas to Korea fall victim to this faulty thinking? To unlearn impostor syndrome, you need to know where it comes from. So let’s begin there.

			

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				* Unless otherwise noted, all names have been changed.

			

		

	
		
		
			[2]

			Consider the Source

			
				We often preoccupy ourselves with the symptoms, whereas if we went to the root cause of the problems, we would be able to overcome the problems once and for all.

				
					—Wangari Maathai, the first African woman to win the Nobel Peace Prize

				

			

			You did not come by your impostor feelings all by yourself. These irrational feelings of inadequacy can get sparked by a host of things. When you have an “impostor moment,” it’s tremendously helpful to understand the possible reasons behind it. That’s because when you shift away from the personal it allows you to put your responses into perspective more quickly. It’s the difference between thinking Yikes, what an incompetent fraud I am! and knowing It makes perfect sense that I’d feel like a fraud. Under the circumstances, who wouldn’t?

			Not only do you no longer need to feel the shame that comes from the mistaken assumption that you’re the only one who feels this way, but as you are about to discover, feeling like an impostor is not only normal, but in certain situations it’s to be expected. Normalizing impostor syndrome by contextualizing more and personalizing less can go a long way toward lowering your anxiety and raising your confidence.

			
				Seven Perfectly Good Reasons Why You May Feel Like an Impostor—and What to Do About Them

				 

				You are about to discover seven perfectly good reasons why fully capable people like you wind up feeling like impostors. Even if you can’t relate personally to every reason, I guarantee just understanding the bigger picture will help you to personalize less and contextualize more.

				None of the seven are unique to women, and most are situational. As such you may identify with one or some more than with others. However, there’s one source that everyone can relate to. Raise your hand if…

			

			
				1. You Were Raised by Humans

				Since it looks like almost all of you have your hands up, let’s explore what is for some the start of their impostor story. Your family—with help from teachers, coaches, and other significant adults in your life—may have had a profound impact on shaping your early self-expectations and, therefore, how confident, competent, and even successful you feel today. Discouraging messages especially can linger for years. In his memoir, crooner Andy Williams speaks of never having been able to get out of his head what his father had told him when he was a child: “You’re not as good as them, so you have to work harder.” They were words that prompted a “crisis of confidence” that haunted Williams throughout his long and exceptionally successful career.[1]

				Impostor feelings can be spawned by far more subtle messages as well. If you were the kid who came home with all As and one B and your parents’ only response was “What’s that B doing there?” there’s a good chance you grew up to be a perfectionist. If your parents were preoccupied with grades to the exclusion of anything else, you may have come to believe that being loved depended on being smart.

				There are many reasons why well-meaning adults push their children to excel in school. If your parents were highly educated themselves, they likely just wanted you to follow in their footsteps. In affluent families, academic excellence was seen as necessary to get their kids into a prestigious college. If you grew up in a black family where the realities of racial bias were well understood, you may have gotten the message that you have to be better just to be seen as equal. In many immigrant families education is seen not only as the path to their children’s success but also as essential to survival. (One child of immigrants jokingly told me the pressure to do well in school was so great that she says her first words in English were Ivy League.)

				Understanding now what motivated your parents to set the bar so high is helpful. At the time, though, the reasons didn’t matter, because for kids, praise is like oxygen. Or you may have grown up in a family where your talents and accomplishments went unnoticed. You made honors or took home the trophy and all you heard was “That’s nice,” or worse, they said nothing. The absence of praise during childhood can make it difficult as an adult to own your accomplishments and feel deserving of your success. If that resonates, you should know that there are any number of reasons why a parent would withhold praise—none of which involve a lack of love.

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
					
					
					
				

				
					
				

				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				2. You Are a Student

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				3. You Work in an Organizational Culture That Feeds Self-Doubt

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				4. You Work Alone

				
				
				
			

			
				5. You Work in a Creative Field

				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				6. You Are a Stranger in a Strange Land

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				7. You Represent Your Entire Social Group

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				The Bottom Line

				
			

			
				What You Can Do

				
						
						
					

						
						
					

						
						
					

				

			

			
				What’s Ahead
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