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Hello. My name is Jay and I suffer from impostor syndrome. That is such a short sentence and yet it represents years of mental struggles, ups and downs, and many, many hours of frustration and tears. It was not an easy sentence to say to start with, but once I had recognised what was going on and could bring myself to admit that fact, I could start to find ways of managing and combatting it.

To describe the situation more accurately, I have undergone frequent struggles with impostor syndrome. When I look back at the various jobs I have held in a variety of industries, the signs have always been there. I did not realise what was occurring at the time but viewing those situations from a position of being several years older and maybe just a little bit wiser than I used to be, I can see it all too well.

Impostor syndrome is so pervasive that, for many years, I refused to believe others that told me I should speak up more and have more faith in my own abilities. My knowledge of the subject at hand was extensive and up to date, and my skillset varied and expansive enough to deal with anything that would come up from day to day on the farm with the livestock, although I could never make myself truly realise that and believe it. Every situation found me second guessing myself and looking for the person that really knew what they were doing, that knew how to deal with what was going on better than I ever could. I could never bring myself to acknowledge that in many of these situations, the person that actually knew best what to do and how to deal with the matter at hand was, in fact, me.

In all honesty, my impostor syndrome has been messing with me for pretty much my entire life, but it really came into its own and sank its teeth in when I released my first book, ‘Fight or Fright? A Reactive Dog Guardian’s Handbook’ in early 2019. I had an initial period of looking at the live online book listing with the sense of utter excitement and joy, and again when I held a physical copy in my hands, this thing that I had created from a blank page up to a book. But then the thoughts started coming. Who on earth do you think you are to write a book? Nobody is ever going to want to read THAT thing! What makes you think you can be a writer anyway, especially about dogs? You know nothing about dogs, especially reactive ones. You haven’t even managed to sort your own dog out yet.’ (Side note: those of us that share our lives with the complex, special dogs that go under the label of ‘reactive dogs’ know that there is no ‘sorting them out’ or ‘fixing them’ in that way!)

In the impostor syndrome twisted part of my brain it did not matter about the fact that I wrote the book from the perspective of someone that did understand the subject matter very well, and wrote to help the people who were in the same position I had first been in with my own complicated canine. Never mind the hours and hours of study I had put in taking courses in many aspects of dogs, including training, general behaviour and reactive behaviour specialist courses among others. All the books, papers, articles, blogs and scientific papers I had tracked down and read. I put in an awful lot of hours working towards the idea of starting out on a career as a dog trainer. For various reasons that have no connection to impostor syndrome or to anything contained here the training career has not occurred, but that knowledge and the research skills studying has earned me have stood me in good stead developing my canine writing career.

Those damaging negative thoughts still nag at me with their so very sharp teeth sometimes. They have been very unimpressed through the entire process of writing this book and other associated projects I have undertaken concerning the same subject matter. I have spent the last few months fighting impostor syndrome about my impostor syndrome, my ability to deal with it, and why I could possibly think I could help others to understand. Looking back on the mental gymnastics of convincing myself I actually could write this book, I now find it almost funny in some ways. I refuse to listen to those thoughts any longer. They no longer get to have any power over me, they do not get to drain my mental energy and I do not give them time to influence my thoughts, feelings or behaviour.

By the time we reach the other end of this book, learning more along the way about what impostor syndrome is, how it holds us back, and some tools to combat its effects, hopefully you will begin to realise that they do not have to have that kind of power over you and your mind any more either.
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What is Impostor Syndrome?
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• Tom Hanks – multiple award-winning actor

• Sheryl Sandberg- chief operating officer at Facebook

• David Bowie – multiple award-winning iconic singer and actor

• Serena Williams – most singles titles of any tennis player in the Open Era

• Tina Fey- award-winning comedian, actress, producer and writer

• Maya Angelou – Pulitzer Prize nominee and Grammy winning writer and poet

• Sonia Sotomayor - first Hispanic United States Supreme Court justice

• Neil Gaiman – multiple award-winning writer

• Neil Armstrong – first man on the moon

What do the people on the list above have in common?

This list of notable people holds some of the best-known names on our planet, and others who have broken through all kinds of barriers in the course of their lives. These in some cases legendary high achievers in their respective varied fields have all publicly admitted that they have struggled with the confidence sapping, mentally draining effects of Impostor Syndrome, that lingering, crippling fear that at any moment they will be revealed as frauds, incompetent and not worthy of the accolades they have earned. Many more names, equally well known, have also referred to their struggles with the phenomenon, showing just how widespread the problem is.

These feelings are, as mentioned above, relatively common but the name impostor syndrome is not widely known. A survey carried out in 2019 revealed that 85% of adults surveyed, all of whom had been established in their current roles for a minimum of 3 years, experienced feelings of inadequacy or incompetence at work, with 80% of men and 90% of women reporting them. Only 25% of those asked, however, had heard of the term impostor syndrome.

Of those reporting these intrusive thoughts regarding their performance, such as thinking their success came from luck or thinking praise they received underserved, 25% said these thoughts were with them often or all of the time. This demonstrates just how much capacity the impostor syndrome type of thinking has to cause us mental distress by damaging our self-esteem and causing us to have serious doubts about our abilities, knowledge, and skills.

Many of us experience, at least at some point, that terrible nagging feeling of doubt in ourselves and our abilities, skills, and talents. In the short term, when taking on a new job or just starting out on a new project, these thoughts and feelings are quite natural and understandable. If, once the job is more familiar or the project is completed, these feelings dissipate there is no problem. If they linger and worsen, leading to a constant state of self-doubt, and a possible lack of self-confidence, then this could mean they are symptoms of the uncomfortable mental well-being and career threatening experience that is impostor syndrome. A constant, wearying perceiving of ourselves as being fraudulent, faking our way into whatever success we have achieved. A sneaking idea that, behind the false façade of an adequate professional, is in fact an incompetent failure. If not tackled, impostor syndrome can become a self-fulfilling problem as our thoughts fall into a habitual pattern of claiming to ourselves that we are frauds, and not able to do some of the things involved in our careers competently and confidently.

Impostor syndrome is not one singular thing that we can define easily. The nature of our individuality means that every person who suffers with impostor syndrome has a slightly different experience of it. This complicates the issue a little further, as it can manifest in a number of slightly different ways, involving different ways of thinking. To describe it in the most inclusive way of the variety of experiences possible, impostor syndrome is a collection of thoughts and feelings that project feelings of inadequacy and/or intellectual fraudulence. The central idea projected is that the sufferer is not good at their job, but has managed, through luck or by fooling their peers, to convince those around them that they are competent professionals. Any success the sufferer has had cannot be accepted and internalised, but any errors or perceived failures can be dwelt on for far longer than is necessary or healthy, and projected outwards to others, deflecting and discounting the positive feedback that was earned in a valid way.

There are times in all of our lives, family, social, or work related, when a certain amount of worry and stress is to be expected. Any kind of transition in personal or professional lives is almost certainly going to create a period of uncertainty and potentially cause anxiety. Creating a new canine related business for example, or taking the step to move from making your living solely from dog walking to add home boarding, or beginning to work as a canine coach, or offering canine behavioural consultations, is a big step. In any of those changes, a certain amount of trepidation is to be expected. We all feel nervous at times. The difference is that, for those struggling with impostor syndrome, these thoughts can become all-consuming and do not dissipate with time. While a certain amount of worry about a transition is natural and understandable, it is important to think about just where this line sits, and where it starts to become a problem and bordering on unhealthy.

As stated earlier, impostor (also spelled imposter) syndrome is a commonly experienced but not necessarily widely known psychological phenomenon. It leads those suffering with it to experience chronic, potentially mentally crippling self-doubt amongst other damaging thoughts and beliefs. Sufferers will often view themselves as unintelligent, lacking ability and talent to meet the demands of their roles, that they are fooling others into believing them competent, and that their successes are down to luck or hard work. These feelings of fraudulence, incompetence, or inadequacy are pervasive and persistent and can create massive sensations of stress and anxiety, even against a history of accomplishments and successes that should, in theory, prove that the feelings are not based in truth.

Despite the word ‘syndrome’ in the commonly used name, impostor syndrome is not an actual psychological condition. It is a pattern of negative thoughts and emotions. A habitual thinking and feeling routine that the brain follows in certain situations connected to work and performance. A set of psychological barriers that prevent sufferers from internally accepting their successes and value in their professional lives. It is an experience, an inner belief that, because of the way we hold it within ourselves, and how it involves the very core of how we see ourselves, is very hard to tackle. Whether known as impostor syndrome, impostor phenomenon, the impostor experience, impostorism, or fraud syndrome, sufferers doubt their own level of knowledge and abilities, believing themselves inadequate and in constant danger of being ‘found out’ as not as clever or talented or worthwhile as others see them. They lack the ability to internally recognise and acknowledge their own worth and the way in which their skills, talents, and abilities make them a successful and worthwhile part of their professional world. Sufferers go through ha continual process of comparing them to others in their personal and professional lives, and will find themselves lacking in comparison, regardless of the truth of their equality. No matter the successes they have had, or the accomplishments they have acquired, these people will still see themselves as fakes, always on the verge of discovery. When discussing others, they will emphasise that person’s strengths while talking down their own. Instead, they talk about their own skill and knowledge deficits and minimise those of others in their professional sphere.

Impostor syndrome causes the sufferer to lack the ability to accept praise, discounting any recognition and positive feedback they receive, or achievements and accomplishments they may attain. Negative feedback or anything that is in any way connected with their mistakes or failures, or that they can connect with their perceived deficits will be dwelt on for long periods, or even indefinitely, as the sufferer fixates on their flaws. As those suffering from impostor syndrome can struggle massively with fearing failure and the associated shame and humiliation, this adds into the negative psychological state, which makes the entire situation even worse.

Those struggling with impostor syndrome can find themselves procrastinating and putting off doing tasks, leaving them with a mountain of work to complete at the last minute in an attempt to get things done. This can lead to a kind of paralysis, an inability to be able to make progress against their fear of not being able to finish in time, or indeed to finish successfully at all. A certain kind of self-defence can come into play, where the sufferer might avoid challenging themselves and stretching their boundaries because of their fear of failure, or worries about being able to keep up the same level of work and ability. Because of the way in which they expect themselves to perform at the highest levels consistently and dwell on any perceived failure, they cannot permanently escape not reaching their own expectations and therefore will, at some point, experience disappointment with their performance and results.

Some of the patterns of thought and behaviour surrounding the issue of impostor syndrome are somewhat ritualistic in their nature, and become almost a superstition, with the allocation of a new task or project prompting a repetitive pattern of thinking, each time following the same path. As with anything concerning functions that take place in the brain, something that takes a particular path makes it easier for that path to be later followed again. Neurons are specialised cells in the nervous system that are designed to carry signals around the body. To use the most simple explanation, they carry information from all around the body to the brain, and then carry signals from the brain to the relevant body areas or organs to respond as that information requires. Once a pattern of movement of signals along the neurons has been established in the brain, called a neural pathway, it is likely that a similar situation in the future will result in the same neural pathway being followed. The more this happens, the more the patterns of thought, behaviour and action are repeated, the easier it becomes for that pathway to be followed, until the pathway becomes the default. Think of it as being something like a pathway across a field of grass. The more times feet travel over that same strip of grass, the clearer the path is marked out and the easier it becomes to follow.

One of the major difficulties of living with impostor syndrome is that the sufferer fears failure. Achieving success is not always
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