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IMPOSTER!
Why you might be able to  
sleep better at night

THE BIG IDEA
Have you ever worried that the challenge or promotion that 
you have just taken on is a step too far? Have you felt that 
sinking feeling that today is going to be the day when you 
finally get found out? The day when the mistakes, ‘creative’ 
responses and near misses of your past are finally going to 
catch up with you? And everything you have achieved will 
slowly start to unravel as you are revealed as a fraud?

If so then you are not alone. Research has suggested that 
over 70 per cent of us sometimes feel this way. Maybe some 
science will calm your heart-rate.

The technical term given to this (very normal) feeling 
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in 1978 by two American psychologists was ‘imposter syn-
drome’. It is so called because you feel yourself to be an 
imposter – somehow living a life that you do not rightly 
deserve. That you don’t have the skills and expertise at the 
level your position or salary seems to merit.

You may remember a Talking Heads song called ‘Once in 
a Lifetime’, which talks about acquiring a large car, a beauti-
ful house and a beautiful wife and wondering how on earth 
you reached that position – thinking this surely can’t be your 
car, house or wife.

It’s a great summary of how imposter syndrome can feel.
In our house we call imposter syndrome ‘running from the 

blagging police’. We laugh over a beer as we imagine an old-
fashioned bobby, in a blue uniform with the buttons stretched 
across his chest, running red-faced towards us and simultane-
ously blowing a whistle. When he finally catches up, he puts a 
friendly but firm hand on our shoulder and puffs, ‘Come on, 
mate! Time’s up. I’ve been after you for a while! You’ve had 
a good run at it but it is time to admit you don’t really know 
what you are doing. Hand back the car/house/spouse.’

I have had clients who have told me that their life has 
changed quite literally overnight when they realised imposter 
syndrome was a ‘real’ thing. It is actually a very normal and 
very well-documented way to feel – particularly when you 
have just taken on a new job or a new challenge.

When I tell my clients that research (and my own experi-
ence) suggests this is the Number 1 coaching topic for senior  
leaders you can almost hear their sigh of relief. That’s because, 
for most of us, success is a double-edged sword – the more you 
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achieve, the more ‘evidence’ you will recall that you nearly 
didn’t make it.

Counter-intuitive as it might seem to become more wor-
ried about your competence as you become more success ful 
is normal, think about this train of logic (based on research 
and science).

To succeed in a new role, you have to take some 

risks, not be afraid of a challenge and learn some 

new things along the way.

➡

Often the best way to learn involves getting things 

wrong or failing and trying again.

➡

Failure improves your instinct/gut feel for what will 

and won’t work.

➡

Failure increases your learning and then your ‘gut 

feel’ is closer to the mark.

➡

You get things ‘right’ (or nearly right) more often.

➡
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You get more comfortable with the ambiguity of 

being ‘nearly right’.

➡

Your subconscious knows it’s not guess-work, even 

if you consciously think “I’m winging it”.

➡
Because you are better with ambiguity, you take 

more risks.

➡

Things go well and you get promoted for being 

‘right’ a lot and for being comfortable with taking 

risks that other people won’t take.

These are some of the things that successful imposters think 
and feel:

With a bit of ‘luck’ they can usually pull something out 

of the bag when things look like they might go wrong.

They get better at navigating ‘failure’ (but secretly they 

feel it was maybe only by the skin of their teeth and 

they will be caught out next time).

They talk about ‘dodging a bullet’ or a ‘lucky escape’ 

and rationalise pulling something out of the bag as 
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an ‘educated guess’, when everyone around them is 

impressed by their courage and calm under pressure.

They feel a little uncomfortable that the big job is 

getting easier. Everyone says they are doing great. 

People assume they spent hours coming up with the 

bullet-dodging solution or worked for weeks on an 

idea when you put it down to ‘gut feel’. You are quite 

blasé or self-deprecating and sometimes feel  

a fraud.

It is not luck. It’s not guesswork. It is not ‘gut feel’ if 

you are thinking that ‘gut feel’ is a random idea or 

unguided thinking that appears from nowhere. Instead 

‘gut feel’ is your subconscious getting clever. Your ‘gut 

feel’ is actually a sound, practical sense of what will 

probably work. It will probably work because you have 

had the benefit of learning from your mistakes and 

practising this stuff over and over again.

And there you have the root of imposter syndrome. People 
who succeed tend to have lots of evidence of failure and only 
just getting things right or getting them done. When we have 
a job we love and we are great at it, we don’t like to show off 
– especially if it feels a bit too ‘easy’. We get worried we are 
missing something. We begin to doubt ourselves and the 
self-criticism starts.

Which one of these has your brain used to convince you 
that you are getting too big for your boots?
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‘Being this successful should feel harder than this?’

‘I’m not really working hard enough to deserve this 

success.’

‘That was close. I almost got that wrong, I should not 

be so well rewarded just because it worked out OK in 

the end.’

‘I can’t believe I have got this job, I don’t really 

deserve it.’

‘Someone will work out soon that I don’t know the 

answers and I’m just guessing’

Imposter syndrome thoughts are partly down to how much 
knowledge we have about ourselves, relative to how little we 
have about others. We see ourselves from the inside – we 
know our every thought, we know what was a guess and 
what was a fact. We count and remember every time we only 
just dodged an epic fail. We breathe a sigh of relief when 
everyone else believes our ‘guess-facts’ as the truth.

But we see everyone else from the outside – we just see 
results and maybe the hard work they appeared to put in to 
get that result. We hear what they say – not what they think. 
We see their upright posture and their smile, not their sweaty 
palms or them practising their speech over and over again in 
the car on the way into work. In short, everyone else is feel-
ing pretty much like you do. No one is perfect at everything 
the first time they do it.
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GOT IT – NOW WHAT?
I don’t like to refer to imposter syndrome as a ‘syndrome’ any 
more when I’m with clients. It makes it sound like an illness 
or something quite rare. Now that we know it is part of the 
human experience for most people, I talk about it as ‘imposter 
thinking’. Or, even better, simply 
– IT. I like to make it smaller and 
put it in inverted commas! I think 
it helps to put “it” in its place!

Here are the tips that I share 
with my clients so that they can 
choose not to let imposter think-
ing (“it”) get in their way. I hope 
they help you too.

Accept “it” as a normal part of being successful
Success usually relies on taking a few risks. Without taking 
some risks we can’t really make any mistakes. Our best learn-
ing comes from getting things wrong and trying again. So 
making mistakes, rescuing some near misses and flying by 
the seat of your pants sometimes are likely to be part of the 
reason you are successful … not evidence of the opposite.

Accept “it” as an inevitable consequence of our brains not 
being wired to hear other people’s thoughts
We can only judge other people by what we see on the out-
side, by their results and outputs. What they say and do. We 
judge ourselves from the inside and on our intentions. We 

Put Imposter 
Thinking  or “it”  

in it’s place!
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process thousands of thoughts every minute. Thus we know 
intimately about every time we had a near miss, or whether 
something we achieved owed much to a good dose of luck 
or chance. There could well be millions of pieces of evidence 
that you almost got that wrong. But there are millions of 
pieces of evidence in everyone else’s mind too. It’s just that 
we don’t know about them because we can’t see into the 
minds of other people and their motives, only our own.

Do the maths – there are worse things to be than an imposter
Bertrand Russell once said, ‘The trouble with the world is 
that the stupid are cocksure and the intelligent are full of 
doubt.’ It can be very easy to equate confidence with compe-
tence. However, research suggests that 70 per cent of people 
suffer from “it” at some point in their lives. If you are a par-
ent, do you remember coming home from the hospital with 
a newborn and no instructions?

If only 30 per cent of the population will never feel this 
way at some point in their lives, then experiencing “it” puts 
you firmly in the majority. 

There is more good news. You have to be quite clever 
to suffer from Imposter Thinking. This is because the 
daft are too daft to realise their incompetence is real. The 
smart people are the ones who are astute enough to worry 
about the extent of their abilities. Two psychologists David 
Dunning and Justin Kruger (Professors of Psychology at the 
University of Michigan and New York University Stern School 
of Business respectively), published a paper in 1999 which 
confirmed what Bertrand Russell had already written. 
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In their study they gave people of differing abilities a wide 
range of tasks. They also asked the participants to estimate 
how good they were at each task. Put simply, the people who 
performed lowest, significantly overestimated how good they 
were. Those who performed the best tended to think they 
performed only slightly above average. 

This has given rise to a term called the Dunning-Kruger 
effect – people who are poor at certain tasks, mistakenly think 
they are good at them and those who are the best, signifi-
cantly under-estimate their ability. 

If you want to get technical, it is down to something called 
‘metacognition’ – how good we are at thinking about our 
thinking. If you suffer from Imposter Thinking, it is actu-
ally likely to be because you are smart enough to be able to 
participate in metacognition – that is you are clever enough 
to be able to rationally think about your thinking. 

In a collection of essays published in 2012, Dunning 
summarises:

If you are incompetent, you can’t know you’re 

incompetent... the skills you need to produce a right 

answer are exactly the skills you need to recognise 

what a right answer is.

If you need more reassurance that it is ‘normal’, combine this 
with the evidence that a lack of self-doubt is common in peo-
ple with particular psychiatric disorders. Clinicians estimate 
that around 4 per cent of the population are sociopaths and 
1 per cent are psychopaths. You may have also heard about the 
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research undertaken by forensic psychologist Nathan Brooks 
in 2016, where a study of 261 senior executives in America 
showed that one in five of them had clinically significant lev-
els of psychopathic traits.

In short, if you feel like an imposter sometimes, relax and 
do the maths. It means you aren’t a psychopath or stupid. 
That’s the good side of the equation, right?  

if you feel “it” sometimes, you are in good company
Many other, extremely successful people feel this way too.

Take Sheryl Sandberg (COO of Facebook, who went to 
Harvard and used to be chief of staff for a US secretary of 
state), who says, ‘There are still days when I wake up feeling 
like a fraud, not sure I should be where I am.’

Howard Schultz (chairman and CEO of Starbucks and one 
of the top 400 richest people in the US (280 in the Forbes 400 
in 2018) describes how the experience doesn’t diminish if you 
get more senior. Having known many CEOs over the years, 
he says that there are ‘very few people, whether you have 
been in the job before or not, who get into the [CEO’s] seat 
and believe, today, that they are qualified’.

It’s not restricted to business. Maya Angelou, a hugely 
gifted writer who has won Tonys and Grammys and been 
shortlisted for the Pulitzer Prize, wrote ‘I have written 11 
books but each time I think “uh-oh”, they’re going to find 
out now. I’ve run a game on everybody and they’re going to 
find me out.’ There have been countless articles on this topic 
in the Harvard Business Review, BBC News, the Guardian, The 
Times … It’s really not just you.
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How to combat “it” 
There are some simple strategies that have really helped me 
and my clients. They might help you too.

●  When “it” happens, welcome it. It is simply 

evidence that, despite your success, you haven’t 

got too big for your boots and your brain still wants 

to learn more.

●  Accept you don’t have to achieve perfection to 

deserve what you have. No one is perfect or the 

finished article. And if you thought you were perfect 

and you are in a senior role, well … please don’t do 

the maths because there is a one-in-five chance 

you’re a psychopath.

●  Realise that you can reduce the risks. You can set 

your bar lower so it will happen less often. But you 

will also be pretty mediocre – certainly by your own 

standards and probably by everyone else’s too.

●  Don’t expect “it” to get any better or to disappear 

with age or experience – another promotion or 

more success won’t make it go away. If anything, 

you will just get more ‘evidence’ that you have been 

overpromoted!

●  Actively work with smart, honest people who have 

different strengths from you. Make it safe for them 

to give you feedback. You can stop worrying you will 
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‘miss’ something because if you do miss something 

or people are doubting your abilities, they’ll let you 

know so you can do something about it.

●  You have a choice about how much power to let 

“it” have. Remember you can only think of one 

thing at once. Do you want that one thing to be 

your potential failure? Or your potential success? 

Decide not to give “it” head-space and energy. That 

energy is better spent reflecting on the facts that 

underpin your success and learning from mistakes 

going forward. Choose to spend your energy wisely.

●  Focus on what you did when something went well, 

not just on what you didn’t do. You don’t have to 

have done everything perfectly for the end result 

to be good enough. Remember the 80:20 rule – it 

is likely 80 per cent of your success resulted from 

just 20 per cent of the effort you put in. Go back to 

some quick maths. Ask yourself, ‘How right do I 

need this to be?’ – if a 20 per cent result or even a 

50 per cent result would get you most of what you 

want, this leaves you with 50 to 80 per cent of your 

time and effort free to invest on other activities.

●  The maths question can give you some interesting 

things to think about: ‘OK, if 80 per cent of my time 

and effort became free today, what would I choose 

to invest it in?’ Home? Work? Future Plans? You 

choose.
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●  Help yourself and others by naming “it” for what it  

is. Dare to be vulnerable when your instincts are 

telling you to keep your cards close to your chest. 

It will make “it” less insidious and easier to laugh 

about.

●  Use the ‘worried’ feeling that you don’t know 

enough because you are ‘new’ to your advantage. 

Remember, you are seeing things with fresh 

eyes. Research shows that many scientific 

breakthroughs come from non-experts daring to 

ask a ‘stupid question’. I love the podcast ‘Stupid 

Questions for Scientists’ because Dr Michelle 

Dickinson actively encourages people to ask what 

they may think are ‘stupid’ questions – because 

most questions aren’t stupid.

●  If “it” pops up, congratulate yourself that it is 

probably evidence you are conscientious, reflective, 

smart, honest and modest. Would you really want 

NOT to feel it and be the opposite of those?



TOP RIGHT QUESTIONS
For you:

➢  What do I fear will happen if I fail?

➢  Will I feel worse if I fail or worse if I don’t  

even try?

For others:

➢  Whom do you see in the media or know of who 

would feel the fear and do it anyway? Or not feel 

the fear and do it anyway? What could you take 

from their example that might help you?

➢  Who could do this better than you? Might 

someone who is less able than you try to do 

it? How would watching either of these people 

succeed make you feel?

➢  What evidence do you have that you don’t 

deserve a chance to learn to do this task well?

➢  What advice would you give your best friend or 

your protégée if they were about to take a big 

step and were scared stiff?
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LEARN MORE AND SHARE
really great reads

the secret thoughts of successful Women by Valerie Young
Despite the title, not just for girls! A straight talking helpful 
book by a woman who has made it her life’s purpose to 
research and help other people with Imposter Syndrome.

the psychopath test by Jon ronson
A funny and accessible book to find out more about what it 
means to be a psychopath.

Blog
A quick summary on imposter syndrome you could share is 
at:

www.itsnotbloodyrocketscience.com/uncategorized/

do-you-have-imposter-syndrome/

Articles
A short article that mentions Brené Brown, imposter thinking 
and vulnerability:

https://changeyourmindfast.com/2018/01/15/

avoiding-vulnerability/

A short 2017 BBC article on leadership qualities and psycho-
pathic tendencies:

www.bbc.com/capital/story/20171102-do-

psychopaths-really-make-better-leaders
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A quick summary of the Nathan Brooks, CEO psychopath 
study:

www.independent.co.uk/news/world/australasia/

psychopaths-ceos-study-statistics-one-in-five-

psychopathic-traits-a7251251.html

PS don’t worry about the original article being ‘retracted’ – it 
was retracted in a debate about whose research it was – the 
result isn’t in question.

A simple article from the BBC futures website summarising 
the Dunning-Kruger effect:

www.bbc.com/future/story/20121125-why-the-stupid-

say-they’re-smart

internet resources
Brené Brown is fantastic on TED talks. She mentions it a lot 
in two of her talks, both available on YouTube:

The Power of Vulnerability and Listening to Shame

A funny podcast to help you see ‘stupid’ questions in a differ-
ent light:

https://worldpodcasts.com/stupid-questions-for-

scientists/
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PARTING SHOT
Feeling like an imposter now and again isn’t evidence you 
aren’t up to the job or out of your depth. Instead it means  
that your brain would rather not do the new stuff that it is 
finding hard (it’s a miser, remember, and wants to conserve 
energy by doing what it has always done). So thinking to 
yourself, ‘Oh my God, I can’t do this,’ could simply just be 
your cautious and miserly brain catching up with some new 
things you have asked it to do. Stick at the new things and 
practise them and, in time, the job you felt that was a stretch 
too far will feel ‘normal’. Don’t always listen to yourself – 
particularly if your brain is about to talk you out of trying 
something new. If you listen, it will have ‘succeeded’ in  
keeping you safe and comfortable – but it may also have 
talked you out of success.


