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Calling all 
under-raters

IS THIS IMPOSTER SYNDROME?
Let’s take a look at what Imposter Syndrome is according to Harold Hillman—author of The Imposter Syndrome:

“A psychological phenomenon in which an individual is unable to attribute a success to skill or effort, instead the individual 
attributes success to luck, timing or another external factor. Such an individual often believes they’ve only tricked others into 
thinking they are bright, despite continual striving for excellence.”

Symptoms (full notes are at the back of the handout)
•	 Guarded and defensive

•	 Calculating

•	 Compartmentalised

•	 Invulnerable

•	 Inflexible

•	 Little or no humour

•	 Compensating—over the top

•	 Compensating—below the parapet

Positive  
Intelligence

Imposter  
Syndrome

Growth 
mindset

Fixed 
mindset

If you have a growth mindset you’ll…
•	 embrace challenge 

•	 persist in the face of setbacks 

•	 put in effort to improve

•	 leap, learn, adapt

•	 learn from feedback 

•	 find lessons in others’ success

•	 have a passion for learning.

If you have a fixed mindset you’ll…
•	 stick with what you know

•	 avoid failing to keep your sense of who you are

•	 avoid challenges

•	 give up easily

•	 see effort as fruitless

•	 not welcome, and ignore, feedback 

•	 feel threatened by others’ success

•	 be hungry for approval

•	 worry you won’t meet challenges.
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A GROWTH MINDSET HELPS US BE MORE PRODUCTIVE AND CREATIVE
The Imposter Cycle 

Strategies
•	 Increase your positive intelligence—it gives you more control over your mind so you can challenge yourself to have a 

growth mindset. Shawn Achor (Happiness Advantage) suggests developing new habits to train your brain to be more 
positive. If you have high positive intelligence you’ll understand that you don’t wait until good stuff happens to be 
positive and happy—you can grow your positive mindset before you need it. There’s plenty of research to show that 
people who cultivate a positive mindset perform better in the face of a challenge. Practice one of these five things daily:

 – jot down three things you’re grateful for

 – write a positive message to someone in your social support network

 – meditate at your desk for two minutes

 – exercise for 10 minutes

 – take two minutes to describe, in a journal, the most meaningful experience in the past 24 hours.

•	 Finding a good mentor might be a challenge, so cultivate your inner mentor or coach. When you listen more to your 
coach, you’ll notice the rubbish your inner critic is saying. Your inner coach wants to nurture you, so a good question 
to ask yourself is “if my good friend was saying this about themselves, how would I respond?”. It’s likely we’re kinder to our 
friends than we are to ourselves, most of the time.

•	 Get real about your strengths. Do an assessment. Get some coaching and use them daily.

•	 Catalogue your achievements and own them. There’s a saying “no one develops on holiday”. 
Make sure you look at some of your tough assignments to see where you showed optimism 
and grit. What did you learn from the experience? They weren’t due to luck. You made them 
happen.

Achievement-
related tasks

Perceived fraudulence
Increased self-doubt

Depression
Anxiety

Anxiety
Self-doubt

Worry

Feeling of relief

Discount 
positive 

feedback

Over-
preparation Procrastination

Accomplishment

Positive feedback

LuckEffort
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•	 Catalogue your skills and experience. Really spell out what skills you’ve used successfully and what experiences  
you’ve had. 

•	 Reach out and help someone else. Mentor someone else (yes you!). Reaching out and helping others is one of the  
5 Ways to Wellbeing, so it’ll bust the cycle as well as increase your wellbeing.

•	 Go for a way more challenging role next. Something that will really stretch you—don’t play it too safe. And guess what, 
if you have the skills, experience and attitude you’ll nail it. 

•	 Get a mentor—just make sure you’re not in awe of them and you’re at risk of feeling “less than” around them.

•	 Change your relationship with stress. Worrying that you’re stressed can…make you stressed! While it’s tough to go 
through, you can find growth in high pressure situations. A big part of having optimism is believing you’ll find meaning 
in your situation. When the going gets tough, reach out for support and talk through what you’re learning about 
yourself, and know that “this too will pass”.

FURTHER READING
•	 Harold Hillman - The Imposter Syndrome 

•	 Shawn Achor - The Happiness Advantage

•	 Carol S. Dweck - Mindset

•	 Tara Mohr - Playing Big

•	 Pauline Rose Clance - The Impostor Phenomenon: Overcoming the Fear That Haunts Your Success

We’re holding a KickStart to Leadership 
programme (2 days) on 12 & 13 November.  

And we’ve got limited spaces available! 

To learn more about our KickStart programme 
go to www.trainingpractice.co.nz/what-we-do.

Get in touch if you want to take advantage  
of this opportunity—call us on 04 472 6267  

or email office@trainingpractice.co.nz.

Kickstart to Leadership 
spaces available

Thanks for coming!
From The Training Practice Team

(Hilary, Paula H, Paula S, Andrea, Ella and Zac)

Let us know how we can help you!
04 472 6267 | office@trainingpractice.co.nz
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The Impostor Syndrome
A quick guide

This information is gleaned from the book The Impostor 
Syndrome by Harold Hillman (2013).

WHAT IS IT?
A psychological phenomenon in which an individual is 
unable to attribute a success to skill or effort, instead the 
individual attributes success to luck, timing or another 
external factor. Such an individual often believes they’ve 
only tricked others into thinking they are bright, despite 
continual striving for excellence.

WHERE DOES IT COME FROM?
Two voices
There are two voices inside everyone’s head. These are 
not voices caused by psychosis, neither are they separate 
personalities caused by multiple personality disorder. 
These two voices are real and are grounded in your life 
experiences.

The Critic
The Critic cares about you with an intense tenacity.  
It loves you and wants to keep you safe, staying away  
from failure and disappointment wherever possible.  
The Critic guards against slipping standards. It sees the 
world in black and white. It calls out your laziness, making 
sure you constantly strive for excellence. The Critic acts as 
your conscience. However the Critic prioritises safety over 
success. Preventing failure is more important than winning 
big. The Critic doesn’t see shades of grey because that’s 
where excuses lie. And excuses need to be avoided; you 
need to take responsibility for failure, in order to avoid it in 
the future.

The Coach
The other voice belongs to the Coach. The Coach loves 
you just as much as the Critic, but instead of avoiding risks 
it sees taking risks as an opportunity for personal stretch. 
The Coach believes that staying in a protective bubble 
prevents opportunities to disrupt the status quo. Without 
disruptions to the status quo, there’s no aspiration and no 
growth in your life. The Coach wants you to be better than 
you are. The Coach encourages you to risk failure in order 
to become stronger. The Coach is an aspirational voice, 
pushing you to take risks in the knowledge that failure is 
possible, but success is achievable.

SYMPTOMS
Guarded and defensive
•	 Overly sensitive to small criticisms or suggestions for 

improvement

•	 Views critique as a personal attack

•	 Tends to present ideas or suggestions as edicts rather 
than matters for consideration

•	 Closed to incoming data that warrants another look

•	 Withholds or is slow to divulge information or position

•	 Lacks transparency

•	 Treats information as power

•	 Views inquiry as threat

•	 Lacks spontaneity and the ability to “trust the flow”

•	 Unlikely to reveal or acknowledge mistakes or 
shortcomings

•	 Skilled at deflecting 
focus away from self and 
onto others

A guarded and defensive 
person seems closed and 
hard to penetrate.

Calculating
•	 Focused more on what’s probable rather than what’s 

possible

•	 Overly focused on the sequence and granular details of 
next steps

•	 Often invests more energy into planning rather than 
execution

•	 Unlikely to deviate from a plan, even when spontaneity 
is better suited to the situation

•	 Analysis is often used as a brake on momentum

•	 Unlikely to lead from the front; more inclined to 
speculate from the rear

A calculating person tends to come 
across as sceptical or doubting even 
in the most optimal circumstances.
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Compartmentalised
•	 Tends to be “buttoned down” and corporate

•	 Unlikely or unwilling to disclose about their personal life

•	 Seemingly uninterested in the personal lives of others

•	 Not good at small-talk; more inclined to jump right in

•	 Considers meetings are about work, not opportunities 
for social networking

•	 Avoids social activities with 
colleagues outside the workplace

•	 Draws a firm distinction between 
work and play

•	 One person at work, another person 
outside work

A compartmentalised person seems to 
become a corporate robot as soon as 
they walk into work.

Invulnerable
•	 Struggles to acknowledge personal flaws or 

imperfection

•	 Struggles with people who are able to acknowledge 
personal flaws or imperfection

•	 Harsh with self after a mistake or misstep

•	 Overly focused on the positive

•	 May blow little things out of proportion

•	 Impatient with others’ mistakes

•	 Takes it personally if the team isn’t doing well

•	 May struggle with answering the question “What would 
you do differently?”

•	 May come across as detached from, or in denial of, 
imperfect outcomes

•	 Difficult or unable to concede that another person’s 
viewpoint is better than their own

•	 Saving face is more important than surfacing heated 
issues

An invulnerable person 
is likely to soak up all 
the praise when things 
go well and become 
the master of deflection 
when things go wrong.

Inflexible
•	 Rigid with views—even when in consultation

•	 Tends to prefer “but” over “and”

•	 Looks for reasons to denounce an opposing view or 
opponent

•	 The need to be right tends to drive interactions with 
others

•	 Selects data and de-selects other data to prove self right

•	 Unwilling to explore assumptions behind a point of view 
that may be faulty

•	 Finds fault in the messenger in order to discount the 
message

•	 Views win-win as a sub-optimal outcome

•	 Intolerant of divergent thinking; far more comfortable 
with convergent thinking

An inflexible person equates “being right” with “being an 
effective leader.”

Little or no humour
•	 Overly serious

•	 Never pokes fun at self

•	 Overly sensitive when others poke fun

•	 Seemingly uncomfortable to step out of character

•	 Skilled at deflecting focus away from self and back onto 
others

•	 Misses opportunities to energise 
a team or others with levity

•	 Tends to use humour as a 
weapon rather than an energiser

A person with little or no humour 
is a stuffed shirt, unable to find the 
slightest bit of humour or fun in 
anything.

Compensating – Over the top
•	 Drawn to the spotlight and unlikely to relinquish it

•	 Overly bold and forceful with pronouncements

•	 Excessive focus on personal accomplishments and 
achievements

•	 Refers to previous company examples repeatedly

•	 Quick to cut off others to turn their words to support 
their own position

•	 Slick; a fast talker

Compensating – Below the parapet
•	 Avoids the spotlight and quickly refocuses it on others

•	 Reticent to state a view first; more likely to go last

•	 Projects a tentative voice and posture

•	 Assertions lack conviction or energy

•	 Tends to gravitate toward the majority view

•	 Sees standing alone as unsafe and unwise
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WHAT THE SYMPTOMS OF IMPOSTOR 
SYNDROME TELL US
At the core of all the symptoms is a sense of insecurity in 
regards to achieving self-imposed expectations. When 
you’re an impostor a large part of your energy is fear-based. 
You’re constantly looking for external validation that you’ve 
done a good job. You will often internalise disparate data 
as confirmation of your worst fear. They’ve figured out I’m 
not the person they think I am. 

An impostor is self-absorbed, more serious than fun, careful 
and cautious, constantly scanning for incoming threats, 
unlikely to acknowledge a shortcoming or a mistake, 
unwilling to yield to a better idea, and unable to relax and 
be “in the moment”. Being an impostor takes an inordinate 
amount of energy and few have the stamina to keep the 
mask on indefinitely.

FRAMES OF AN IMPOSTOR
Frames help individuals navigate through life. 

As you grow, you develop mental structures for 
everything you encounter. Through experience and 
education, you develop frames—mental structures 

built around situations. Frames are helpful within the 
situation they’ve been built for, but many people find 
themselves floundering when thrown into a situation 

they have no frames for.

Frame Impostor symptoms

I’m not very smart Reluctance to go first or lead 
with an opinion

I’m not good with 
numbers

Anxious when speaking about 
financial matters

I’m plain and 
uninteresting

Near panic when in a room full 
of strangers

My peers can’t be 
trusted

Unwilling to disclose important 
information

Safe is better than 
sorry

Never stand alone; best to go 
with the majority view

I don’t have what it 
takes to lead

Quick to volunteer for roles with 
little visibility

It’s not cool to be 
different here

Overly critical and dismissive of 
people who stand out or stand 
alone

You have to be one 
of the good ol’ boys 
to make it to the top

Uncomfortable wearing 
anything other than a dark suit 
with starched collar and solid tie

VULNERABILITY
Vulnerability is most obvious when there’s a conflict 
between who you want to be, and who others want you to 
be. The symptoms of Impostor Syndrome flare up during 
the tug of war between these two sets of expectation. 

Ignoring who others want you to be, and just being who 
you are, runs the risk of losing influence. The key is to 
find a point of balance where you’re able to fulfil other’s 
expectations, without compromising yourself.

What the Critic thinks about vulnerability
The Critic keeps a wary eye out for possible vulnerabilities. 
The Critic won’t waste energy on areas you already have 
established frames for, but it will remind you to worry 
about the vulnerabilities you haven’t prepared for.  
The Critic’s proactive strategy is to contain the vulnerability, 
accept its inevitability, but hovering high enough above to 
determine its parameters in your life. 

What the Coach thinks about vulnerability
The Coach and vulnerability know each other well, with 
mutual admiration and respect. The coach likes to see  
you stretched—aspirational, rather than complacent.  
The Coach gets most worried when you’re too comfortable.

While the Critic is scanning for vulnerability to contain  
it, the Coach is scanning for vulnerability to use it.  
This difference almost certainly has something to do with 
optimism. 

BEATING THE IMPOSTOR SYNDROME
In order to beat Impostor Syndrome, you’ll 
need to be aware that the symptoms are 
most prevalent in times of vulnerabilities. 
You have to give yourself time to lock in 
these new frames:

Imperfection is the norm
Imperfection is not an excuse, but simply 
the reality. Be honest with yourself about 
those things you don’t do well, and may never do well.

The right questions lead to the right answers
It might be more valuable if you come up with the question 
that provokes the right discussion, which ultimately leads 
to the right answer.  Let others find their way to the right 
solutions through the important questions you bring to 
the discussion, rather than because it’s what they’ve been 
told to do.

You can’t grow without personal stretch
It’s important you associate vulnerability with growth. 
Without vulnerability, you become the backseat driver in 
your own life, and never gain more expertise or resilience.
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Grey is larger than black and white
Ambiguity and uncertainty are far larger spaces than the 
narrower sphere of black-and-white certainty. Leadership 
is about your ability to disrupt the status quo in order to 
move into a different reality. You’re often defining and 
paving paths as you go.

Most problems are managed rather than solved
Few of our day-to-day challenges can be solved with a tidy 
little bow, never to be seen again. Instead they present in 
cycles and must be actively managed in order to mitigate 
their negative impact.

Turn up the volume on your coach’s voice
The Coach’s optimism is vital to positive 
development during vulnerable stages. 
Seek out the Coach’s voice early, to 
prevent the need to be rescued.

Keep your critic in check
It’s impossible to silence the Critic, and it’s a waste of 
energy to try. However, the Critic can slow you down as 
it takes you through the inevitable calculations of failure. 
When the Critic is loudest, pessimism can outweigh 
optimism, and the balance needs to be adjusted.

Feedback is a gift
Kept in the right perspective, feedback from those you 
trust can help open your thinking about how to be a 
better person. Feedback can be painful, but when given 
in a constructive context, it can work as a calibration tool. 
Ensuring you’re heading in the direction you want to be.

Appreciate what makes you unique
We aren’t born with an inclination to hide our unique 
qualities. We learn to hide the 
things that bring us scorn or 
ridicule. Or, in some cases, 
just the general attention of 
others. Confront your decision 
to hide something that can 
potentially enhance your 
ability to influence and lead.

Learn to unplug
Take off the make-up and let your hair down. Hang up the 
tie and loosen your collar. Get into some comfy clothes 
and go for a walk through your neighbourhood. Look 
for reasons to stop and engage with others—or not.  To 
be yourself, you have to know yourself. The unplugged 
self is the one those you trust most see when you aren’t 
performing for your employer, friends, or prospective 
partners.

WHAT LEADERS CAN DO
Company cultures often perpetuate the conditions that 
make it possible for the Impostor Syndrome to thrive, 
sometimes at the deepest levels which aren’t always 
obvious. The strategies listed below are actions companies 
can take to make it acceptable for employees at all levels to 
be better learners—a prerequisite to being better leaders.

Invest in stretch
This doesn’t mean throwing 
talented people in the deep end. 
Or letting people do their own 
thing with no direction or support. 
Instead, invest in tools to help 

assess individual’s aptitudes or readiness for a new role.

Demystify “potential”
Ranking employees by “high” or “low” potential creates a 
horrific stigma for those ranked as “low”. Instead it’s more 
constructive to talk about an employee’s “span”. A high 
span signifies investment in management training, while 
a lower span signifies a higher emphasis on technical 
training. 

Validate that to lead well, 
there’ll be some mess
One of the symptoms of Impostor 
Syndrome is minimising the noise 
around you—detracting attention 
and focus away from yourself 
and onto something extraneous, particularly if things 
go wrong. But part of taking risks and being innovative 
is making the occasional mistake. Disruption, noise, and 
learning from mistakes are all attributes of leading change.

Determine why leadership and authenticity are 
important together
Organisations must determine their own acceptance of 
individuality, knowing you only get to test what the limits 
are when someone or some team pushes the boundary. 
“Will my asking this person to conform make a material 
difference to the performance of the business, or will it just 
make me feel better?” 
In many companies 
conformity isn’t 
tied to business 
performance; it’s tied 
to making managers 
feel better.



Set the example in the executive suite
Chief executives or senior leaders who can acknowledge 
bouts of vulnerability and face-offs with those moments of 
reconciliation are powerful exemplars and role models.

Create vulnerability encounters
Whether it’s in the context 
of dialogue or debate, a 
leader can create a space of 
vulnerability. The purpose is 
to provide opportunities for 

employees to step forward and take risks. It also helps to 
inoculate employees to the state of being vulnerable.

Normalise the syndrome
People new to the company experience it. People 
promoted into bigger roles experience it. People who 
stand out, or who are singled out, for being different 
experience it. Young people experience it. Older people 
experience it. Impostor syndrome isn’t new, and is 
something experienced by the vast majority of people, in 
the vast majority of roles. The best way to combat it is to 
publically acknowledge it.
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