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The Impostor Phenomenon

Keith McGregor, Director
Personnel Psychology NZ Ltd

An Impostor

“Sometimes | wake up in the
morning before going off to a
shoot, and | think, | can’t do
this; I'm a fraud. They're
going to fire me — all these
things. I'm fat; I'm ugly...”

Kate Winslet: Interview Nov 2000 - after
her Academy Award nominations for
Titanic (1997) and Sense and Sensibility
(1995).
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More Impostors

Michelle Pfeiffer: “I still think people
will find out that I'm really not very
talented. I'm really not very good.
It's all been a big sham.”

Nicole Kidman: “They’re going to
look at me to fire me.”

Matt Damon: “I just never know if
I’m going to pull it off. | have
terrible, grave concerns about my
own ability.”

Even More Impostors

Renee Zellweger: Sometimes | wake up
at night and go, "Oh, damn! Here we go
again! What were they thinking? They
gave me this role; don®they know I@n
faking it?"

Gwyneth Paltrow: "Fear was holding me
back. Fear of what will happen when
people find out I@n not a good enough
person. | didn®feel worthy."

Sinead O@onnor: “When | first started |
didn®think | deserved [fan acclaim] --
which is why | did things like refuse
awards. | felt then that anybody who
loved me must be mental and was not to
be trusted...”
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The Impostor Phenomenon

Prof. Pauline Rose Dr. Suzanne Imes
Clance

Impostor Scale - 1

. | have often succeeded on a test or task even though | was afraid that

I would not do well before | undertook the task

. | can give the impression that @ more competent than | really am
. l avoid evaluations if possible and have a dread of others evaluating

me

. When people praise me for something I®e accomplished, I@n afraid |

won®be able to live up to their expectations of me in the future

. | sometimes think | obtained my present position or gained my present

success because | happened to be in the right place at the right time
or knew the right people

. l@n afraid people important to me may find out that | am not as capable

as they think | am

. | tend to remember the incidents in which | have not done my best

more than those times | have done my best
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10.

11.
12.

13.

14.

Impostor Scale - 2

| rarely do a project or task as well as 1@ like to do it

Sometimes | feel or believe that my success in my life or in my job
has been the result of some kind of

[t® hard for me to accept compliments or praise about my
intelligence or accomplishments

At times, | feel my success has been due to some kind of luck

I@n disappointed at times in my present accomplishments and think |
should have accomplished much more

Sometimes |@n afraid others will discover how much knowledge or
ability | really lack

I@n often afraid that | may fail at a new assignment or undertaking
even though | generally do well at what | attempt

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

Impostor Scale - 3

When | have succeeded at something and received recognition for
my accomplishments, | have doubts that | can keep repeating that
success

If | receive a great deal of praise and recognition for something 1®e
accomplished, | tend to discount the importance of what | have done

| often compare my ability to those around me and think they may be
more intelligent than | am

| often worry about not succeeding with a project or on an
examination, even though others around me have considerable
confidence that | will do well

If I@n going to receive a promotion or gain recognition of some kind, |
hesitate to tell others until it is an accomplished fact

| feel bad and discouraged if 1@ not "the best" or at least "very
special” in situations that involve achievement
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IP Scores
Below 40: Few IP characteristics
41 — 60: Moderate IP experiences
61 — 80: Frequent IP feelings

Above 80 Intense IP experiences

NZ average: 63 (sd=12.6 n=77)

Impostor Profile

Impostor cycle

The need to be special or the best

Perfect superwoman/superman

Fear of failure

Denial of competence and discounting
praise

Fear and guilt about success
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Impostor Cycle
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Psychiatrist R.D. Laing:

“People may be disturbed”

“But families are disturbing”
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“You must be so proud...”

“What happened to the other 2%7?”
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It starts when we are young

Mark Lepper (Stanford)

Pre-schoolers were told they were going to
draw with Magic Markers

Some were told in advance they would get
a personalised certificate

These children showed a loss of interest in
drawing — they were afraid of failing

Lepper, Mark R. “Extrinsic Reward and Intrinsic Motivation” in Teacher and Student
Perceptions: Implications for Learning, edited by John M. Levine and Margaret C. Wang.
Hillsdale, N.J.: Erlbaum, 1983

Reflections

Who was the favourite child in your family?

Who was the most intelligent in your family?

How did your family decide who was the brightest?

Who did best in school?

Who has the most education?

How did your mother/father define intelligence?

What was your family’s attitude toward bright people?

What stories did your family tell you about yourself as a youngster?
What did these stories convey to you about what was important?
Which teachers do you remember most vividly?

What did they think of you?

How did the teachers opinions compare with your family’s opinion?
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Mammal versus Reptile

* Buy a little notebook
— Every time the doubts creep in note down
— Situation
— Feelings
— Self talk
— Effectiveness
¢ Pick and choose your ‘mask’ days
— Deliberately act out your impostor technique
— Observe your own reactions
— Observe others’ reactions
* Become a fantastic failure

Eliminating Fear of Failure
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Two Types of Power

* Physical Power -
potential to inflict physical injury

» Psychological Power -
potential to inflict emotional injury

Psychological Power

» Psychological power does not
exist as a physical entity

» A person’s psychological power is
our perception of their power

» A person’s psychological power is
OUR GIFT to them
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Mind Reading

We project thoughts into other
people’s heads ...

.. and then use those thoughts to
imprison ourselves

P
The Greatest Source of
Disempowerment is ...
P
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Fear of ...

Failure
Criticism
Being alone
Being told off
Losing control
Hurting someone’s feelings

Skydive

Raft dangerous rapids
Bungy jump

Fly aerobatics

Ride racehorses
Handle snakes

Scuba dive

Explore caves

Climb rock faces
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10.
. Fight fires
12.
13.
14.
15.

16.
17.
18.

Would You Like To ...

Train lions

Race ocean-going yachts
Set off explosives
Carry out stunts for films

Report news from war
zones

Fly a hang glider
Race rally cars
Be a high trapeze artist
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Our New Predator

Fight or Flight reaction only
occurs when there is a
perceived threat.

50,000 years ago the threat
was physical

Having run out of sabre toothed
cats we have had to find a new
predator ....

Our ability to talk to ourselves

Changing the Pictures
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Never Play To Win

Tears flowed on the women® cricket
World Cup podium as New Zealand
rued a poor batting performance that
cost them the final against a more
composed England.

"It® pretty sombre (in the dressing
room)," coach Gary Stead said.

"We came into the game expecting to
win and wanting to win. There® some
upset people in there as you would
expect.”

DominionPost 23/03/2009

Hamish Carter
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Discussion

1. Have you ever witnessed, or experienced, the
impostor phenomenon?

2. Are you able to share any ideas on how to
move on from feeling like an impostor?

About PPNZ

Personnel Psychology NZ Ltd provides a comprehensive range of industrial and
organisational psychology services.
Specialist training (e.g. ‘The Psychology of Management’, ‘Advanced
Interview Skills’ and ‘Managing Organisational Change’)
In-depth executive appointment screening
Individual psychological assessment and counselling for executives
Mentoring, coaching and supervision
Organisational climate surveys and stress audits
Psychometric test development ( e.g. Selector PA, Career Step, E Profiler)
Safety management

The director, Keith McGregor, is an industrial psychologist based in Lower Hultt,
New Zealand. His background includes twelve years as an occupational
psychologist in the Royal New Zealand Air Force and over twenty in private
practice working with a wide range of private and public sector organisations in
New Zealand and Australia.
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