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Broken Mirror – The 

Impostor lurking inside us all.  

By Steve Bernard 

According to research published by the Economic and Social Research Council 

and Cardiff University , 70% of people suffer from Impostor Syndrome at some 

point in their career (the fear that we are not competent or worthy of the job or 

responsibilities we hold). Is this often debilitating condition natural and how 

should we respond to these feelings, especially if we have responsibilities to 

others and find ourselves caught in a fear bubble? 

 

Whilst this is a serious problem for executives, we think that there are a variety 

of choices and options available to manage this very natural phenomenon more 

effectively. In this article we will explore the topic more broadly to look at the 

true costs associated with the issue and what we might choose to do about it. 

 

Firstly, congratulations – you are in the vast 

majority if you have ever experienced a sense of 

fear at being found out. Impostor syndrome is 

pretty common but we should not simply take it 

for granted or just accept the pretty real 

consequences it can have on lives, relationships, 

and jobs. Like most psychological unrest, at its 

heart is – fear. This is the fear of losing the respect 

or love of those around us. Our inner voice is 

pretty good at listing to all of the things we would 

lose when they find out: our job; promotion; our 

position in the team; our status; our boyfriend; 

our flat… Over time what start as unfounded 

worries can perpetuate and start to have a really 

negative impact. 

 
Everybody feels a fake at one point or another: 

winging it; bluffing your way through a meeting or 

conversation; pretending to understand a TLA or 

two (three letter acronym).  In my very first day at 

a global innovation company I remembered their 

hiring policy proudly stated “we hire superstars 

only!”. I couldn’t make the technology work;  

Mark was a Senior Operations 

Director in a high profile Board and 

with a high external profile in 

Engineering. He had spades of 

experience and knowledge but deep 

down he was racked with fear based 

on his fixation on the organisational 

political and belief that his 

performance was being targeted. He 

found it hard to focus on the 

successes and a kind of paralysis 

started to creep into his team; he 

ignored key team members on critical 

decisions and stopped 

communicating effectively. Instead 

everybody waited for Mark to decide 

and over time support towards him 

was withdrawn in very subtle ways as 

he seemed incapable of asking for the 

right help. 

  

  

I had to hunt out a few senior people to jump straight onto a couple 

of projects and I really wasn’t sure if my experience and my style 

were going to cut it. The fear was palpable before the first meeting 

but I did it anyway and never looked back. It still took me a few 

months before I could really hear and accept positive feedback 

about my relationship style, my ideas and how they were taking us 

forward. 
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The Science: Impostor Syndrome is not the presence of fear but instead a perpetual 

focus of negative data and the inability to assimilate (or even record) positive data 

about accomplishments. We all have a deep need to be recognised as being competent 

at something and to be accepted by others (at least in part) for our skills, abilities and 

achievements (part of what is called Self Determination Theory).  

Imagine you are a musician who has been invited to play to a packed concert at the 

Royal Albert Hall. As you finish, you receive a standing ovation but on the inside it’s like 

you have a pair of personal headphones on blocking the applause signal and instead 

amplifying the memory of the troublesome rehearsal the night before where you hit a 

few bum notes.   

Sound innocent enough? There are some very real costs to ignoring Impostor Syndrome. When we are 

gripped in this kind of fear it severely limits our choices and we can make rash decisions. Ironically the 

phenomenon is more prevalent in high flyers and senior post holders. Their power and access to 

resources mean the impact can be far more significant in consequence. Just imagine the longer term 

costs and risks associated with the following behaviours that are typical of the afflicted: hiding key facts 

or refusing to discuss something at work in the hope of simply riding it out; speeding up a project to 

get it done before anyone has the chance to ask questions; cutting corners and not properly 

communicating or taking people with you; pushing the concerns of other people aside for fear that it 

will show your work in a negative light; being closed to new thinking; resenting challenge; and only hiring 

like-minded people (yes men) in the hope nothing is said or questioned.  

 

There is no single answer to curing the worst of the Impostor Syndrome. It’s worth remembering that it 

is a very natural response and if managed is relatively harmless. Ignorance of the phenomenon or simply 

burying our head in the sand is not going to cut it though. Here are some ideas to explore in terms of 

successful management:  

• Record your solo time 

o Make a diary of the decisions and 

influential things you’ve done in the 

past month or quarter, then review 

how many of them were taken 

without advice or some form of input 

from others. Is your autonomy a 

genuine sign of efficiency and 

expertise? When working in isolation 

remember to really asked yourself 

why? 

• Surround yourself with good people 

o A well-placed colleague providing 

timely or bold feedback is priceless. 

Making the right recruitment 

choices and encouraging diversity of 

thought / approach is essential, 

otherwise you will end up colluding 

or competing. A colleague that can 

sense when you might be struggling 

is a great resource. 

Impostor Syndrome is common and its impact real. Being honest 

with ourselves and our own internal environment – how we are 

feeling at work is the start. Accepting our anxieties and sharing 

some of them with others can represent both a major relief and 

help us release additional resources to improve. Leading from the 

front with a distorted view of ourselves is a dangerous pursuit. 

The more we accept some vulnerability as a sign of strength, the 

better we’ll be able to cope with the ups and downs of 

successfully managing and leading our organisations. 

• Be More Open 

o Instil a culture of openness where you 

can learn from mistakes and encourage 

others to do the same. Being open 

doesn’t have to mean saying you’re a 

fake or incompetent. Small steps make 

big strides in a team and you’d be 

surprised what other people are 

holding back because of you not being 

open.  

• Invite support 

o Ask for help! Be humble about where 

you need support and don’t be afraid 

to accept help when it comes. 

o Invite objectivity in – someone outside 

of your company or team can support 

your learning & change process (they 

often save lots of time and effort in 

identifying  the key learning and where 

you are holding yourself back – not 

believing) 


