
Ever have the feeling you’re a fraud, one step away from being found out?  
Don’t worry, there are millions of fellow fakers out there. 
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Whether she’s speaking to 
global corporations such  
as Intel, Boeing or Chrysler, 
or to students at Harvard or 

Columbia, renowned speaker and author 
Valerie Young can always relate to Holden 
Caulfield’s predicament in JD Salinger’s 
cult classic The Catcher in the Rye: “I was 
surrounded by phonies… They were 
coming in the goddam window.” 

Impostors, it seems, are everywhere. 
Tickets to Young’s talk, ‘How to Feel as 
Bright and Capable as Everyone Seems  
to Think You Are’, not only sell out but 
there is often a long waiting list. “So 
many people are relieved to discover 
there’s a name associated with what 
they’re feeling because they think they’re 
the only one,” she says. “It’s a really 
wonderful feeling to walk into an 
auditorium and see 300 people nodding 
their heads in self-recognition.”

One of Australia’s brightest stars, 
Marita Cheng, awarded the Young 
Australian of the Year in 2012, freely 
admits she has felt like a phoney. “I was 
giving a speech in front of 3000 people at 
the Grace Hopper Celebration for Women 
in Computing in Portland and, even 
though I was accepting an award, I still 
felt somehow I shouldn’t be there,” she 
says. Cheng first heard about the impostor 
phenomenon while chatting with a 
Stanford computer science student, who 
had also experienced fraudulent feelings. 
“She had been to a workshop on the 
impostor syndrome and as she explained 
it, it was like a light bulb went on.” 

COMMON GROUND
Medical researchers have been studying 
what they call the impostor phenomenon 
since the 1970s, when doctors Suzanne 

Imes and Pauline Rose Clance from 
Georgia State University in the US  
used the phrase to describe feelings  
of self-doubt in high-achieving women. 
Since then, social psychologists have 
documented these types of fears in  
adults of all ages, genders, ethnicities  
and nationalities. 

Scientific research has progressed from 
the original perception of impostorism 
being a side effect of anxiety or personality 

disorder, or as some kind of cultural 
stereotype. Rather, feeling like a fraud  
or an impostor appears to alter people’s  
goals in unexpected ways and may also 
offer protection against our subconscious 
self-delusions. Triggered by her own 
impostor feelings, Gail Matthews, now  
a professor of psychology at the Dominican 
University of California, teamed with 
Clance in the mid-1980s to further research 
the phenomenon. What they found was 
about 70 per cent of men and women  
from all walks of life have felt like a fraud 
for at least some part of their careers. 

“We had no idea it was so widespread,” 
says Matthews. “The most surprising 
result was the lack of gender differences, 
and there was no difference at all between 
career categories — for example  
between scientists and artists.” 

Hugh Kearns, from Flinders University 
in Adelaide, runs impostor workshops  

THIS TOO SHALL PASS
From her study, Rowan University associate professor Rory O’Brien McElwee  
concluded that impostor syndrome comes and goes in most people, and that our fears  
are most acute during times of role transition, such as starting university or a new job.  
“As you become more experienced and confident in a role, your self-view comes to  
match the positive view others hold of you,” she says. 
Hugh Kearns offers these four steps for dealing with impostor syndrome:

at universities around the world, 
including Stanford and Oxford.  
“When I describe impostor syndrome, 
that feeling of being one step away  
from being found out as a fraud, the  
vast majority of participants tell me they 
think I’m describing them,” he says.  
“It’s very common and, ironically, the 
higher up you go in a company, often  
the worse it gets. There’s more to be 
exposed, after all.” 

Rick Terry was in charge of the Family 
Wealth Group at the Bank of America, 
managing clients with more than $25 
million in investable assets — the 
wealthiest of the bank’s accounts. He says 
there were times in his career he doubted 
his capabilities: “Actually, there were 
many times as a CEO when I realised  
I had people working for me who were 
much smarter than I was. Don’t be fooled, 
your career is always full of doubt.”  ▶

There were many times as a CEO  
when I realised I had people working for me who  

were much smarter than I was. Don’t be  
fooled — your career is always full of doubt.

“”

1} Realise it’s normal. Most people feel like  
an impostor or fraud at some time.
2} Try to accept it is OK to get things wrong 
occasionally, that everyone makes mistakes 
and failing is not permanent.
3} When you do feel like an impostor, write 

down your thoughts. Then logically look at  
the facts or evidence. If you can’t trust your 
own judgement, ask a trusted friend. 
4} If your impostor syndrome is having  
a negative impact on your life or career, it 
might be time to seek professional help. 
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  BRAG VS BROADCAST 
 Not sure whether you’re falling into an ego  
trap? Keep these three things top of mind.

Don’t confuse false humility with fear. We often like to think 
we’re too humble to brag. The truth is, usually we’re just afraid 

people might think we’re being a show-off.
Focus on the value you want to contribute. What is it that you’re 

good at doing and want to do more of, and who can help you move in that direction? 
Think about examples of great things you’ve done in the past. When you talk about  
them, it will convey your ability and passion. People love passionate people. When you  
are able to talk about what interests and excites you, it moves the focus of the conversation 
off you and onto what it is you would love to do more of.

GREAT EXPECTATIONS 
So why are we kidding ourselves?  
“We live in a society where there are  
a lot of expectations: how you should 
look, what you should do, what counts as 
success,” says Kearns. “We get rewarded 
for meeting these expectations: you get 
praised if you get a good report card,  
win prizes and attention if you’re good  
at sport, or get promoted or rewarded  
if you do a good job. We learn if you meet 
these expectations you’ll be valued.” 

But what if you don’t? “We all know  
that sometimes we will make a mistake 
and we’re not perfect, but then we  
worry that if other people see that then 
we will lose their approval. And so begins 
the feeling you’re just one step away  
from being exposed,” says Kearns. 

It’s what former criminal barrister 
Rebecca Smith of Melbourne believed.  
“I come from a family of academics so  
I drove myself to get the best results  
at school to enable me to get into the 
toughest course at Melbourne University 
— law,” she recalls. “I pushed myself to 
finish law/arts, thinking I wanted to be  
a criminal barrister. I started in a big 
commercial law firm — anything less 
wasn’t good enough — but there was 
always this drive to do more and more 
with the constant feeling that if I hung 
around anywhere long enough, I would 
be found out and exposed once and for 
all for being incompetent.” 

After practising for 10 years, Smith  
left law to run her own retail business. 

KNOWLEDGE IS POWER 
While no-one likes to fail, one thing  
that’s different with impostors is they 
feel shame when they do. Says Young: 
“Those who score high on the impostor 
scale have this mental confidence rule 
book that says if I was really smart, if  
I was really deserving, I would never 
make a mistake, I would never fail and  
I would come out of the womb knowing 
how to do advanced calculus or how  
to run a business.” 

Impostors are usually easy to pick.  
For one, they’re normally workaholics.  
“I found myself working 15-hour days,” 
says Terry. “There’s definitely a feeling, 
some kind of badge of honour in the 
upper executive ranks, about how  
many hours you work, how hard you 
work, how accessible you are. Sending 
texts and emails at 3am in the morning 

sounds ridiculous, and it is, but some 
people take great pride in that.” 

Perhaps even your boss is a phoney.  
In a recent study, professor Myriam 
Bechtoldt, of Frankfurt School of Finance  
& Management, found that managers 
favoured those employees who were most 
similar to themselves. “Managers [with on 
average 11 years of professional experience 
in their positions] scoring high on 
impostorism were more likely to delegate 
both routine and challenging tasks to  
the insecure employees,” she says.

But it seems being an impostor has  
an upside: in small doses, feeling like  
a phoney dilutes the natural instinct  
to define our own competence in 
self-serving ways. Young explains:  
“While about 70 per cent of us experience 
impostorism, there is the other 30 per 
cent who can suffer from what is dubbed 
‘irrational self-confidence syndrome’ 
— meaning their sense of talent,  
intellect and capabilities far exceeds  
the actual reality. 

“Thinking you know more than you 
really do or that you have skills you really 
don’t is dangerous, especially if that 
person is in a place of power. They  
take on assignments that are over their 
head and rarely ask for help, arrogantly 
pressing on, often to the detriment of the 
project. They are the know-it-all, the 
proverbial smartest guy in the room.” 

Perhaps in the best twist of all, impostor 
syndrome can actually push you to greater 
heights. In a study published in 2010, Rory 
O’Brien McElwee of Rowan University  
in New Jersey, asked students to think  
of a time when others viewed them more 
positively than they viewed themselves. 

Her findings? “Some of our participants 
told us they found it motivating as they 
wished to live up to these higher 
expectations,” she says. 

THE ART OF SELF-PROMOTION
Cracking prime-time American TV is no 
easy feat. But for country Victorian mum 
of four, author and executive life coach 
Margie Warrell, it was all about learning 
to get yourself in the game. 

“I started my coaching practice two 
years after moving to America,” Warrell 
says. “I had four kids under six and zero 
professional network. There was no  
way I would ever have been able to build 
my business and become a media 
commentator for CNBC, FOX News and 
The Today Show if I wasn’t prepared to 
‘toot my horn’. What I had to get really 
clear about from the beginning was  
that promoting myself wasn’t about me 
being conceited or showing off: it was 
about me letting people know what  
I was passionate about, what I loved to do.” 

The trick is not to be a turd. “People  
who are full of shit are pretty easy to spot,” 
says Warrell. “Of course, they may be 
charming, but most people have an inbuilt 
BS detector that can quickly pick up 
inauthenticity. It may be hard to articulate 
why someone makes us bristle, but people 
who are just about themselves are always 
incongruent in some way. Over time, their 
charade falls apart and they breed distrust 
in those around them.” 

People who are successful at faking  
it till they make it are those who aren’t 
doing it just for the sake of their ego, says 
Warrell, but who genuinely want to be  
a better person and create a better life.  
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