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I’ve created exclusive resources for you to take your experience further.

To help you get the most out of the concepts in this book so you can let go of imposter syndrome, stop hiding your uniqueness, and allow your authentic self to emerge, there are several bonus resources that you can download from my website.

Access these resources at https://bonuses.serenachoo.com/is-unlock-your-bonuses now, where you’ll unlock:

	PDFs of all images featured in the book

	a comprehensive checklist and worksheets of all exercises

	extended mp3 audios for the guided exercises

	daily journal sheets to help you document your insights

	PDF of the Imposter Syndrome Questionnaire

	a short series of email messages to support you further in your journey.





The Transformational Story of Kintsugi
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A kintsugi bowl


The “kintsugi bowl” you see is a bowl that was broken and then repaired using a traditional Japanese pottery repair technique called, “kintsugi”. Instead of hiding the cracks, they are highlighted, using lacquer and gold, silver or platinum powder, turning the previously broken or missing pieces into something beautiful.

Now consider how this connects to your feelings of imposter syndrome, where you might feel inadequate or think you’re not good enough.

Kintsugi is a powerful metaphor that can teach you how every experience or perceived shortcoming is a potential to be filled with gold. What you may perceive as imperfections or shortcomings are, in truth, a part of who you were born to be—designed as potential sources of wisdom, through which you can realize the authenticity of who you truly are.

In a world that ‘conditions’ us to conform to the rules that it places on us, many of us have lost touch with our true, authentic selves and our own authority, and often unknowingly keep it hidden—leading to deep self-doubt, questioning our worth, perfectionism, and other coping behaviors—collectively known as imposter syndrome.

But the experience of imposter syndrome is a call to greatness, even though it may not feel like it at the time.

Just as kintsugi, with its golden seams, transforms broken pottery into something beautiful and valuable, embracing who we truly are—our unique gifts, strengths, and talents, as well as our perceived vulnerabilities—brings us the freedom to shine. They are all integral parts of our personal narrative, and kintsugi serves as a reminder that this journey is a unique mosaic of experience, through which we can learn self-acceptance and the realization that our true selves are worthy of acknowledgment, celebration, and self-love.

So, this book is my call to you to come on this journey—to let go of imposter syndrome and embrace all of who you truly are.


INTRODUCTION



Feeling Anxious and Alone


Every time I was called on in class, I was sure that I was about to embarrass myself. Every time I took a test, I was sure that it had gone badly. And every time I didn’t embarrass myself—or even excelled—I believed that I had fooled everyone yet again. One day soon, the jig would be up... This phenomenon of capable people being plagued by self-doubt has a name—the imposter syndrome. –Sheryl Sandberg


What is Imposter Syndrome?


Do any of these sound like you?

You are probably intellectually gifted, motivated, and competent. Other people would say that you are successful, but you don’t feel as though you deserve that success or believe that your success is in some way an illusion. You doubt yourself. You feel inauthentic. You may often feel performance anxiety, and constantly worry about being found out as a fraud… that you’ve been faking it.

If you can admit to yourself that you are successful, you attribute that success to luck or external factors that have nothing to do with your own abilities. Success and reaching your highest potential are important to you, but these feelings of self-doubt and inauthenticity hold you back.

Imposter syndrome isn’t limited to the likes of those who appear to be at the top of their game, like Sheryl Sandberg, ex-COO of Meta Platforms, who experienced imposter syndrome, despite being consistently recognized as one of the Top 50 Most Powerful Women in Business by Fortune magazine. Or the tech billionaire Mike Cannon-Brookes, cofounder, and co-CEO of software company Atlassian who has shared his own experiences with imposter syndrome through his TEDx Talk. Even the actress Meryl Streep, winner of 204 awards for acting, including 3 Academy Awards, 9 Golden Globe Awards, and 2 BAFTAs, has spoken about experiencing imposter syndrome: She said, “Why would anyone want to see me again in a movie? And I don’t know how to act anyway, so why am I doing this?”

Imposter syndrome was first documented by psychologists Pauline Rose Clance and Suzanne Imes in 1978. They found that imposter syndrome was characterized by three features, as explained by the British Psychological Society:

“The first is a feeling that other people have an inflated perception of your abilities. Second, is a fear that your true abilities will be found out, and third, is a persistent tendency to attribute successes to external factors, such as luck or disproportionate effort.”

Clance and Imes called the syndrome the “imposter phenomenon” and believed it was experienced only by high-achieving women, who felt out of place in a workplace that was, at the time, dominated by men. These women were successful in their careers but seemed to believe that they were unworthy or simply lucky and would soon be exposed as frauds.

Since then, the “imposter phenomenon” has become “imposter syndrome,” and researchers have found that the syndrome is experienced not just by high-achieving women, but by men in equal numbers. A KPMG study found that 75% of female executives have experienced imposter syndrome across a wide range of industries, while another study found that a greater percentage of male entrepreneurs experience imposter syndrome than female entrepreneurs, especially if those entrepreneurs were previously in the corporate world. And in just the healthcare profession, a 2020 systematic review of 62 studies found that up to 82% of students, nurses, and other medical professionals experienced feelings of imposter syndrome.

In fact, imposter syndrome can affect just about anyone at some point in their life. The key is that it’s contextual—they might catch glimpses of it while working in corporate, but not so much that it stops them. Then, their circumstances change, perhaps because they’ve been promoted or started a new business, and suddenly, they find themselves paralyzed by their own thinking. That’s how it was for me.

And more than that, they may feel it acutely and intensely under certain circumstances, but not others, so they can’t understand it. Inside, they feel ashamed and vulnerable, wondering what’s wrong with them. So, the nature of the syndrome is such that people experiencing it often keep it secret because they are worried about being found out.

But imposter syndrome is not itself a diagnosable psychological disorder. It is purely a label that refers to a cluster of symptoms: opinions, emotions, and behaviors that commonly appear together. The label is useful because it acts as a shorthand for the complex experience you are grappling with—we’ll deal with this and much more inside of this book.

Now although awareness of the syndrome is increasing, through my own personal experience, and in my role as coach for over 25 years, I’ve discovered that many people with imposter syndrome feel so badly about themselves and beat themselves up with painful self-recrimination: “Everyday” people like you and me, and Jane and Richard.


You Likely Feel Alone in This Too


As far as Jane’s family and friends are concerned, Jane is a high-achieving corporate lawyer. But every Monday morning, sitting around the conference table with her colleagues, she is filled with dread. She knows intellectually she has a wealth of knowledge and experience to share, but it’s always the same–she remains silent, pen in hand, jotting notes on her legal pad.

When a great idea occurs to her, she dismisses it. “That’s so obvious, everyone already knows that. I’m not good enough to be here, I’m out of my depth.” Then a colleague voices what she’s been thinking, and now Jane’s thoughts turn to resentment. “That’s my idea! I should have said something. Why didn’t I share my idea? Now there’s no point in saying anything, they all think it’s such a brilliant idea, but they don’t know it was actually mine!”

Angry with herself, Jane resolves to speak up at the next meeting, and she does. But still, she feels insecure, as if she’s bluffing her way through. And as opinions and other ideas flow from her colleagues in the meeting, she feels a growing sense of inadequacy. “My ideas aren’t as well thought out as theirs… everyone seems to have such confident opinions, what if I say something wrong? I’ll never get that promotion.”

Afterwards, she goes over the conversation repeatedly in her head, examining how she might have said things better, what she could have said instead. “I’m not as good as they think I am,” she tells herself, as she lay awake in bed that night, dreading another fitful night’s sleep, her mind going into overdrive.

Meanwhile, on the other side of the world, Richard sits at his desk in his home office, staring at his computer. It had been on his to-do list to reach out to a potential new client, an opportunity passed on to him by a friend. It’s the potential break he’d been waiting for, so why was he still procrastinating? It had been over a week, and still, he hesitated, unsure if he was truly ready to handle such a substantial client. “Come on, Richard, just do it, you’ve worked in this industry for over 12 years, and you’ve handled clients way bigger than this before… and if you don’t hit your targets, you won’t be able to take that vacation you promised the family,” as he gives himself a pep talk.

A few moments later, his thoughts change. “Ah, but that was different, you were in corporate then, you had a team. Now it’s just you. Do you have what it takes to meet their needs? What if they realize you’re not as capable as they think? You’ll be letting Anne down and she won’t refer another client to you again! Don’t you think you should do more research and preparation before you call?” So, Richard returned to his presentation— “It has to be perfect,” he told himself. And so, the weeks passed, the phone remained untouched, and the potential client opportunity started to slip away. Richard felt a mixture of anger, frustration, and disappointment in himself. He knew he was capable, but still, he felt paralyzed.

Jane and Richard may have been worlds apart in terms of their work, upbringing, environment, and geographic location, but they both carried an underlying anxiety that never seemed to go away. And that’s not where their similarities end. They both did well at school, and intellectually they know that they’re bright, intelligent, and competent. But, despite this intellectual acknowledgment of their gifts, a part of them is constantly worrying that they will be “found out” as incompetent—stuck in a cyclical paradox. They feel paralyzed by indecision and fear, and it takes a great deal of energy and stress for them to rise to opportunities in front of them: One part of them wants to go for it, but the other part holds them back. Both outwardly show up as confident and are seen as successful by the outside world, but inside, they feel like frauds.

And it feels too vulnerable to share any of these paradoxical feelings with anyone. So both Jane and Richard feel alone in their experience.

If Jane’s and Richard’s stories resonate with you, you are likely experiencing imposter syndrome or have experienced it in the past. It may also be that you’ve seen glimpses of it but not recognized it.

Imposter syndrome holds you back; it really does. Like it stopped me from seizing new opportunities—always wanting them, but then being paralyzed when the time came. That’s how I know that you may miss out on chances for promotion, or to expand your business, because you are too worried about the risk of failure or not being good enough. If you’re in business for yourself, it may keep you from marketing yourself, raising your prices, or scaling—just as it did with Richard.

And like Jane, rather than draw attention to your talents and great ideas, you remain quiet in meetings and let other people take credit for your ideas. You diminish or discount any positive feedback directed your way, downplaying any praise and batting it back. You may feel too embarrassed to ask for help, believing that you must handle everything yourself, and can spend a long time over things, either through procrastination or perfectionism or both.

You may not have heard of the term “imposter syndrome” until very recently. However, if you’ve been experiencing these symptoms, or have in the past, here’s what I want for you to know: You’re not on your own, you’re in good company, you deserve to be free of imposter syndrome, and I’m here to help.


Imposter Syndrome No More


The experience of imposter syndrome is stressful. Though imposter syndrome can have a profound impact on your mental health, contributing to depression and anxiety, it is not itself a diagnosable mental health condition. It is more accurate to think of it as a pattern of thinking and feeling about yourself: a pattern of thoughts and feelings that can give rise to stress and anxiety.

It encourages you toward perfectionist behavior that can leave you overworked and on the edge of burnout and constantly worrying about being found out or exposed. I’ve experienced imposter syndrome and I know the pain and angst of it.

But it is possible to let go of imposter syndrome. I know that because I’ve been able to let go of it. As have Jane and Richard and many others. I now also know how it feels to no longer feel like an imposter. Gone are the unexpected flare ups of anger and defensiveness if I thought someone was implying I was incompetent. And gone are the shame and the angst—the constant performance anxiety, relentless striving, and fear of showing any vulnerability of not feeling successful.

The difference is like night and day. And because I now know what it feels like to be free from imposter syndrome, I want the same for you. This is why I want you to ask yourself one question: How will your life be different when you are no longer engulfed by feelings of imposter syndrome?

Just imagine what it would be like six months from now, after you’ve implemented what you’ve learned in this book:

	to be able to embrace your skills, gifts, strengths, talents, and achievements,

	to feel worthy and deserving of your successes, to know that you are of unique value,

	to no longer feel paralyzed by the anxiety and stress that has prevented you from being your best self,

	to be untethered from those inner obstacles that have held you back from pursuing your dreams and aspirations, or prevented you from taking on new challenges and opportunities,

	to feel confident in yourself and no longer worry about how others see you,

	to feel that sense of freedom, fulfillment, improved well-being, career satisfaction, personal satisfaction in your career or business, and a positive sense of self.




All these things are within your reach.

Perhaps you don’t believe that’s possible. Or more to the point, perhaps you think it’s possible for other people, but not for you. If that’s you, I get you. That’s how imposter syndrome works.


How This Book Is Different


This book takes an uncommon perspective, offering a distinct approach to tackling imposter syndrome. It’s not about adopting a certain mindset or telling you about a set of attitudes you need to incorporate and embody. It’s not about positive thinking. If positive thinking could help you, then you would have done it by now and wouldn’t be reading this. You won’t have to do a thousand rituals or affirmations either.

Instead, this book is about helping you understand how your mind works and how imposter syndrome arises. It will help you understand your own drivers and give you practical strategies to apply in your daily life, that you can use to expand your awareness of your own nature. You’ll also put your expanded awareness to work in reframing your perceptions and experiences of the world, and of yourself. In turn, this will allow you to let go of those contracted feelings that hold you back.

The strategies have come from my work with countless clients who have come from many different walks of life: people from the corporate world, small business owners, as well as people who work as coaches themselves. And they’re to help you as an individual, giving you the tools to understand how you work so that you can tailor your own personal strategies from the exercises within.

Because imposter syndrome is not the same as “just” experiencing self-doubt, or being a perfectionist, or any one of the imposter attributes, but symptoms that fall under the umbrella term of “imposter syndrome”.

You are an interrelated system, and when you make a positive change in one area, that will have a positive impact on other areas as well. So, instead of tackling individual symptoms in isolation on their own, we’ll address those symptoms and their underlying causes directly.

There isn’t a strategy just for self-doubt, or a strategy just for fear of failure. Instead, the strategies in this book are more holistic, affecting your self-perception and expanding your awareness. However, that doesn’t mean that we’ll be digging through the past to try and work out why things happened as they did or to try and find blame. What it means is that you will learn to recognize your true authentic self and let go of everything else that holds you back. Just as Jane and Richard did.

Ultimately, there is no cookie-cutter approach to tackling imposter syndrome. While modeling other people’s behaviors may be helpful, it often isn’t effective for those with imposter syndrome, and it’s not the approach of this book. It is about you and only you, and everyone is different.

So, I’m going to enable you to take a journey of self-discovery.

If you’re ready and willing to take personal responsibility for your own results and well-being, then this book will help you regain control of your thoughts and emotions. It will show you how to recognize and break free of old and outdated programs that no longer serve you, and that have kept you stuck in automatic loops of thought, feeling, and behavior. It will help you uncover more of who you innately and truly are so that you can let go of imposter syndrome and reach your highest potential.


Unlock Your True Potential


This book is a resource for you to refer to again and again. It is intended as a practical book, full of exercises and insights to help you. It’s really a workshop within the covers of this book, with me as your guide. Make it yours.

Don’t rush. Re-read those sections that resonate. Except for Chapter 5 (which can be dipped into at any time you like), the strategies in this book build on one another. Start at the beginning and work your way through.

Take your time. Go through the exercises for yourself. Then put them into practice every day—experiment and be radical! It’s all about practical application. Soon they’ll become second nature.

Your imposter syndrome didn’t develop overnight, and so, it won’t disappear overnight either. And although this is not a quick fix like popping a pill, what I can promise you, is that if you implement the strategies I’ve laid out for you in this book, you will reverse those many years of patterns and habits.

Now, as you go through the book, you might notice some inner resistance come up. This is normal. Changing old patterns of thought can feel uncomfortable.

You might wonder whether you’re making any progress, or your mind might try and dismiss some of the strategies as too simple to work. Perhaps you’ll start thinking of reasons to procrastinate—such as, you don’t have enough time, you’re too busy, there’s too much going on and you’ll just do it later. (By the way, this is also a symptom of imposter syndrome—“I’m not sure about the outcome, so I won’t do at all in the first place, just in case“). If you allow yourself to follow those thoughts and stop yourself, you will also stop yourself from receiving the benefits.

Growth and progress are not linear. They are a spiral. As human beings, we tend to like linear relationships, but nature doesn’t operate that way. Think of it this way. If you were trying to become pregnant within 6 months, you wouldn’t say that you were “half-pregnant” at the end of the first 3 months. It happens when it happens, and the change is quantum.
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Figure 1: The Growth Spiral


With each spiral of growth, those spirals begin to stack. As you progress and change, and move along these spirals, it may seem as though you are encountering the same issues that you thought you had already tackled and handled. But this isn’t the case. It’s just that you are at a different level of the spiral.

Though it may not be immediately apparent, you are now approaching those similar issues with new perspectives and abilities, continuing on your path of growth and self-discovery. You may realize that you are bouncing back from those similar issues more quickly, that you have new insights to bring to bear, and that you are more resilient as a result.

To be a master at something isn’t to never make a mistake. A master isn’t someone who never falls off the track, but someone who knows how to get back on track, and as they become more masterful, they progressively do this more quickly. We all fall off from time to time. And that’s to be expected. You will be making progress, even if it doesn’t feel like it in every moment.

As such, problems never go away, but your perception of them will shift—and this is the key. What you might have been perceived as a big problem early on in your business or career is not as big an issue later on, if at all. They no longer affect you in the same way and they don’t affect you for very long.

Throughout this book, you’ll come across ideas or have insights that you’ll want to keep track of; they’ll help you to see how far you’ve come. I recommend getting a journal—one that you’ll enjoy writing in—and capturing your thoughts in it as they arise. To make it easy, I’ve created a workbook and other resources to accompany this book. To download it, and the other resources to support you in letting go of imposter syndrome, go to https://bonuses.serenachoo.com/is-unlock-your-bonuses.

Are you ready? Good. Let’s begin.

TAKE ACTION: EASY FIRST STEPS

	Take a step back. Allow yourself to let go of those emotions of feeling busy, even if just for a few minutes each day, as you make your way through this book. We are so used to doing doing doing and overthinking or overworking. This is your invitation to take that little retreat every now and again. Give yourself permission to say yes—to yourself. You deserve it.

	Trust the process. This works, but you may find yourself resisting it. Commit to letting go of your resistance and allowing yourself to trust the process, so you can prove it to yourself.

	Email me right now to let me know you’ve started (my email is serena@serenachoo.com). Put in the subject line, “I’m saying ‘yes’ to letting go of imposter syndrome,” and tell me that you’re committed to it, so you can find peace of mind, confidence, and expression of your true authentic self.





CHAPTER 1:
IMPOSTER SYNDROME IS REAL BUT ISN'T THE REAL ISSUE



You Are Already Who You Need To Be


When we plant a rose seed in the earth, we notice that it is small, but we do not criticize it as “rootless and stemless.” We treat it as a seed, giving it the water and nourishment required of a seed. When it first shoots up out of the earth, we don’t condemn it as immature and underdeveloped, nor do we criticize the buds for not being open when they appear. We stand in wonder at the process taking place and give the plant the care it needs at each stage of its development. The rose is a rose from the time it is a seed to the time it dies. Within it, at all times, it contains its whole potential. It seems to be constantly in the process of change; yet at each state, at each moment, is as it is. –W. Timothy Gallwey


Spinning Thoughts


The same thoughts kept going around in my head:

I don’t understand it. I’m bright, clever, competent, capable, intelligent, with straight As in everything—except for physics, and I hate that blight on my record—independent, good at everything I do, and yet I’m stuck. I keep questioning myself, second-guessing myself, and it never stops, this constant striving and never feeling good enough, I’m sick of it. How is it that I’m not as successful as everyone else assumes I am? And how is it that other people get success, but I don’t, when I know I’m at least as good as them?

Every day, I’d put on a brave and confident face for the outside world, while my inside world was filled with doubt and shame.

Do you have thoughts that keep on repeating themselves in your head over and over again too? You know on an intellectual level that you’re competent and intelligent, but you don’t seem to believe it on an emotional level. You worry about being “found out” by others, that people overestimate you, and that your successes are not the result of your own hard work, but because of luck. Or maybe, you don’t even feel as though you are successful, even though everyone else seems to think so.

These thoughts are typical of imposter syndrome, and imposter syndrome is real: but it isn’t the real issue. Imposter syndrome is a cluster of symptoms that originates from conditioning, a process that is a natural part of life that happens from the moment we’re born until the day we leave this planet. This conditioning is helpful in some respects, but unhelpful in others. And the real issue that underlies imposter syndrome is a mismatch between our true selves and our conditioned perception of self.


What’s Imposter Syndrome Look Like (For You)?


Imposter Syndrome Questionnaire

To help you determine whether you experience imposter syndrome, complete the following questionnaire. For each question, allocate the number that best indicates how true the statement is about you. Go with your first response, rather than dwelling on each statement and trying to think up the “right” answer.

1 = not at all true

2 = rarely

3 = sometimes

4 = often

5 = very true

1. I frequently obsess over my work, feeling that it must be 100% perfect all the time, to the extent that even one mistake can feel like failure.

2. I avoid working on tasks that I know need to be done or fail to complete important projects because I worry that I might be unsuccessful at it or receive poor feedback.

3. I secretly worry that others will find out how much knowledge I really lack or that I’m not as capable or as successful as they “think” I am.

4. I hesitate to take on new challenges or stop myself from putting myself forward for jobs, promotions, or awards because I haven’t met every single job requirement, and/or I’m afraid I might not measure up.

5. I dread even the idea of being evaluated, and I avoid situations where I feel this may be the case, even though I know that I’ll probably do okay.

6. I often lack confidence and/or doubt my own abilities, even when others have considerable confidence that I will do well.

7. I often feel anxious that I may not do as well at a new assignment or task, even though I generally do well at what I attempt.

8. I often feel that I’m not living up to expectations, even when I’ve achieved a lot, and worry that I’ll be “found out.”

9. I frequently need external validation to feel confident in my abilities, but find that even when validation is given, I doubt that it’s true.

10. I often feel defensive or disappointed even when receiving constructive feedback, as if it is evidence of incompetence.

11. I can bluff my way through things and give others the impression that I know what I’m talking about and are more competent than I really am.

12. I find it difficult to accept compliments or positive feedback about my work or accomplishments.

13. I often feel insecure about the value of my work, even though I may have numerous degrees or certifications, and/or experience, so I discount my rates without being asked or don’t ask for the pay rise I know I should deserve.

14. I often keep quiet or don’t share my work or ideas with others, even when I have the answers, because I’m afraid of being judged.

15. If I receive praise or recognition for something I’ve done or accomplished, I tend to downplay, discount, or dismiss it as insignificant. For example, I might say it was only because it was a team effort, or that anyone could have done it, or that it was my client who did it and it had nothing to do with me.

16. I am highly critical of my mistakes and tend to dwell on these more than on incidents where I have done well.

17. I hesitate to tell others about an impending promotion, award, or recognition of some kind until it is already a “done deal.”

18. I feel shame when I haven’t performed well and have difficulty forgiving myself for it.

19. I sometimes feel disappointed with my accomplishments or that I’m not living up to expectations and think I should have achieved more.

20. I often feel that my success is due to luck, external factors, or some kind of error, rather than my own efforts, skills, or abilities.

21. When I’ve accomplished something and am recognized for it, I feel anxious that I won’t be able to live up to future expectations of me and doubt that I can repeat that success.

22. I often avoid trying something new unless I feel that I’ll be good at it right away.

23. I feel that I should do everything on my own, and either hesitate to ask for help or feel that I don’t need it.

24. I often compare myself to others and feel that I am less able than they are, in terms of intelligence, talent, or achievement.

25. I rarely do a project or task as well as I’d like and often ruminate over the smallest flaws in my work.

Your Score

Add the scores for your responses to each statement. The higher the total score, the more deeply imposter syndrome has an impact on your life.

If your total score is:

	30 or less: You likely have few imposter characteristics and are not being held back or distressed because of it.

	between 31 and 65: You probably experience moderate imposter symptoms, and this may hold you back in certain situations and affect how you make decisions.

	between 66 and 100: You probably have frequent imposter feelings and notice how they regularly affect your decisions and restrict you from taking action.

	higher than 100: You likely have intense imposter experiences and may often feel stressed and paralyzed because of it.




Whatever your score on the questionnaire, it’s okay. Here’s why: Though imposter syndrome is real, in that you feel like an imposter, it’s not the real issue. The real issue comes from your conditioning, which has its roots in your childhood, that can create inconsistencies between your authentic self and how you feel you should be.


Why Imposter Syndrome Is Not the Real Issue


If I were to ask you why you do what you do, why you believe what you believe, how you got the beliefs and opinions you have, where you got your sense of your own identity from—your self-perception—it’s likely you’d either say, “I don’t know,” or “I just did.” That’s the way that it is for most.

Most people aren’t consciously aware of how they came to believe the things they believe, or how they came to form the opinions they have. Most also don’t know whether they chose any of these opinions or beliefs for themselves but will often dig their heels in to defend their perspective.

This is “conditioning”—opinions, beliefs, and values that we are taught or ‘given’ to us.

When we are born, we are not conditioned, because we haven’t had any experiences to condition us. From that moment onward, we receive feedback from our external landscape, such as the people around us and our environment. And at an unconscious level, our mind begins to make associations between our actions and behaviors and the responses we receive.

Being completely reliant on our caregivers for our survival in our early years, we learn to associate love and approval with our basic needs being met and being cared for. In other words, we link love and approval with being able to stay safe and alive: “If I do this, then I am loved and approved of, and so I am safe, but if I do that, then I am not loved and disapproved of, and so I am not safe.”

So, we learn to adapt our behavior to stay loved and approved of, so we can continue to be cared for, ensuring our safety and survival. In other words, we learn how to fit in and conform.

Then when we encounter ‘disapproval’ and feel a withdrawal of love, it generates fear for our survival. We feel guilt when we think or believe that we have done something wrong—when we have gone against the values or norms to which we have learned to conform—“I’ve done something wrong“. And we feel shame when we think or believe that there is something wrong with ourselves—”There’s something wrong with me”.

Through this process of conditioning, we internalize the stories, values, and beliefs we encounter, and identify with those that we take on as being true. These then form the basis of constructs that shape our sense of self—our self-perception—who we think we are, what we believe to be true about ourselves, and how we need to be. And we can take on and form a negative perspective of ourselves, which can result in feeling unacceptable, defective, or not good enough. This self-perception then colors our patterns of thinking and feeling, and further influences our actions and behaviors.

Now we feel vulnerable about expressing our true authentic selves, because of the association of shame and guilt that led us to changing our self-perception in the first place.

By continually adapting our behavior to conform, and our sense of who we should be, to try to meet external expectations, we can end up repressing our own nature. We can lose sight of our own innate gifts and talents, and ultimately feel we’re not good enough. And then, over time, we feel vulnerable about expressing our true authentic selves.

It’s this misaligned self-perception—the mismatch between your conditioned self-perception and your authentic self—that is the real issue as shown in the diagram below. It drives self-critical thoughts, unhealthy coping behaviors, and unpleasant biochemistry and feelings: the symptoms and manifestation of imposter syndrome.

This is why imposter syndrome may feel real but is not the real issue.
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Figure 2: Self-perception and imposter syndrome


This is also why if you’ve been grappling with imposter syndrome for some time, and you’ve tried other approaches, you may have had little success with them.

You may have focused on developing a growth mindset, used positive affirmations, or resolved to “fake it until you make it.” They may be useful in other circumstances, but they aren’t especially useful for tackling imposter syndrome because they don’t focus on the real issue. They don’t address the underlying internal filters and programs that you took on through conditioning.

Remember, imposter syndrome is a label for a cluster of symptoms: opinions, emotions, and behaviors that commonly appear together. Focusing on the symptoms rather than the underlying cause may provide you with temporary relief; but it will distract you from reconnecting with your authentic self and potentially delay your letting go of imposter syndrome. It’s the root cause that we need to address and when we do, then we handle all the symptoms of imposter syndrome. If we don’t—and try instead to tackle each of the symptoms on their own—it can be like playing whack-a-mole.

Put another way, what’s needed is not more personal development or finding more ways to “fix” yourself, but to let go of that old conditioning that’s been keeping the real you hidden.


Conditioning, Nature and Nurture


You’ve probably heard about the debate around “nature or nurture,” and which one has the most powerful impact on who we are, our personality and outcomes in life. “Nature” includes our genetics and hereditary factors, while “nurture” encompasses our environment such as our experiences, how we are raised, culture, and so on. So, “conditioning” is another word for the effect of this ‘nurturing’ on our sense of self. As such, we are products of both.

Although conditioning affects how you perceive yourself, that doesn’t mean it’s all bad. It’s how you learn about the world, the way you internalize feedback from your experiences and your environment and learn to navigate in this world. With awareness of how conditioning works, you can release the hooks it has in you, and realize how it can help contribute to your capacity and potential for wisdom, empathy, and understanding.

It doesn’t necessarily mean that you will make a different choice: the difference is that you will be able to make a conscious choice. So, it’s not conditioning itself that is bad, but the ignorance of conditioning that keeps you unaware and stuck in unconscious reactions to what happens in your world.

We can never escape conditioning, nor should we try to. Just as kintsugi, the Japanese art form of repairing broken pottery with lacquer mixed with powdered gold, silver, or platinum, turns perceived imperfections into a source of beauty, your conditioning is a source of wisdom that contributes to your uniqueness.

Understanding how your conditioning affects your approach to the world can help you become more aware of the patterns of thought, feeling, and behavior that are products of that conditioning. By recognizing these patterns, you can start to let go of those that contribute to your conditioned self-perception and imposter syndrome.

There’s no need to try and identify every element of conditioning. You don’t need to delve into your childhood to identify what happened to make you feel a certain way. Though your conditioning has contributed to your experience of imposter syndrome, focusing on the past is the wrong approach. Instead, the solution is to understand the mechanisms of conditioning, to expand your perspective and awareness of those old filters and programs that trigger you, and as you do so, you can gain wisdom about yourself and allow those negative emotions associated with imposter syndrome to disappear.


Perception is Everything


Have you ever watched a movie with a friend and found that they had a completely different perspective of the movie than you afterwards? You might have loved it and seen great depth in the story, while they might have been bored with the characters and storyline. And even when discussing an exact scene in the movie, you discovered they had a completely different perspective.

This is an example of how our perception creates our reality: Life is colored by what we pay attention to, as interpreted by our internal filters and programs. You had a wonderful time, but your friend had a boring couple of hours. Same experience, different reality. Yet both truths exist.

***

Exercise 1: Your Perception Determines Your Reality

Let’s think a bit more about the idea that your perception of your world creates your reality.

Look at the picture below. What do you see?
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Figure 3: The woman


Do you see an old or a young woman?

To perceive something is to become aware of it, and you can change your perception. If you automatically saw an old woman, with a little bit of effort, you can see a young woman instead, and vice versa. You will have expanded your awareness enabling you to see both the old and the young woman.

In the same way, you can also expand and change your perception of yourself. And, once you are aware, you will always be able to see it—you can’t unsee it.

This is why imposter syndrome, though real, is not the real issue: it’s your faulty perception of yourself that is.

Imposter syndrome is a collection of symptoms associated with the mismatch between your sense of self and your true, authentic self. So, if your conditioned self-perception is such that you perceive yourself to be, say, the old woman, when your true nature is that of the young woman, you will always think that you’re not good enough and feel like an imposter.

But once you expand your perception, you see yourself more clearly and those symptoms will dissipate. Because you will no longer have the inner compulsion to “do” those symptoms in the same way. You can start again with different eyes.

Put simply, letting go is a deliberate choice to release something that is no longer serving you. And with letting go of imposter syndrome, it is letting go of old conditioning that no longer serves you. Rather than attacking that conditioning, however, the trick is to concentrate on your sense of self and to put in place strategies that expand your self-perception. By focusing on the real issue, you will reconnect with your authentic self, setting you free and enabling you to discover your highest potential.


Learn to Let Go


Two monks were walking along a river, preparing to cross, when they came upon a woman also trying to get to the other side. The woman asked for assistance. The older monk picked her up, carried her across the river, gently set her down, and continued unperturbed on their journey. An hour later, the younger monk couldn’t hold it in any longer, “We’re monks! We’re not allowed to touch a woman! How could you have carried that woman on your shoulders?” The older monk smiled. “Brother, I set her down on over an hour ago. Why are you still carrying her?”

Letting go can feel difficult, and letting go of conditioned behavior that has become default automatic behavior can feel harder still. However, letting go of imposter syndrome is entirely possible and its benefits are life-changing and freeing. Though it may feel difficult to do, it is also simple and, in many ways, straightforward.

When it comes to letting go of your false perception of self, letting go means working on your self-awareness and your self-compassion. This will take deliberate effort, because you are challenging patterns of thought, feelings, and behavior that you have identified with over years, maybe decades, of your life. These habits are just that—habitual—and it can feel uncomfortable to change those patterns of living that you have gotten used to.

However, the important thing is to go all in and persevere. You can’t learn to swim without getting wet, and you can’t learn how to ride a bike from reading a book. If you remember learning either of them, you’ll likely also remember how hard it felt at the start. You may have wondered if you were ever going to get it. But you did.

As you challenge your habits, the discomfort of doing so will lessen, and the patterns of behavior, feeling, and thought that underpin those habits will weaken. Think about a natural path across a field, created by thousands upon thousands of human footprints. When it was first started, that path was hardly visible with just a series of tiny marks, but over time, it became clearer and clearer, and easier to walk down. Changing your habits is just the same.

The psychological basis behind all this is the concept of neuroplasticity: The plasticity, or malleability, of the neural pathways in your brain. Neuroplasticity means that through repetition and practice, you can strengthen certain neural pathways and weaken others through disuse.

Your habitual way of thinking has had a lot of use, so the neural pathways associated with those patterns are strong. However, by deliberately thinking in different ways and challenging those patterns of thought, you’ll simultaneously strengthen neural pathways that correspond to a different way of thinking, and weaken those neural pathways linked to those old habits you want to change. And, as the new pathways grow stronger and the old pathways become weaker, the new path will become progressively easier.

Practicing takes advantage of neuroplasticity, which in turn underpins growing competence. Think about any task that requires new learning or new competence, be it changing how you perceive yourself, or learning how to drive a stick-shift car. At the start, you’re unconsciously incompetent—you don’t know what you don’t know, and you don’t know how incompetent you are until you begin.

But as you practice and become more self-aware of what you’re doing, you progress to becoming consciously incompetent. For example, you understand that you need to depress the clutch before engaging the gear stick, but you haven’t yet got the hang of how quickly you can release the clutch, so the car moves smoothly forward. You still have to consciously think about every move, but you’re now able to recognize where you’re not quite there yet. This is conscious incompetence.

As you practice more, you start to become consciously competent. You’re now aware of how quickly you can release the clutch, but you still have to consciously think about what you’re doing—it’s not yet natural to you—but you’re improving with every practice, and strengthening the neural pathways associated with the activity through neuroplasticity.

With enough practice, those pathways strengthen further, until you become unconsciously competent. You no longer need to consciously think about the activity: You can just do it as if on automatic pilot, and you can do it well.

These are known as the four stages of competence in modern psychology.
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Figure 4: Conscious competence learning model and expectations


Now, even though this is the natural process for learning, we often expect our learning and outcomes to follow a linear pattern and to be quicker than it is. And when it doesn’t match that expectation, we can beat ourselves up or think we’re not good enough.

One of the hallmarks of imposter syndrome is to avoid activities that you feel incompetent doing, even if you haven’t done it before, because you don’t want to be “found out” as incompetent or a fraud. However, as my yoga teacher says, “Just because you can’t do a pose yet, doesn’t make you a lesser person.”

You need to overcome that initial avoidance behavior and persevere, like a baby learning to walk. Think about all the energy and fear that’s associated with living with imposter syndrome. Constantly worrying about being “found out,” constantly berating yourself, or working super long hours to maintain appearances—isn’t it exhausting?

Wouldn’t you prefer another way of living that doesn’t involve all that wasted energy and time and that you could put to other use? So, give yourself permission to practice something new. Put some of that energy into finding your natural, authentic self: that way of being that doesn’t take effort but needs a bit of upfront effort to unlock from within yourself.

First, you have to learn to let go. To let go: not to fix yourself. There’s nothing you need to fix because your true, authentic self is already magnificent. You just need to let go of all that conditioned baggage that’s hiding your true self—those negative patterns that are holding you back.

Let’s begin with labels.

***

Exercise 2: Letting Go of Labels

Do you tend to label yourself, for example, saying or thinking to yourself, “I’m an imposter,” or “I’m a fraud,” or “I have imposter syndrome”?

Though this may seem like a perfectly natural thing to do, this doesn’t mean that you should identify yourself with the label. Because it focuses your energies on the wrong issue.

Remember, imposter syndrome is not itself a diagnosable psychological disorder, but is instead a label that refers to a cluster of symptoms: opinions, emotions, and behaviors that commonly appear together. The label is useful because it acts as a shorthand for the complex experience you are grappling with. But the downside is that labels can limit and confine you: It’s an instruction to your mind to always be what that label represents, and with it, what it means. In Chapter 4, we’ll see how this sense of meaning can be really important in challenging those patterns of thought that contribute to imposter syndrome.

So, if you have been referring to yourself as someone with imposter syndrome, or as someone who battles with imposter syndrome, are you willing to drop that label?

This is your opportunity to open to the idea of embracing who you really are and to say “yes” to yourself.

Grab your journal, reflect on the following questions and write down your thoughts and responses.

Think about your relationship with your version of imposter syndrome. What feelings do you associate it with? Are you willing to give yourself permission to let go of those feelings of shame or guilt that you have been carrying around?

As you thought about that, how did you feel? Did you feel any resistance against the idea of it?

If you did, that’s perfectly normal. It can feel safer to hold on to something you already know, than to let go of it in exchange for something that feels like an unknown. But your greatest power as a human being is your ability to choose. This is your first step: choosing to examine your sense of self and to let go of that default pattern that has constituted your self-perception for years. Give yourself that permission.

Think about what imposter syndrome has already cost you in the past—like not going for that promotion you wanted, or not saying “yes” to work with the client you’d been thinking about for a while. What else and how else has imposter syndrome been affecting you negatively? Really think about all the instances you can, and recall them, using as many of your five senses as you can.

Maybe it results in you neglecting opportunities for new relationships and career or business advancement, because you are too afraid to put yourself forward or try out something new. Maybe you second-guess yourself, or find it hard to make decisions, because you don’t feel confident in yourself. Maybe you are close to burnout, from working long hours to overprepare or make sure everything is perfect and living day to day with excessive levels of stress.

All these unpleasant behaviors, feelings, and thoughts take a toll on your overall well-being. Your interpersonal relationships suffer, because you are dealing with insecurities that stand in the way of trust, or you are seeking validation rather than being confident in your authentic self. The constant stress impacts your physical health, affecting your sleep and compromising your immune system. You might be constantly worrying, resulting in symptoms of anxiety disorder and depression. And, finally, by never taking a chance for career or business advancement, you could be missing out on opportunities and suffering financially as a result.

Deliberately allow yourself to feel the frustration, angst, pain, and regret of everything that imposter syndrome has caused you thus far. Amplify those feelings as much as you possibly can right now, and truly feel them, so you can get to that place where you’re sure beyond any shadow of a doubt that you no longer want to hold on to it—where you feel it and can say out loud to yourself with meaning and conviction, “No more! I don’t want to do this anymore. I won’t do this anymore. I’m letting it go now, and I’m taking my first step right now by letting go of labeling myself as someone with imposter syndrome.”

Don’t let your mind talk you out of it. If you notice any resistance to doing this, observe it and let it go. You deserve to be and love who you naturally are.


Going Deeper


You may think it strange, but some people want to be sick, although they may not be aware of it. Or at least, they want to keep the label of being sick.

Maybe you empathize. If you’ve lived years identifying as someone with imposter syndrome (or its many coping behaviors), it can feel uncomfortable to let go of that. Without realizing it, you might have relied upon that label to give you an excuse to hide from your true potential. You may have used that label to justify those coping behaviors that allow you to avoid uncomfortable situations and activities.

Or those behaviors may have helped you in the past but no longer do: For example, you are recognized for having high standards but the ongoing striving for excellence has led to over-preparation and perfectionism, or you are noticed for being conscientious but this has become over-working. And so, you continue to hold on to those behaviors, believing at some level, that you are gaining something from them.

This concept is a real phenomenon identified by modern psychology, known as “secondary gain”. Being unwell, or at least identifying with the label of being unwell, can have perceived advantages. Perhaps the person enjoys the expressions of sympathy extended by others, or they like that someone close to them makes accommodations for them in a manner that they otherwise wouldn’t.

The problem of secondary gain isn’t that unwell people might get some compensatory advantage. The problem is that identifying with being unwell, and clinging to that label, can get in the way of that person’s recovery. It can lead to someone becoming more socially isolated and resisting positive steps that could help them feel better.

When it comes to imposter syndrome, the risk is that there is something comforting about the label. And this may perpetuate coping strategies that are habitual and feel uncomfortable to challenge. It presents an obstacle to releasing self-doubt and finding your true, authentic self, whether this obstacle is conscious or unconscious.

This is where your why is key. Your why helps you articulate what’s important to you and can give you a strong sense of purpose that can counter the perceived advantages given by secondary gains that, in reality, are not serving you.

***

Exercise 3: Your Deepest Reasons

Let’s take the time to understand your why and think about your deepest reasons.

Use the bonus worksheets that came with this book, or grab your journal and jot your responses to the following questions:

	Does holding onto imposter syndrome empower you?

	Does it enable you to be more or less?

	Does it enable you to do more or less?

	Does it give you more choice or less?

	What has imposter syndrome cost you in the past?

	What is it costing you right now?

	What will it cost you in the future if you don’t change it?




Next write down your answers to the following:

	Why do you want to let go of imposter syndrome?

	Why is this important to you?

	Why else is this important to you?

	Why else?

	Why else?




This is called the Five Whys technique, and it helps you get to the heart of the matter. By questioning “Why” to each answer (five times is a good rule of thumb), you can peel away the symptoms that get to the root motivation.

Here’s an example:

	Why do you want to let go of imposter syndrome? Because I want to open myself up to new opportunities at work.

	Why is this important to you? Because I want to advance in my career.

	Why else is this important to you? Because I want to reach my true career potential… I want more income and status.

	Why else? Because I want to feel good about myself.

	Why else? Because I want to feel worthy.




***

Exercise 4: What’s Stopping You?

Now that you’ve thought about your reasons for letting go of imposter syndrome, let’s think about what stands in your way. Become acquainted with those obstacles: They are part of your journey to expanding your self-awareness and achieving an improved sense of self.

I asked you earlier if you feel an inner resistance when you consider letting go of imposter syndrome. Now, I want you to think about what might be behind that resistance. Are there any secondary gains? Make a list of them on a piece of paper or use the worksheet you downloaded and be honest with yourself.

Take the time to understand yourself. Not only will you identify obstacles to overcome, but you’ll also be taking another step toward letting go of old out-of-date conditioning and allowing your authentic self to emerge.

***

Exercise 5: What Letting Go Feels Like
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As you prepare to let go of imposter syndrome and all those limiting labels, you can use this exercise to learn what letting go feels like. By practicing the physical sensation of letting go, you can prepare your mind to do the same with negative patterns of behavior, feeling, and thought.

There is a bonus recorded audio that is an extended version of this exercise. Make sure to download it so you can immerse yourself fully into the experience of what letting go feels like.

Progressive relaxation

[Tip: Rather than read this, listen to the downloaded bonus recorded audio].

Let’s start with some progressive relaxation. Imagine your eyebrows slipping off your face, or the muscles in your face relaxing. Imagine that you can’t open your eyelids because you feel so relaxed. From there, scan your body with your attention. Starting with your scalp and moving progressively downward, focus your attention on that part of the body and identify any feelings of tension or stress. When you identify those feelings, deliberately relax those muscles and let go of that stress. Notice the difference, and then gently move on to the next part of your body.

This is what the physical sensation of letting go feels like, a form of surrender and trust. Letting go of old patterns of thinking is not actually much different. If you’ve ever stopped to notice a beautiful sunset and found that your busy mind had stopped for a while, you’ve let go of your thinking. It’s our old habit of holding on that keeps us hooked in.

***

The next step is to look at your patterns of thought and to think about how they influence how you feel and behave. In the next chapter, we’ll think about tools for understanding those paths, from thought to behavior. From this understanding, you can start to challenge those automatic processes and take the time to really inspect your patterns of self-perception.


Chapter Summary


	People with imposter syndrome tend to be intellectually gifted and high achievers, but unable to recognize their own successes. They either discount their success or put it down to luck or someone else’s efforts.

	Imposter syndrome is not a diagnosable condition, but a label for a collection of patterns of thought, feeling, and behavior. Though many people haven’t heard of the term, it is very commonly experienced across all genders and age groups.

	Imposter syndrome has its roots in childhood, where you begin to be conditioned to conform to society’s norms. You are conditioned to behave in ways that distance you from your authentic self, leading to a mismatch between your true nature and your self-perception. This gives rise to feelings of being an imposter, and this misalignment is the real issue to focus on.

	Conditioning is most powerful in childhood but continues throughout your life. The key isn’t to fight or diagnose key moments of conditioning but to let go of the old associated patterns that show up as contracted emotions that produce feelings of imposter syndrome.

	Your perception determines your reality, and so letting go of elements of your conditioning that don’t align with your true nature can have a profound impact on your well-being.

	Letting go can be difficult because it involves overcoming patterns of thought, feeling, and behavior that you overly identify with, but due to your innate neuroplasticity, it can be done and gets easier with time.

	Giving yourself the permission to let go of labels, and to take the time to understand your why, help in the process of letting go of elements of conditioning that are no longer useful.





CHAPTER 2:
DISCOVER YOUR INNER THINKING PATH



Awareness is Key


Whoever is eager enough to find the secret kingdom will never fail in his quest… To live rightly in this world, we must first become aware of it. The problem is man’s false assumption that he is already aware, which leaves him no motive for investigation. Do not assume that the only existing world is that presented by the five senses and the surface mind. –Vernon Howard


Jumping to Conclusions


Jane is driving through traffic during rush hour. The traffic is painfully slow. Someone hits the horn. Jane instantly feels anger flare up inside. Why is someone blaring the horn at her? She holds herself back from throwing a rude gesture and settles for the most brutal glare she can, swearing at them from inside her car. Her temperature rises, her pulse rate quickens, and she’s in a bad mood for the rest of the day. When she gets to the office, the first thing she does is complain to her assistant about how rude some people are.

Only when she gets home that evening does she realize that the other driver wasn’t hitting the horn to accuse her. They were just politely alerting her to an opening in the traffic and using the horn to offer her the chance to move in. She’d completely misunderstood.

We all tend to jump to conclusions from time to time. Think about the last time you got the wrong idea. Hopefully, it didn’t ruin your day, like with Jane, but maybe it left you feeling embarrassed or worried about something you didn’t actually have to worry about.

It happens all the time: Someone sends you a reply text with just the word “OK,” and you think they’re mad at you when they’re really just responding in a hurry. Maybe someone fails to wave back on the street, and you assume they’re ignoring you when, in fact, they just didn’t see you.

We often make immediate judgments on external events, prompting automatic processes of thought that can lead to misinterpretation. We don’t take the time to examine those automatic processes and evaluate whether our first thought was the right one.

In this chapter, you’ll reexamine those automatic processes of inner thinking and bring your awareness to how they might be contributing to a misaligned sense of self-perception. We will bring your attention to your inner thinking path so that you can continue your journey of letting go of imposter syndrome, through improved self-awareness and discovery of your true, authentic self.


The Inner Workings of Your Mind


Imagine you are a primitive human in the Stone Age, and you hear some rustling in the bush. All your senses are immediately on full alert. Is it the wind? Or a snake?

Instantly, you jump away from the bush—without any conscious thought—the result of an unconscious and automatic reflex. You see, evolution has programmed us to make an instant (and worst-case scenario) response to external “events” to keep us safe and alive. That’s the “prime directive” of our unconscious mind—our survival is of topmost priority.

Though the rustling bush is just the wind 9 times out of 10, without this instant and automatic response, the time it would take to stop and rationally think about whether it’s the wind or a snake—and to then consciously respond—would likely get you killed on that 10th occasion.

We are all thus programmed to make rapid, often instant, automatic decisions based on what we see, hear, and feel, and to respond immediately—no matter that these automatic thought patterns may lead us to the wrong conclusion. Remember, the primary purpose is to keep us safe and ensure our survival.

Take a look at the inner thinking path below.
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Figure 5: The inner thinking path


When we are born, we are not conditioned, because we haven’t had any experiences to condition us. We are our true, authentic selves. We act according to our innate nature, and no expectations are placed on us. We cry for attention and help when we are uncomfortable or hungry; poop whenever we need to; and sleep when we want.

But right from the moment we are born, we begin to experience the world around us. We start to find patterns in our external landscape, and these patterns formed part of our unconscious conditioning to help keep us safe.

We learn to pay attention to our primary caregivers, as part of learning about our environment. “If I’m hungry and I cry, someone will turn up with some food,” “If they talk to me and I smile and laugh, they do the same and give me cuddles and hugs, so I’m okay.”

Our unconscious mind—the part of the mind that works automatically and under the radar without our conscious awareness or input—is constantly storing and re-evaluating data about the feedback we receive from different actions and reactions. Through this, our unconscious mind builds a model of the world and how to be in it—and we learn to adapt our actions and behavior to elicit responses of love and approval—to keep ourselves safe and alive.

This conditioning is powerful, and though it continues throughout our entire lives, it is most powerful in childhood.

And the conclusions that were made at that time may or may not have been correct. Now, in adulthood, most people don’t know to consciously examine their own automatic thoughts. They may not even be conscious of their thoughts: They are simply reacting to the world that they’re experiencing, unconsciously shaping their perception further, not only of the world but of themselves.

Let’s take a closer look at how this works.

Starting at external events on the inner thinking path: You experience or observe an external event—your results, circumstances, anything in your environment (such as people, places, or things), or a combination of these—through any one or a combination of your five senses—what you can see, hear, feel, taste, and touch. Immediately, you apply a filter or program to that information.

This filter or program is the product of your conditioning. It is applied automatically by your unconscious mind resulting in an instant interpretation or meaning being assigned to the external event. These meanings are drawn from your stored internal filters and programs: They are what you believe to be true, based on previous experiences and associations made, such as, “when I cry, food will appear,” or, “when I cry, my caretaker doesn’t like it.” Associations are made and will also include what you may have heard or been told, with many of them having been imprinted when you were very young.

These filters and programs in the inner thinking path are essentially a shortcut. The mind is relational and creates associations to enable it to come to quick and automatic conclusions. So, the internal filters and programs enable the mind to make instant associations with what it already knows. This minimizes processing time and the use of energy. Through this mechanism, it associates anything that appears similar and, rightly or wrongly, comes to the same meaning and conclusion.

It’s how the mind is built—to take the easier, well-worn path to reach a conclusion, so it doesn’t have to create a new path every time there’s something to interpret. In this way, you can quickly identify a snake as a snake and be safe, even if you’ve never seen that particular kind of snake before. However, those associations or meanings may not be true, and in this case, the “snake” might simply have been a piece of rope. The conclusion drawn was wrong.

But the meaning that’s been associated to the external event can then trigger further thoughts, additionally feeding the cycle of meanings being assigned, triggering even further thoughts, and so on. These meanings also shape how you feel and think, leading to biochemical changes in your body and the emotions you experience. Further meaning can be assigned to these feelings, triggering even further thoughts and an ongoing cycle of meaning, thoughts and feelings.

Without awareness, this pattern can become an automatic thinking loop resulting in a cycle of overthinking and anxiety.

This mix of thoughts, meanings and biochemical and emotional cues then provoke certain actions and behaviors—your outward reaction to the external event—which results in a further external event that is filtered and interpreted. And so the cycle goes around.


Overthinking and Imposter Anxiety


Although we’ve explained the inner thinking path in detail as if it’s a singular event, the truth is that one cycle is an interrelated collection of neurons all firing together instantaneously, taking place in under a second. All the internal communication—the automatic filtering, the jump from thoughts to biochemistry, and so on—occurs via neural pathways in the brain and body, using biochemical messengers called neurotransmitters. These signals move at a rate of about 223 miles per hour and provide immediate, quick responses to the external events we experience. And it all takes place automatically at an unconscious level, without you having to think about it.

Your unconscious mind is incredibly powerful, and with its topmost priority to keep you safe and alive, your automatic, conditioned patterns of thought are intended to do exactly that. So, how then does it contribute to your feelings of imposter syndrome?

We start with an external event: Say, your colleague comes from your manager’s office and tells you your manager wants to see you. Unconsciously, you assign a meaning to that external event, based on your existing filters and programs. If your attitudes and beliefs have been conditioned to perceiving yourself to be inadequate in some way and being fearful of being “found out,” you will filter the news accordingly. You will likely interpret that your manager wants to see you to give you negative feedback or that you didn’t do something perfectly or that you did something wrong.

Now that this automatic filtering has assigned this meaning to the external event, automatic thoughts are triggered and you start having self-critical and fearful thoughts. Imposter anxiety kicks in. You may start thinking that you are about to be “exposed” or aren’t good enough. Or you may feel guilty because you might have done something wrong. These thoughts immediately impact on your biochemistry and the emotions you are feeling. Your heart rate might quicken in a stress response, or your shoulders might tense in anticipation of an unpleasant meeting with your manager. You may feel anxious or defensive. Your face might turn red and you may feel your face flush.

These biochemical changes and feelings then impact your behavior. You may drag your feet on your way to your manager’s office. When you get to your manager’s office, you may start apologizing for some perceived failure before they’ve even had a chance to speak. And, in turn, this will result in a new external event. Your manager may notice that you seem to be dragging your feet or respond with confusion when you start apologizing. This will become a new external event for your conditioned filtering to ascribe meaning to, continuing the inner thinking path onward.

To demonstrate this idea further, let’s briefly consider the same set of external events and how a different set of filters might lead to an entirely different outcome. You are told by a colleague that your manager wants to see you. But you have a different set of filters that do not relate to imposter syndrome patterns of thinking. Your filters might interpret that the meeting is about the great job you did with the client presentation the day before. This assigned meaning leads to thoughts of self-congratulation and self-worth, resulting in biochemical reactions of positive anticipation and feelings of confidence. You don’t end up dragging your heels on your way to your manager’s office, but instead, head over with a spring in your step. At the very least, you simply remain neutral and perhaps curious about what the meeting may be about. What we describe here is an entirely different outcome: the consequence of another set of filters.

These internal programs are powerful and are not good or bad. As we have seen, they are the result of conditioning and automatic processes and have a positively intended purpose. These processes may help us survive, but that doesn’t mean that they are always accurate or psychologically supportive.

From childhood to today, you have retained information that has helped you survive and navigate your surroundings. But many of the patterns you learned when you were younger may no longer apply to your present life. It’s time to expand your awareness of these processes and let go of those unhelpful elements that are no longer relevant to your life so you can find your true authentic self.

***

Exercise 6: The Power of Programming

Refer to the Color–word chart that follows. Without thinking about it, say the color, not the word, as quickly as you can.

[Note. If your reader does not display the chart below in color, please refer to the color version of it here: https://bonuses.serenachoo.com/is-book-ex-6/ ].

Ready?
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Figure 6: Color–word chart


It’s tricky, isn’t it? Our inner thinking path has been conditioned to read the words that the letters represent. Asking the mind to read the colors instead goes against that automatic process.

This exercise demonstrates the power of the inner thinking path. It’s challenging to say the color instead of the word—at least on the first few tries. However—and importantly—it’s far from impossible. If you were so inclined, you could keep practicing this exercise, read nothing else, and undo those internal programs that make it difficult to say the color instead of the word.

With each practice of this exercise, you would strengthen the neural pathways associated with saying aloud the color, and weaken the neural pathways associated with saying aloud the word when you read it. Thus, with awareness and by engaging your conscious mind, you can change the old programming stored in your unconscious mind.

Of course, if you want to be understood, it’s more useful to read the word than the color it is printed in. This illustrates how conditioning can be helpful. However, it can also highlight how we learn to conform with what we believe to be the norms of society without necessarily questioning later whether something is useful or not. We don’t ask why we do things the way we do. Often, when we do ask, especially as children, we are told that’s just the way it is and that we need to be obedient.

There’s a wonderful story of a young woman who cooked a delicious pot roast dinner for a get-together with friends. Her best friend loved it so much she asked for the recipe. As the woman was explaining, her friend stopped her, “Wait, wait… why do you cut the roast in two before you put it in the pan?”

“Oh! That’s what I learned from my mom, that’s the way we always do it,” the woman replied.

Piqued by curiosity, the woman called her mom the next day. “Hey Mom, you know, when we make pot roast, we always cut the roast in half before putting it on… right?”

“Yes,” said mom quizzically.

“Why do we do that? Jill was over last night. I was telling her how to make it, and she asked.”

“Oh! I see… you know what, I really don’t know, that’s how your Grammy taught me.”

Even more intrigued now, the woman called her grandma.

“Grammy, you know how you always cut the roast in two when you make pot roast? Why?”

Grammy chuckled. “Ohhhhhhhhh, that’s because I never had a pan big enough, so I had to cut it in half to fit!”

This simple story of the roast shows us how beliefs are passed on, including generationally, and how we conform and perpetuate those beliefs without questioning—long after the originally reasons are no longer relevant. As children, before we developed the capability to think critically, this is to be expected. But, even as this capability develops later on, most people never do this.

When it comes to your perception of self, the point is the same. Your current set of internal filters is powerful, but assigned meanings stored in those internal programs may no longer be relevant or supportive. But by becoming more conscious or aware of your internal filters and programs and how the inner thinking path works, you can alter those automatic processes that are no longer useful. In turn, this enables you to change your self-perception and let go of imposter syndrome.


Recognizing the Presence and Power of Conditioning


The inner thinking path reaffirms that each of us is unique. Our conditioning puts in place a unique set of filters that moderates how we think about, feel about, and respond to external events. Even identical twins will have different filters because they will have each had different conditioning throughout the years: different experiences and different perspectives, even if their external landscape might have been similar.

Conditioning is most potent in childhood up to around the age of seven. You didn’t really have the capacity to discern or reject any of the early conditioning that your mind automatically and unconsciously internalized. And although, as adults, we do have the capability to be more discerning, most people aren’t aware of this.

The process of automatic and unconscious internalization—conditioning—happens in one of two ways: through constant repetition of similar events or significant emotional events that leave a lasting mark on your psyche.

The most common way conditioning is formed is by constant, spaced repetition. As a child, and even as an adult, we experience the same kind of events over and over again.

Let’s say your parents continually told you that money doesn’t grow on trees and that there’s never enough. Your unconscious mind will create an internal filter or program to support that conditioning, and now, through that filter, you will continually perceive evidence of this in your external landscape: Perception is reality. This then influences your decisions and actions you take. For example, you may become too afraid to raise your fees in case potential clients “won’t be able to afford it” while at the same time, wonder how others in your industry can charge premium fees and get it.

The second way that conditioning occurs is through significant emotional events. For instance, suppose that your parents had received news on the phone that someone close to you had been in an accident and responded in a highly emotional way. This intensity of emotion was so sudden and significant that you didn’t have any time to consciously evaluate the associations you were forming. Your unconscious mind immediately associated unexpected phone calls with feelings of distress and fear. Again, this would have contributed to your conditioning, putting in place a filter to ascribe negative meaning to the external event of an unexpected phone call. Even though it may have been discovered afterward that the accident was only minor, the program with its meaning had already been instantaneously installed.

In both cases—whether by constant, spaced repetition, or a significant emotional event—the end result is similar, but how that conditioning was put in place was different. Like this, your conditioned filters will have been established in your mind as automatic, internal programs, put in place over years of spaced repetition and the occasional, significant emotional event.

Now, if you think carefully about it, you’ll realize that what you perceive in your external landscape, is really a mirror of your internal filters and programs. But once you bring awareness to those unconscious filters and how they appear, you can change your perception and gain the hidden wisdom behind those filters—which then changes your reality.

***

Exercise 7: Bringing Awareness to Your Filters/Internal Programs

For this exercise, you need to have a piece of paper or a journal handy throughout the day. Or use the worksheets you downloaded in the bonus resources that came with this book. You can also make notes on your phone. Other than that, all you need is your self-awareness.

Whenever you notice yourself experiencing a negative emotional reaction to an external event, jot that emotion down on your paper or worksheet. There’s no need to beat yourself up if you notice you had a negative emotional reaction or occasionally forget to jot one down. In Chapter 3, you’ll see how emotional reactions are valuable feedback and how to harness its benefit. For now, just note down a few words of context so you can understand what happened later that evening. For example, in relation to Jane swearing at the person who blared the horn at her, she might jot down: “Angry/annoyed: That man blaring his horn.”

Later in the day, when you have a few minutes to yourself in your own space, reflect on the event. It doesn’t have to take more than a few minutes.

Here’s Jane’s example.

Question #1: What happened?

Jane: That man this morning, blaring his horn at me! Give me a break, we were all stuck in traffic!

Question #2: How did you react? What feelings/behaviors did it trigger?

Jane: It made me so angry! There was no need to blare the horn. We weren’t going anywhere!

Question #3: What meaning have you associated with it at some level? What conclusion did you make about the event?

Jane: It was clear. He blared his horn at me because he thought I was driving badly. So rude.

Question #4: Why might that meaning or thought be true?

Jane: Hmm, well, if I’m honest, sometimes I’m lost in thought about my work and might not be paying full attention… so maybe he was right and I wasn’t paying attention, but only maybe! Still, that’s no reason for him to be so rude about it.

Question #5: Why might that meaning or thought be false?

Jane: Well, to be fair, I really don’t know what he was thinking. I can’t be sure. I can’t mind-read, if I’m truly honest, but still, blaring his horn like that… oh, shoot, I just realized… he works on the floor below me! No wonder he looked vaguely familiar and was smiling. I thought he was being sarcastic which made me even madder. He was probably honking to let me go ahead of him cos he knew I’d have to change into his lane!

Question #6: What one key insight are you now taking away?

Jane: I hate to admit it, but I do often tend to jump to conclusions like that. In fact, I do tend to assume people think I’m in the wrong when I’m not. OK, I get it. I can be more aware of when I’m assuming that I know what someone else is thinking and get clarity by asking them if I can, instead of jumping to a conclusion that may not be true.

Can you see how once Jane brought awareness to how her internal filters had resulted in an automatic reaction of anger by associating the blaring of the horn to mean that she was doing something wrong, there was no longer any need to hold on to the anger? Now, in letting go of it, she could benefit from its wisdom instead.

With her new insight, Jane found that she no longer took as many things personally in the way that she did in the past. She had to consciously catch herself though—especially at the beginning. But eventually, she found that she didn’t flare up with anger as often or as readily, and to her surprise, she noticed how she also began to feel less anxious about her performance at work.

This exercise aims to help you bring awareness to your filters and internal programs. It’s an exercise for bringing consciousness to an automatic process that is usually unconscious, and it’s an essential step in expanding your awareness and discovering your true self. Although it doesn’t directly target a single specific imposter syndrome behavior, it works at the level of your internal landscape, and brings awareness to automatic thoughts. Ultimately, this has a multi-pronged effect on all symptoms, not just one.

Once we bring our awareness and realization to the inner thinking path, we can start to let go. The negative emotion associated with the event in question is no longer needed. We can instead take the opportunity to expand our self-perception and find wisdom in return.


Being Deliberate About Sources of Conditioning


Remember how conditioning happens either through constant repetition of similar events or a significant emotional event or events that leave a lasting mark on you?

Constant repetition happens repeatedly, over and over again, and every time you are exposed to it again, it is reinforced, and the neural pathways associated with your inner thinking path are strengthened. This continues throughout your life, and you may be reinforcing certain neural pathways without realizing it.

With this in mind, it’s worth expanding your awareness about your inner thinking path and being deliberate about the sources of conditioning you’re exposed to.

Conditioning comes not just from those you interact with—your friends, families, colleagues, or even strangers you meet on the street—but also from every other element of our external landscape. One particularly powerful source of conditioning is the media we consume: what we browse on the internet, watch on the news, see in movies, read in magazines, and obsess over on social media. The media you’re exposed to plays a significant role in your continued conditioning, threatening to further misalign your sense of self with your true nature.

Remember: The goal isn’t to fight your conditioning. As we’ve discussed, conditioning is very useful, because it’s how you learn and adapt to your social and physical environment. However, what you can do is be more deliberate about the balance of conditioning that you choose to subject yourself to.

The more powerfully our emotions are triggered, the deeper the impact of the conditioning from that trigger. This also plays into our innate negativity bias: Evolution has taught us to assume the worst so that we can stay safe from rustling bushes that might contain snakes. This is one of the reasons that we are drawn to more sensationalized headlines.

Have you ever noticed how negative the news media is generally? Just about every story is about some disaster or awful thing happening. This is because the news media is in the business of engaging your attention. The more you click or read, the more money the business makes from its advertisers. The media knows this, and they play on your negativity bias, knowing that a negative, sensationalist headline is more likely to engage your attention than a more soberly worded, balanced headline.

This manipulation of our innate negativity bias may be good for business, but it’s not particularly helpful for our psychological well-being. Negative media contributes to the conditioning that reaffirms filters in your inner thinking path that may not support you, training your brain to assume the worst about any external event.

Because the neural pathways associated with jumping to the worst possible scenario are strengthened by your daily media, you continue to automatically assume the worst about other external events in your everyday life, such as your manager wanting to have a quick word with you in their office. These then further form and strengthen your automatic patterns of thinking. If you already have filters that are contributing to imposter syndrome, you risk adding further negativity and self-doubt to your inner thinking path and what that means about your self-perception, compounding your feelings of imposter syndrome.

It’s not just mass media that can impact your feelings of imposter syndrome. Social media can also have a negative effect.

Alex, a coach, was always reading social media and comparing herself to the posts of other coaches. It seemed that “everyone else” was achieving incredible success. But she never felt that she had anything worthy to post, and dreaded when friends or family asked her how things were going. It made her feel vulnerable because she didn’t have any wins to talk about and felt like a failure. In her mind, any successes her clients achieved were never because of her work with them: it was always only due to the client’s own efforts. It didn’t matter how much her clients expressed their appreciation of the work they did together—she never felt good enough. Her reasoning was that they would have done it anyway, even without her.

She spent thousands on course after course, always hoping that this course would give her the final piece she was missing and enable her to be the success everyone else seemed to be enjoying. She’d heard of shiny object syndrome before—the tendency to not focus and to chase something new. But she figured that this didn’t apply to her because she wasn’t being distracted by something new; it was the gap she felt inside that she so desperately needed to fill. She didn’t realize that her continued consumption of social media was also part of the problem: amplifying her feelings and behaviors relating to imposter syndrome.

You may resonate with this story. You may already suspect that certain forms of media are similarly contributing to your experience of imposter syndrome. The good news is that you can take back control. Use Exercise 8 below to become more deliberate about the media you consume and stop being a passive consumer of negative and psychologically undermining media.

Think about the kind of filters you want to cultivate, and what kind of filters you want to discourage and weaken or change. What kind of emotions do you want to experience? Do you want emotions that are relaxed and expansive, or emotions that are tense and contracted?

Every negative, sensationalized headline reinforces negative patterns and habits of thinking. If you want to cultivate and strengthen more positive filters, you need to be consciously selective of the media you consume.

***

Exercise 8: Deliberately Choosing Your Media Sources of Conditioning

In this exercise, we put into action the ideas from the last section and think about how you can deliberately choose the media you consume.

Get a piece of paper, or your journal, and make a scorecard for different sources of media, or use the worksheet in the downloadable bonus resources that came with this book. When you consume any media, make a note on your scorecard, so you can start tallying up how much time you are exposed to different types of media in a day.

Remember to include all sources:

	watching the TV,

	reading the internet,

	social media,

	magazines,

	ads, billboards, and headlines,

	listening to the news, radio or podcasts, and so on.




Because we are constantly being exposed to the media, it’s worth keeping your tally as you go along, rather than trying to guesstimate the amount at the end of the day. Otherwise, you might lose track.

Next, mark on your scorecard how each item made you feel. Did it make you feel expansive, or did it make you feel contracted? Deliberately ask yourself whether that source of media is something that empowers you or something that holds you back. Think, if you were your own child, whether this is the kind of thing you’d want them to be exposed to as part of their conditioning—especially now that you’re aware of the kind of long-term and wide-ranging impact conditioning can have.
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Figure 7: Media scorecard template


When you’ve filled out the third column—how that source of media made you feel—ask yourself whether you’d like to keep exposing yourself to that kind of media, or whether you’d like to take a break. It’s up to you to determine how long you want that break to be, whether it be a media fast for a week, a month, or maybe even permanently for some sources of media.

The example below gives you an idea of what your scorecard might look like when you’ve finished filling it out. It’s just an example: Take the time to think about your own unique experience of different media sources and how they make you feel as an individual.
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Figure 8: Worked example of media scorecard


The advantage of this exercise is that it brings your attention to your media consumption in a very deliberate and systematic way. It allows you to reflect on your media use in a way we often don’t stop to think about and gives you the power to decide what you want for your own conditioning.

Your automatic filters lead you to certain thoughts and feelings, not all of which are pleasant. However, these feelings are valuable and a source of great wisdom and energy. In the next chapter, we’ll look at how we can harness these feelings, rather than being tempted to push them away or repress them.


Chapter Summary


	The prime directive of your evolutionarily designed mind is to keep you safe. As such, evolution has designed the brain to make quick, worst-outcome decisions that keep you safe from potential danger.

	Your conditioned filters ascribe meaning to external events, resulting in automatic patterns of thought, feeling, biochemical changes, and behavior. Those initial filters come from your conditioning, which begins from the moment you are born.

	Different sets of conditioned filters can result in entirely different patterns of thought, feeling, and behavior, which in turn shape how you perceive your external landscape and ascribe meaning to them.

	This internal process is both quick and powerful but can be psychologically undermining. Once you’re aware of the mechanisms of the inner thinking path and expand your conscious awareness of these internal processes, you can learn to let go of those less useful elements and prevent the automatic running of programs that no longer support you.

	Because conditioning continues to shape our self-perception in adulthood, it is worth being deliberate about the sources of conditioning we are exposed to, such as social media.





CHAPTER 3:
FOLLOW YOUR SIGNPOSTS



Understanding Emotions


A clear understanding of negative emotions dismisses them. –Vernon Howard


What Are Your Signposts?


My hand clutched at the eraser and hovered over my test paper. I stared at the word that I had misspelled: “docter”. How could I have gotten such an easy word wrong in my spelling test? I can’t take this paper home to Mom. I should have scored 100% on the test; I knew that it was spelled “doctor”. So why didn’t I put the right answer down on the test?

This is my first memory of thoughts and feelings associated with imposter syndrome. I was only 6, and it was the first time I’d scored less than 100% in a test. I felt acute and palpable shame. But my parents had never had a conversation with me about having to have perfect marks in my school tests. In fact, I distinctly remember my Dad telling me that it was never about the outcome, but only about always doing one’s best.

Yet I felt deep shame and guilt that I wouldn’t wish on anyone, let alone a child. However, feelings are signposts, and now’s the time to see how we can harness these signposts to expand our self-awareness.


Harnessing Your Feelings


The terms, emotions and feelings, are typically used interchangeably in our everyday language. They are also used interchangeably in this book. But it is worth noting the difference between them.

Emotions are physiological. They arise from biochemical changes in our body in response to a trigger and are unconscious and automatic. The trigger may be either internal (such as your thoughts) or external (such as an external event like your colleague telling you that your manager wants to see you, as we touched on earlier). Chemical messengers—hormones and neurotransmitters—stimulate corresponding physical changes and sensations in the body that we recognize, such as a racing pulse, butterflies in the tummy, sweating, feeling hot, or blushing.

Feelings, on the other hand, are our experience of emotion(s). The meanings we ascribe to these emotions through our internal filters and programs, and our interpretation of those emotions give rise to feelings. Put another way, feelings are our reaction to our emotions. And because different people have different filters and programs, feelings for the same event are subjective, and can differ from person to person.

So, for example, an extreme sport like downhill mountain biking generates the emotion of an adrenaline rush, which one person interprets and feels as excitement, while another interprets and feels as terror. The biochemical cocktail in the body may be the same, but the interpretation of those emotions is different, resulting in a different feeling being experienced.

Along the inner thinking path, we’re often unaware of our filters and the automatic thoughts those filters produce. However, we readily notice our emotions and how we feel. Though you might not always be able to put either the emotion or feeling into words, you still feel it and understand what it is on a deeper level.

In particular, you always know if a feeling is tight and contracted—that it feels “bad”—or whether a feeling is relaxed and expansive and feels “good.” This is what makes feelings such excellent signposts. Even if you don’t understand what the emotion is, or what underpins it, you still know whether the feeling is contracted or expansive. You feel it in your body which is home to a deep intelligence.

You don’t need to judge your emotions or feelings. We sometimes judge contracted emotions and label them as “bad” because they can feel unpleasant or uncomfortable, but in truth, all feelings have a useful role to play. Everything we feel is a communication from our deeper intelligence—signposts that tell us when we are out of alignment with ourselves.

When you react from an internal program that is based on “false information”—that is, a filter that is not in alignment with your true authentic self—it doesn’t feel pleasant. You feel contracted. By contrast, when you are in alignment and filtering through a program that’s based on the truth of who you really are, you feel expansive.

Put simply, the emotions and feelings we associate with imposter syndrome—such as the perceived need to be perfect, not feeling good enough, or feeling afraid of being “found out”—signpost a profound misalignment between our sense of self and our authentic nature. However, because many people don’t understand this, they instead take the emotion they feel and identify with it, taking it to mean something about themselves. In a way, they’re right, but not in the way they think.

When you feel like an imposter, this isn’t because you are an imposter. Instead, those feelings are trying to tell you that you’re not recognizing yourself, but looking at what you perceive is missing in yourself. And the truth is that you are not missing anything. We are all different, with different sets of gifts, strengths, and talents. It’s what makes each of us special and unique.

It’s important to take the time to internalize this thought.

This is so important that I want to say it again—it’s important to take the time to internalize this thought that when you feel like an imposter, it isn’t because you are an imposter; rather, those feelings are trying to tell you that you’re not recognizing yourself, but looking at what you perceive is missing.

It’s a call to recognize your own uniqueness and greatness, to leave the unconscious conformity of mass consciousness and allow your true authentic self to emerge.

By recognizing that these contracted feelings don’t define us, but instead are signposts for a misalignment in your perception of self, you can start to loosen the grip of imposter syndrome. You can let go of fighting your own emotions, because you have recognized that those emotions are there to help you.

Now you can harness your feelings—which are signposts from your deeper intelligence—and let go of trying to be something other than what you already and truly are.


Energy Spirals & Emotional Intelligence


The diagram below introduces the idea of the energy spiral. It shows us the impact of spiral thinking and the difference between negative and positive spiral thinking.
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Figure 9: The energy spirals


Your feelings tell you whether you’re on the negative or the positive energy spiral.

If you’re on the negative energy spiral, then you are stuck in a fear-based pattern of filtering, which leads to negative thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Many filters on the negative energy spiral are based on outdated conditioning— “false information”—that is no longer relevant or helpful. This negatively influences your thinking, leading to a lack of clarity which brings up feelings of doubt, including self-doubt. Biochemical changes occur in the body and contribute further to worry thoughts and related feelings of fear, stress and anxiety. To compensate, you may then resort to unproductive coping behaviors associated with imposter syndrome, like second-guessing yourself, procrastination, perfectionism, or extreme self-reliance instead of seeking help. This leads to more bad feelings, and in turn, more unproductive coping behaviors, sending you further down the spiral of low mood and stagnation.

By contrast, if you are on the positive energy spiral, the situation is reversed. You are aware of how outdated conditioning may no longer support you, and you consciously “de-condition” from these patterns of thought, by letting go and changing the old filters and programs. You are able to gather the wisdom behind those old patterns of thought, which helps you build understanding and trust in your true nature. This brings expansive feelings that are neutral and calm—giving you an inner assurance and knowing that all is well. And as with kintsugi, you begin to appreciate the beauty of it and its value.

Both sides of the spiral produce biochemical changes in your body, with their corresponding feelings. These feelings—whether contracted and “negative” or expansive and “positive”—are there to help: Even if you don’t recognize those processes, you can always notice how you’re feeling, which informs you whether you’re on the negative energy spiral or the positive one.

So, this is emotional intelligence—understanding that every emotion serves a purpose and carries a message.


Mistaken Motivation


We often misjudge the contracted feelings of imposter syndrome as motivation. For example, you might take your feelings of resistance, bitterness, frustration, angst, or fear as a prompt to make you work harder, put more effort in, or check and double-check your work. However, this is harnessing those emotions in an unhelpful way. The kind of motivation that comes from the fear-based negative energy spiral does not last, because it is exhausting and limiting. By contrast, expansive feelings give you a self-sustaining energy and a different pattern of thinking.

Remember how perception creates reality? You saw an example of this when you looked at the picture of the old and young woman in Chapter 1.

If you are grappling with imposter syndrome, you may perceive that it’s difficult to let go of the idea that you need to keep judging yourself. Many of us fear that if we stop judging, we won’t be motivated to reach the level of excellence we’re striving for and will be exposed as frauds and failures. You judge yourself harshly, and you assume that everyone else is judging you the same way. However, these are thoughts and behaviors based on filters and the negative energy spiral that aren’t serving you. There is a difference in the perspective behind the kind of judgment that inspires us to higher standards, and the kind of judgment that stops us in our tracks. It feels different.

For example, if you make a mistake at work, you might filter this as meaning that you are incompetent and terrible at your job. This kind of judgment leads to severe self-criticism, moving you down the negative energy spiral and stress or worry. And, because our cognitive function is adversely affected by stress, these biochemical changes make it more likely that you’ll make another mistake, giving you a new thing to beat yourself up over and move further down the energy spiral.

On the other hand, suppose you make a mistake at work and don’t filter that as meaning you’re incompetent, a fake or a fraud. You can still apply honest judgment and recognize that you made a mistake. Instead of generalizing it to mean you’re terrible at everything that has to do with your job, you can recognize the mistake as an opportunity for learning and positive change. The little girl staring at “docter” can recognize that she got a good result on her test, while still taking lessons on how to avoid silly mistakes in the future. This kind of judgment is genuinely motivational, associated with feelings that build you up, rather than break you down.

Holding onto a “not good enough” perspective of judgment and generalizing it to apply to “everything else” is a game you can’t win. You will seize on any little mistake or setback as proof that you’re not good enough, contributing to your imposter syndrome filters and your thoughts of self-doubt and self-criticism, and their associated feelings of guilt and shame. You become defensive, whether you know it or not—remember, it’s always about keeping you safe.

For the same reasons, you’ll judge success and doing well as being “the bare minimum,” rather than something to be celebrated. You’ll either take your good performance for granted as something that is expected, explain away that success as the product of luck or some other circumstance, or actively fear that your good performance will cause you to become big-headed and careless. The “not good enough” perspective will strengthen those neural pathways associated with self-judgment and weaken those pathways associated with positive self-appraisal.

To recap, these pitfalls are just what your deeper intelligence is trying to signal—through your feelings. Your emotions give you feedback on your point of focus, and on which energy spiral you’re traveling. If you often feel contracted emotions, you are being asked to make another choice. You are being asked to choose another thought, ascribe another meaning, or find another perspective. Those contracted, uncomfortable feelings do not mean that something is a fact: They are signposts that highlight your point of focus, empowering you to make a conscious choice.

There was a time when Jane didn’t know this. She was on the negative energy spiral, constantly feeling that she wasn’t good enough in her job, despite being a successful corporate lawyer. She felt her colleagues were better than she was and was always worried about being exposed. Every day, she had some gripe about being overlooked or how she should have spoken up in the meeting that day instead of holding herself back. She worked long hours to try and compensate for her feelings of inadequacy and lived most of her days on the negative energy spiral. She brought these feelings home with her, along with the work she took home. Her husband had always been highly supportive, consistently giving her the reassurance she needed… although she hardly let it sink in. At some point though, Jane noticed that the reassurances stopped. In fact, he now seemed to fall quiet when she relayed the events of her day to him. She wondered if that was just her imagination and brushed it off.

The great news is that when you make the conscious choice to change your perspective, those feelings will change too. After all, they wouldn’t be good signposts if they continued to signpost something that has shifted. Your emotions will start to feel more expansive, and those emotions will positively influence your actions and behavior.

The more often you stop and identify those thoughts that are causing fear, frustration, or other uncomfortable imposter emotions—and then replace them with thoughts that build you up rather than tear you down—the easier it will get. Your neuroplasticity will get to work, such that neural pathways associated with the negative energy spiral will weaken from disuse, and those pathways associated with the positive spiral will strengthen and become your normal way of thinking. As this process continues, you’ll notice that the thoughts associated with imposter syndrome come up less often and that the uncomfortable feelings attached to those thoughts will lessen.


Taking Control


To let go of imposter syndrome with its related overthinking, self-doubt and anxiety, your number-one priority is to take responsibility for your own inner thinking path and let go of those filters that are provoking emotions associated with it. By taking on this responsibility, you take control of your own well-being.

We often think that the trouble has something to do with our external environment and that the world—or the people in it—needs to change before we can be happy, that everything will be better if your manager would just ease up on you a bit, or if your partner was a little less busy. However, this is giving away your power over your own peace of mind and happiness.

Rather than relinquish that power, embrace the fact that you can exert influence over your filters and your inner thinking path. You can pay attention to those signpost emotions that warn you about a negative energy spiral and take action to put yourself on a positive spiral instead. This ultimately puts you in charge of your own overthinking and automatic thoughts.

That doesn’t mean you’re not allowed to want changes in your environment or relationships. Of course, you are. But perception is reality. If your filters lead you to self-critical thoughts, or contracted feelings, it won’t matter if your environment changes, because you’ll still be applying those same filters to events in your external landscape. Ultimately, you and only you have the power to let go of those filters that no longer help you and to find a more expansive way of being.

Your ability to choose is your greatest power, and you can choose either based on false information and half-truths or true knowledge about your authentic self. When you feel those emotions associated with imposter syndrome, what are you focusing on? What is the meaning you’re giving to those events that lead to these feelings?

You may not be able to control everything that happens to you, but you can always control how you respond to those events. You can choose to recognize that those contracted emotions do not represent negative truths about yourself, but instead represent a signpost, informing you of a misalignment between your self-perception and your true self.

Your beliefs are the product of habitual thought. As you habitually think something to be true, it eventually becomes a belief that you now hold true; and even if it isn’t, you no longer question it. We’ve all seen examples of this, and how people can hold steadfastly onto their perspective of something when everyone else in the conversation can see their mistaken belief.

And because we all have an innate negativity bias, negative thoughts are more likely to become habitual and remain as negative beliefs about yourself and the world. Your conditioned filters will have repeatedly ascribed meanings to events in your external landscape. Many of these have become internalized beliefs about yourself and your external landscape which are now out-of-date and no longer supportive.

How do you deal with uncomfortable, contracted emotions? There’s usually a natural tendency to resist these feelings, and most people tend to try and either avoid those emotions, or overindulge them.

When it comes to feelings associated with imposter syndrome, this often manifests in different kinds of coping behaviors for the same uncomfortable feelings. Let’s take procrastination and over-working as an example.

Richard who sat at his desk staring at his papers, procrastinated when it came to making the phone call to a prospective client. He tried to avoid his contracted emotions by attempting to avoid the situation that triggered them altogether.

By contrast, Jane tended to overindulge her uncomfortable emotions, adopting a different route to Richard by overworking herself. She would work through her lunch break and worked long hours, in her effort to overcome her feelings of inadequacy by brute force.

Ultimately, these kinds of responses to difficult emotions are counterproductive. If you procrastinate, your work tends to build up until it becomes unmanageable, giving you more “evidence” of your own perceived insecurity and adding to your stress. Meanwhile, if you work yourself too hard, you will inevitably suffer burnout and put your body under unhealthy levels of stress.

Pivot your perspective

With imposter syndrome, there is a tendency for all-or-nothing thinking—it’s the full 180 degree opposite of one or the other. For example, there’s full on procrastination or full-on over-working; you might flip between the two, depending on how close you are to the deadline, but it’s still one or the other.

Remember that those emotions are not something to be avoided or overindulged but are signposts of an underlying issue. When you resist how you feel, it perpetuates in your inner landscape and ties up your energy. Rather than reacting to the emotion itself, and then trying to do a full 180-degree change in perspective to be rid of those emotions, pivot your perspective. This allows your resistance to dissipate and for you to choose a better option more clearly.

***

Exercise 9: Pivoting Your Thoughts and Beliefs

The next time you notice yourself feeling tense and contracted, bring your attention to that feeling and take a pause. Reach for the worksheet you downloaded or your journal, and ask yourself: What am I thinking or focusing on right now?

Write down your answer. This exercise isn’t about browbeating yourself and judging your answer. Just write it down, so you can start expanding your awareness of your inner thinking path.

When you’ve written your answer, allocate the associated feeling a “negative emotion score” on how intense that uncomfortable emotion feels, from 1 to 10, where 10 means it feels really intense and 1 means it doesn’t feel intense at all.

Now, gently suggest to yourself an alternative way of thinking about the situation. Don’t rush to the total opposite thought, but instead, take a gentler step in the opposite direction. For example, if your initial thought is that you’re a failure at everything, don’t try and pivot to the thought that you’re actually amazing at everything. This is where most people get it wrong—because this is bound to bring up even more resistance—as it will more than likely feel as if you’re lying to yourself.

Instead, pivot to a thought like, “You know, I’m actually pretty good at 60-70% of what I do.” And if you find you still have resistance to that, then tone it down a little. Now, you might think, “Well, actually, I’m okay at 60-70% of what I do,” and if that still feels like too much, you could pivot it even more, to something like, “I’m okay at 50% of what I do,” or “I’m pretty good at 50% of what I do.”

Can you see how this works?

When you’ve found a gentle pivoting thought, write it down and focus on it for around 15 seconds. Now, reconsider your current “negative emotion score.” You’ll usually find it’s become a little less intense.

Now, gently pivot your thoughts again, in the same manner, and focus on that new thought for the next 15 seconds. Write it down and assign yourself a new “negative emotion score.” Keep pivoting until you start feeling the entanglement with your contracted emotion unravel, and you get to a score of 5 or less. Remember to be gentle with yourself: Your first target is to get to a place that’s calm and neutral, where there’s no nervousness or excitement, simply a calmness.

Here’s an example from Richard.
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Figure 10: Worked example of pivoting thoughts and beliefs


Notice how Richard started to feel worse again before he caught himself. This might reflect your experience, so don’t beat yourself up if you find yourself pivoting back to more negative thoughts. These are long-time habits that you’re now more aware of, and over time, you’ll progress along the conscious competence learning path and it will become second nature. Instead, gently bring your attention to this misstep, and pivot back to a more calming set of thoughts.

When you get to a place where you feel a little calmer, you can continue to pivot your thoughts until you start to feel somewhat positive. This represents the shift from the negative energy spiral to the positive energy spiral. Relish that feeling: It feels good, doesn’t it?

The table below gives you a blank template for starting your exercise into pivoting your thoughts and beliefs. Feel free to copy it for your own use, or used the done-for-you worksheet in the downloadable bonus resources that came with this book.
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Figure 11: Sample template for pivoting thoughts and beliefs


Throughout this exercise, what you’re doing is having a kind of conversation with yourself. Each pivot represents an alternative way of approaching a situation. However, you may find yourself resistant to even making slight pivots. Remember how all-or-nothing thinking with no in-between is an imposter syndrome trait? But when you consider the picture of the old and young woman, it’s not a case of either-or: Both can and do exist in the same space.

With that in mind, you may find it helpful to use the following words or phrases:

	I choose… even though… For example: I choose to acknowledge that I’m good at my job, even though my mind tends to focus on the little mistakes I make.

	I am willing to… even though… For example: I am willing to admit to myself that I’m actually pretty good at 60%-70% of my job, even though I feel afraid to admit it, just in case.

	Even though… nevertheless… For example: Even though my mind thinks I did a bad job, nevertheless, I am still a worthwhile person.




These phrases can help you pivot gently, so keep using them until you feel at least neutral in yourself.

Meanwhile, if all else fails and you find you still can’t pivot your thoughts, that’s okay. Sometimes, we get so entangled in the energy of uncomfortable, contracted thoughts that the best thing to do is just to distract ourselves.

Consider this your permission to go watch a movie, get some sleep, read a book, go for a walk, or do whatever it is you need to do that will distract you and take you out of the negative energy spiral completely. You can then come back to this exercise if you still feel the need.

Now that you are aware of the value of your feelings, you can start to expand your awareness of your filters and internal programs without judgment. In the next chapter, we’ll look at making adjustments to how you relate to your filters through your mind-talk.


Chapter Summary


	Feelings are neither good nor bad, but they can feel positive and expansive, or negative and contracted. These emotions serve as signposts, letting you know whether you are working with helpful internal processes, or in the grip of negative internal processes.

	These helpful or unhelpful internal processes are called the positive and negative energy spirals. On the negative energy spiral, you are stuck in a negative pattern of filtering that leads to a negative pattern of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. This in turn contributes to contracted emotions and counterproductive behaviors, that further feed the negative energy spiral.

	Rather than focusing on changing the feeling directly, or changing the external environment, focus on expanding your awareness of those conditioned filters that underpin those contracted emotions and shifting from the negative to the positive energy spiral.

	Focusing on your external landscape won’t work, because even if your external landscape changes, you will still be bringing negative filters to those external events.

	Pivot your thoughts and beliefs, gently shifting your perspective until the intensity of any associated, contracted emotion is brought back at least to neutral.





CHAPTER 4:
CHANGE YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH YOUR MIND-TALK



Where Did It Come From?


Everything you think about yourself, everything you believe about yourself, is because you learned it. –Don Miguel Ruiz


Reactive Thinking


Remember Richard, who sat staring at his paperwork, too paralyzed to make a phone call to a potential client? Richard finally finished the sales presentation for his latest prospective client. He’d spent weeks going through his research in exhaustive detail and practiced the presentation repeatedly in the week running up to the client meeting. When the time came, he rushed through the delivery, stumbled over some of his words and didn’t mention every single point he wanted to make.

“I’m useless!” he kept saying over and over to himself. “I know that I should always slow down when presenting but I still always rush it and make stupid mistakes. And I missed so many points! I’m just not good enough.” Thing is, no one else seemed to notice how “bad” the presentation had been, but Richard kept replaying the mistakes he perceived in his mind, and repeatedly beat himself up over them.

A week later, the client signed a contract with Richard. It was his biggest contract since starting out on his own as a consultant, but the achievement hardly touched him. Any flicker of celebration was fleeting: “I was just lucky this time,” he told himself, “They didn’t notice all the things I left out.” The internal self-criticism didn’t stop, drowned beneath the roar of his incessant mind-talk.

Today, when Richard looks back on this event, he realizes that he was operating with many misconceptions. His mind-talk was the product of unconscious filters, giving rise to habitual thoughts that had become beliefs about his own competence. He didn’t know then how to deal with his inner landscape and had been a perfectionist: Trying to research everything, trying to practice everything, until he had worked himself into such a state of stress that he was inevitably overly nervous when it came time to actually give the presentation.

This cycle of reactivity is self-destructive, and though Richard tried to push through it by sheer hard work, he was risking his physical and psychological health in the process.

We are often our worst critics. And if you’re grappling with imposter syndrome, the impact of this self-criticism is deeply potent, because it’s targeted at your identity—your self-perception, your own sense of who you are.

Think about when you are doubtful about something. You may be skeptical, but you don’t belittle the thing you doubt. In the same way, one can doubt oneself, but with imposter syndrome, this self-doubt usually carries a deep meaning with it that leads one to diminish oneself. It’s this association at the identity level that contributes to the debilitating patterns of thinking in imposter syndrome that can make it feel so hard to let go of.

Now, it’s time to further loosen the grip of imposter syndrome and break that cycle of reactivity. Rather than reacting to those patterns of thinking through counterproductive coping behaviors, you’re going to change those neural pathways of self-judgment and blame.


Breaking the Cycle of Reactivity


In Chapter 2, we saw that the inner thinking path is a cycle of automatic processes, fueled by how we filter and ascribe meaning to external events. Your filters—the product of your unconscious conditioning—are made up of your beliefs, values, sense of identity, and purpose. They constitute your self-perception and powerfully influence your actions and behavior. Without awareness, these automatic processes can give rise to reactive thinking and overthinking. But they are within your scope of control.

Your filters are part of your internal landscape, while your actions are part of your external landscape. The external landscape—those events that you can perceive with your five senses—often feels easier to deal with. This is very natural because most people are not fully aware of the internal landscape of filters and programs.

So, we often try to change our external landscape without realizing that the real solution comes from expanding our awareness of our internal landscape and making changes there.

For example, we may try and change our compensating behaviors, such as procrastination or perfectionism, or attempt other methods to motivate ourselves into action, telling ourselves that we need more discipline, or that time management is an issue. This keeps our minds busy, thinking that it’s doing something to tackle the problem, but it doesn’t move the needle. Instead, it gives us a false sense of security that doesn’t last and is never satisfied.

Working on our external landscape can give some positive results, which is why most people who are unaware of the internal filters and programs focus on this. But consider this: The word “behavior” is the noun form of the verb “behave”, which originated in late Middle English by combining the words “be” and “have”. In this sense, your behaviors are a reflection of the state of being that you have—which is your inner landscape.

When you try to change your external landscape without first changing your internal landscape, results are usually short-lived. You can put in the time and effort, work hard at changing your external landscape, put in long hours and potentially sacrifice your physical health. You may—at least in the short term—feel a little better. You may secure that business relationship you wanted, and those feelings of imposter syndrome may lessen—for a time at least, as it did with Richard.

But these methods can expose you to burnout, anxiety, and illness. Often, the results are not sustainable. Because your filters are still the same, they’ll continue to ascribe the same meaning to external events, such that your satisfaction of securing a new business relationship, for example, won’t last very long. The feelings that you had, of insecurity and fear of being found out, return. And before long, you’re back in that cycle of reactivity, trying once again to change something in your external landscape, working on the symptoms rather than the underlying issue.

It doesn’t help that many other approaches actively encourage you to focus on your external landscape. It’s not uncommon to read tips such as “fake it until you make it,” or “feel the fear and do it anyway.” This can work for those who aren’t grappling with imposter syndrome. But, for those who are, it’s like applying a Band-Aid to cover a wound without addressing the root cause—it may provide temporary relief, but it won’t lead to healing or long-lasting results.

These strategies help you to hide your feelings of inadequacy and imposter syndrome, but they don’t actually address the programs behind those feelings and thoughts. And each time you do something to hide how you feel from the world, you reinforce those emotions of feeling like a fraud, an imposter.

Another common but potentially counterproductive tip is to model others. You may have been told to consider someone you admire and to copy their patterns of behavior. The trouble with this advice is that it doesn’t factor in your uniqueness. When you model yourself on someone else, you don’t automatically inherit their filters, or their natural gifts, strengths, and talents. So, what works for them may not work for you, even though the external behavior may appear to be the same. And, again, this can contribute further to imposter syndrome. You start wondering what’s wrong with you, because if a certain method worked for someone else, why not you?

If this describes your journey up to now, don’t beat yourself up. You can’t change what you haven’t been aware of. And now that you are, you can redirect your energies into a more productive and sustainable strategy. The real drivers of change are not in your external landscape; they’re in your internal one.

The key is expanding your awareness. When you are unaware of the existence of your filters and internal programs, and how they influence you to react in certain ways to external events, you are more susceptible to them. Because this process is mostly automatic and unconscious, it leaves you maximally reactive to external events, distracting you from the inner landscape.

Though it may feel as though your filters are set in stone, they can be changed. They are the product of conditioning, which, in turn, is mostly the product of spaced repetition. Your filters have the weight of years behind them, but that weight can be lessened with awareness and practice. You can change your filtering and your programming, and the rewards can be profoundly liberating.


Becoming Aware of the Hierarchy of Voices in Your Head


Every one of us experiences self-talk. The internal monologue that narrates, explains, beats you up, encourages you, reminds you of old stories, makes up things about the future, shares its interpretations of what’s going on, and so on. It’s entirely normal. Sometimes, it’s unconscious, and, for most people, a lot of it tends to be unconscious.

This means that we rarely critically think about that self-talk or bring any rational evaluation to it. Often, even if you’re aware of surface-level thoughts, that doesn’t mean you’re aware of deeper self-talk that produces those surface-level thoughts.

You may recognize some of the surface-level thoughts associated with imposter syndrome. Does any of this sound familiar?

	I’m a failure.

	I’m not enough.

	I can’t do anything right.

	I’m not as good as they think.

	I’m a fraud.

	I don’t deserve my position.

	I’m terrible at my job.




With imposter syndrome, we tend to overly identify with these patterns of thought. Remember, the neural pathways in your brain associated with these patterns are strengthened through constant reinforcement and repetition. These thought patterns then become ingrained and result in unconscious, automatic reactions that you feel in your body.

You may feel biochemical changes associated with stress and anxiety, such as a higher heart rate or excessive tiredness. You may feel feelings of guilt and shame, or feelings of anger or defensiveness that flare up. And, because you have identified with these patterns, you may have come to believe that they are an unchangeable fact about yourself, outside of your control.

But this isn’t the case. You do have control. None of us were taught about conditioning or our internal filters and programs, so we don’t realize that we have the power to change our programming. This means that you have the potential to let go of imposter syndrome, which is a pattern of thinking as filtered through your internal programs.

To achieve sustainable authentic success, you must change your self-perception, which is where those feelings of imposter syndrome arise. You must expand your awareness of your filters and understand the hierarchy of concepts within them.

Understanding the hierarchy

Have you ever wondered why there are times when you know someone to have the skills and abilities to do something, and everyone can see that to be true through their past actions or behaviors, but they just don’t do it?

We may often wonder why someone whom we know is capable of doing something and doing it well, procrastinates or doesn’t seem to bother at all. The hierarchy of filters, as shown in the following diagram, can give us some insight into this.
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Figure 12: The hierarchy of filters


Right in the middle is our true authentic self—the self as it is, before taking on any conditioning. This is your uniqueness, what makes you truly special. The roadmap in this book is all about your journey back to this center—the core of you. It is the innermost layer—the deepest layer—which our filters and programs aim to keep safe.

The closer to the middle, the more protective we are of those filters, and the stronger and more profound an influence it has on our thinking and other filters. In other words, each level directly affects those “lower” in the hierarchy, with self-perception being the innermost and deepest in the hierarchy of filters, and the environment being the outermost.

The external landscape

Our environment is what we’re surrounded by, and is made up of people, places, and things. It’s where we experience our day-to-day. It’s often considered the level that has the most control over us, but this is not so: our perception creates our reality, but it doesn’t negate the existence of the external landscape and everything within it.

For example, depending on the conditioning held in the inner programs or filters held at the deeper levels of the hierarchy, one person facing redundancy may see this as a great opportunity for freedom, while another in the same situation may feel like it’s the end of the world.

Our actions and behaviors—what we do—take place in our environment and are also influenced by it. How you behave in your environment can differ, sometimes significantly, depending on where you are, when, and who you’re with. Have you ever known someone who comes across as highly assertive and outspoken at work, but becomes quiet and docile when at home and in the presence of a family member? This is an example of how actions and behaviors can change as a result of the environment.

Most people try to change through their actions and behavior. This takes constant focus and effort and is the level at which we tend to ask to be held accountable. But, it takes a lot of energy and motivation to sustain that change, because we often have to fight our internal programs and self-talk in our effort to change those behaviors. So, many people believe that it’s not something that they can change, or they give up.

Without also changing our internal landscape of beliefs, values, and self-perception, these changes are often short-lived and can keep us on the negative energy spiral of blame, be it self-blame or blaming others for our experiences and how we feel.

Actions and behaviors are also influenced by the next level in the hierarchy—our skills and abilities, which determine “how” we do something. A child first learning to tie their shoelaces is not yet skilled at this action and can appear to be clumsy with it. They may also not want to try and tie their shoelaces, because they don’t feel that they can.

Our perception of our own level of skills and abilities can, therefore, impact how much resistance we might feel for doing something. We encountered this when we looked at the conscious competence learning model in Chapter 1.

Although skills and abilities are inside of us, they are part of our external landscape, because one’s display of skills and behaviors can be observed. They are at the boundary between our external and internal landscape.

The internal landscape

We now move into our internal landscape, which houses our internal programs or filters. These filters are profound. They have a significant impact and influence on actions and behaviors, and so, also our results. This is where transformational change takes place.

Beliefs are what we hold to be true, right, or wrong. Skills and abilities can influence our beliefs, in that learning something new can bring a new perspective, which can change what we believe to be true. However, beliefs can be so strongly held that they can prevent you from learning a new skill. This is often the case for some individuals grappling with imposter syndrome—they hold a belief that they need to be immediately able to do something well, even if it’s the first time, or they will be seen as less than good enough. It ties in with their desire to avoid situations where they may be evaluated.

Sometimes, we’re aware of our beliefs, and sometimes, we’re not, but they’re always running in the background. Information is filtered, based on what we believe to be true. Anything contrary to our beliefs is filtered out, shaping how we see the world.

For example, someone who believes that they need to make sure everything is perfect to avoid being “exposed” will automatically filter out sensory information to the contrary, and only notice information that supports their belief, so they can stay safe. Or they may dig their heels in, holding steadfastly to their beliefs, so they won’t be “shown up” as being wrong.

Next, comes values. Values are what we hold to be important. They underlie the deepest reasons, the “why” of what we do. They have a much deeper impact on you than your beliefs, such that even if you believe something to be true, you still won’t do it, if it isn’t important to you or if it’s out of alignment with your values.

A practical example of how the hierarchy works

Andrew discovered the hierarchy of filters when he came for a coaching session. He had desperately wanted to leave his job for a few years. He’d undergone triple heart bypass surgery the previous year and knew that the job-related stress wasn’t doing him any good. He had also been finding it difficult working with his boss, often feeling undermined by their decisions. His wife was highly supportive of him leaving his job and setting up his own consultancy practice, something that he had dreamed of doing for a while.

She was willing to be the main breadwinner for the family and suggested that they could downsize, to help during the early days while setting up his consultancy. But Andrew couldn’t bring himself to do this. One of his top values is that he had to be the main provider for his family, and no matter how encouraging and supportive his wife was, he refused to follow his desire to set up as a consultant, deciding in the end, to stay where he was.

Can you see how powerful these filters are, and how they underlie your actions and behaviors, and thereby influence your results?

Your deepest filter

Finally, the deepest and strongest of all the filters—your self-perception and sense of identity. This is a consolidation of the entire system of beliefs and values, informing your sense of self and defining who you think you are. We can get clues as to one’s self-perception, as language around this usually starts with “I am.” It’s what we identify with: “I am a parent,” “I am good at marketing and sales,” or, “I am feeble,” as someone I know constantly said of herself. How do you think these people showed up?

In the same way, as information is filtered out based on what we believe to be true, self-perception is also a filter that works in the same way. So, if you think you are good at marketing and sales, you’ll notice external events that stack up to support your self-perception. This ties back into the letting go of labels we touched on in Chapter 1. If you identify with, “I am an imposter,” and haven’t already dropped the label, this is another invitation to drop this label around your self-perception—now.

Richard’s start of letting go

Letting go of the label of imposter syndrome was Richard’s first step when he finally reached the point where he felt it deeply enough—that he was no longer willing to put up with imposter syndrome. That happened after the presentation he gave that won him his biggest contract but brought no relief or celebration when they signed the contract with him.

He had been excited when he first set up in business for himself. The career change had felt like it would be an easy one because he had already been a consultant in his previous role. Despite his success in his corporate role, the change triggered the symptoms of imposter syndrome and he quickly found himself filled with self-doubt, even questioning his worth and experience.

In the beginning, intellectually knowing himself to be incredibly capable, he launched into making as many calls as he could to potential clients. But every call was filled with dread. Before long, he was procrastinating, and perfectionism set in. It didn’t help that his partner didn’t get it: after all, he’d been used to talking with potential clients in his old role. But in Richard’s mind, it was different: in his old corporate role, clients came to the firm, so he didn’t have to put himself “out there”, and this wasn’t the case as a consultant in business for himself.

He determined that he must be missing “something,” and signed up for a “Client Enrolment Success” course. This really fired him up! He felt motivated and upbeat by the end of the course. Many other students had already been successfully winning new clients and raving about how helpful the course was. But whenever he had a prospective client meeting booked, his heart would sink.

Richard knew he had the skills, and his values were in alignment—success was important to him–but his beliefs and his self-perception were out of alignment. As a young child, his best friend’s dad was a salesperson, and he had seen how difficult it was for him. He came to believe that sales meant constant rejection and struggle. Unconsciously, he determined that he would never be a salesperson, incorporating that into his self-perception.

The irony was that he was already in a sales-related role in his old corporate job, but he hadn’t placed the same meaning on the role in relation to his sense of identity. This is an example of how imposter syndrome is contextual and can be triggered by different circumstances.

At the time, he didn’t know about the hierarchy of filters, and that no matter how skilled or accomplished he was, he would always find himself anxiously procrastinating, overpreparing, and doubting not his skills but himself. Eventually, when he came to realize that he was experiencing imposter syndrome, he learned to let go, firstly of the label, and then worked on changing his filters.

Today, he shows up with a confidence that shines from within, no longer procrastinating or overpreparing for conversations with prospective clients and proudly makes a multiple six-figure income that is in alignment with his authentic self.

***

Exercise 10: Noticing and Logging Your Self-Talk

Always, the first step is to expand your awareness. You’re likely already highly aware that you have self-talk. With this exercise, we’re deepening your awareness around it, so you can begin to see where it’s coming from, and so you take conscious action. For this exercise, then, your job is to notice and log your self-talk for a day. Whenever you are aware of your self-talk, reach for your journal or worksheet that you downloaded, and jot down what it’s saying.

At the end of the day, reflect on what you’ve written down. Ask yourself the following questions:

	What are the themes of your self-talk?

	Which level of the hierarchy is your self-talk coming from?

	What is the balance between your “positive” and “negative” self-talk? (if it helps, you can use a highlighter to make this balance more apparent at a glance).

	How do each of the different statements feel?

	Do the statements carry different voices?




For example, suppose you get to the end of the day, and you find that a common theme to your self-talk is that you’re not good enough. This comes from deep within the hierarchy, where beliefs have been internalized into part of your sense of self. This kind of self-talk feels mostly negative and is associated with feelings of hopelessness and shame. You may even find that they sound a bit like one of your parents or a teacher who used to be mean or critical of you when you were in school.

When reflecting on your self-talk, avoid bringing judgment to the table. This isn’t about judging your self-talk. In fact, resisting your self-talk and pushing against it, or treating it like it’s an enemy doesn’t feel good and is counter-productive. The harder you push against it, the louder the talk becomes. And remember, self-talk never goes away, and it’s coming from your internal programs which have an overarching objective to keep you safe—it’s just that the original associations it’s made are out-of-date.

Embody the role of an observer with no judgment. Think of yourself as a scientist experimenting in a laboratory, someone with genuine curiosity about what they might find.


Putting Some Distance Into It


The more you identify with your self-talk, the more personal and hard-hitting that self-talk feels. And the more hard-hitting your self-talk feels, the more this becomes your reality—because perception is reality, and your self-talk is a reflection of your internal filters through which you ascribe meaning to external events.

But remember, self-talk never goes away. This is why it’s important to look at your self-talk and consider the little changes you can make to start changing those filters that result in contracted, uncomfortable emotions. The good news is that the journey to lessening the potency of your self-talk can start with simple changes. And following the strategies in this book can help you achieve this.

Can you recall the conscious competence learning model from Chapter 1, where you start with being unconsciously incompetent about something and then move through the different stages to eventually become unconsciously competent? The process of changing your self-talk is the same. At the beginning, your mind will likely fight and resist the little changes you make. Don’t give up. You won’t be fighting your self-talk but changing your relationship with it.

First up, let’s disarm the emotional hook of your self-talk, by distancing yourself from it. In doing so, those feelings don’t affect you so directly.

Studies show that people who shift from the first-person to the second-person in their self-talk report less emotional distress from their self-talk. When you use “I” statements, such as “I am a failure,” this feels much more personal than when you use “you” statements in your self-talk. For example:

	“I am a failure,” becomes, “You are a failure.”

	“I am not good enough,” becomes, “You are not good enough.”

	“I am a fraud,” becomes, “You are a fraud.”




Changing the language pattern allows you to be more objective and kinder to yourself through your self-talk. You may already use a combination of both “I” and “you” in your own self-talk. But, of course, this self-talk still feels negative, even when using “you”.

So, I want us to go a little further when it comes to the language surrounding your self-talk, such that you can get even more distance. Rather than trying to fight your mind and self-talk, let’s instead change your relationship with it.

We’ve talked about how your self-talk is the product of your conditioning and internal programs. We can now acknowledge that by shifting from the idea of “self-talk” to “mind-talk” instead. This gives you even more distance because what your mind says about you is not necessarily a reflection of who you truly are. Rather, it is a reflection of your internal filters and programs.

So, instead of using pronouns like “I” or “you” in your mind-talk, refer to your mind directly. For example:

	“I am/You are a failure,” becomes, “My mind thinks that I’m a failure.”

	“I am/You are not good enough,” becomes, “My mind thinks that I’m not good enough.”

	“I am/You are a fraud,” becomes, “My mind thinks that I am a fraud.”




This brings even more distance between your mind-talk and you, empowering you to more easily unhook from those thoughts, and notice what it’s saying from a lighter perspective of curiosity and fascination— “Oh, that’s fascinating! That’s what my mind is thinking right now!” When something is fascinating, it means that it’s extremely interesting, but it doesn’t mean it’s true. In the same way, just because your mind-talk says something, it doesn’t make it true. By distancing yourself from that mind-talk, you’ll find that the contracted emotions associated with it are reduced.

***

Exercise 11: Changing Your Mind-Talk

Let’s put this into practice. Remember to come from a perspective of curiosity and fascination. Whenever you catch your mind-talk using the first-person or second-person, consciously shift to, “my mind thinks…” Adopt the stance of someone observing those thoughts, rather than identifying with them directly, and give yourself permission to let them go, without taking any specific action as a result of them.

After a few days of this exercise, reflect on how it’s made a difference in how you feel. You may notice that each time you distance yourself from your mind-talk, your feelings lighten. You may also find that with practice, it gets easier to distance yourself from your mind-talk, and, over time, it also gets easier to sidestep taking immediate action in reaction to those thoughts.

The right time to act is when you feel clear on the matter—when your body feels neutral. By distancing yourself from your mind-talk, you weaken the cycle of reactivity from mind-talk to default reaction. This will empower you to make better decisions, and your mind will gradually become quieter with its critical talk. The neural pathways associated with the busy, self-critical mind-talk will weaken, and it will become easier and easier for you to let go of those thoughts.


Letting Go of Comparisons


Your mind is amazing. The human brain is brilliant at analysis, keeping score, measuring, and looking at “this” and “that”. It is constantly judging its environment, noticing small changes in your external landscape, and highlighting what’s different. It can tot up the pros and cons of a situation, the good and the bad, the all-or-nothing. It does all this automatically; it’s built that way. And, when used correctly, it’s an immensely powerful tool. You can use that fine discrimination and judgment as inspiration, to solve problems, provide advice to others, or share your insights on a tricky situation.

However, when all that processing power is misdirected and used to negatively judge yourself by perceiving that something’s missing, this is the negative energy spiral in action, which can lead to intense distress. All that judgment is focused on what you then perceive to be your flaws and shortcomings, preventing you from letting go of imposter syndrome and blinding you to your innate gifts, strengths, and talents. It focuses you on the wrong issue and keeps you seeking for an incorrect solution. This is one of the biggest mistakes that many people inadvertently make in their pursuit of personal development.

Though this can be a problem, it’s important not to feel resentful about your mind’s capabilities. Your mind is always looking to keep you safe and alive. By looking outside and noticing what’s seems missing in your external landscape, it highlights problems that you can act on, providing inspiration for new ideas, products, and solutions.

Where things go awry, is when you turn it in on yourself—and perceive that something’s missing in you—instead of using it as input for the application of your innate gifts, strengths, and talents. By constantly comparing yourself with others and perceiving that something is missing in you, you fuel the feelings of shame— “there’s something wrong with me”—and imposter syndrome.

Can you see the difference?

Richard picked up the phone and dialed his partner. “Hey, I’m sorry, I can’t join you for dinner again tonight. I just need to get this research done.” Before Richard left to set up his own consultancy, he was a senior manager in a software solutions company. One of his natural gifts was coming up with innovative ideas and solutions, when faced with problem-solving. He was excellent at it. But most of his fellow managers tended to solve problems firstly through research, and then to structure that research towards a solution.

Although Richard was able to do that too, it wasn’t natural to him, and it took a lot of effort and time on his part. His mind noticed the discrepancy and he felt inadequate relative to the others, believing that he was missing something he should also have. He dismissed the unique value he naturally brought to the company as a problem-solver who could approach a situation differently from anyone else on the board. It came so easily to him, that he didn’t see the value in it.

We’re all wired differently, and we all have our unique strengths and talents. But the mind is constantly trying to keep you alive, so it is consistently comparing you to what’s outside and concluding that you’re missing something important. At the same time, we’re societally encouraged to conform, at risk of being branded a rebel, a maverick, or weird. And because we learnt at a very young age that we had to conform and adapt our behavior to our caregivers to survive, we are programmed to be afraid of being an “outcast,” because that would have meant certain death. This underlying fear has remained in an unconscious program, through which we continue to filter and give meaning to things, but it’s no longer a program that supports.

In the same way as Richard didn’t see the value in his innate ability for innovative ideas and solutions, we tend to take our own innate gifts, strengths, and talents for granted. We say things like, “Oh, anyone could have done it,” or, “It’s just part of the job.” Because those skills are innate and accessed easily and without effort, we assume that everyone can do the same and that those skills don’t have any real value. But this prevents you from acknowledging and recognizing your own worth. More deeply, it prevents you from recognizing your true, authentic self.

Conversely, and here’s a paradox—if someone else does the same task and receives praise for their efforts, you might start to feel bitter. After all, you know you could have done the same task, and although you may have received the same praise, you discount it, and then feel reticent for not having been noticed or recognized. From there, those feelings of bitterness, frustration, anger, and disappointment start to build, sending you down the negative energy spiral that we discussed in Chapter 3.

It’s time to change perspective.

Imagine letting go of these old habits and patterns of thought. Imagine letting go of comparing yourself to others and thinking something’s missing in you. And imagine beginning to appreciate what’s different and unique about you. It’s time now for you to expand your awareness of your own uniqueness.

***

Exercise 12: We’re All Designed Differently

This exercise is about permitting yourself to recognize your strengths without insisting on perfection.

Give yourself permission to notice what’s different about you. What does your mind-talk say? Listen, and write down the first things your mind-talk says, whether it is critical or positive. What is it telling you that you’re missing?

Now, take a moment and acknowledge that what you’re “missing” is really also a part of how you were designed to be. That takes a little bit to wrap your mind around, doesn’t it? In as much as you have your innate gifts, strengths, and talents, it’s also innate in you to not have what you’re “missing”—because the combination of both is what makes you special and unique.

Let’s return to Richard. As he took the time to do this exercise, his immediate mind-talk focused on what it perceived he was missing: that doing research and structuring his findings don’t come naturally to him. He wrote this down, remembering to attribute the thought to his mind-talk rather than using the first or second-person pronouns of “I” or “you”:

My mind thinks that I should be good at research and that I should be able to structure that research into a good argument.

Next, he took the time to acknowledge his mind-talk, but also wrote down his own gifts and strengths that make him unique, incorporating the pivoting approach he had also learnt in Exercise 9:

My mind thinks that I should be good at research and that I should be able to structure that research into a good argument. Even though my mind thinks this is a limitation and that I’m no good at it, nevertheless I’m willing to recognize that I have a natural gift for coming up with innovative ideas and potential solutions. I can focus on problem-solving that comes from ‘thinking outside the box’, while someone else more naturally good at research can do that instead. We’re all designed differently.

In following this exercise, Richard was able to examine himself more objectively, recognizing his strengths and at the same time acknowledging what he had been conditioned to perceive as a “weakness.” He was able to achieve distance from the emotions of his mind-talk, and expand his self-awareness, giving him valuable practice in aligning his self-perception with his true, authentic self.

As he reflected on this exercise, he later added:

Actually, now I’ve had a chance to step back and look at this objectively, I can see how the others are fixed in the way that they do their research and come up with conclusions. They go straight into researching the areas where they think the problem and solution may be. In their own way, they’re limited in their viewpoints, whereas I can see other possibilities that they don’t, because I’m able to come up with fresh ideas and novel approaches to finding solutions that don’t even occur to them.

In these later reflections, Richard was now opening to accepting and embracing his authentic self, encompassing both his innate gifts, strengths and talents, as well as the areas where he was apparently “missing” something. In changing his perception, he soon stopped feeling that he was inadequate relative to the others and was then able to perceive the underlying wisdom that was there for him.

Can you see that?

Now it’s your turn. We’ve started to really build on your self-awareness and align your sense of self with your true nature. This will help you find self-acceptance, and free yourself from your experience of imposter syndrome. In the next chapter, we continue that journey by having a look at everyday strategies for reducing stress and anxiety.


Chapter Summary


	When we are unconscious of our inner thinking path, we often try to break the cycle of reactivity by focusing on our external landscape. Though making changes to our external landscape can give temporary relief from contracted feelings, it is the wrong focus. Unless you bring change to your internal landscape of filters, beliefs, and values, you will continue to ascribe negative meaning to your external landscape, regardless of changes made in it.

	There is a hierarchy of filters in your mind, from your external environment on the edge of the hierarchy to your self-perception at the center of the hierarchy. Profound change comes from focusing on your internal landscape: Your beliefs, values, and sense of self.

	It is important to expand awareness of your mind-talk. From there, you can change the pronouns your mind-talk uses, moving from, “I am a failure,” to, “My mind thinks that I am a failure.” This gives objective distance, reducing the intensity of the emotions associated with self-critical mind-talk.

	Your mind is wired to compare yourself to others and so perceives that you are lacking in some way. However, when you change your perspective, this can be a source of inspiration and wisdom instead.

	Rather than comparing yourself to others and determining what you are missing, focus on recognizing your unique gifts, strengths, and talents, which includes your ability to ultimately gain objectivity and wisdom in those areas that are not your innate strengths. We also often overlook our gifts, because we don’t assign much value to our innate abilities which we find natural and easy.





CHAPTER 5:
FIND PEACE WITH TINY HABITS EVERYDAY



The Little Things


The great doesn’t happen through impulse alone and is a succession of little things that are brought together. –Vincent van Gogh


Tiny Habits Everyday


On May 17, 2014, Admiral William H. McRaven delivered a commencement address to graduates at the University of Texas. His speech became famous for its simple but poignant maxim: “If you want to change the world, start off by making your bed.”

His argument was profound but straightforward:

If you make your bed every morning you will have accomplished the first task of the day. It will give you a small sense of pride, and it will encourage you to do another task and another and another. By the end of the day, that one task completed will have turned into many tasks completed. Making your bed will also reinforce the fact that little things in life matter. If you can’t do the little things right, you will never do the big things right.

And, if by chance you have a miserable day, you will come home to a bed that is made—that you made—and a made bed gives you encouragement that tomorrow will be better.

In this vein, we’ll consider some tiny everyday habits that can improve your well-being and expand your awareness of the present. These tiny habits are easy to do, are barely noticeable by others, and can make a huge difference in reducing your stress and remaining in the present.

What’s more, these small changes can make a big difference to your self-perception. Your habits form the basis of your identity. When you embody what you do and it becomes internalized, it becomes part of your identity. At this point, it no longer takes conscious effort to “do” the habit; it becomes automatic. This is why it’s vital to cultivate and build the right habits. The right habits will teach you to trust yourself and will build a sense of identity that’s aligned with your authentic self.

Best of all, these tiny habits will have a knock-on, positive effect, building up your psychological resilience and well-being, and add up to make a significant difference over time.


Leveraging the Power of Tiny Habits


First, you need to give yourself permission to believe that making those tiny changes will work.

You might be skeptical. After all, it might seem too easy. How can making a small change make a big difference? The answer is the addition of time and habit. Over time, even a small adjustment can add up. The diagram below illustrates the point. A small angle between two lines can lead those lines to significantly diverge if those lines are long enough. In the same way, a small change to your everyday habits can compound and make a big difference if you persevere over a period of time.

Watch out for your mind-talk though! With imposter syndrome, it’s common to discount the value of small changes, and dismiss it as of little value in favor of all-or-nothing thinking.
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Figure 13: The power of a small difference


Another excellent illustration of the power of compounding comes from the legend of the rice and the chessboard.

There once lived a king who loved to show off his skill at playing chess. One day, an old sage came by, and of course, the king couldn’t resist but challenge him to a game. The sage declined, but the king insisted. “I’ll give you anything you want!” said the king.

“No, no,” replied the sage, but again, the king insisted. Finally, the sage agreed to play for the prize of the total of one grain of rice for the first square on the chessboard plus double the amount of rice grains for each subsequent square, until the entire chessboard was filled.

“That’s just 64 squares,” thought the king, “Easy!” So, they went ahead. The sage was brilliant, and the king lost the game. The king called his treasurer, ordering him to prepare the prize. He watched as the palace officials started counting out the rice grains—one grain on the first square, then two grains on the second, four on the third, and so on.

By the time just half of the chessboard’s squares had been used, the king needed 2.1 billion grains of rice. Very quickly, the king realized the mistake he’d made. He’d have to pay the sage a total of 18,446,744,073,709,551,615 (that’s over 18 quintillion) grains of rice which he didn’t have in his entire storehouse!

In case you’re wondering, it is estimated that a typical sack of rice would weigh 50 pounds and could potentially contain around 1.45 to 2 million grains of rice. I’ll leave you to do the math on how many sacks of rice the king would have had to deliver.

The diagram and the story demonstrate the power of small changes. And like the king, we tend to dismiss them. But if small changes are allowed to build up and compound, they can make a big difference to your life. And, best of all, because they’re only small changes, they’re easy to implement. Of course, nature is such that we don’t just keep on going in a linear fashion like that, and we will naturally reach a sweet spot, where we have optimal benefit.

The key is to be consistent, so you gain that benefit. To take one more example, consider going to the gym. Doing one workout is great, but it won’t result in significant lasting gains. On the other hand, if you consistently go to the gym twice a week for a year, you’ll start feeling fitter and looking more toned. It doesn’t happen overnight, and you may not immediately notice the effects, but with repetition and consistency, it starts to show.

Now that said, beware: the compounding effect of small changes works in the same way with “negative” habits too, so make sure that you are consciously making positive choices in the changes you make and be consistent with them.


Releasing Stress and Anxiety


Though stress and anxiety can feel uncomfortable, remember that they are normal human reactions. What’s important is the overall levels of stress as a whole and the duration over which it stays elevated. For example, an increase in the level of stress in the body in the morning gets us up and moving. Without it, we would find it difficult to get going at the start of the day. This is the way we’re designed physiologically. On the other hand, too much stress over a prolonged period leads to distress and burnout.

First off, let’s make clear the distinction between stress and anxiety. While stress can be persistent, it can also be very short term, while anxiety is characterized as a more pervasive condition. In addition, stress can also tend to be something triggered by an external event. Stress is an automatic response from the nervous system, giving you a “fight or flight” reaction to a potential threat. When your body perceives danger, it immediately floods your body with a stress hormone called epinephrine or adrenaline, and shortly afterwards, it is backed up by another stress hormone called cortisol.

In dangerous situations, a rush of adrenaline is very useful. It increases levels of glucose (a type of sugar) in your blood, giving you access to a quick rush of energy for a quick response—fight or run! If the danger persists for a longer period than several minutes, cortisol kicks in, keeping levels of glucose increased for ongoing energy to keep up with the fighting or running. At the same time, cortisol suppresses energy-reliant systems that are nonessential in a fight or flight situation, such as your digestive and immune systems. In other words, acute stress is a natural response from your nervous system and is designed to keep you safe.

However, our nervous system is very old, and evolution works slowly. Your stress response is tailored to a world where threats are short-lived and immediate, such as an attack from a snake or a saber-tooth tiger. The way it’s supposed to work is that there’s an immediate threat, your nervous system floods your body with stress hormones, you use that energy to overcome or escape that threat, and then the levels reduce to baseline and stabilize once again.

We can see this clearly while watching a wildlife program—the herd of zebras or gazelles run for their life when being chased by the lion, and as soon as the threat goes away, they go back to grazing, as before, as if nothing had happened.

But modern life just isn’t like that.

Our stressors are generally less immediate but significantly more pervasive: traffic jams, nerves about an upcoming meeting, needing new clients, your relationship with your boss, dealing with a high-maintenance client, family commitments, and so on. Because these causes of stress are more persistent, your cortisol levels can remain elevated over an extended period. This leads to chronic stress, which can then impact on your ability to sleep and repress the proper function of both your digestive and immune systems. From there, generalized anxiety may develop, as you no longer have a firm understanding of the trigger of your stress.

Your body is amazing. The human body is composed of close to 50 to 100 trillion cells. To give context, 100 trillion is 100,000,000,000,000. Those cells hold memory, and house a wider and deeper intelligence that works unconsciously throughout your body. Consider what your body is doing without your conscious intervention. You don’t have to consciously think about growing your hair, healing a wound, beating your heart, or digesting your food, but these unconscious processes are working all the time.

You can’t be aware of all these processes at the same time. However, your unconscious mind and body are giving you clues all the time. Yet many of us have learned to ignore more than we should, cutting ourselves off from the neck downward, and dismissing communications from the body.

You might not realize when you’re holding your breath, for example: An automatic response from the nervous system as part of a stress reaction. Similarly, you might ignore messages from your body telling you that you’re tired and need a break. If you have work that needs doing, you might purposefully ignore those signals, telling yourself that you’ll take a break as usual, but continue until you’re exhausted. Ultimately, this can lead to burnout.

We use our mind to overrule our body, and indeed, it’s part of our conditioning. How many times might you have heard, “mind over matter,” before? It’s a case of degree—at what point does it stop being beneficial to put mind over matter?

This kind of thing can be observed in every area of our lives. Consider the gym. Many people overdo it at the gym and suffer avoidable injuries because they’re not listening to their bodies. Instead, they’re pushing themselves to do what their mind thinks they should be able to do.

Sometimes it may be important for you to push through, but you need to know where your boundaries lie. For example, you need to do that one additional press-up to condition the muscles to grow and strengthen, and similarly, you may need to work longer hours to meet a looming deadline. But you need to know when to stop, and to consciously know when to make it an exception rather than the rule.

If you tend to ignore the signals from your body, this will have a significant knock-on impact on your health. At the gym, you’ll pull a muscle and be out of commission for weeks. At work, you’ll operate on chronic levels of stress, leading to digestive issues, or picking up sickness from a weakened immune system.

Not only can this compromise your health, but it’s also counterproductive. If you pull a muscle, you won’t be able to go back to the gym for weeks, and you’ll end up doing much less exercise than if you hadn’t overly pushed yourself. If you’re under the weather and exhausted, you’re more likely to make mistakes at work and will be more inefficient than if you were working at full capacity.

As such, it’s important to become more aware of your body sensations. Just because you don’t think you’re mentally or emotionally stressed, doesn’t mean that your body isn’t physiologically stressed. By expanding your awareness of those messages, you can notice those signals when they come, and reduce your levels of stress while protecting your health.

***

Exercise 13: Physiological Sigh or Cyclic Sighing

If you notice yourself feeling stressed, you can take immediate action to relieve those feelings through what is known as the physiological sigh, or cyclic sighing.

This exercise is really simple. Inhale, but before you get to the top, inhale again. Then, exhale out the entire breath. Repeat this about three times or until you feel relief from the stress.

We most obviously see the physiological or cyclic sigh in action when watching a young child who’s upset and crying. They take what appears to be staggered breaths—sharp inhalations—which are physiological sighs, the body’s natural response to helping them calm down.

Research published in the Cell Reports Medicine journal shows that cyclic sighing activates your parasympathetic nervous system and your relaxation response. The physiological sigh costs nothing, can be performed in the moment without any equipment, and is also quiet and subtle if you don’t want to draw attention to your stress. Try it the next time you feel your stress response activating.

***

Exercise 14: Trapezium Breathing

[image: image-placeholder]


Another breathing exercise adapts a technique used by the Navy SEALs (box breathing) to relieve stress and stay calm in the moment, and combines it with the ancient practice of a prolonged exhale. Research shows that changing the inhalation-exhalation ratio of our breathing, with a longer exhale, can trigger a relaxation response in the body.

I call it “trapezium breathing.”
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Figure 14: Trapezium breathing


The diagram shows how trapezium breathing works. Inhale for 4 seconds, hold that breath for another 4 seconds, exhale for 7 seconds, and then hold for 4 seconds before taking another breath. Then repeat the whole cycle four times, or until you feel relief from the stress.

An advantage of trapezium breathing is that it avoids shallow breathing. We unconsciously start to breathe shallowly when we’re stressed because all our muscles tense in response to a fight or flight situation. As a result, deep abdominal breathing—also known as “diaphragmatic breathing”—is a powerful way to decrease stress by activating relaxation centers in your brain. By expanding your abdomen, you pull blood into the chest and improve the flow of blood through your veins back to the heart.

When you first start with trapezium breathing, you may feel a little lightheaded. This happens from the increased ratio of oxygen to carbon dioxide in your body. If this is the case, back off a bit, and reduce the number of whole cycles you do, gradually building up to it.

It’s worth performing trapezium breathing several times a day, or whenever you think about it, so you can get into the habit of diaphragmatic breathing. This will train your body to breathe more deeply and improve your awareness of when you are stressed and taking shallow breaths. In addition, practicing your trapezium breathing when you’re not stressed makes it easier to perform the exercise when you are stressed. This can make all the difference when helping you manage your stress in the moment.

Like physiological sighing, trapezium breathing is free, doesn’t require any equipment or preparation, and is subtle. No one needs to know that you are practicing diaphragmatic breathing, nor will they be able to tell. With this in mind, practice your trapezium breathing regularly, and enjoy the stress-busting effect that follows as a result. Remember: small changes can bring big results.


Letting Go of Control


We often feel stressed and anxious about matters we can’t control, especially if they come from our external landscape. Trying to be in control of everything uses up a lot of energy, and by letting go of those events that fall outside of your control, you release energy that you can use to take more useful and productive action on the rest.

The Serenity Prayer, attributed to the Lutheran theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, expresses the idea directly. Regardless of whether you are religious or not, the Serenity Prayer contains great wisdom: “God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.”

When you have identified what is outside of your control, it’s important to give yourself permission to let go of any stress or worry you have about them. Of course, this is often easier said than done, but by giving yourself that permission, you may be able to release all that energy that’s tied up in unproductive stress.

I used to spend time and energy on various things I couldn’t control. For example, I used to feel responsible for whether my partner was enjoying himself when we were out. I would feel guilty if he didn’t appear to be (not that I knew for sure), feeling that it was my fault. But the truth is that we’re all responsible for our own happiness as individuals.

As much as we may commonly say things like, “He made me so angry!” no one can actually make us feel any particular way. Though you might be able to influence some of your partner’s mood, you ultimately cannot control how they feel. It took me time to internalize that idea, and I had to learn how to let go of that pattern of thinking. but once I did, I was able to allow my partner to be responsible for his own feelings.

The impact on my stress and ability to be fully present at dinner with friends and enjoy myself was wonderful. I felt a great relief to no longer be overthinking and feeling anxious about whether or not my partner was enjoying himself. I could relax and enjoy the dinner more: lessening my stress and probably making me more pleasant to enjoy dinner with!

If you need further convincing, consider this: No one can make you happy. We can’t expect other people to take responsibility for our own happiness. When it comes down to it, it’s up to each of us as individuals to take personal responsibility to how we respond to our experiences. None of us can control the external events that happen in our external landscape; we can only control how we respond to them, as we have seen in the inner thinking path.

Now, if you grapple with imposter syndrome and have a tendency towards perfectionism, this may be especially challenging for you. To maintain control, you may start micromanaging, working long hours, overworking, and overpreparing. You take on extra stress and risk burnout because you want to impose control on matters that are ultimately out of your hands.

Many people don’t realize this though and try to handle their perfectionism by trying to directly eliminate that behavior, which is in the external landscape. However, as this example shows, the driver in this case is the underlying need to be in control, and it is this element in the inner landscape that must be addressed to bring long-lasting results.

If this sounds familiar, then it’s worth taking a step back and assessing what you feel you have to control. Think about some small things that you feel you need to control, and whether you can permit yourself to let those feelings go. Some examples might include wanting to control:

	how someone squeezes the toothpaste out of the tube,

	how exactly someone helps you in the kitchen; for example, how they cut the vegetables compared to how you would do it yourself,

	how someone loads the dishwasher,

	how a colleague lays out a spreadsheet differently to how you would,

	how someone you supervise at work might word an email differently to you.




If, on reflection, you feel like they don’t really matter, let go of the impulse to control these small things. You’ll find that this helps reduce your everyday stress, and it will give you practice for letting go of control on more important matters.

***

Exercise 15: Spheres of Control

The following strategy is adapted from Stephen Covey’s The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People and helps you organize the parts of your life into those that you can control, those that you can only partially control, and those that you can’t control.

To start the exercise, make a list of all the things that stress you out: anything that makes you worry, or feel anxious, overwhelmed, angry, frustrated, and so on. As long as it feels “of concern” to you, write it down on a piece of paper.

Next, grab a large sheet of paper, and draw three overlapping circles, as shown in the diagram below.
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Figure 15: Sample template of spheres of control


As you can see, the three circles are labeled “Total Control,” “Some Control,” and “No Control.” The next step is to sort each item on your list of concerns into one of these three circles:

	If you have total control over an item, such that you can resolve it on your own without needing anyone else’s help or input, allocate that item to the “Total Control” circle.

	If you have some control or can influence an item, such that you can resolve part of the item or influence the outcome through your actions or behavior, allocate that item to the “Some Control” circle.

	Finally, if an item is completely outside of your control or influence, such that there is nothing you could do or say that could directly impact this item, allocate this item to the “No Control” circle.




For example, you might be feeling concerned about your daily schedule, or making time to do the exercises in this book. This probably belongs in the “Some Control” circle. You have considerable influence over your schedule because you can prioritize some daily tasks over others. However, you don’t have total control, because sometimes life gets in the way. There may be some emergency, or last-minute task that needs doing, that forces you to change your schedule on any given day.

Alternatively, you might be concerned about the economy. Unless you are a senator, this probably belongs in the “No Control” circle. As a normal citizen, you can’t exert any control over the state of the world economy.

A lot of our stress comes from being concerned about those things over which we have no control. By allocating different concerns to these different circles, you can expand your awareness of the limits of your influence when it comes to different worries in your life.

When you have filled out the three circles, it’s time to take action. For one item that’s within your control—that is, an item in the “Total Control” circle—take action on it, no matter how small that action is. Take action on at least one of these items a day. You will find that this makes you feel instantly better. Like making your bed in the morning, the small sense of pride from doing just that one thing will encourage you.

Next, for the items over which you have some control or influence—items in the “Some Control” circle—think about what steps you can take to change them so that your level of stress is reduced. This may require a bit of thought, but changing just one thing can make a positive change to your everyday level of stress.

Make this change, either today or over the next few days. For example, if you are constantly feeling as though your schedule is rushed, think about what you can do to take something off your plate, or maybe consider the difference that getting up 15 minutes earlier might make. Think about your environment: Who you tend to hang out with, the tidiness of your home, the people in your life who support you, and those who don’t. These self-reflections can provide useful clues on how to make small changes that make your life better.

Finally—and most importantly—let go of everything else. For every item in the “No Control” circle, stop worrying about them, because there is nothing you can do. It simply keeps you overthinking, and on the negative energy spiral. That worry isn’t helpful or productive because you can’t control or influence those items. After all, that’s why they’re in the “No Control” circle. To formalize your act of letting go, strike through each of these items on your Spheres of Control now.

Here’s a worked example, demonstrating the allocation of various high-level items to the circles.

[image: Figure 16: Worked example of spheres of control]

Figure 16: Worked example of spheres of control


You may share some of the same concerns as shown in the worked example but disagree with which circle they belong in. That’s absolutely okay: What lies within your control is relative to you and your situation. Returning to the example of the economy, if you are head of the U.S. Department of Commerce, the item might belong in the “Some Control” circle rather than the “No Control” circle!

Spend some time doing this exercise and make it a regular practice. It takes less time the more regularly you put it to use, and by the time you get to the end of this book, you’ll find that your stress in this regard will be noticeably reduced.


Slowing Down Your Overthinking


When our thoughts and attention wander into potential future events, this can often bring up feelings of worry and anxiety.

Whenever I think about the nature of worry, I tend to think about two great quotations by Mark Twain:

	“I’ve had a lot of worries in my life, most of which never happened.”

	“Worrying is like paying a debt you don’t owe.”




We often unconsciously follow our thoughts without realizing it. This is an example of unconscious behavior. You might be sitting in a boring meeting or yoga class and a thought pops into your head, I need to go to the supermarket. And, without realizing it, you follow this thought through, I must remember to buy some carrots, and then, When can I fit it in? Oh, I’ll go at lunchtime, and then, Oh, I’ve got dry-cleaning to pick up too, that’ll be too much to carry; I’ll have to go to the supermarket after work. You might only be passingly aware of this string of thoughts, but they bounce about your head, cluttering up your mind and costing you energy.

The solution, like with many things covered in this book, is to work on expanding your awareness. Next time you notice the first thought, let go of the habit of following that thought, whether to its logical conclusion, or down another branch of thought, and instead bring your attention back to the present. Rather than following the intrusive thought and conducting an internal conversation in your head, practice simply noting the thought when it comes, and then gently returning your attention to your current situation.

For example, if you are in a meeting, you might be stressing over being called up to talk next. When this thought pops up, resist following it through and stressing over what you might say and do if that should happen.

This became very clear early in my coaching career. “Listening and asking good questions are two of the most important skills to have as a coach,” our teacher Marlene said. “Let your client talk… and I promise you, that as they do, you’ll be trying to think about the question you should be asking next. Let it go! If you allow yourself to get caught up in that stream of thoughts, you won’t be present, and you’ll miss what is being said.”

Marlene was right. Not only would I miss what was being said, I also discovered that, 9 out of 10 times, my client would answer the next question I was preciously holding onto in my mind. So, I pass this wisdom on to you now too. Instead of following your stream of thoughts, make a mental note that you’ve had a thought about being called upon next, and gently return your attention to the meeting itself. This declutters your mind and prevents it from being occupied with other thoughts, giving you the freedom to respond through inspiration in the moment.

***

Exercise 16: Be the Frog
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Often, we can end up feeling anxious without specifically knowing why. The reason is probably because your mind-talk is highly active without you realizing it. And, when you are stressed or anxious, your muscles tense up, including the muscles in your jaw and tongue. These muscles are part of your automatic, involuntary nervous system, but the muscles in your jaw and tongue can also be voluntarily tensed or relaxed with only a little effort. They therefore act as a bridge, allowing you to send signals to your body to tell it to relax.

That’s what this exercise helps you with. I call it, “Be the Frog,” because one of my clients once said he thought that’s what it feels like!

To “Be the Frog,” act out the following steps. When first learning the exercise, really exaggerate it so that you can get a sense of what it feels like. Using a mirror in the beginning can also help you get a better sense of it. As you become more practiced, you’ll be able to get the same effect with the exaggeration but be able to tone down the externally visible movements if you want to.

Be okay with looking silly and having some fun with it as you practice. No one can see you (unless you want to practice for the first time in a public place, in full view of everyone).

	Relax your face and posture and look straight ahead at something in the distance, such as a picture on the wall. Defocus your eyes.

	Keeping your eyes on the item, still defocused, gradually increase your awareness of your peripheral field of vision.

	Now, relax your jaw muscles. Use your hands to massage your jaw muscles to help encourage them to loosen and soften. Hang your jaw loose so that your teeth are no longer touching, and your mouth is slightly open. Think of going to the dentist and having your mouth anesthetized: Let it hang loose, almost as if you are allowing yourself to drool.

	Relax your tongue and let it gently fall to the bottom of your mouth. You might find that your eyelids relax too and feel as if they are half closed and droopy too. That’s good.

	Exaggerate it all even more: Relax your eyes, your jaw muscles, and your tongue.




Now, bring your attention to your mind-talk. Notice how it has quieted and slowed down. It will have done so significantly, to the point where it might be almost nonexistent. If your mind-talk is still racing, return to the exercise: Make sure your jaw muscles are soft and relaxed, that your jaw is hanging loosely, and that your tongue has dropped to the bottom of your mouth.

It’s worth practicing the “Be the Frog” exercise a few times a day, or until you get the hang of it. As you get more practice, you’ll be able to perform the exercise with your mouth only slightly but not noticeably open: Which means you’ll be able to practice this stress and over-thinking busting exercise in a room full of people without anyone knowing.

***

With these small exercises and changes of habit, you can start to feel real relief when it comes to stress and anxiety. From there, you can relax more by expanding your awareness of your current self-perception and thinking about how you can begin to align that self-perception with your true, authentic self. In the next chapter, we explore this idea further.


Chapter Summary


	Small changes to your routines and habits can make a big difference over time, partly because your habits constitute your sense of self. The key to lasting change is repetition and consistency.

	Stress and anxiety are normal reactions of the human nervous system, designed to keep you safe in “fight or flight” scenarios. However, they are less suited to modern stresses, which tend to be more protracted.

	The human stress response raises adrenaline and cortisol levels, which gives you access to quick energy but also represses the normal functioning of your digestive and immune systems. Chronically high levels of cortisol can, therefore, adversely affect your physical health. It is important to listen to the signals your body gives you, to avoid the health implications of chronic stress.

	Diaphragmatic breathing can trigger your parasympathetic response and signal to your body to relax. You can practice diaphragmatic breathing through physiological sighing and trapezium breathing. You can also “Be the Frog” by deliberately relaxing your eye muscles, your jaw muscles, and your tongue, to signal to your body that it can stop its automatic stress response.

	Let go of trying to control those aspects of your life that are outside your influence, to release the energy and stress wasted on those items. The Spheres of Control exercise can help you sort your concerns into those items you can control, those you can only partially control, and those you cannot control at all.

	By expanding your awareness of your mind-talk, you can return your attention to your surroundings rather than letting intrusive thoughts follow on from one another. This helps reduce overthinking, lower your stress and keeps you in the present.





CHAPTER 6:
LET GO OF WHO YOU CURRENTLY THINK YOU ARE



Becoming You


Nothing important, or meaningful, or beautiful, or interesting, or great ever came out of imitations. The thing that is really hard, and really amazing, is giving up on being perfect and beginning the work of becoming yourself. –Anna Quindlen


Who Do You Currently Think You Are?


Alex always felt the odd one out. Everyone else in her family seemed to be outgoing and loved socializing. Whenever they got together for family gatherings, they would be noisy and boisterous. She enjoyed joining in too, but no one else seemed to feel the need for some alone time, the way she did.

As a child, her mom would often say, “Why do I always have to cajole you to join in? Why can’t you be more like your sister? She always runs off on her own to join the other kids, but you’re always hanging back.” Her brothers used to tease her too, calling her, “snooty” and “aloof.”

Even though those years were long gone, now that she had started her new coaching business, imposter feelings began to arise. She agonized, “I’m just not good enough to do this. I’m not outgoing and sociable and I hate that I need to network and build a community on social media. And what if people don’t like me because they think I’m snooty and aloof?”

Because so much of our conditioning happens when we’re children, we can strongly internalize stories about ourselves, and perpetuate them. Your family may contribute to this process because to an extent they have also been conditioned to internalize the same stories about you. And if you grew up with a sibling, you will each have internalized stories of one another.

Now is the time to let go of those faulty self-perceptions, and to realign your perception with your true nature.


Raising Your Awareness Around Your Self-Perception


Your conditioned filters influence your thoughts, your thoughts control your perspective, and your perspective is what determines your reality as you experience it. It is what you are giving meaning to in the here and now.

So, making changes at the level of your self-perception can be absolutely transformative. Doing so can change your reality. As you begin to realign your perception with who you truly are, imposter syndrome feelings will start to fall away.

If you experience imposter syndrome, you may think that you are incomplete or missing something, but the truth is that you are complete. Just as the acorn contains the oak tree, you too already contain all that you are. You may supplement your true nature with growth and experience, but the core of you is complete, and nothing is missing.

Like Alex, we tend to hold on to stories about ourselves that give us a sense of identity. And we continue to pick up more and more of those stories as we go through life. We then define ourselves by these labels and stories, giving rise to how we perceive ourselves.

	I’m a useless marketer.

	I’m a terrible public speaker.

	I’m an ‘ENTJ’ on the Myers-Briggs.

	I’m a 9 on the Enneagram.

	I’m a fraud; I’m a fake.




And we identify with these labels and stories so strongly that it becomes difficult to think and behave in a manner that would contradict those labels. I remember struggling even in an improvisation class, where the whole point of the exercise was to pretend to be someone else: I walked out at lunchtime because I couldn’t let go of my own sense of identity and being, even just for fun.

The reality is that these perceptions of yourself, and who you think you are, were given to you. You didn’t consciously choose them. Many were conditioned in you in childhood, and that conditioning then continued and was reinforced by the stories we tell ourselves in adulthood. They are the result of internalizing what someone else observed through their own filters.

For example, you may remember being told that you were the clever one in the family and internalized this as your sense of identity—along with the sense of responsibility to always succeed and the challenges that came with it, such as impossibly high standards that can never be achieved.

The point isn’t about whether or not you’re smart: You probably are. But that doesn’t change the fact that your sense of identity has been shaped by someone else’s perceptions of you. Moreover, those perceptions were given meaning by your own filters, like, “I must be top of the class or I’m not good enough,” or “Anything less than the topmost grade is failure.”

In addition, most of us will have been conditioned to constantly look outside of ourselves and compare ourselves to others. We learn how to do this in school, for example, comparing the grades we received with grades our friends received. Or perhaps one of your parents might have compared you to a cousin or a sibling. Then, in all likelihood, you continued to do this into adulthood. You think to yourself that you need to be more like that person you admire, and this shapes self-critical thoughts about yourself. You identify traits that you think are missing in you and internalize that into your self-perception.

In this way, our sense of self is heavily conditioned. And it can feel scary to consider letting go of who you currently think you are and how you show up. In its effort to keep you safe and alive, your mind thinks that if you let go of who you currently think you are, will result in death. So there can be an underlying and unconscious fear around this idea, causing you to hold on to your current identity, just as I did even in that improvisation class.

Or, you might worry or feel vulnerable, thinking that if you let go of that sense of identity, you’re not sure what might be underneath. However, remember that you are complete. Your true authentic self has simply been hidden, obscured by the conditioning that’s been taken on. Nothing is missing, and your sense of identity right now includes some misaligned perceptions of who you think you are. By letting go of your misaligned sense of self, you can free yourself from patterns of thought and behavior that are influenced by that self-perception.

***

Exercise 17: Your Self-Perception

To let go of your misaligned sense of self, you must first expand your awareness of it. Find a piece of paper, a journal, or your worksheet, and write down your answers to the following questions to get a sense of where your self-perception is right now:

	What are the things you believe about yourself?

	What words would you use to describe yourself?

	What are the stories you tell about yourself?

	What old stories about yourself immediately pop into your mind?




When you have written your answers to these questions, reflect on them. Notice the balance between those elements of your self-perception that enhance your sense of self and those that diminish it. An imbalance isn’t an excuse for self-criticism though: This exercise is not about judgment, but to help you expand your awareness, so you can take the next step.


Letting Go of Old Stories


In the last exercise, I asked you to think about any familiar, old stories about yourself that immediately popped into your mind. For Alex, her most pertinent story was about being teased as being snooty and aloof.

If a story automatically came up and brought feelings with a negative emotion score, as we encountered in Exercise 9 on pivoting your thoughts and beliefs, this is a sign that the story is deeply conditioned in your thinking. Remember, emotions are signposts, and so, there’s wisdom to be uncovered from this story. Now that you’ve identified the story, you can reframe that narrative and allow yourself to let go of the negative emotions you have associated with that memory.

In the same way as kintsugi brings a different perspective to the repaired broken bowl, reframing is to change or gain new perspective. It doesn’t mean to eradicate the story or pretend that it never happened. Your past experiences have brought you to where you are today and contain wisdom and teaching. When you repress the stories, it also pushes away the underlying wisdom that is there for you. But when you realize that wisdom and teaching, there is no longer any need for the signpost—we move along on the growth spiral and the old negative feelings disappear. You’ll still be able to remember and relay the story, but the hook of the negative emotions will no longer be there.

The most powerful stories about ourselves are the ones we tell over and over, whether out loud or through our internal mind-talk. Often, we hold on to those stories where we may have felt hard done by in some way. We’ve learned to identify with the meaning ascribed to those experiences, and we can then become reluctant to let go of that meaning, because that would then mean something else about ourselves, and we don’t want to change that self-perception.

This is what Jane discovered.

Remember how Jane would come home from work and share her negative energy spiral stories with her husband, and one day wondered if he was no longer listening but brushed it off? In her own perception, she’d been the perfect wife. She supported her husband in everything he wished to pursue, she felt that she managed everything around the kids, and looked after everything to do with the household while holding down her own high-flying job. It’s not that her husband didn’t do his fair share; but Jane was a take-charge of everything kind of person, with a perfectionist perspective on things.

All that came crumbling down when she discovered her husband was having an affair. Her “perfect” marriage ended in a bitter divorce, and for years afterward, she would tell the same story time and time again—to her children, her siblings, and any friend who would listen.

One day, over a coffee together, her daughter said, “Mom, I know you’ve been hurt deeply by what Dad did, and we were too young to be able to support you emotionally then. But it’s been years now.” Jane bristled. “Yes….” “Well,” continued her daughter, “When you die, do you want to be remembered as the betrayed wife or the loving mom?” “The loving mom, of course,” retorted Jane with irritation. “I love you, mom, but when are you going to stop telling the story of the betrayed wife? That’s the story you keep telling all the time.” Tears pricked the backs of Jane’s eyes. She felt like she had been stabbed: the truth of her daughter’s words was a significant emotional event for her, and something shifted inside.

Instantaneously, she resolved to stop holding on to the perception of herself as the perfect wife who’d been betrayed, and to focus on being the loving mom to her children whom she loved with all her heart. She also allowed herself to accept that maybe she also had a part to play in the breakdown of her relationship, with her being continually focused on the negative energy spiral—something she didn’t want to admit.

The letting go of her self-perception as a betrayed wife and the wisdom she gained from this, allowed her to open fully to a new relationship with her family, and to her surprise, also her co-workers. She found renewed energy at work and was recognized with a promotion, and in time, she also found a new love.

Letting go and forgiveness

It’s easy to get stuck in the past, and to keep on replaying the stories, as Jane did, even if only in your mind. However, staying focused on the past tends to bring suffering and regret. After all, one definition of suffering is wishing that things aren’t how they are—and the past can’t be changed. This gets us stuck in the negative energy spiral, but there is a silver lining. We can’t change the past, but we can change our perspective on past events. This is the nature of true freedom.

With this in mind, think of one of those stories and give yourself permission to let go of the pain associated with that story. Give yourself permission to let go of the anger, or sadness, or guilt, or shame, or perhaps a combination of them. Remember, guilt is the belief that you did something wrong, and shame is the belief that there’s something wrong with you.

You don’t have to fight to repress the story or to pretend like it never happened. You are working with the story: Every event brings positive teaching and wisdom, even if you are not fully conscious of it. You can take this wisdom and accept what happened without needing to hold onto the pain. There’s no longer any need to hold on to that emotion, which continues to condition you and misalign your self-perception with your true, authentic self.

You may think that holding on to the old stories is justified, but everyone, including you, can only do the best they know how at that point in time: We are all products of conditioning, and most people are unconscious of it, so they act and behave based on their own perspective as colored by their internal filters and programs.

So, there’s no need for accusations or blame: An empowering and more supportive perspective is to realize that the people who “put” this on you probably were and are doing their best. This doesn’t necessarily make it right, and it’s not an excuse for their behavior. But it is your roadmap to freedom.

Holding on to your hurt or grievance, doesn’t punish the other person. When you forgive them, you are really doing it for yourself, even though you may feel reluctant to do so, thinking you’re letting that person off the hook. It is releasing yourself from your pain and hurt and permitting yourself to let go of all that contracted, uncomfortable emotion. It is acceptance and letting go. Forgive yourself and forgive them.

In addition to forgiving the past, don’t allow new grudges to form. The perspective of everyone doing the best they know how at the time, can also teach us to stop taking things personally. When you were young, your conscious mind was not fully developed. As such, you took everything personally, because you couldn’t critically think, reason, and accept or reject the feedback. However, you now have those capabilities, so you can now consciously make use of them.

Seek first to understand

When it comes to other people and their feedback, this means taking the time to understand where they are coming from. When people are aggressive or defensive, this is normally reflecting their own insecurities rather than being anything about you.

To illustrate, suppose your colleague becomes defensive when you raise questions about their project. Could it have been about the nature of your communication—how you asked those questions? If not, rather than internalizing their defensiveness as meaning something negative about you, consider that it is possibly a reflection of their own insecurity about the project. They might be worried that they don’t really know what they’re doing, or otherwise be worried that the project is going badly. Critically, their defensiveness is not about you at all.

So, stop mind-reading and making assumptions. When someone says something a little rude, don’t jump to the assumption that they’re thinking you don’t deserve your position. After all, like Jane getting angry when she heard someone blaring the horn at her, we can’t know for sure what someone else is thinking without specifically asking them. Chances are, you filled in the gaps with your own conditioned filters and made automatic assumptions that led you to take what they said personally. But those filters are no longer relevant to your life. Give yourself the permission to let go of them.

***

Exercise 18: Completing the Past

Things happen. We all experience unpleasant significant emotional events at some point in our lives, and, sometimes, we carry these events with us for a long time. You may have felt deeply hurt at the time of the event, and it is also possible that the other person or persons involved in the event were not aware of the effect it had on you.

We often hold onto events from the past because we don’t feel complete about it in some way. Perhaps we haven’t had the chance to share our side of the story, or to express how we felt. These incomplete communications lead to events that are not fully emotionally processed and resolved in our minds. But they are like weeds in your mind, that can overgrow and take over your perspective.

If you are willing to stay open in your approach to this exercise, it can be immensely helpful for:

	increasing your self-awareness and understanding of your own angle on the event,

	gaining a broader understanding of the other person’s perspective,

	obtaining an objective view of the event,

	discovering new and valuable insights,

	getting some distance from the old emotional charge associated with the event.




You can also use this process or exercise to gain new perspectives and insights on improving your work or business performance, or other challenging situations, and be your own coach.

There are 3 parts to this exercise. First read through the entire exercise to get an understanding of it. For part 2, there is an audio included in your downloadable bonuses that will talk you through the process.

When you are ready, set aside about half an hour of quiet time to do this in its entirety. Pick a time and place where you won’t be disturbed. This is about your freedom, and you are worth it.

Part 1: Identifying Old Stories

To get started, think about what old stories you are holding onto. These stories typically involve a situation where there was some misunderstanding, confusion, or conflict. What memories are you still holding onto that cause you anger, sadness, guilt, or shame? Do any of these memories include a specific person toward whom you still feel these emotions? Make a list of these events and persons right now, either on a piece of paper or in your journal.

Now ask yourself: In what ways does it help to hang onto these old stories? And in what ways does hanging onto them hurt or restrict me?

In other words, is it worth hanging onto those stories?

If your answer is “no,” then the next question to ask yourself is this: Am I willing to take whatever positive lessons there were from these events and let go of the old emotions?

Of course, to let go of those old emotions doesn’t come with a simple wave of the hand. Instead, the trick is to gain new perspectives to the old story, so that you can complete the communication and let go of old trapped feelings associated with the event.

Part 2: Gaining Different Perspectives Without Agenda
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There are 3 perspectives to take in this part of the exercise, followed by taking a role as your own coach.

[image: Figure 17: Taking different perspectives]

Figure 17: Taking different perspectives


	Perspective 1: Standing in your own shoes and seeing through your own eyes, through your own internal filters and programs—your own needs, values and beliefs, and your own emotions. This is your own direct and undiluted experience of the event.

	Perspective 2: Standing in the other person’s shoes and seeing through their eyes, viewing through their internal filters and programs—their needs, values, beliefs, and emotions. This is the other person’s direct experience of the event.

	Perspective 3: Being a fly on the wall observing the perspectives of the two people involved, seeing through the eyes of a neutral observer, who has little emotional involvement, if at all. This perspective is like watching a play on a stage, allowing you some distance and clarity.




Finally, in your role as coach, you will provide insights gained from all three perspectives.

As you go through this exercise, it would be helpful to have different seats for each perspective, so you can fully adopt the different perspectives. You may also find it helpful to speak each perspective out loud, and you may prefer to have your eyes closed so you can connect more fully with each perspective.

Remember, you won’t need to share any of this with anyone, so as you go through the exercise, be open and honest. You don’t have to mind your language or couch your words. This exercise is for your eyes and ears only.

This is your chance to let the old, trapped energy and emotions go. Are you ready? Let’s go.

Choose the event

To begin, pick an event—choose one of the stories you identified in Part 1: one that involved one other person. This might be an old story from your childhood, where you were angry with someone or felt hurt, or it might be a more recent story. It doesn’t matter whether it’s a personal event or one that happened at work. Whichever story you choose, it’s important to choose a relatively small event. By starting with something small, you’ll be able to practice your reframing skills, preparing you for those bigger stories. If you pick a bigger story that you’re not ready for, the associated, difficult emotions will trigger your nervous system, and you won’t gain the benefit of the exercise.

Perspective 1: Seeing through your own eyes

Now that you’ve picked a relatively small event, step into Perspective 1.

Say everything you want to say about this event, in the first person. This is everything from your own perspective—how you felt and still feel, why you felt or feel that way, what you thought, what you saw or heard at the time, anything you’d like to express or get off your chest.

We’ll use Alex’s story as an example. Even though her brothers had teased her repeatedly, to her, they all revolved around the one issue—being called snooty and aloof. It was also a small enough story; although it bothered her, it was not a significant emotional event. She chose the brother whom she felt closest to, for this exercise.

Here’s what she said in Perspective 1:

I really hated it when you all called me “snooty” and “aloof.” It made me feel like there was something wrong with me, and it really hurt. You all found it so easy to mingle with the others, but I always felt a bit like an outsider. I loved playing with you and all the other kids, but I just didn’t like being out there all the time. I liked having some of my own space too. And then, sometimes, when you were all already playing, I didn’t feel like I could just go up and join in, because it felt like I was butting in. I just wished that sometimes you would come up and ask me if I wanted to play too, instead of saying, ‘Oh yeah, don’t worry about her, that’s just snooty Alex. She’s aloof like that.’ I felt left out, and thought that maybe you all didn’t like me.

When you have said everything you want to say, step up and out of Perspective 1. Walk around the room, stretch, take a deep breath, and shake it out so you are now completely out of that role in Perspective 1. It’s important to do this so that you can separate the perspectives and have no leftover emotion or patterns of thinking from Perspective 1. When you’re ready, move to the position of Perspective 2.

Perspective 2: Standing in their shoes

Now looking through the eyes of the other person, imagine yourself stepping into the other person’s being. As the other person, what do you think and feel? How did you feel about the event? What was your perspective? Say everything you want to say, as the other person.

Here’s what Alex said, having stepped into Perspective 2, looking through her brother’s eyes:

Oh Alex! We were just having fun. You know what young kids are like. I had no idea that you felt hurt by it. I didn’t really mean that you were snooty or aloof. And it’s not that we didn’t like you. I’m really sorry. I didn’t know. It’s just that we knew you didn’t like to always be out there with us, and I don’t know how we came up with calling you those things. It was a way to stop the other kids bothering you when you wanted to be on your own. If I had known, I would have stopped… at least, I hope I would have. And I didn’t know that sometimes you just wanted to be asked to join in.

When you are complete with Perspective 2, step up and out of it. Walk around the room, stretch, take a deep breath and shake it out so you are now completely out of that role in Perspective 2 and come back to being yourself once again, in the present moment. When you’re ready, move to Perspective 3.

Perspective 3: Seeing through the eyes of a fly on the wall

With this perspective, consider the perspective of both persons in the situation. You do not have any emotional entanglement in the situation, so you’re able to offer a perspective with some objectivity. What did you observe? What new perspective do you have, as an observer?

I can see how Alex could be hurt by being called snooty and aloof. She didn’t actually feel that way inside, and she did want to join in sometimes, but ended up feeling left out when no one asked her to join in. I can see how she could have felt unwanted or as if she didn’t belong. Then her brothers tried to protect her from being pestered by the other children, because they knew she liked having time to herself. But they were kids themselves and didn’t know to ask Alex how she felt about things. So they tried to be helpful, but came up with a way that they thought had worked, but didn’t from Alex’s perspective.

When you are complete with Perspective 3, step up and out of it. Walk around the room, stretch, take a deep breath, and shake it out so you are now completely out of that role in Perspective 3 and come back to being yourself once again, in the present moment.

Taking on the role as your own coach

Finally, physically move to a position away from the 3 perspectives. Replay each of the perspectives in your own mind, as if watching a movie, and provide your feedback as you consider the following questions.

	What new perspective or information have you gained about the event?

	Were there any surprises, any perspectives that you had not recognized before?

	What elements as shared from each perspective limit or support you?

	What insights or wisdom can now be taken from this?

	How do you feel differently now about this event?




Here’s what Alex said:

I had no idea that my brothers were actually trying to protect me. I just thought they were being mean to me, and that they really thought that I was snooty and aloof. They actually knew that I liked time and space to myself! I didn’t ever consider that for a moment.

You can already see how some of the emotionality has been removed from the old story, just by introducing the different perspectives to the event.

Through this exercise, we can often gain the perspective that people do the best that they know how at that point in time, even if their best at the time sucks. We can also often recognize how they may not even have been aware of the hurt they might have caused.

All healing is a release from the past. Over the years, you might have held on to the old story, and insisted on being in the right, perpetuating your anger or hurt. We think that our anger or hurt is justified and hurts the other person, but, in truth, it only hurts ourselves. It’s not a betrayal to your younger self to let go of those emotions. You’re not rejecting your earlier perspective: You’re just accepting that your current perspective is different.

When you clear it, you will feel so much better. Otherwise, it stays in your system as trapped energy. Let it go for yourself. Because, when you do, you release yourself.

Part 3: Completing the Incomplete Communication

To complete the exercise, it’s time to put your newfound sense of perspective into practice and formalize your act of letting go.

Write the other person a letter that you are not going to send. With your new insights and perspective, say everything you’d like to say to them now. Get it out of your system without expecting anything from them. This is an exercise for you, not them. And, when you’re done, destroy or burn the letter and let those old feelings go.

Alex didn’t feel that she needed to write a letter, because she felt good at the end of the last part of the exercise. But she decided that she would anyway, and was surprised at some of the deeper memories and feelings that she released from doing so:

Dear Simon, I’m writing this letter to you because I really want you to know how I was so angry when you took on being the ringleader in calling me, “Snooty Aloof Alex.” It hurt so much, and sometimes I cried myself to sleep. Sometimes, I hated you for it. I really did. But then, you’re also my closest brother and I love you. I couldn’t understand how you could have been so mean. I expected you to side with me, but you didn’t. And then as we were growing up, there were times when I felt envious of you. You always seemed to have got it made. Everything came so easily to you, and yet, I struggled to make lots of friends in school. I only had a few good friends, but you knew everyone! Now, I can see how maybe you were actually trying to protect me, but I couldn’t see it then. And I can also see now how we’re different. You’ve always been the life of the party, and if I’m really honest, I quite liked that, because it meant that I could sneak away sometimes and not be missed. I get it now that I’m not actually snooty or aloof, I just like time to myself at times. And I can be ok with that. Thank you for having been there for me, even though I didn’t know it at the time. Love, Alex.

If you find yourself wanting to cry as you go through this exercise, allow yourself to release the old pent-up emotions.

You may like to practice this exercise again, in time, choosing other bigger, old stories. But make sure that you feel open and comfortable about bringing new and empowering perspectives to these stories to find a way to let go of the old emotions attached to them, and to uncover the underlying wisdom within them.


Letting Go of the Associations


The most difficult story to change your perspective on is the story you believe about yourself and who you are. However, if you are to deal with your imposter syndrome, it’s vital to realign your self-perspective with your true, authentic self.

The more you cling to your old sense of identity, the less you are able to expand into your innate and authentic greatness. Lao Tzu, the ancient philosopher and founder of Taoism, put it best: “Whatever is fluid, soft, and yielding will overcome whatever is rigid and hard. What is soft is strong.”

We’ve seen how we can associate ourselves with our past stories. We can also associate ourselves with what we do, or what we feel gives us a feeling of importance. For example, you might identify yourself with your perceived level of productivity at work: The number of hours worked, the number of emails you’ve received or sent out at the office, your competence relative to others, your salary level, what other people think of you—or more accurately, what you think they think of you—your job or occupation.

The trouble is, when we attach our sense of self to these kinds of externals, we put our sense of identity on very unstable footing. Our sense of self changes with what is happening outside of ourselves, in the external landscape. Your self-perception starts to shift with your job, the market, the government, or even your boss’s mood. What is more, if you cling too tightly to this sense of self—this idea that your identity is CEO, founder, or senior manager—you risk a crisis of identity when something changes.

Remember how Richard had been a senior manager in a software solutions company? When he left to set up his own consultancy business, he took his many years of experience with him, along with his skills and know-how. But now, he was no longer a senior manager in a well-known company, and he felt like a nobody, which contributed to his feelings of imposter syndrome.

Donna’s story is similar. She had been a highly successful marketing executive in the front office for one of the top investment banks. Her annual bonus alone exceeded several million dollars. She loved her job, but her hours were long, and she didn’t get to see much of her family. One year, she had to delay her vacation by several days, to complete an important deal. Her family went ahead of her.

A few days later, she arrived to join the family. But within an hour of her settling down by the pool, her phone rang and a package of papers from the investment bank arrived for her. Her husband picked her phone up and dropped it in the pool, “Choose,” he said, “Work or us?” This may have seemed harsh, except that Donna knew that they’d already had conversations about it for a couple of years, and she had promised to quit. This time, she knew she had to—not just for her own well-being, but also her family’s. She resigned and found a business she was interested in.

This new venture meant that Donna had to raise about $2 million in funding. She was shocked when she started to feel like a fraud. She said, “I used to pick up the phone and say the name of the bank I worked for, and doors would open. But now, “Donna LLC” didn’t mean anything to anyone, and I felt like a no one.”

Changing career or leaving the corporate environment to set up one’s own business is often a trigger for imposter syndrome in many people. It comes from associating our sense of value with what we do and who we work for. But once we find alignment between our sense of self and our true nature, the impact of a big career change on your self-perception is greatly mitigated.

***

Exercise 19: Redefine Yourself

Instead of tying your self-perception to what you do, try connecting your self-identity to how you do it and how easily or naturally it is for you. Bring your sense of self from the external landscape to within.

Consider these questions and allow the answers to come up into your awareness, rather than trying to figure out your responses. Some of your responses may come up over time, so be open to this, and write it down when it does.

	What are some things you do that feel easy to you but like work to others?

	What have you noticed that you can do that others remark is amazing, but you assume that because you can do it, others can too?

	What is something that you don’t think twice about, but others comment that you have a great skill in it?

	Look behind the things you do to see how you do them.




We saw earlier how Richard was brilliant at coming up with innovative ideas for creative solutions, but he had dismissed that, thinking that it wasn’t of any great value. When he realized and accepted that his greatest gift was in providing innovative solutions and not in doing research, he was finally able to own that. His self-perception was now aligned with his true authentic self, and instead of trying to be like all the other consultants out there, he knew where his value was to prospective clients. He showed up differently to client meetings, he expressed his own views instead of what he thought they wanted to hear, he felt confident about his viewpoints and didn’t care in the same way about what others might think of him. His feelings of imposter syndrome dropped away, and his business flourished.

As for Donna, she stopped feeling like a nobody, when she recognized that the reason she was able to achieve those hefty bonuses came down to her core: Her innate ability to pinpoint exactly what the person on the other side of the table needed, together with her natural gift for negotiating. Having gained this clarity, she changed her approach to gaining the funding she needed. Instead of feeling like the investors were doing her a favor, she presented her case from the viewpoint of fulfilling their needs. This opened doors for her in a way that she would never have believed would have been possible in the past, without a big name corporate behind her.

Now you. Complete the exercise for yourself. Take a moment to reflect and redefine your sense of self with your true nature. Once aligned, incredible things can happen. By letting go of those old stories about yourself—and the old feelings that have restricted you—your “new” authentic self will begin to emerge. And with this new perspective, you’ll start to see the amazing possibilities that await!


Chapter Summary


	Your unconscious filters influence your thoughts, which influence your perspective and sense of self. Through conditioning, your self-perception was created by your perspective of what other people thought of you.

	We maintain old stories of ourselves. These old stories might contain useful lessons, but it’s time to let go of associated, restrictive emotions that hold you back and interfere with your sense of self.

	Conditioning continues into adulthood, so learn to let go and stop making assumptions about what other people think about you. Stop taking things personally and consider that other people’s behavior is more likely to be a reflection of them than you.

	By reframing old stories and bringing new perspectives to them, you can learn to let go of old, restrictive emotions that consume your energy and prevent you from reaching your full potential.

	The hardest story to bring a new perspective to is the story about your own identity. Rather than aligning your sense of self with your external landscape, align your self-perception with your inner nature. A sense of self that is tied to your external landscape is fragile because it is vulnerable to changes in your external landscape.

	You can redefine your self-perception by focusing on your core nature, rather than identifying yourself with your job or training and what was given to you by what other people thought of you and who you should be.





CHAPTER 7:
EMBRACE WHO YOU TRULY ARE



Be Yourself


Do not punish yourself in thinking that you have to be the best. You never ever have to be the best. You only have to be yourself. –Ra Uru Hu

The snow goose need not bathe to make itself white. Neither need you do anything but be yourself. –Lao Tzu


Acres of Diamonds


Once upon a time, in ancient Persia, there was a farmer by the name of Ali Hafed. He owned a very large farm, with orchards, grain-fields, and gardens. One day, a visitor comes by, talking about the wonders of diamonds. Oh, just one large diamond could buy the county, never mind owning a whole mine of diamonds! Ali’s eyes lit up. He lay awake that night, thinking, “Diamonds! That’s the ticket to a life of luxury! I want a mine of diamonds!”

So, he goes all in. He sells the farm, bids goodbye to his family and goes out on a search for diamonds. His quest took him far and wide, across deserts and mountains, but no diamonds were to be found. Eventually, despairing of his wasted life, he threw himself into the ocean and drowned.

Meanwhile, back on his old farm, the new owner noticed a strange flash of light at the bottom of the stream on the property. He pulled out a black rock which had a chink in it, through which light reflected all the colors of the rainbow. It was lovely to look upon and so he decided to put it on his mantelpiece.

A few weeks later, a visitor came by, and as soon as he saw the rock, he exclaimed. “It’s a diamond! Has Ali Hafed returned?” “Oh, no, he hasn’t,” said the farmer, “And that’s not a diamond. It’s just a rock I found in my creek out there. There are loads of them.” “Oh, my friend!” said the visitor. “I know a diamond when I see one. And that is definitely a diamond.”

Poor Ali Hafed had traipsed around the world, searching for the very thing that was in his own backyard, completely oblivious to the acres of diamonds he’d been sitting on, discounting the value of what he had as worthless.

This story, Acres of Diamonds, by Russell H. Conwell, carries a message that is simple but profound. The first farmer didn’t know what diamonds were and just assumed that the acres he already had was worthless. If only he had taken the time to study the nature of diamonds and explore his own property before looking elsewhere: all of his wildest dreams would have come true.

You too, sit on an acre of diamonds. You have innate strengths and gifts that you are effectively blind to. The brilliance of a diamond reveals itself when the dirt that’s covering it is cleaned off, and the diamond is then carved and polished. Your conditioning is like the dirt, your experiences are like the carving, and the uncovering of the wisdom behind your conditioning is like the polishing. The dirt has hidden the brilliance of your true authentic self, while you have discounted the value of your innate gifts, strengths, and talents, and looked outside for what you perceive is missing.

It’s time now for you to embrace your authentic self and discover your own acres of diamonds.


The Gift of Your Nature


If you are experiencing imposter syndrome, you probably don’t realize how many innate gifts, strengths, and talents you are blind to. You have been born with your unique nature of being, but you have been conditioned to dismiss or look away from your fundamental strengths.

In this book, we’ve talked a fair deal about nature and nurture. We’ve focused on nurture and spoken about conditioning: How conditioning gives rise to your filters of perception and influences your patterns of thought, feeling, and behavior. We’ve talked about letting go of elements of conditioning that are not supportive of your present self: not in a way that rejects or fights against your conditioning but in a manner that, like kintsugi, turns it into something that’s valuable and can be appreciated—by taking the positive wisdom from your experiences without holding onto filters that are no longer relevant to your life.

By letting go of these unhelpful, old emotions and filters, you have taken important steps to realign your sense of self with who you truly are—your true, authentic nature. Now, it’s time to look at your authentic self more directly. It’s time to recognize your true nature, so you can let go of the last hooks of imposter syndrome.

A common theme throughout this book is the idea of giving yourself permission to let go. As you give yourself the permission to let go of imposter syndrome and recognize your true, authentic self, you will allow your genuine potential to begin to shine. As was inscribed at the Temple of Apollo at Delphi in ancient Greece: “Know thyself.”

Each of us is unique. We are all wired to operate differently by our very nature. For example, some people are more logical in their internal “circuitry.” They make sense of things by looking for logical patterns in the data and questioning them. Because this is their nature, it is natural for them to go over things again and again in order to hone the pattern. People like this tend to create systems and then perfect them over time.

In contrast, some people are more abstract in their internal wiring. They don’t enjoy going over and repeating things again and again in the manner of logical thinkers but are instead more aligned with identifying their insights as they go through a process or cycle. People like this tend to immerse themselves and identify their insights while in the cycle, and then move to the next thing. And then, of course, there are people who are a different blend of the two types of internal circuitry.

In the same way, some people have strong opinions that not everyone agrees with. Others have insights that no one else can see. If either of these sentences describes you, you may conceal your opinions or insights for fear of how others will perceive you. You might not share your opinion for fear of being challenged, or you keep your insights to yourself for fear of either you or your idea being rejected.

Then there are the people who always appear to be certain. They speak authoritatively and confidently, but they may be less able to see other people’s point of view. It doesn’t necessarily mean that they’re right or better. On the other hand, some people can see many different perspectives. This is a gift, but such people may be self-critical and feel pressured to choose one perspective so they can find a sense of certainty, instead of recognizing that their gift lies in their ability to flex and see many different angles.

All of this is to say that there are many natural ways of being. Some of these descriptions may have resonated with you, while others may not sound like you at all. That’s okay: In fact, that’s great, because it means that you are starting to recognize your true, authentic self. We are all different, and it’s important to know and accept yourself instead of trying to be someone else. Ask yourself this: What if you stopped resisting and fighting the way you natural way of being works? What if you stopped trying to be more like someone else? What if those feelings of fear are natural and okay?

Remember the Conscious Competence Learning Model in Chapter 1? As such, we are unconsciously competent at being who we naturally are. You have natural strengths that you are unconsciously competent at, but because you’re unconsciously competent at expressing those strengths, you have probably learned to overlook them. You may not know how you do it—because it’s just who you are—and so you put your successes down to luck or dismiss your strengths as just something everyone can do. But this isn’t true.

Your gifts are special, and not everyone can do what you can do easily. Recognize those talents and nurture them. Become an expert at your own gifts, strengths, and talents. As James Clear, author of Atomic Habits, writes: “Work hard on the things that come easy.” The irony, though, is that when you do the things that come easy, it never feels hard, and it never feels like work.


Letting Go of the Rules of Perfectionism


Many people who experience imposter syndrome tend to be perfectionistic. You may see perfectionism as a coping mechanism for imposter syndrome, a way of guaranteeing success that you believe doesn’t come naturally to you. However, this is looking at things back to front. Perfectionism is a behavior that comes from a pattern of thinking that’s focused on fear, and all-or-nothing thinking.

All-or-nothing thinking is just what it sounds like. It’s the patterns of thought that come from the underlying assumption that there is only success or failure, and nothing in between. For example, suppose you give a presentation, and you see one person yawning in the audience. If you are in the grip of all-or-nothing thinking, you might conclude that your presentation was a failure because it was boring. You generalize the perceived meaning of that one instance to apply to everyone. But, of course, this isn’t a fair assessment. Other members of the audience may have been fully engaged—and the person yawning might have just missed their morning coffee or have a newborn baby at home.

If you tend to think in all-or-nothing terms, you may be reluctant to try new things. This is a common symptom of imposter syndrome because the individual doesn’t want to attempt anything unless they think they’ll be good at it from the beginning. This is all-or-nothing thinking: The idea that if you’re not good at something right away, then you must be terrible at it and there’s no point continuing. In this way, perfectionism can hold you back.

All-or-nothing thinking also prevents you from recognizing your own innate gifts, strengths, and talents. Because you are focusing on fear-based thinking, you are stuck in the negative energy spiral from Chapter 3. You are stuck in a way of thinking that filters every external event as something negative and self-critical, blinding you to your innate gifts. When you pivot away from this focus, however, the grip of perfectionism loosens, and you can start to recognize your true self.

Can you see how everything you’ve covered so far is coming together—from patterns of thinking to negative energy spirals to pivoting your thoughts and beliefs and everything else in between?

You don’t have to be good at everything. It’s a mistake to think that you have to work on your “weaknesses”. Where you are naturally good at something, other people marvel at it because they aren’t. The opposite is true too. So, your job is to be aware and delegate or reach out for help where you need to, so you can be yourself and nurture your natural talents.

Can you now see how the ironic thing about imposter syndrome and its symptoms—such as perfectionism—is that it is caused by mistaken self-perception? It is that failure to recognize yourself that gives rise to the feeling that you’re an imposter. And, in some sense, you are being an imposter because you’re trying to be someone else. It isn’t that you’re a fraud or not good enough. It’s that you are not embracing your true self and enjoying the feelings of authenticity and expansiveness that follow.

Perfectionism, like many behaviors associated with imposter syndrome, is contextual. You may be a perfectionist in certain contexts and more relaxed in others. For example, you may work long hours and stress over your job but be more relaxed when it comes to household chores. You are a perfectionist in the context of your job, but not at home. This is helpful because it means you can identify those patterns and contexts of perfectionism, which allows you to identify the issue and consciously change your perspective. In this way, you’ll be able to find that place where it feels good enough: where you can stop.

***

Exercise 20: Letting Go of Perfectionism Starts With Awareness

In this exercise, we’ll work on expanding your awareness of your patterns of perfectionist behavior. By the end, you’ll be able to recognize those patterns of thought that give rise to perfectionism, as well as understand the contexts in which those behaviors arise.

If you don’t have perfectionist tendencies, then you might choose to skip this exercise, or you might read through it and decide that it would be helpful for you too. It’s up to you.

There are 5 parts to this exercise. Take your time. You don’t need to do all the parts at the same time. You can take it one part at a time or do parts 1-3 followed by 4-5 a little later. Give yourself the space and time you need, but not so much that you lose track of it all. I recommend that you set aside no more than 15 minutes at a time, and complete as much of the exercise as you do within that period. Then, take a break, and come back to it the next day, taking the same 15-minute approach.

You may also find that you become aware of some of your answers as you’re going about your normal daily activities and not specifically thinking about it: write these down as they occur to you too.

Part 1: When Don’t You Display Perfectionist Behavior?

Because perfectionism is contextual, there will be contexts in your life where you are not a perfectionist. Reflect on those times and contexts where you have felt more relaxed and identify the tasks you complete without being a perfectionist. With these tasks in mind, ask yourself the following questions:

	What is your perspective on these tasks?

	Are these tasks important or unimportant?

	Do you feel as though you will be judged, or not judged, for these tasks?

	Could this task show you up as a fool, or not?

	What is the environment surrounding this task: the where, when, and what?

	How do you know when your performance in this task is good enough?




Answer these questions in as much detail as you can, writing them down to help you reflect and internalize those answers. And if there is anything different about these nonperfectionist tasks that jump out at you, write that down too.

Part 2: When Do You Display Perfectionist Behavior?

In this stage of the exercise, redirect your attention from tasks you feel relaxed about, to those times when you can’t help but act in a perfectionist way. Similarly to before, start by identifying those tasks, and then ask yourself the following questions to expand your awareness of your patterns of perfectionism:

	What is your perspective on these tasks?

	Do you fear that you will be judged on these tasks?

	Do you worry about what other people will think when it comes to your performance on these tasks?

	Is your income or livelihood tied to these tasks in some way?

	When completing these tasks, are you in an all-or-nothing frame of mind?

	What is the environment surrounding this task: the where, when, and what?

	Can you define when your performance in this task would be good enough?

	What stops you from stopping? What compels you to keep on?




Again, it’s worth writing down these answers, because the active task of writing can help focus your mind and expand your awareness of these patterns. Furthermore, if anything else jumps out at you about your patterns of perfectionism, write this down as well.

Part 3: Identify the Difference

Once you have completed Parts 1 and 2, you will have 2 sets of answers for 2 sets of similar questions: 1 set relating to tasks you are not a perfectionist about, and the other relating to tasks where you exhibit perfectionist behavior. This is a wealth of data, and the next stage is to compare those two sets of answers and reflect. Ask yourself the following questions:

	What are the differences in your perspectives?

	What themes do you notice in both sets of answers?

	What is the context that triggers your feelings and behaviors of imposter syndrome?




When writing down your answers, remember that, as with every exercise, this is also about expanding your awareness, not about evaluating your behavior. Resist the urge to bring judgment to the exercise if your old internal judgment programs come up, and instead focus on observation.

Part 4: The Unconscious “Rules” of Perfectionism

Perfectionism ultimately breaks down to a fear of what you think other people will think, relative to certain implicit rules.

To demonstrate this idea, let’s consider a few examples. Suppose you’re completing a task at work, and you feel as though it has to be perfect. You can imagine the following dialogue:

Why does it have to be perfect?

Because, if it isn’t, the client will think I’m not good enough.

What’s the outcome you’re afraid of?

I’m afraid to lose clients: I can’t afford to lose income.

This dialogue exposes an unspoken rule: I have to be perfect, or I will lose clients and have less income. Or: If I’m not perfect, then I will lose clients and have less income.

Let’s look at another example, following the same dialogue structure:

I can’t take a break because this isn’t perfect yet.

Why does it have to be perfect?

Because I can’t afford to make a mistake.

What’s the outcome you’re afraid of?

If I make a mistake, that means I’m not good enough.

This exposes the following unspoken rule: If I make a mistake, then that means I’m not good enough.

Notice the “if…then” association in the unspoken rules. They may also be worded differently, such as, “I have to… or…”. This is the nature of rules: they mustn’t be broken or there’s an unwanted repercussion. And with perfectionism, these rules are unconscious, and are a result of associations and meanings stored as filters within your inner thinking path.

By making explicit these unspoken rules, you can more objectively evaluate those rules and ask whether they are true. For example, the rule that you have to be perfect or you’ll lose clients isn’t true. No one is perfect, and, despite this universal imperfection, people have clients.

Now your turn. Apply the same dialogue to your own patterns of perfectionist behavior. When you have identified the context of perfectionism, ask yourself why you are behaving in that way. What outcome are you afraid of? Find the unspoken rule or rules behind your perfectionism and give yourself the permission to recognize that you have associated what you perceive as imperfection with an outcome that doesn’t necessarily follow.

Rules are also often represented as “should-statements” to ourselves: You should check it again to make sure it’s perfect, for example. However, if you are in the grip of all-or-nothing thinking, you tend to transform those should-statements into statements of cause and effect—“if… then…”—associating imperfection with undesired and disastrous outcomes. By making those statements explicit, you can start to recognize that those unspoken rules are unreasonable and hold you back.

Part 5: Changing the Rules

Now, it’s time to change those rules that hold you to unreasonable perfection and worry or fear on the negative energy spiral. Identify the unspoken rules that you’ve attached to those tasks where you feel the need to be perfect. List these rules on a piece of paper, in your journal or on the worksheet you downloaded, and critically evaluate those cause and effect “if…. then…” statements. Then ask yourself the following questions:

	Is the rule true?

	If you think the rule is true, what evidence or facts do you have to support it?

	How is the rule serving you?

	What would an alternative rule be: one that would help you recognize when it’s good enough so you can stop?

	How can you test and try this new rule out?




To see how this might work in practice, consider the following answers:

	What is the rule?: I have to be perfect, or I will lose clients and have less income.

	Is the rule true?: I don’t know. I always try to make sure it’s perfect, so I don’t lose clients.

	If you think the rule is true, what evidence or facts do you have to support it?: I don’t have any evidence or facts to support it.

	How is the rule serving you?: It’s making sure I’m perfect, so I don’t lose any clients.

	What evidence or facts do you have to support that idea?: I don’t have any evidence or facts to support that idea.

	With this in mind, what would an alternative rule be; one that would help you recognize when it’s good enough so you can stop?: I will stop, review it once, and then put my work aside for a time. I’ll come back to it later for another quick review, so I don’t get stuck in the cycle of never stopping.




Notice in this example that we asked the same question twice. This is because the answer to, “How is the rule serving you?” demonstrated circular thinking and resistance to let go of the old rule. Work to recognize your own patterns of circular thinking and resistance to old rules, and gently ask yourself to justify those patterns. Challenge those old rules gently, but persistently, and you’ll start to gain a new perspective on your patterns of perfectionist behavior.


Recognizing Your Innate Gifts


One of the common symptoms of imposter syndrome is that of discounting oneself. If this is you, you diminish the value of what comes naturally to you because it’s innate and feels easy. Because it feels easy, you assume that everyone else can do it too. Because your mind thinks that you haven’t had to struggle or try to figure it out, it tells you that those talents are nothing to be proud of.

It doesn’t help that we are constantly encouraged to compare ourselves to others. Societal conditioning gives us unhelpful idioms like, “go big or go home,” encouraging perfectionist modes of thought or self-judgment. When you compare yourself to others, instead of recognizing that you are different and unique, you focus on what you think the other person has that you are missing, or how you should be instead. You fall into the trap of thinking that there’s a gap and come to the incorrect conclusion that you are not good enough.

Comparing people is very common and is often conditioned in us by our parents or teachers when we are children. You may have felt your parents comparing your successes with your siblings or classmates, and—because you were too young to evaluate this way of thinking—internalized and habituated that pattern of comparing yourself to others.

Ironically, these situations can be entirely no-win. When Richard was at school, he didn’t do well in his monthly physics test. It was the first time he’d done physics as a separate subject; in previous years, it had simply been “science”. When he told his mom that he hadn’t done well, his mom asked how his best friend had done, and then said: “See, John’s cleverer than you.” Internalizing this comparison, Richard studied hard to come top of class in the next monthly physics test. He was excited to tell his mom, adding that John “only got 64%”, expecting that his mom would be proud of his achievement. Instead, she scolded him for being big-headed.

In this way, we learn to place value on other people’s gifts, strengths, and talents, and to discount our own. After a while, we stop recognizing our talents. Through neuroplasticity, the neural pathways for recognizing our strengths weaken from disuse. And, to protect ourselves, we start assuming the worst about our performance. For example, you might assume that you’ve done badly on an exam, just in case you’ve done worse than you might have done, or to avoid potential disappointment.

It’s time to let go of these unhelpful patterns of thought and behavior. It’s time to let go of discounting yourself. It’s time to recognize yourself. Acknowledging yourself doesn’t make you big-headed.

We all recognize that positive acknowledgment is vital for animals and children. When we teach a dog to roll over, there’s always positive reinforcement and reward. When a child is learning to walk and falls over, we don’t tell them to stop and make them feel bad for their attempts. Instead of generalizing their attempt as a failure, we encourage the child: “That’s great! You took two steps! Let’s see you make it three!” And, in turn, the baby doesn’t beat itself up for falling over, but gets up and tries to walk again.

Psychological research demonstrates that positive reinforcement is not only vital but also much more effective than negative reinforcement. Yet, we often focus on punishment instead of encouragement.

At some point in your life, the perspective shifted from encouraging you to take that ‘third step’ to focusing on what you were missing. And you interpreted this as what was missing in you and stopped paying attention to all that you already were—eventually consolidating it all into a faulty sense of self-perception that manifested itself as imposter syndrome.

As hard or as judgmental as we might be on others, we are often harder and less forgiving of ourselves. We have the mistaken idea that punishment will make us perform better, but we all have a basic human need to be recognized for our successes. We started out as babies, just how we were, and then, through conditioning, we learnt to adapt our behavior, changing and fixing ourselves until we were “acceptable”.

The meanings that we ascribed to how we were supposed to be, translated into feelings of shame and guilt, and we took on the task of punishing ourselves. We did this to conform with the rules that were given to us when we were still too young to know any differently. Other people had the authority over us, and as we grew up, we didn’t know how to make the transition to being our own authority in our own life. So, we perpetuated the old beliefs and ways of being, thinking that that’s the way to be. But judging and punishing ourselves is a learned response, and we can let go of it. Because there is a better way that honors who you truly are.

***

Exercise 21: Recognizing Your Innate Gifts

In this exercise, you’ll learn how to let go of discounting yourself, and how to recognize you, and all your strengths and talents.

Part 1: Letting Go of Discounting Yourself

In your everyday life, practice allowing yourself to receive positive comments and feedback without needing justification.

You’d probably be surprised by how often you receive positive feedback. Furthermore, as someone experiencing imposter syndrome, you are probably in the habit of responding to that positive feedback in a way that diminishes yourself. Does the following situation sound familiar?

Colleague: You did a really great job on that presentation!

You: Oh, thanks, but really, I was just following John’s notes. He did a great job.

Do you see how, in this example, you diverted the compliment to John?

Alternatively, you might be in the habit of discounting rather than diverting compliments. For example:

Colleague: That’s a nice jacket you’re wearing.

You: Oh, this old thing? I’ve had it for years. I got it in a sale.

Let go of these habits of diverting or discounting compliments. It may be tricky at first. Because these patterns of behavior are habitual, they have become automatic and unconscious processes, reinforced by your neuroplasticity. But, by bringing your conscious awareness to the issue, you can overcome your programming and halt those automatic processes.

Your mind may also want to discount the value of this practice. The small things pave the way for bigger things. When you discount the small things, you train yourself to miss spotting the opportunities too, because you’re always diverting and discounting things, be it yourself, business, or work ideas.

Now that you know this, the next time someone gives you a compliment or positive feedback, practice saying, “Thank you,” and stop there. Don’t follow on with a “but…” that diverts or discounts the compliment. Because of your conditioned patterns of thought, this may seem unnatural or even uncomfortable at first, but you’ll soon develop new habits that allow you to sit with positive feedback without needing justification.

Over time, you can go even further. When someone tells you that you did something really well, you can take the opportunity to recognize your own achievements yourself:

Colleague: You did a really great job on that presentation!

You: Thank you! I’m happy with it too!

Working on your ability to accept positive feedback without justification is good for your well-being and for tackling imposter syndrome. It also makes you more personable, because you will be responding to positivity with positivity of your own, rather than responding with negativity. It builds the positive energy spiral.

Maybe you’re afraid that if you don’t discount it in some way, that you’ll become big-headed. You may have been told as a child that you should be modest or never take the limelight. But have you ever come across someone with a quiet confidence and self-assuredness in their own gifts, strengths, and talents, who was able to graciously accept positive feedback? We find those people attractive and call it charisma.

Also, you may not have recognized that in discounting the positive feedback you’ve been given, you also discount the person who’s given it. So, allow yourself to reflect the positivity people are sending your way, and be okay with being on the positive energy spiral together.

Part 2: Learning to Recognize Yourself

Once you’ve become better at accepting positive feedback without discounting yourself, start practicing giving yourself some much-deserved, positive feedback.

Pause for a moment to appreciate yourself. Pat yourself on the back, literally. Put your arm straight up, bend it at the elbow so that your hand is behind you, and pat yourself on the back. Maybe even do a high five sometimes.

I know you may feel strange, maybe silly. Anytime I’ve asked someone to do this, they’ve looked sheepish and awkward. Often, they’ve laughed. And that’s great. Don’t be how I was, restraining myself to the extent of walking out of the improvisation class, and missing out on a whole load of potential fun. Feel free to laugh: It will break up any internal tension and help you feel more expansive in yourself.

I remember a crisp spring morning in the Alps. It was a beautiful day: above was a bright, blue sky; beneath was pristine, fresh snow. I watched Chris ski down one of the hardest runs on the mountain, a run that was slightly beyond anything she’d attempted before. When she reached the bottom, she stopped, glanced over, and waved a hello. Then she turned and skied off again. It was a huge accomplishment, but she didn’t take even a moment to appreciate what she had done. Instead, she was immediately off to conquer the next thing.

There’s nothing wrong with enthusiastically embracing the next challenge. But give yourself that moment to appreciate yourself and pat yourself on the back. Give yourself that moment to practice internalizing your many achievements. In this way, you’ll learn to stop taking yourself for granted and learn to acknowledge your true, authentic nature.


The Seven Phases of Embracing Your Authentic Self


One of the most powerful pieces of conditioning that we learn in childhood—and continue to internalize through continued conditioning in adulthood—is to associate success with self-worth. Many have internalized the belief that unless they are “successful”, they aren’t worthy of taking up space. Is it any wonder that you strive for success as a result, even at the expense of your health and well-being? We conform to the rules that we were given from a very young age, and, by the time we are adults, most of us have lost touch with our authentic selves.

When you think of success, how do you define it? And, more critically, where did that definition come from?

With some reflection, you may be able to get a sense of where you got your definition from. There’ll be many sources from across your lifetime, contributing to that definition: your parents, teachers, friends, the books you’ve read, the culture you’ve experienced, and the media you’ve consumed. In short, you will find that it is a result of your conditioning.

Our definition of success comes from our beliefs and filters, which are the product of conditioning from a young age and into adulthood. It is something that is ‘given’ to us by our external environment that we’ve internalized. This means that it may not necessarily align with our true self, or with our own true, personal definition of success. In some cases, the definition of success that’s been given to you might be in direct conflict with your true nature.

This, in turn, can give rise to emotions and feelings of imposter syndrome. Because you associate success with self-worth, you try to meet those standards of success that were given to you by your external environment, regardless of whether that definition of success aligns with your true self. In pursuit of that conditioned definition, you try to be someone other than who you naturally already are.

You fight against your own nature, and you do this in silence. Because you feel this innate conflict at the heart of you—between your conditioning and your true nature—you try to keep it secret for fear of being found out as a fake or a fraud. Your conditioning molds you into fitting in, such that you feel vulnerable to show your true self and become afraid of not conforming or of being different.

It isn’t that you need to resolutely reject conditioned definitions of success. There’s nothing inherently wrong with societally informed notions of success. The issue is when the pursuit of it comes with a high price that is often mistaken as just the price of success. We push ourselves to burnout, live with chronic levels of stress, and assume that this is just something we need to accept if we want to be successful. We climb the success ladder, feeling unfulfilled because we set that ladder against the wrong wall, but not fully understanding why we feel empty. Or why we feel like an imposter—never really knowing our own value, and not finding our voice.

With this in mind, it’s important to allow your definition of success that aligns with your authentic self to emerge. In truth, it’s not a definition, as such, but something that emanates naturally from you, when you are living in alignment with who you truly are. This kind of “authentic success” allows you to thrive, and express your unique innate gifts, strengths, and talents. You get to reach your fullest potential without paying the high costs of burnout, chronic stress, and the feeling of being unfulfilled.

Authentic success

To get to this authentic definition of success, you first need to gradually let go of what you currently think success looks like: You need to gently let go of those parts of your conditioning that don’t align with your true self.

To be recognized by others, you first need to recognize yourself. After all, unless you are able to recognize yourself, how would you know if someone else is recognizing you? This means confronting any fear you have about experiencing yourself or demonstrating your authentic self. It means tackling any fears you have about revealing who you truly are and letting go of the fear of being rejected or exposed.

It is no surprise that you have these misgivings and fears. Evolutionary impulses made you receptive to conditioning that earned positive reinforcement from your parents and primary caregivers, as well as society at large, and you adapted your own way of being to conform and fit into your external and social environment.

This adapted behavior was designed to keep you safe, and provided you with experiences from which to learn and to become wise about—but it also led you to lose touch with your authentic self. You learned to protect and conceal your true nature, and it can feel vulnerable to let go of the conditioning and reveal your authentic self. Indeed, many people are uncomfortable with the very idea of self-acceptance and embracing themselves. This is because most people’s self-perception doesn’t align with their true, authentic selves. Ironically, the perception they have of themselves that they’ve been discounting, is the concept of the self that’s taken in all that conditioning and is trying to be like everyone else: a concept that has contributed to the distorted self-perception that gives rise to imposter syndrome in the first place.

It also feels vulnerable and challenging because others see you through their own perception of who they think you are and hold you in that mold. And when you start to let go of some of that old conditioning, they can feel unsettled, and continue to impose their perceptions of you onto you and confine you to how they think you should be. And this can make it feel hard for you to let go of that old mold or conditioning.

We can often see this with parents who still perceive their children as children who need to be told what to do. I saw this first-hand with my friend’s mom. We had planned to go away for a weekend with a few of our other girlfriends. When she told her mom, she was bombarded with questions, and her mom started lecturing her. I saw my friend’s hands form into fists, and she actually stomped her foot, as she exploded, “Stop being so controlling, mom! After all, I’m already 50!”

My friend and I laughed together about that afterward, but that’s a good example of how others might unknowingly hold you back from making the changes you want. They may disagree with you and not like what you’re doing. They may tell you that you’re doing it all wrong, and they might even try and discourage you. Some may become envious of you. And you may find yourself being pulled back into old patterns or start to doubt yourself.

But remember, you are doing this for you.

When you realign your self-perception with your true self, success is natural. This is because success is not something you achieve, but something you feel, inside. That’s why I mentioned allowing your success earlier—and didn’t ask you to define it. It’s the feeling that comes from self-recognition and self-acceptance of your own, unique design of who you are.

When you recognize and accept yourself, there’s a centered knowingness and assuredness that arises within. You stop doubting yourself at the identity level–and in its place, there is clarity and confidence—through which authentic success emerges.

As mentioned earlier: Like the acorn that already has the oak tree within it, you too are already everything you need to be. You are already everything you were meant to be. You just need to reconnect with that self.

At this point, you might be expecting an exercise in which you list all your gifts, strengths, and talents. Other books or tips on the internet tend to suggest something like this, and, if you think it would be helpful, you can give it a go. However, in my own experience and in working with others, I’ve found that such lists of gifts or strengths can tend to fall flat.

Even when friends and colleagues have been asked to provide positive feedback for such lists, I’ve found that my clients and I struggle to connect with their well-meaning words—until we’ve let some of the old conditioning go. The reason is that these lists are themselves the product of a conditioned mind. They are the product of perceptions that have been filtered and put through a conditioned process. And we’re trying to get past that conditioning so we can connect with our true nature.

As you progressively let go of that past conditioning that no longer supports you, you will find that you become more and more aware of your own gifts, strengths, and talents. And when you do, feedback and comments from others about what you’re good at, will resonate with you in a way it’s not done before—from a deep place of recognition and knowing.

With that in mind, let’s now consider the seven phases of embracing your authentic self.

Phase 1

Through your experience of imposter syndrome, you have learned to discount yourself. You have become blind to your own gifts, strengths, and talents. You haven’t allowed yourself to internalize them, even when given positive feedback.

Moreover, in your efforts to no longer feel like an imposter—and to be able to feel the success that you feel is missing—you have probably resolved to change. You have resolved to do things differently, even to be different. So, you start out on your journey.
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Figure 18: The path to embracing your authentic self (Phase 1)


However, the path to embracing your authentic self is currently unknown. It feels uncomfortable and vulnerable to walk that path because it means letting go of your old sense of identity and self-perception. You enter what I call “the zone of the unknown.”

The zone of the unknown can be a little scary and confusing. Like the caterpillar that enters the chrysalis stage before it miraculously transforms into the butterfly, we don’t know what the outcome of this process will be, or how long it will take to uncover our true selves. And just as the caterpillar can’t imagine itself as the butterfly, we don’t fully know yet at this stage what it’s like to be our true authentic self. This discomfort is worsened by imposter syndrome and patterns of perfectionist behavior because you may be in the habit of shying away from places that are uncertain and unclear. As such, if you are afraid to fail, the zone of the unknown can be uncomfortable to sit in. You may start to feel confused and begin doubting yourself.

Phases 2 & 3

In Phase 2, as you enter the zone of the unknown, those feelings of discomfort push your mind into thinking that you need to take action. Those feelings focus your mind on your external landscape and encourage you to make changes that give you the sensation of making progress. Rather than recognize those feelings as signposts, as discussed in Chapter 3, you expend your energies on your external landscape rather than focusing on your internal landscape.
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Figure 19: The path to embracing your authentic self (Phases 2 and 3)


This is natural, but it’s unproductive. You default to what you think you need to do and look to your existing skills and abilities. You focus on the past, focusing on what’s already happened or what you already know, and temporarily alleviate those feelings of discomfort that come from the unknown. But this is a limited perspective because it’s based solely on what came before, closing off the possibility of something new, different, or better. And because you’ve been conditioned to compare yourself to others and to focus on the external landscape, you go into seeking mode: looking for what you perceive to be missing in yourself, and how that gap might be plugged.

Then in Phase 3, you move into seeking mode, you try to plan and figure out what needs doing. Your mind screams in an effort to get you to “do” something that feels safe, and to do it quick! And then, for example, you might conclude that you need to get another certification, or that you would benefit from more training. Alternatively, you might try and figure out the “right way” to show up or how you think you “should” be, and you try to be that. Or you might try and figure it out by trying to fit in and doing things the way others do things, or doing what you think will get others to approve or recognize you. You try to “do” your way to your true authentic self and your authentic success.

But, because the focus is on actions and behavior in your external landscape, these efforts don’t bring you the peace of mind, fulfillment, or feeling of success that you were looking for. Because, as we saw in Chapter 4, true change comes from making changes in your internal landscape. If your internal landscape of beliefs, values, and self-perception remains fixed, then you’ll continue to apply the same filters that ascribe misaligned meaning to your perceptions. Even if your external landscape changes, those filters will continue to push you into the negative energy spiral.

Phase 4

We can’t expect a different result by reverting to the same old approach.

As when making a trip from one side of the country to the next, you don’t need to know every single turn you need to take when you set out; you only need to know when to turn left, or right, or to continue straight on, at the specific time you need to make that move. Your GPS doesn’t give you every single instruction the moment you turn it on, but step by step. In the same say, you don’t need to know all the steps to your authentic self and success and try to figure it out: You only need the next step, as and when it comes into your awareness.

Now, I must clarify. It’s not about never taking action—it’s about taking the right action in the right timing. Because most people feel highly uncomfortable being in the zone of the unknown, they rush into action too quickly. Conditioning pushes us in that direction—“Be an action-taker! Make a decision now! Grab the early bird pricing and bonuses! If you want to be a success, you must take quick action!“. But not everyone is naturally designed to make quick and instant decisions; some people know instantly when it’s a “yes,” or a “no,” while others may need more time. Pay attention to your signposts and remember: right action in the right timing.

You are trying to find your true nature, but you have never done it before, and you are using conditioned tools that don’t align with the task at hand. After all, until you picked up this book, you were probably not even aware of the misalignment between your self-perception and your authentic self.
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Figure 20: The path to embracing your authentic self (Phase 4)


This pushes you back into the zone of the unknown. You end up back where you were, feeling confused about why you don’t feel any better, and feeling doubtful about what you need to do next. You end up procrastinating or exhibiting perfectionistic behavior. You exhibit other behavioral symptoms of imposter syndrome, and your old mind-talk might resurface with a vengeance.

Phase 5

This discomfort pushes your mind to convince you once again that you should be doing something.

Many people then retreat from the zone of the unknown and circle back into trying to figure things out, looking outside of themselves for the answers. They go back to thinking about what it is they know they can do and what it is they’re good at. They return their focus to past events and what they already know, in an attempt to figure out the answers about their authentic selves.

[image: Figure 21: The path to embracing your authentic self (Phase 5)]

Figure 21: The path to embracing your authentic self (Phase 5)


However, this is a flawed approach, because it’s playing with the same puzzle pieces and moving them around in hopes of finding a different picture. As it is, you haven’t seen the full picture before, so moving these pieces around isn’t going to give you any extra insight. It simply leads to further doubt and confusion.

Phase 6

Doubt and confusion are perfectly normal emotions. As described in Chapter 3, these feelings act as signposts that tell us to pause and take a step back. In this way, doubt and confusion are a normal part of your mind’s processing, helping you to find clarity around patterns and insights. However, these emotions become problematic when you turn them in on yourself and make those feelings a part of your identity.
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Figure 22: The path to embracing your authentic self (Phase 6)


If you internalize those feelings of doubt and confusion and allow those feelings to return you to focusing on the past, you get stuck in a cycle. You never get beyond the zone of the unknown and instead, deepen those feelings of imposter syndrome as you are taken down the negative energy spiral. You start to feel frozen and stuck, vaguely aware of that misalignment between your self-perception and your true nature, but unable to connect with your authentic self.

Phase 7

It takes courage to expand your awareness beyond this cycle, to allow the treasure of your authentic self to reveal itself. However, once you start to recognize this pattern of how you get stuck with feelings of confusion and doubt—and recognize that this is a normal part of the process—you can distance yourself from that mind-talk and begin to let go of following those thoughts.
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Figure 23: The path to embracing your authentic self (Phase 7)


In truth, embracing your unique and authentic self doesn’t come from thinking it through or trying to figure it out, but by allowing your true nature to surface from within. It comes from letting go of the distorted self-perception colored by old filters and programs, which have prevented you from seeing your true self. It comes from letting go of that confusion and doubt, accepting that you may feel like an “empty vessel” as you are going through the process. And, as you accept the process and let go of those constricting emotions, your true self will emerge, and new realizations will be attained.

Self-realization is not a thing that you do. It comes about when you let go of the old conditioning and allow the realization of your true self to emerge.

You have to allow yourself to be okay with the discomfort. Give yourself permission to stop looking to your external landscape for a quick fix. Give yourself the time to process the unknown and to break free from the doubt and confusion to find the freedom of your authentic self. Be compassionate with yourself. Just as you would allow a baby to walk in its own time because you know that it will, give yourself the gift of unconditional expectation.

Does it take courage? Yes, because most of our world is conditioned to expect quick and linear results, and following what’s out there, instead of following one’s own authority. And most of the world will try and keep you to that conditioning.

Words can’t accurately describe the essence of your authentic self, and so you can’t think or act your way into expressing it. It’s beyond your old awareness. Like success, it’s a feeling: when you feel grounded, relaxed, and comfortable in your own skin. When you feel at peace with who you are, you have an inner knowledge that all is well, and you no longer worry about what others think. It’s when the elements of the inner thinking path are in alignment with your self-perception—which is far greater than anything you might even have imagined before..

The strategies in this book have been all about this process. They are designed to help you move to new perspectives, shifting you from the negative energy spiral to the positive energy spiral, where you are calmer and triggered less often. Through this shift, your old patterns of thought and behavior associated with imposter syndrome are allowed to fall away, such that you don’t beat yourself up in the same way and become more present and less judgmental. As you learn to let go of those old, conditioned ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving, you will start to recognize the innate gifts, strengths, and talents of your true authentic self.

As Steven Pressfield writes in Killing Rommel:

“All genuine epiphanies seem to follow this model: their defining quality is the relinquishment of delusion. The initial fear is that one has lost something. A cherished self-conception must be given up, and one feels diminished by it. This is mistaken, however. A person discovers that he has been made stronger by the jettisoning of this sham and disadvantageous baggage. In fact, he has become more “himself,” by aligning his self-concept more closely with fact.”

In truth, your feelings of imposter syndrome are a call to your greatness. It’s a call to embark on a journey to become aware and to let go of old default thinking and programs, to allow your true authentic self to emerge and shine.

***

Exercise 22: When Do You Let Yourself Relax Into You?

For this exercise, let go of what’s expected of you: whether that comes from other people’s expectations or your own. Don’t make any judgments. Instead, ask yourself the following questions:

	When have you felt most relaxed and comfortable?

	What makes you lose track of time?

	When you are relaxed, who are you with?

	When you feel comfortable, what kind of environment are you in?

	What seems to come easily to you, or feels effortless?

	When have you most felt alive?

	When have you most felt like the real you?




To get the most out of this exercise, write down your answers on a piece of paper, in your journal or use the bonus worksheet that came with this book. Expand your awareness and bring your attention to those moments where you are most comfortable in your own skin. Returning to this exercise or reflecting on your answers will help you notice those moments as they happen, further expanding your awareness of your true, authentic self as it emerges, and how you feel.

***

Exercise 23: Old Coat, New Coat
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You can read the exercise below to go through this exercise, but it would be more powerful if you listen to the extended audio recording that came with this book. You’ll be able to close your eyes and focus fully on the process.

Bring to mind all your old perceptions of yourself, and imagine it being like a coat that you are wearing. It’s how you’ve shown up in the world up until now. It’s everything you’ve known yourself to be in the past, up to this point in time, before you knew any different. It’s the you with all the old conditioning and filters and programs before you became aware of them and let them go.

Now notice how there’s a new coat on a hanger just to the side. This is a coat that represents the authentic true you, without any of that old conditioning. What does it look like? Take it off the hanger and feel it. Will you try it on? You can always take it off again if you choose, but for now, take off your old coat, and put the new one on. Fasten it so it fits well on you and notice what it feels like to be wearing this new coat. Settle into it, and let it settle in on you.

The old coat is on the ground in front of you. Would you let this old coat go? It has served you and supported you well over the years, but now it’s time to let it go. You notice there’s a big empty box on the side, pick it up and place the old coat in the box. Then take it with you as you walk across the field to the bonfire that’s in the middle of the field. As you approach the bonfire, feel the warmth of the fire on your cheeks, hear the sparks of the fire as it crackles on the dry wood, feel the touch of your new coat keeping you comfortable, as you get closer to the fire.

Take a moment to thank your old coat for having protected you for all these years, and when you’re ready, place the box with the old coat into the fire. Watch it as the flames lick at the box, and as the box catches alight. See the old coat now turning into ashes that float up above the fire, floating up into the sky, as you let go of that old coat that was the old you. Take the time you need to let your old coat go and notice any realizations that may come up for you. Or there may not be any right now.

When you feel complete with this process, bring your attention back into the room, and back into the present.

***

When you’ve finished going through this exercise, take a moment to remember any realizations or insights you received during this process. To mark the occasion of letting go of your old coat and taking on the new, think about choosing a symbol that internalizes this spiritual rebirth. For example, you might like to buy a pen that you’d enjoy writing with or a new jacket that symbolizes the new you. Perhaps you feel that you need more color in your wardrobe. Decide on a symbol that resonates with you and take action on it today or in the next few days. And, whenever you use it or look at it, remember and feel those realizations and insights you have discovered.


Chapter Summary


	You are unique and have your own innate gifts, strengths, and talents. However, through your conditioning, you have learned to dismiss or discount those aspects of your true nature.

	Because you are unconsciously competent at those activities you are good at, you might be in the habit of diminishing those successes. You might think that everyone can do what you can do, or that your successes are the product of luck rather than your own innate ability.

	Perfectionism comes from all-or-nothing thinking and is focused on fear. It stops you from trying new things and keeps you in a negative energy spiral. Instead of trying to fix your perceived weaknesses, it is better to focus on your strengths and your true nature: to recognize your unique abilities and self.

	Perfectionist behavior is contextual, so the first step to letting go of perfectionism is to expand your awareness of those contexts where you don’t feel the need to be perfect. By recognizing the unspoken rules behind different patterns of perfectionist behavior, such as, “I have to be perfect or I will lose my job,” you can begin to evaluate those rules more objectively and change them to rules that don’t hold you back.

	Positive acknowledgment is more powerful than negative feedback. Practice accepting positive feedback from others and to cultivate positive feedback from ourselves to ourselves.

	Your current definition of success is the result of conditioning; it is given to you. By finding your own, authentic definition of success that aligns with your true nature, you can live a more fulfilled, authentic life.

	Finding your true self is not about focusing on the past and looking for patterns but about gathering wisdom from the conditioned patterns of thought and letting the old conditioning and associated emotions go to allow the true self to emerge.





ONWARD!



Being Who You Truly Are


We’re often asked who we need to be to achieve some goal that we were invariably conditioned into believing. Except that you are already who you need to be. And when you let go of the perception that something’s missing in you that you need to fill, then you can be who you already are. –Serena Choo


You Are Amazing


When you began this book, you were on the beginning of your path to self-discovery. You may not have been familiar with the term “imposter syndrome.” If you were, you probably didn’t know that the underlying problem beneath imposter syndrome was a misalignment between your self-perception and your true, authentic self. You didn’t realize that your perception of yourself was given to you by your conditioning, and that this misalignment with your true nature was producing those contracted feelings of inauthenticity.

You know all these things now and have begun to let go of those parts of your conditioning that are no longer relevant to your life. Those elements of conditioning that relate to your childhood, to the evolutionary past of our species, or even to just a few years ago: If they are no longer helpful, you know to give yourself permission to let them go—and then to do it. You haven’t fought against your past or looked for blame or some pivotal moment where everything turned on its head. Instead, you have expanded your awareness of your day-by-day conditioning, from childhood into adolescence into adulthood, and begun to take control over those processes that were, up to now, automatic.

The rest is up to you. Continue to work through the exercises and practice expanding your awareness. Continue to give yourself the permission to let go of those old habits and stories that are holding you back and to reframe your experiences as valuable lessons in your path to self-discovery.

Enjoy that expansive feeling of freedom and authenticity that comes from striving toward your own authentic definition of success. Enjoy the fulfillment that comes from being true to your nature, rather than comparing yourself to others and seeking out what you thought you were missing—because you were never missing anything. You were simply waiting for the dirt to be cleaned away, to allow yourself to recognize the wisdom and value in the carving of your experiences, and the polishing from your old conditioning—to reveal your own acres of diamonds within.

Now there will be no stopping you. You won’t be holding yourself back with fear of failure or with confusion or doubt—but seizing new opportunities and climbing to new heights. Maybe you’ll leave the corporate world and start that business you always dreamed of. Maybe you’ll go for that promotion and transcend those limitations you once perceived. You are not an imposter—never in the way you thought, but especially not now.

Jane and Richard learned to let go of their imposter syndromes. So did Alex. They went through the same journey you have and realized that much of their conditioning wasn’t helpful for them anymore. They gave themselves permission to let go of those contracted emotions and brought their attention to change the automatic processes of thought, feeling, and behavior.

Now, Jane continues to go from strength to strength, excelling in her job, and loving being in her new relationship. Meanwhile, Richard thrives on sharing his ideas with clients who value his unique ability to see what many others don’t, doing only as much “research” as he needs to spark his creativity. And Alex—she stopped chasing after courses when she stopped believing she was inadequate and lacking in social ability; she found her own coaching niche, with C-level clients who appreciate her ability to sit as an observer during important meetings to then share her observations and insights. She would never have dreamed that there was a role for her where she would be well paid, and able to be “aloof”, in her own space, while delivering a key service to clients. Most importantly, Jane, Richard and Alex are all comfortable in their own skin. They see their true selves and are filled with the confidence, fulfillment, and joy that this brings.

In the journey to letting go of imposter syndrome and embracing your true authentic self, there comes a moment when you realize that you are worthy. It’s a revelation that transcends doubt and fear, a call to step into the greatness of you. As your perceptions of your limitations dissipate, the future may look very different from what you supposed it would look like months, weeks, or even days ago.

All those opportunities are laid out in front of you, and now you have the confidence to seize them. And—this book is still here to help you. Refer to those passages that resonated with you, download the bonus resources that came with this book, and continue to practice the exercises until they become new filters and programs you no longer have to think about.

Remember that growth and progress are not linear, but a spiral. Feelings of imposter syndrome might creep in every now and again, but that’s just the ghost of old habits. The more you let go and embrace your true self, the weaker those old habits will become, until they cease to bother you at all.

Just like the acorn contains the whole oak, you contain your entire self. You have your unique gifts, strengths, and talents. Nothing is missing in you. Love yourself. Love your uniqueness. You are amazing.


A Special Request


Did you enjoy reading Letting Go of Imposter Syndrome?

There are so many books out there and so many ways in which you could have spent your time, that I greatly appreciate that you chose to spend some of it with me.

Before you go, I’d like to ask you for a small favor. If you enjoyed reading Letting Go of Imposter Syndrome, would you consider posting a short review for the book at Amazon or other platform you normally use?

Just a sentence or two about something you liked would mean the world to me. Posting a review is the best and easiest way to support the work of small independent authors like me.

Your words will encourage other people who could benefit from the book too and your feedback will also help me to keep writing the kind of books you want.

And no need to go searching for the link, you can access the direct link to the review page right here – https://serenachoo.com/is-book-review-links/.

Until then.

Serena
https://serenachoo.com


About the Author


Serena Choo has been a coach in the field of personal transformation for over 25 years, after working in the corporate worlds of accounting and investment banking.

A qualified accountant, with a BSc Honors degree, an MBA, and numerous other certifications in the fields of coaching, Human Design, neuro-linguistic programming, and more, Serena considers herself a lifelong student. She brings an uncommon perspective to her work and loves sharing her insights. She also enjoys baking, reading, romantic comedies, “coffee chats” with her husband, and catching up with friends over a delicious meal.

Serena would love to hear from you and reads every email she receives. If you have questions, or simply wish to let her know how her books have helped you, please email her at serena@serenachoo.com.
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