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An often-unspoken sentiment in the professional environment is the lack of confidence in abilities; we often start a task, or undertake a project, believing that we are not up to the task. People often doubt their own qualification and skills. I have observed this in teams and in individuals on multiple projects. This observation does not come easily, however, since the people dealing with this particular strain of anxiety suffer in silence. This is the phenomenon known by and large as impostor syndrome [1].
While leading a workshop on this topic, once the term has been defined and laid out, I was told by attendees of their own feelings on this matter. “Stress, thinking about what we have to do, and if we are capable of doing this the right way.”
This is close to the broad definition as it is known [1]; having doubt in abilities despite credentials and performance saying otherwise, rejecting these accomplishments, and disregarding praise.
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Figure 1 - Individuals who struggle with impostor syndrome tend to disregard success and are conviced that they are frauds
People who struggle with this phenomenon are unable to buy into their own success out of fear of being called out as the failures that they are (wrongly) convinced they are. This is a serious matter, considering the effect it has on the psyche, motivation, and ultimately, personal evolution of professionals.
High performers typically look up to fellow high performers, and look to emulate them. While this is a lofty ambition, it often creates a moving target that may be difficult to achieve. This leads to professionals condemning their own inability to meet such unrealistic expectation, and missing out on the progress that they have actually achieved. When they do not recognize that they have reached this success, they will be left unconvinced by it.
I put all of this in writing to lay out to the reader what I did in the aforementioned workshop: this is a phenomenon that occurs across the board, by professionals, regardless of background or demographics.
As long as this is brought into the open, it should make mitigation easier. However, it is also important to address it directly by looking for its source, or cause.
Most references outline reasons for certain archetypes of individuals [2]:
· Perfectionists who set unrealistic expectations, and focus on their own shortcomings. These individuals may have their mind set on achievement, which weighs them down as soon as it becomes apparent that they are failing to meet their goals.
· Experts who are compelled to know everything. These individuals are always looking to learn new skills in the workplace, but also tend to shy away from asking questions.
· Virtuosi who need to accomplish everything on their own, whether due to lack of trust, or due to personal experience. Again, these individuals are reluctant to ask for help.
· Hard workers who need to observe success in every piece of work they complete, and as a consequence, react adversely to failures, no matter how insignificant.
The common them for all of these types is that people set internal expectations that are difficult, if not impossible, to achieve. This inevitably leads to a sense of failure. A project manager would benefit from observing these traits and behaviors to know how to address the risk of their team members succumbing to worse effects, including self-blame.
Failure is inevitable, and admitting this problem is the first step towards solving it. However, it is also the first step to a downward spiral. So, how can one move towards the first, positive, possibility? Recognizing your weaknesses and failures does not mean that you are tied to them, but that they are areas of your personal and professional character that you can tackle. It is also important to acknowledge these negative emotions, rather than bury them. An essential addition to this is to incorporate positive feelings along with their negative counterparts, to accept flaws as only a part of you, whether at work or at life [3].
Moreover, it is beneficial to share these feelings with someone who is both trustworthy, but also emotionally intelligent enough not to counter with suggestions or unsolicited advice, but to simply listen, and act as a mentor. For most listeners, hearing the sentiments described above can often lead to the urge to fix them, but sometimes, it is helpful for a mentor to simply absorb what is being heard, and give the individual dealing with impostor syndrome an ear and some reassurance of their worth.
Ultimately, you should not expect to be a PhD in all subjects, but to get the basics right. In addition, do not be afraid to ask for help, and to accept that not everything must be in control by you alone. It is liberating to the mind to know that, if you cannot achieve something, your solution lies in accepting external help, rather than powering through this yourself.
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