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        This book stands out among others that tackle imposter syndrome by focusing on how to shape and build self-confidence and greatly improve the quality of one’s life.  Debunking the misguided advice others often give to boost confidence, Dr. Jennifer Hunt, provides rational, scientific-based explanations for these persistent thoughts of inadequacies. A must-read guide for those struggling with feelings associated with imposter syndrome and for those who wish to help them.
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        When I first created my “I am Ugly” video, I had no idea how many women live with such a horrible inner critic. Jennifer Hunt’s book has everything you need to truly believe that “you are beautiful!”
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        Impostor syndrome can derail negotiation. At times it can prevent you from choosing to enter into negotiations. Dr. Hunt provides a detailed and well-structured road map for women who want to overcome impostor syndrome and create a path forward for themselves.

        Janice Gross Stein, Belzberg Professor of Conflict Management, University of Toronto
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        This book helped me separate my inner critic from my identity and it challenged my prior assumptions. The examples and stories really spoke to me as a young, female attorney, who often feels like everyone in the room knows more than me.
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        This book is a must/essential for every woman who is seeking empowerment. If you want to “lean in,” give yourself the gift of this book. Dr. Hunt’s book is the seminal book on impostor syndrome.
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        This book has everything you need to understand what impostor syndrome is, why it happens, and how you can change your thoughts and behaviors to live a happier, more fulfilling work life. The examples and exercises provide hands-on experience to put everything you learn into practice.

        Stacey Harrington, Founder, Harrington Insights

      

        

      

      

      
        
        
        Dr. Hunt gives specific steps in very manageable pieces and provides examples that illustrate how to do the self-reflection exercises. She puts it all together and shares her own vulnerabilities as an expert on the topic.

        Dr. Rakhee K. Bhayani, Associate Professor of Medicine

      

        

      

      

      
        
        
        This book came at a pivotal time in my career and personal life. Not only did it help give me clarity but it also led me to make what I believe has been a great decision for myself and my family. I appreciate Dr. Hunt’s strength of conviction and vision. I will re-read parts of this book on a regular basis and certainly during any challenging time in my future. With heartfelt thanks and gratitude.

        Anonymous MD, Emergency Medicine, Connecticut

      

        

      

      
        
        
        The ideas and concepts in this book inspire self-reflection and growth. It led me to ask myself some tough questions and challenge my inner critic. One will find a trusted advisor in Dr. Hunt and her words as she assures us that we are not alone in our self-doubt.

        Erum Ahmad, MD

      

        

      

      
        
        
        In the first chapter, Dr. Hunt really speaks to me and this is why I love and highly recommend this book: We need to have intentional, but realistic self-appreciation. We need to be able to acknowledge our contributions, while recognizing our weakness and striving for self-improvement. This succinctly sums up how I want to live my life. Dr. Hunt’s book provides the knowledge and tools to help achieve the best me.

        Nicole Riddle, MD, Pathologist
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How this book came about

      In my work mentoring, sponsoring, and coaching women physicians, I frequently bounce up against their pervasive self-doubt, low self-esteem, and shaky self-confidence. Long ago, I recognized this as the almost-universal impostor syndrome that plagues many high achievers. These women have unwritten futures of successful leadership but are held back by being too scared to say yes to opportunities—and too full of self-doubt to trust their own skills and talents.

      I believe that, if women are ever attain to equality in the workplace, we need to eradicate the limitations imposed by impostor syndrome.

      

  







Who should read this book?

      Impostor syndrome lurks in the background for women in almost every profession. If any of these impostor statements sound familiar, this book is for you.

      
        
        “I know I am supposed to be in charge, but who am I to tell people what to do? I don’t want to be presumptuous. I don’t even know what I am doing!”

      

        

      
        “I don’t have the training or expertise to apply for that leadership position. I’m definitely not ready for that high-level job. There are so many people who would be better than me.”

      

        

      
        “I wish I could speak up at meetings, but I feel like I am the last person that anyone would want to hear from. Even when I have something important to say, I become paralyzed and end up worrying way too much that they will think I sound stupid.”

      

      

      The goal of this book—and the exercises, tools, and skills it will introduce—is to help you begin to believe at your core that you are amazing, talented and incredible. What would it be like to thrive with personal power and own your successes in ways you never have before?

      



  







Is this book just for women?

      I’m not going to lie just to get men to read this book; I admit it is mainly written for and about women. That isn’t to say men with impostor syndrome won’t benefit from the same tools and skills.

      

  







What if I don’t have impostor syndrome?

      If you are a person who never questions your own skills, who doesn’t beat yourself to a pulp with your own inner critic, and who is brave and confident most of the time, count yourself lucky.

      Even so, I hope you will read this book. Many of the people who work for you—or the people you work for, or your students, or your spouse, or your children—undoubtedly have impostor syndrome. You can use this book to encourage them to lean into their successes. You can become the trusted ally for those with impostor syndrome who need forward momentum.

      



  







How the book is organized

      This book has an introductory section on impostor syndrome followed by 7 parts covering specific tools and techniques. In addition, there are some special elements to enhance your experience.

      
        
        Links and QR codes: I’ve added a number of links to online material, with QR codes to make it easy for you to access them if you are reading the paperback.

      

        

      
        References: I am guessing that, if you are reading this book, you are some type of high-achieving, successful individual (though I am also guessing you don’t necessarily believe that yet). For that reason, I have provided references to the scientific studies I quote and the research to back up the techniques I teach—helping you go to the primary sources, if you want more detail or information.

      

        

      
        Self-reflection: I’ve included many opportunities to do some thinking and introspection. Playing with these can help you successfully integrate the tools and skills. You may want to start a journal and do some writing with these reflections. If you are reading this book as part of a group or in a book club, the self-reflection questions are great for stimulating dialogue and discussion.

      

        

      
        Skill builder exercises: These are longer exercises you can choose to do over a few days or a week. These are not only great practice for the skills, but also serve as experiments to see what is most beneficial in helping you successfully overcome impostor syndrome. Again, you may choose to journal about these experiences.

      

        

      
        Coaching conversations and vignettes: Throughout the book, I’ve included coaching conversations, stories, and vignettes to illustrate specific points. These are all based on the stories of real people that have been anonymized and made into composites to protect confidentiality.

      

        

      
        Field work: At the end of each module, I’ve placed organized exercises to let you test your new skills in your real life. If you want to do these along with the sequence of the book, you should plan for a week or 2 for each. If you are in a hurry to learn the concepts in this book, you can feel free to come back to these after you finish. Whichever method you select, you will get the most out of all the tools and skills if you find some time to practice the content.

      

      

      

  







Doing it on your own or with a group

      Most people reading this book will probably be doing it alone, but I’d like to encourage you to find some like-minded people and work through the book as a group. Having group discussion, including working in teams or small groups with the self-reflections, is a terrific shared experience. Reading the book with a book club—or just a small group of friends—can be very powerful shared experience. I host coaching groups that are going through this program all the time. The power of learning from each other, sharing experiences, and having accountability is immense.

      

  







A word of encouragement

      Welcome to a journey of profound self-discovery. Expect the road to be winding, possibly bumpy, and full of tiny steps forward and a few steps back. There is no defined destination because the riches are in the path and the progress.

      If you are a woman or a man who discovers new insights after reading this book, please tell your friends. And tell me—I’ll try to respond to every email because I love hearing stories of your successes and your challenges!

      I wish you the joy and excitement of self-discovery and the glory of putting in hard work and seeing it pay off.

      Enjoy the journey!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      If you want to learn more about my courses, keynote speaking, or coaching programs, please visit my website at www.JenniferHuntMD.com or connect with me via email at JenniferHuntMD@yahoo.com.
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        Scan or click this QR code to visit www.JenniferHuntMD.com
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            Impostor syndrome

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        I live in fear of being discovered. In my class, I know I was the last person admitted to this school. I am just waiting for someone to figure out it was all a mistake and that I don’t really belong here. It is bad enough that, as a minority, I don’t look like everyone else, but I am also not nearly as smart as everyone else and I have to work twice as hard to keep up. The next 4 years are going to be torture. I have a feeling I will probably fail out anyway.

        Medical student, under-represented in medicine
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        * * *

      

    

  










            Understanding impostor syndrome

          

        

      

    

    
      Impostor syndrome has long been recognized under a variety of names, including the original name of “impostor phenomenon” and, in recent years, “fraud syndrome” and “impostorism.”

      Although it is the most common terminology today, however, “impostor syndrome” is not a very accurate term. The medical community does not recognize it as either a syndrome, or a disease, or a medical condition; and, in fact, the very name is an unfortunate self-fulfilling prophecy. Think about other chronic diseases or conditions, like anemia, hypertension, or even psychiatric conditions like schizophrenia. If you have anemia, you are anemic. If you have hypertension, you are hypertensive. If you have schizophrenia, you are schizophrenic. But, if you have impostor syndrome, you are not actually an impostor. You just think you are an impostor.

      A better name for impostor syndrome would be “self-under-appreciation phenomenon.” If you have self-under-appreciation syndrome, you are most definitely a “self-under-appreciator.” I also like the term “self-depreciation” (notice the spelling) because it clearly highlights the active component of putting yourself down or lowering your own worth in repeated cycles. But self-depreciation is too easily confused with self-deprecation, which is more of a public display of excessive modesty or self-belittling that may seem a bit manipulative or even disingenuous1.

      The important concept here is that people with impostor syndrome under-value and under-appreciate their own skills, talents, and value—especially in comparison to what the outside world sees2. Impostor syndrome is a mismatch between internal beliefs about oneself and the external hard evidence and outside viewpoints about you. In extreme cases, a person with impostor syndrome should almost be referred to as a “self-slanderer” or a “self-tormenter” or “self-abuser.”

      Interestingly, people with impostor syndrome are also masters at hiding behind an image they present to the outside world (more about this in Part 6). So, even as you are internally plagued with self-criticism and self-doubt, even your closest friends may not be aware of what you are doing. You will discover how powerful these negative self-beliefs can be and how dramatically they can affect your well-being.

      In my TEDx talk (Will the real impostor please stand up?—TEDx UAMS, February 7, 2020), the metaphor I use for impostor syndrome is sickle cell anemia. Normal red blood cells are squishy; they can mold and transform to fit into even the tiniest blood vessels. When they are under stress or in turbulent conditions, they transform their shape but they can bounce back afterwards. In sickle cell disease, patients have a single genetic mutation. Their red blood cells look perfectly normal on the outside. But, when they are under stress or in turbulent conditions, they transform into misshapen, fragile, and brittle cells that don’t bounce back (Figure 1.1).

      
        
          [image: A picture of a normal red blood cell and a sickled blood cell]
        

        Figure 1.1: The cell on the left is a normal doughnut-shaped red blood cell, which is pliable and moldable. The cell on the right is a sickled cell, which is fragile and brittle. (Original artwork by Jennifer Hunt)

      

      In impostor syndrome, you look perfectly normal on the outside. Under stress, however, you also become fragile and brittle and don’t bounce back.

      

    







The spectrum of impostor syndrome

      Impostor syndrome does not exist in isolation. It sits at one end of a spectrum while at the other end is what I refer to as “self-over-appreciation syndrome.” You might know this end of the spectrum as arrogance, egotism, or (in the extreme case) even narcissism.

      That other end of the spectrum has been studied since the time of Oedipus, but was given a name in the scientific literature in 1999 by David Dunning and Justin Kruger; it is now referred to as the “Dunning-Kruger effect”3. These individuals are over-confident and have high opinions of their contributions—despite external objective evidence that they are either normal or even under-performers. When queried, they will interpret their performance as very high and will rank themselves above others4. The Dunning-Kruger effect is probably what convinces a former college athlete (now a sedentary businessman) to think he can still play tackle football on weekends or run a half-marathon without training.

      Interestingly, the most skilled and competent people tend to under-estimate their own talent and skill5. This is probably not a surprise, and impostor syndrome is the perfect case study of the extreme end, where high-achieving people are nearly incapacitated by under-estimating their own performance and skill.

      Neither extreme on the self-appreciation spectrum is ideal. Somewhere in the middle lies appropriate, intentional, and realistic self-appreciation. With justified and appropriate levels of self-appreciation, a person can be self-aware and can acknowledge their contributions and competencies, while at the same time realistically recognizing their weaknesses as opportunities for continuous improvement. Therefore, as with many things in life, the moderate self-appreciation perspective is ideal for both psychological health and performance.

      

    







Who will I be without this impostor syndrome?

      At this point, it is worth addressing a common concern and worry. Some people with impostor syndrome believe that, if they move away from the comfortable state of under-appreciation, their pendulum will swing all the way to the Dunning-Kruger end—and they will become unbearable and egoistical jerks.

      That’s extremely unlikely to happen. Moving people away from impostor syndrome—toward the middle of the spectrum—takes a lot of active energy and concentrated effort. Your tendency will always be to swing back toward the comfort zone of impostor tendencies if you take your eye off it for a moment. Since it takes so much energy to move the needle, there is almost no risk you will go from feeling like an impostor to being an arrogant maniac.

      

    







Is this impostor syndrome or something else?

      How are impostor tendencies or impostor attitudes different from having impostor syndrome? In fact, when I describe impostor tendencies to people, almost everyone will say, “Oh yeah, I have that for sure!” Some of these people are clearly even at the Dunning-Kruger end of the spectrum (see, they even think they are winning at impostor syndrome!).

      The truth is, it is normal to experience self-doubt once in a while, and it is normal to question your competence when you are learning something new or are in over your head6. It is normal to criticize yourself for a few minutes after making a mistake or failing at something. These every-now-and-then feelings of self-doubt—or short-lived, temporary self-criticism—are healthy adaptations that protect us from the potentially bad consequences of over-confidence or even arrogance.

      So, at what point do impostor tendencies become impostor syndrome? One easy answer can be found in looking at the frequency, duration, and scope of these feelings. Look at these signs:

      
        	When self-doubt and self-criticism become pervasive, constant, and incapacitating, you are probably experiencing impostor syndrome.

        	When these feelings hold you back from pursuing new challenges and opportunities, you are probably experiencing impostor syndrome.

        	When these feelings keep you from enjoying life, having satisfying experiences, and celebrating victories, you are probably experiencing impostor syndrome.

      

      How do impostor attitudes differ from true humility and honest self-appraisal? This can be really tricky, since everyone who has impostor syndrome believes there is a truthful and solid foundation for their self-doubt and self-criticism.

      One good litmus test is probing deeply into the foundation of your self-doubt. Is it really the truth? Is it really justified? You are going to have plenty of opportunities to practice this with some skills and tools you’ll learn in Parts 3 and 4, but read Karina’s story for an illustration of the difference between healthy self-appraisal and impostor syndrome.7

      
        
        Karina finished her residency training in OB/GYN about 5 years ago. She was in practice for about 4 years and then became a part-time hospitalist obstetrician after she had her first child. Last year, Karina did additional fellowship training in obesity medicine. She has a dream of starting a wellness-focused private practice and she wants to become a leader in obesity medicine nationally. She just attended her first obesity medicine meeting and is excited to apply to be a speaker next year’s conference. But Karina is experiencing self-doubt and fear of failure and she blames her impostor syndrome for holding her back.

      

        

      
        During our coaching together, I asked whether she has written any papers, given any talks, or seen any patients for obesity medicine consultations yet. The answer to all of these was no.

      

      

      Karina is probably not suffering from impostor syndrome. More than likely she is experiencing healthy and appropriate feelings of self-doubt that are natural when starting something new. Karina’s lack of a track record of accomplishments means she is inexperienced and may not be ready to be on the national stage. Her healthy self-doubt will help her gain the experience and expertise she needs to seek future leadership at the national level.

      Now, contrast that vignette with Emma’s story.

      
        
        Emma is 5 years out of her training and fellowship in otolaryngology with a specialty fellowship in pediatric otolarygology. She is now a very successful surgeon at an academic hospital, where she practices both adult and pediatric ENT surgery.

      

        

      
        Recently, the division director for pediatric ENT resigned and left a vacancy. Emma is very interested in the division director position, but so far she has not told anyone that she is. The nurses and staff already see her as the most obvious candidate because she has led a lot of process improvement projects and does a lot of the teaching.

      

        

      
        Emma is almost paralyzed with worry about whether or not she would be taken seriously if she applies. But, mostly, she keeps worrying about whether she has enough experience and the right skills to be a leader. She is filled with self-doubt and fear of failure, and now doesn’t even know if she could do the job.

      

      

      Emma is probably experiencing impostor syndrome. There is probably very little truth to the story she is telling herself about being unqualified, unprepared, and unready for leadership. Her self-doubt is holding her back from taking on a new challenge.

      

    







“Fixing” impostor syndrome

      This is also a great time to be very explicit about an important concept: People with impostor syndrome are not broken, damaged, or diseased. They do not need to be fixed or cured. If you are worried this book will be all about telling you how messed up you are—and telling you to pull yourself together and “man up”—stop that worry and fear right now.

      There is no magic drug or a miracle cure to correct the symptoms of impostor syndrome and put you on the path to well-being. Instead of imagining impostor syndrome to be like a chronic disease that can be treated with medication or surgery, I like to think of impostor syndrome as more like poor vision. It is estimated nearly 70% of adults have some sort of visual impairment—whether it is being near-sighted, far-sighted, or, like me, one who needed reading glasses after a certain age.

      I like the metaphor of poor vision when we consider that impostor syndrome really does represent an impaired ability to see ourselves like others see us. We are often seeing a skewed version of our strengths and attributes. This poor vision of impostor syndrome represents the well-established, ingrained neural pathways we use for a constellation of thoughts and behaviors.

      We can extend the metaphor even more as we think about the tools and skills you will learn in this book. They are more like corrective lenses than miracle cures. Just like the 25 pairs of reading glasses I have lying all around my house and office, the tools are used to clarify your vision of yourself—but they only work when you start wearing them around in your daily life.

      You are not broken, but are you where you want to be?

      
        
          [image: A piece of art with the image of a woman in it]
        

        Figure 1.2: “I am not broken, but am I where I want to be?” (Original artwork by Jennifer Hunt)
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            Finding sources of impostor syndrome

          

        

      

    

    
      Impostor syndrome, or impostor phenomenon, was first described in 1978 by Pauline Clance and Suzanne Imes. The original paper appeared in the journal Psychotherapy: Theory, Research and Practice1. The premise of impostor syndrome originated from Dr. Clance’s psychotherapy practice, where she worked with high-achieving women. She found that these women often described pervasive thoughts of feeling like a fraud or a fake, and they lived in constant fear of being discovered as impostors.

      Clance recognized that individuals who suffer from impostor syndrome often have profound feelings of self-doubt, which lead to anxiety and low self-confidence. At the same time, these women were unable to internalize their own success, even in the face of considerable external objective evidence of their competency and skills. It has now been shown that impostor experiences are particularly prominent in the professional setting at work, though they often bubble over into feelings of inadequacy at home as well.

      In 2011, Dr. Valerie Young wrote a popular book about impostor syndrome, The Secret Thoughts of Successful Women. She discovered and wrote about its high prevalence in graduate students, starting with her own personal experience of feeling like a fraud2.

      In the years since these early publications, impostor syndrome has been studied in many different settings and in many different demographic groups. Impostor syndrome has been identified across different age groups—from high school students to graduate students to adult professionals in the workplace. Although there is no universal agreement, most studies show that impostor syndrome appears to be more common in women3 and disproportionately affects under-represented minorities and immigrants4,5.

      In my field of medicine, impostor syndrome has been shown to affect up to 66%6,7. That means two-thirds of your doctors may feel like they are faking their own success, despite having exceptional credentials, expertise, and knowledge. One academic scientist I worked with said, “Every time I submit a grant, I really worry the review committee will laugh at me”—and he happens to be one of the best funded scientists in the country.

      Impostor syndrome holds women back from career progression, achievements, and leadership8. I have talked to many women who give me stories like Elaine’s:

      
        
        There is a leadership position open in my organization that would be perfect for me, but there are a lot of other people who would be more qualified than me. I don’t even want to tell anyone that I am interested.

      

      

      When women don’t step up to help themselves get noticed, the up-side potential of gender diversity in leadership is lost. How will we ever begin to chip away at the gender leadership gap if women self-select out of the pipeline because of their impostor syndrome? This also manifests a significant and important down-side at the personal and individual level: Impostor syndrome doesn’t just result in missed opportunities; it also results in negative spirals of mood and attitude associated with career burnout and low employee engagement.

      Among my group coaching program participants—who are all high-achieving and accomplished women physicians—impostor tendencies directly correlate with work-related burnout (Figure 2.1)9. In the published research, impostor syndrome has also been associated with increased psychological distress, anxiety, low self-esteem, and a decreased sense of well-being10.

      
        
          [image: A graph showing a relationship between burnout and impostor syndrome]
        

        Figure 2.1. This graph shows impostor syndrome rising as burnout rises. These unpublished data come from the women in my impostor syndrome program cohorts.

      

      

    







What contributes to impostor syndrome?

      Though this book will focus largely on how to overcome impostor syndrome, it is worth spending a few minutes on what causes it. I don’t delve into the internal, deep, psychological root causes of impostor syndrome at the individual level. To me, what is more interesting is examining the current-day, real-life drivers behind impostor syndrome—that create a fertile environment and provide nutrients to sustain it.

      For yourself, you might ask, “What manure is being piled on top of my garden and fertilizing my impostor tendencies?” We will spend the rest of this book examining the internal manure that most of us pile on, but the external factors and drivers are also worth briefly exploring.

      Micro-aggressions and micro-inequities

      Discrimination and bias are not always overt and blatant. Sometimes these acts are more subtle and quiet—in which case they are called “micro-aggressions” or “micro-inequities.” A micro-aggression is defined as “indirect, subtle, or unintentional discrimination against a member of a marginalized group.”

      Researchers are now beginning to recognize how micro-aggressions and micro-inequities contribute to reinforcing and growing impostor tendencies. In a world where small inequities are pervasive and constant, there is little doubt these can easily become internalized as some kind of version of our truth.

      Take the story of Mandy, who vividly remembers one of her first professional experiences with a micro-aggression. As she tells her story, there is no doubt that she has internalized this story and that it reinforces her impostor syndrome.

      
        
        When I was a medical student, early on in my clinical years, I was on a surgery rotation. The team included me, a male resident and fellow, and a male attending. I definitely felt like an outsider on this all-male team. One morning, the resident asked me to draw some labs on a patient right before rounds, so I was a few minutes late to the start. The fellow glared at me and asked, “Were you just getting some extra beauty rest, or doing your makeup?” I know I turned bright red and didn’t even know what to say. I still remember how embarrassing that moment was.

      

      

      This type of micro-aggression is pervasive in our professional worlds11. Whether Mandy’s supervisor was well intentioned (and simply misguided) doesn’t matter in the end: Mandy’s impostor tendencies were reinforced just the same.

      Micro-aggressions against women are relatively common in medicine12,13, and it appears that women are very attuned to them. A recent study showed women identified micro-aggressions much more frequently than men in scripted videos14. Common themes were found to fall into 6 categories: Sexism, pregnancy and child-care bias, underestimating abilities, sexually inappropriate comments, relegation to mundane tasks, and exclusion and marginalization. What professional woman hasn’t been asked inappropriately to get someone coffee, make copies, or send a fax? And what professional woman hasn’t been underestimated and discounted because she is married or has children—or even because she doesn’t? What professional woman hasn’t been told she should act more like a man, or act more like a lady?

      Gendered language

      Another proximate cause or reinforcement for impostor syndrome can be found in gendered language. These are words that are used to describe a woman that would never be used to describe a man. Sometimes, these words pick up on negative stereotypes, like the words “shrill,” “catty,” “hysterical,” or “needy.” An interesting recent study found a strong slant in gendered language in Wikipedia, the online open encyclopedia, where only 16% of contributors are women15. Even more problematic are words that imply a positive characteristic in a man but a negative one in a woman. The classic one is when a woman is described as “aggressive” for the same actions that would win a man a description as “assertive.”

      
        
        Shelly interviewed for a significant leadership role at another organization a few months ago. She felt like the interview went really well. She had solid answers for every question. She came into the interview with 8 years of excellent experience in a similar role and felt like she was well prepared for taking it on. She didn’t move forward in the search process.

      

        

      
        After asking for feedback from the search firm, she was disappointed to learn that gender discrimination was likely at play. The search firm representative told her, “Men and women are seen differently—that is just a fact. What would be seen as strong and decisive answers in a man might be interpreted as overbearing in a woman.” She asked the search firm consultant what she could do about that and he replied, “Nothing. Absolutely nothing. It is not you who needs to change. It is the culture and system in which we work.”

      

        

      
        Shelly was happy to hear that there were no glaring errors or problems in her interview, and she appreciated the search firm representative’s candor, but she was very disappointed that gender had played so strongly into the decision making. She idly wondered if appearing less well qualified and less confident would have actually given her more of a chance at the job than being sure of herself had.

      

      

      Just as cleverly and subtly-worded product advertisements convince us to buy, gendered words can also permeate job advertisements and impact applications16. Take a look at the job ads in your field and notice trends with gendered words. Even if there is only a subtle shift in behavior, this can influence the gender distribution of an applicant pool. This matters, because applicant pool diversity is one of the biggest drivers of the final work force diversity for most industries17.

      To demonstrate the importance of words, read through these 2 ads and think about the gender that comes to mind:

      
        
        Option A: Our ideal candidate will be a strong leader with experience in managing complex organizations and setting high expectations for results and outcomes.

      

      

      
        
        Option B: Our ideal candidate will have excellent communication skills, will collaborate across different departments, and will work cooperatively to achieve meaningful results.

      

      

      Covert discrimination against women also lurks in the language and content of letters of recommendation18. There are several studies that have examined letters of recommendation and found letters written for men are longer, contain more stand-out adjectives and fewer doubt-raisers, include fewer personal details, and highlight potential much more than performance19. In other words, men typically get stronger letters of recommendation than women—even when they have the same credentials20.

      Another subtle form of discrimination has been identified in the language used to introduce male and female speakers when they have been invited to give public presentations. A group at the Mayo Clinic analyzed hundreds of hours of video-taped lectures and found that, when a woman introduced a male speaker, she used his professional title 95% of the time. When a man introduced a female speaker, he used her professional title only 49.2% of the time21. This might not seem like a big deal, but it turns out that titles, degrees, and explicit expertise are important factors for believability and credibility22. Leaving off a person’s title is a form of invalidation that can lead to their being taken less seriously. Take a look at these two introductions:

      
        
        “Ladies and gentlemen, I am so pleased to introduce Jennifer Hunt to you today. She is here today to give us a talk about the molecular pathology of thyroid cancer. By way of background, she is the mother of 3 very active kids, she volunteers as a swim official, and even finds time to be a CrossFit coach on the side.”

      

      

      Or…

      
        
        “Ladies and gentlemen, I am so pleased to introduce to you Dr. Jennifer Hunt. She is here today to give us a talk about the molecular pathology of thyroid cancer. By way of background, she is double boarded in anatomic pathology and molecular pathology. She has more than 150 published papers and is an international expert on DNA testing in thyroid cancer.”

      

      

      Who would you trust more with DNA testing on thyroid cancer—the first me or the second me?

      The fallacy of zero

      There is more and more scrutiny nationally of organizations, boards, and panels with only men. Dr. Julie Silver, of Harvard Medical School, points out that there is no statistical chance that there are zero women who are qualified for any given position or award23. Thus, an all-male editorial board, presentation panel, or company board is embedded with discrimination24. I like to call this “the fallacy of zero” (Figure 2.2).

      
        
          [image: A cartoon showing 5 men on a stage in a panel with no women]
        

        Figure 2.2: The fallacy of zero—it is statistically impossible that there are no qualified women. This is gender discrimination. (Original artwork by Jennifer Hunt).

      

      In California recently, a law was passed that publicly traded companies must have at least 2 women (for a 5-person board). Dr. Francis Collins of the National Institutes of Health has publicly stated he will no longer accept invitations to speak on all-male panels. And, Goldman Sachs, the investment firm, recently announced that they will no longer take companies public if they have all-male corporate boards. These public statements are terrific steps to help end overt gender discrimination. But there is much more work to do.

      The gender pay gap

      Discrimination is not even always covert. There is an open and verifiable gender pay gap across almost every profession. Nationally, in the United States, there is an overall pay gap of approximately 20% for women, regardless of the industry25. In medicine, even after adjusting for how hard a physician is working, there is a pay differential between male and female physicians, with women being paid approximately 77% of what men are paid26,27. This isn’t just a theoretical or societal problem. Knowing about unfair salary differentials affects people’s work output and their emotional state. One recent study showed that people who perceive their peers are paid more than themselves exhibit decreased effort, output, and retention28.

      This pay gap goes even deeper than just negotiated salary29. There are some medical procedures that are done on women and men, but by different medical specialties. For example, a biopsy of the external genitalia in a man would be done by a urologist, while the same biopsy on a woman would usually be performed by a gynecologist. In either gender, the biopsy is essentially a skin incision following exactly the same procedures and with exactly the same technical difficulty. In looking at the reimbursement and pay for doctors who do these biopsies, though, the workload credit (which dictates the payment) is lower for the exact same procedure in a woman. In 2018, a biopsy of the vulva (external genitalia in a woman) earned 1.1 workload credits for a gynecologist, while a biopsy of the penis earned 1.98 workload credits for a urologist. By the way, according to the 2015-16 AAMC report, The State of Women in Academic Medicine, 83% of gynecology trainees were women and only 25% of urology trainees were women.

      All of these examples of covert and overt discrimination provide fuel to the fire for people who suffer from impostor syndrome. If you live in fear of failing, this fear is reinforced and amplified by all the stereotypes and bias surrounding you. Listen to story of Andrea, a woman surgeon. (By the way, I just used gendered language in introducing Andrea. If you wouldn’t qualify gender for a man, we shouldn’t qualify it for a woman. I would never say “male surgeon,” because our gender bias already implies that surgeons are men.)

      
        
        When I had my first child, I was already 38 years old and in my first job. We put off starting a family because my training years were grueling and I couldn’t imagine how I would ever be able to balance a family and work. For years, I had heard the men around me complain when a woman took maternity leave. They would grumble about taking more night calls and being short-staffed, and ask when so-and-so was coming back from “vacation.” Then, they would speculate how much less she would probably work when she did come back. I was determined not to be the person they complained about, so I only took 3 weeks off after my baby was born—and came back to a full surgical load. I traded call and coverage so that I didn’t take 1 less day than anyone else in my group. And, you know what? They still complained!

      

      

      When we have been programmed by years of subtle messages, it is no wonder that our internal self-image is affected. Imagine the Department Chair who is constantly worried she won’t be seen as a great leader. It’s no wonder, since the external cues are likely showing her that men are more likely leaders and more respected.

      Whether subtle language differences or overt discrimination, these external factors contribute to amplifying and sustaining impostor tendencies. Even if you are working hard to control your impostor syndrome—coming up with hard-earned evidence of your self-worth and competence—as a woman you’ll still likely be barraged by external invalidating cues. This makes it so easy to slip back into the clutches of your impostor tendencies. Thus, for both personal and societal reasons, we all need to be activists against overt and covert discrimination to stop the cycle of inequity at local, regional, and national levels.
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            Naming the dysfunctions of impostor syndrome

          

        

      

    

    
      Pauline Rose Clance—who, with Suzanne Imes, coined the term “impostor phenomenon”—also published a short assessment to determine the level of impostor tendencies. This assessment has become an indispensable tool and has been extensively validated by further studies.

      You can find the Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale on Dr. Clance’s website.

      
        
          
            [image: QR code for website]
          
        

        Scan or click this QR code to visit www.paulineroseclance.com

      

      

      Other scales have also been described in research with varying degrees of validation. One well-validated scale is the Harvey Impostor Assessment1.

      There are several common signs and feelings associated with impostor syndrome. Do see if you recognize yourself in any of these statements?

      
        	I am always worried about being discovered as a fake or a fraud

        	I don’t feel in control of my emotional responses

        	I am convinced I am never good enough

        	I remember every failure but easily forget my successes

        	I get stuck in negative loops of self-judgment

        	I wonder why I can’t just be happy and satisfied

        	I feel vulnerable when my strengths or accomplishments are acknowledged

        	I avoid attempting things that I am not sure I can do perfectly

        	I blame myself for all struggles and failures

        	I have difficulty accepting praise and compliments

        	I react strongly to and ruminate about negative feedback or criticism

        	I create stories that don’t always match up with the facts

        	I can be paralyzed by both the fear of failure and the fear of success

        	I think about the future in terms of “shoulds” and “oughts”

        	I don’t think well on my feet and am never happy with my response

      

      
        
          [image: Self reflection exercise: From the list of characteristics above, which do you most commonly experience? Where does it show up for you? Does this affect your work life, your home life, or both? How is impostor syndrome holding you back?]
        

      

      

    







The 5 dysfunctions of impostor syndrome

      In my experience coaching around impostor syndrome, I have found consistent characteristics that cross over most people. I have grouped these into 5 major dysfunctions of impostor syndrome.

      
        
        1.	We internalize emotions and have inadequate emotional self-regulation

      

      

      People with impostor syndrome tend to have strong negative emotions and have a hard time with emotional self-regulation. They may internalize these emotions and over-interpret them as truth—instead of recognizing them as temporary and fleeting feelings. In other words, if they felt it, it was true. Along with this, they tend to hold onto emotions and feelings, ruminating on them from the past and projecting them into the future, and don’t process them constructively and effectively. Even though they may not have outbursts, they may experience emotional “inbursts,” in the form of emotional flooding2.

      
        
        2.	We have a pervasive and negatively skewed self-image

      

        

      
        The inner critic in impostor syndrome is enormous, pervasive, and destructive. This negative voice inside our heads is mean and nasty, and full of believable lies. We hear the inner critic constantly. Our lack of control over this inner critic leads to incredible self-judgment and self-doubt and erodes self-confidence3.

      

      

      
        
        3. We have a maladapted approach to challenges and risk

      

        

      
        Our approach to challenges, opportunities, and stretch assignments turns some of our strongest characteristics into overdone and overused behaviors. This is particularly true when we are experiencing stress and anxiety. In the extreme, these overdone characteristics dictate our actions and can end up as forms of self-sabotage4.

      

      

      
        
        4. 	We express ourselves externally as an avatar or persona

      

        

      
        In impostor syndrome, we do not show the outside world our true and authentic selves. We show up as an avatar or a carefully constructed persona. Actually, we even show up to ourselves this way! These avatars act under a set of rules for competency and success5.

      

      

      
        
        5.	We have a flawed metabolism for praise and criticism

      

      

      
        
        Nobody likes to be criticized. But, in impostor syndrome, we may have a dramatic and possibly destructive response to criticism. The response can be out of proportion to the level of feedback given or the spirit in which it was delivered. This response is often coupled with negative thought loops and rumination stirred up by the inner critic. On the other hand, there is also something very uncomfortable about receiving compliments, gratitude, or praise.
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            Ignoring misguided advice

          

        

      

    

    
      Self-help books and internet blogs are full of advice for people with impostor syndrome. You can find countless top 10 lists, quick-and-easy fixes and helpful tips.

      Unfortunately, most of the advice out there ignores the fundamental science of the brain, the psychology of thought patterns, and what is well known about habitual behavior. Here are a few of the common pieces of advice, or myths, that just don’t work—and a taste of the science on why they don’t work.

      

    







Misguided advice #1: Just will yourself or tell yourself to stop the negative thought patterns

      This advice is a little bit like telling a smoker to just stop lighting up and smoking cigarettes. Or telling a person who doesn’t exercise to just start working out. Few smokers can quit smoking like this, just as few will simply start a new and consistent exercise habit.

      For the vast majority of us, our current habits are set in stone—or at least stored as very well-traveled neural pathways, the consistent brain-firing sequences that make habits so easy to access. You probably already know starting a new habit or overcoming an old one is very hard using only sheer willpower1. Success is much more likely with a thoughtful and strategic approach to habits, and especially making habit substitutions instead of trying to power through change2. Therefore, the weak advice of just abandoning your impostor ways and moving on is nearly impossible to follow3.

      Instead, it is much more effective to interrupt old habits by substituting new thought patterns and developing more resourceful neural pathways4.

      

    







Misguided advice #2: Just overwhelm the negative thought patterns with positive self-talk

      Some self-help advice will tell you to use the trick of overwhelming the negative self-talk with overflowing positive self-talk.

      There is no question having a positive outlook and attitude is associated with well-being and happiness. There is also evidence that giving yourself a positive pep talk can be useful. A well-studied application of this is in elite athletes and sports competitors, who train themselves to respond to positive self-talk and deliver through visualizing success5.

      For positive self-talk to work, however, you need to believe it and find meaning in these positive self-affirmations6. Listening to a running dialogue of vacuous and Pollyanna-ish self-talk that you don’t really believe won’t help you control a strong inner critic—and it’s perfectly useless in people with low self-esteem7. Because impostor syndrome is tightly linked to decreased self-esteem, reciting positive self-talk will likely lead to disillusionment and enhancement of the feelings of being a fake or a fraud.

      

    







Misguided advice #3: Just boost your self-esteem

      There is no question that impostor syndrome is associated with low self-esteem8. The question is: What is the down-side of low self-esteem and what is the up-side of high self-esteem?

      Interestingly, self-esteem on its own is probably not worth chasing. People with high self-esteem do report taking more risks, speaking up more, and being generally happier than people with lower self-esteem, but they also tend to over-estimate all of these elements in self-assessments. Remember the Dunning-Kruger effect? If you just look at objective evidence, high self-esteem is not a very strong predictor of success or high performance9. In addition, self-esteem often depends on age and situation10.

      When your thought patterns become slanted toward the positive, when you learn to control your emotional self-regulation, and when you get comfortable with imperfection (all things you will do in this book), your self-esteem will increase.

      In my group coaching program, we don’t ever talk about (or work on) self-esteem as an independent variable. Over the course of the 8-week program, though, participants’ average self-esteem goes from 50 to 65, out of 100 (using a normalized Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale11). I like to think of this as incidental self-esteem, which increases as a bystander effect from other positive interventions. This type of unforced and grounded self-esteem that bubbles up from within you can’t be chased or sought, but it is very powerful when it appears.

      

    







Misguided advice #4: Fake it until you make it

      This is a common piece of advice given to people who suffer from low self-confidence. You’ll see lots of advice saying that, if you just fake it, you will eventually start to feel the confidence you desire.

      In terms of self-empowerment through embodiment and physical postures which we will review in Part 2, the “fake it until you make it” strategy can definitely be powerful. However, it should not be generalized to the changes we will want to make in our emotional and mental thought patterns12.

      In this book, and for impostor syndrome, I will encourage you to dive into making deep and meaningful changes in your underlying assumptions, thought patterns, and emotional reactions, rather than simply pretending to have a different behavior or approach.
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            Embracing your strengths

          

        

      

    

    
      If you have impostor syndrome, you have probably noticed that you have an intense laser-focus on your weaknesses—real or imagined. You are probably really good at seeing the dark side, predicting terrible possible outcomes, and recognizing all the ways in which you fail yourself. What if, instead, you focused on recognizing and noticing your strengths rather than your weaknesses?

      Strength-based work, or strength coaching, focuses entirely on developing a person’s best qualities and characteristics and ignoring the weaker areas. Focusing on strengths is also effective in counseling, career development and leadership training, mentoring1, performance review, and succession planning2.

      Besides being a powerful way to enhance personal transformation, strength-based work is also associated with improved life satisfaction and joy3. An entire field of therapy and helping was founded on the idea that we should focus on well-being and positive attributes as much as (or more than) we have on illness and disease states4. This is called “positive psychotherapy” and “positive psychology.”5

      There are 2 main tools used in strength-based coaching: The Clifton StrengthsFinder assessment and the Values in Action Inventory of Strengths (VIA character assessment)6,7. In this book, we will focus on the VIA character assessment. This is for 2 reasons: 1) It is a very well-validated instrument that has been extensively studied; and 2) It is free.

      In the VIA model, there are 24 different recognized and well-characterized character strengths8, which are organized into 5 categories (Figures 5.1 and 5.2).

      
        
          [image: Graphic of wisdom, courage and humanity]
        

        Figure 5.1: VIA categories wisdom, courage, humanity and the associated character strengths
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        Figure 6.2: VIA categories justice, temperance, transcendence and the associated character strengths

      

      In positive psychotherapy, focusing on these character strengths is critical for optimization and balance during therapeutic interventions9. Using these character strengths in the setting of counseling and coaching has been shown to have enormous benefits for clients in terms of outcomes and well-being10,11.

      For our purposes in impostor syndrome, the VIA character strengths will serve to help guide and focus our thinking as we delve into replacing unresourceful negative patterns with resourceful positive patterns. In other words, when you are trying to move from a bad habit to a better habit, I will ask you to remember your top strengths and find one you might want to draw out and use as a substitute for the negative skew you are used to in these situations.

      Let me give you a brief example of a coaching conversation that demonstrates how to use strengths to move from unresourceful to resourceful thinking.

      
        
        Toni: I was really upset the other day when my boss criticized a presentation that I gave.

      

        

      
        Me:  What are your top strengths, Toni?

      

        

      
        Toni: Honesty and fairness.

      

        

      
        Me: Could you reframe a response to criticism by calling on those strengths?

      

        

      
        Toni: Yes, I think so. If I am honest with myself, there were flaws in my presentation. And, in fairness, my boss is trying to help me get better.

      

      

      

      I encourage you to find a few minutes to access and take the free assessment for the VIA character strengths online.  After you find your top strengths, you can also do a little self-reflection about the ways they show up in your life.
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        Scan or click this QR code to visit www.VIAcharacter.org
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            Defining your best future self

          

          

      

    

    









Field work

        

      

    

    
      Before you jump into this book and dig into learning tools and skills to control your impostor syndrome, I would invite you to spend about 30 minutes in some very valuable pre-work. If you don’t do it now, consider returning to this exercise at the end of the book. This simple exercise is called the “Best Possible Authentic Self.”1

      The details about how to do this exercise are below, but first I want to share with you some of the published research that supports the power of reflective writing, with the hope that you will buy into the value of practicing the entire time you are reading this book. You might want to keep a journal handy for your work in this book, or open up a new window on your computer and label it “Journal.”

      The first benefit of reflective writing is that it allows us to practice visualization, which is a foundational skill that will be used throughout this book2. Visualization and positive imagery are incredibly powerful and are proven to enhance well-being, self-efficacy, and happiness. If you practice the skills of imagining a positive and vivid future or past state, you will be able to transport yourself to the feelings of nearly life-like experiences of yourself in the future3. And the secret is that those can be just as powerful as real experiences! Try this now and see for yourself.

      
        
          [image: Self reflection exercise: Close your eyes and imagine cutting into and eating a juicy lemon.]
        

      

      Did you feel yourself start to salivate at the smell and when the juices flowed out? Did your face scrunch up a little when you imagined biting into the lemon? If so, you are experiencing the power of visualization.

      The second benefit of reflective writing is that it is engaging our brain in creative and cognitive activities to process the past and create a picture of the future. This is particularly true for your field work for this introductory section of this book4, but the same principle will hold true for the field-work section at the end of each part. There is no doubt that people who create a vivid image of their future goal state are more likely to achieve it.

      

    







Field work—the “best possible self” exercise

      In this exercise, you will write about a wonderful, amazing, and delightful future for yourself—creating a perfect world and imagining it in as much detail as you can.

      The first thing to keep in mind with this exercise is that what you create is meant to be aspirational; however, it also needs to be a realistic (and not irrational) future state. It should not be out of the realm of possibilities. In other words, if you are a 5-foot-tall accountant, you probably don’t want to write about fulfilling your childhood dream to become a professional basketball player. Also, remember that this reflects YOUR dreams and goals—not the hopes or mandates of your mentors, friends, colleagues, or supervisors. This means you need to stay away from the nearly ubiquitous “should and ought” perspectives. Let me give you a very brief example of the pitfalls of “should and oughts.”

      
        
        One of my coaching clients is a very talented and busy practicing physician who also happens to have a PhD in biochemistry. When she did the “best possible self” exercise, she included becoming a basic science researcher, in addition to keeping her successful career as an academic neuroradiologist. When I asked her about this, she admitted that she actually hates research and is very content with taking care of patients. I asked her why she had included the parts about becoming a famous scientist, too. She said, “I have a PhD, so I really should be doing research. I am wasting my degree by only doing clinical work.” This is a great example of the pitfall of creating your best possible self with “should and ought” statements.

      

      

      The instructions are very simple but, if you prefer a guided meditation approach, you can listen to my audio recording of the “best possible self” exercise.
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        Scan or click this QR code to visit https://youtu.be/vwgZUNWZicY

      

      Instructions: Best possible self

      Get into a comfortable position where you won’t be disturbed and you can write or type easily. Before you begin, take a few deep breaths and relax your body to prepare for the creative work you are doing. Spend a few minutes in reflection and think ahead about a time 5 years from now. Imagine that things are going exceptionally well for you at work and at home. You are at the top of your game and things have fallen nicely into place for you. You feel successful, competent, skilled, and talented in almost everything you do. Things are not necessarily easy, but you feel you have the right mix of challenge and competence to be confident about the great work you are doing.

      Now spend about 15-20 minutes writing the story about you in this future desirable state. Use the first person (using “I” statements) and use present tense. For example, you might write something like, “I am in the leadership position I have always dreamed of: managing a group of devoted employees. I am a beloved leader and I inspire them to do their best work every day.” Write at least a couple of paragraphs (or even a couple of pages) describing all the positive elements of that future aspirational state. Use as much vivid detail and as much imagery as possible.

      After you have written your first draft, don’t go back and re-read it. Just let it sit for at least 30 minutes—or maybe even a few days. When you return to read it again, don’t come back to edit; just come back to observe and enjoy the experience of reading about your “best possible self.”
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            Mindset and bodyset

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        I lost a patient a few months ago. I have never been able to forget it. Even though I know it wasn’t my fault and it was just terrible circumstances, I question each of my actions over and over again. I can’t let go of the thought that a better doctor would have saved that patient. I know we all did everything we could to save her, but my confidence took a huge hit and I can’t shake this feeling of self-doubt.

        Pediatrician at large children’s hospital
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        * * *
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            Recognizing your physiology

          

        

      

    

    
      In Part 2, we will be working with the first dysfunction of impostor syndrome.

      
        
        Internalization of emotions and inadequate emotional self-regulation

      

        

      
        People with impostor syndrome tend to have strong negative emotions and have a hard time with emotional self-regulation. They may internalize these emotions and over-interpret them as truth—instead of recognizing them as temporary and fleeting feelings. In other words, if they felt it, it was true. Along with this, they tend to hold onto emotions and feelings, ruminating on them from the past and projecting them into the future, and don’t process them constructively and effectively. Even though they may not have outbursts, they may experience emotional “inbursts,” in the form of emotional flooding1.

      

      

      Part 2 introduces you to the concept of the mindset as well as “bodyset”—the way you hold and organize your physical body (mostly, your posture). You will read about how the mind works and begin to understand the brain processes behind impostor syndrome. You’ll also learn about the feedback mechanisms from the body that impact your emotional and cognitive states.

      Get ready to ease into the experience of self-disclosure, vulnerability, and self-reflection and get ready to start practicing some concrete skills. Don’t worry if you are an introvert, or an extravert, whether you lack self-confidence, or whether you experience painful self-doubt. These skills and tools are things absolutely everybody can practice and use—no matter where you are starting!

      
        
          [image: Self reflection exercise: Imagine sitting with your boss when he or she says the absolute worst possible thing you can imagine. This is called the “crusher”.  Imagine how you feel and look.]
        

      

      If this becomes overwhelming, simply open your eyes and come back to the present where you are safe and there is no actual threat.

      This exercise might bring up pretty heavy and unpleasant emotions. Consider doing a positive version of this exercise right after you finish, as a neutralizer. Just visualize your boss having a conversation with you that is filled with kindness and caring. Spend some time imagining the warmth and compassion you feel from this conversation to reverse the negative energy from the crusher experience.

    

    
      
      

      1 Schreier, Lori S. Emotional intelligence and mediation training. Conflict Resolution Quarterly 20.1 (2002): 99-119.

      

    

  










            Understanding your fight-flight-freeze reaction

          

          

      

    

    









How the brain processes threats

        

      

    

    
      Have you ever wondered how some people can think and act so quickly in an emergency? Their thoughts and behaviors are almost instantaneous: reactionary and automated. Personally, I am acutely aware of my own ability to whip into gear with no hesitation because of my very rare and never-before-described genetic condition. I have a “medical-disaster-attractor” gene.

      Seriously, there’s no actual gene that attracts medical disasters, but the coincidences are still a little bizarre. I am a pathologist and, though I am very involved in clinical patient care, I do not manage patients directly—and I most definitely do not handle acute emergencies at work. Yet, for some ungodly reason, I find myself first on the scene to medical disasters. All. The. Time. The most recent one was performing CPR on the floor at O’Hare Airport around gate C7 (fortunately, I was second on the scene and the first person was a vascular surgeon!). Anyway, when I come upon an emergency, my adrenalin kicks in and I have lightning-fast reactions that happen on autopilot. This is the result of the activation of my threat-detection system and triggering some pre-programmed neural pathway I have established to deal with medical emergencies.

      I didn’t always have these pathways. I remember my initial experience first on the scene to a medical disaster, on New Year’s Eve in my husband’s home town in Malaysia. A teenage motorcyclist had made a bad decision to pass on a blind curve, had hit an oncoming car and had flown down a cliff toward the ocean. I had plenty of adrenalin but, as a fourth-year medical student, I didn’t have the experience, the habits, or neural pathways to automatically kickstart emergency care after we found him. I moved slowly and methodically, splinting a broken leg and securing his neck and spine to get him up the embankment. And, in case you like closure and want the end of the story, he had a badly broken leg but, miraculously, no other serious injuries!

      Our brains are wired to quickly and efficiently detect and respond to threats—and this isn’t a mistake. It has always been an evolutionary advantage to be especially good at identifying potentially risky situations. If you were an ancient human, living in a hostile environment and sharing the world with predators, those most acutely attuned to danger had a survival advantage. If you were out foraging for food and saw a tan shadow out of the corner of your eye, you could have made 2 mistakes. First, you could have mistakenly interpreted the shadow as a lion, when it was actually a bush. Second, you could have mistakenly interpreted the shadow as a bush, when it was actually a lion. One of these mistakes would have been fatal, so evolution would favor more risk-averse genetics.

      The problem? You don’t live with lions or other large predators anymore. Yet you are genetically programmed to be hyper-alert and overly cautious—and this can cause you to over-interpret situations as threats, even when they are not. This tendency to see a threat in everyday interactions and situations is especially prominent in impostor syndrome.

      

    







The brain’s threat detection system

      The threat detection system of the brain is called the “limbic system.” It coordinates the input and output from the brain that is necessary for our nearly-instantaneous reactions to threats1. It includes an important little organ called the amygdala2—a tiny, almond-shaped organ near the center of the brain that oversees emotional behavior and motivation. The amygdala is the first organ to receive signals from the senses about a potential threat. When we sense some impending disaster, the amygdala sounds the alarm and signals the other organs in the limbic system3.

      One of the most important of those organs is the hypothalamus, which is the command center that coordinates everything that follows—the reaction to the alert. In a threat situation, the hypothalamus sends out signals to the sympathetic nervous system. This part of the nervous system controls body functions such as the heart rate, breathing, and blood vessel constriction. The hypothalamus also sends signals to the adrenal glands, which release hormones into the blood. These hormones and the sympathetic activation cause an intense stimulation associated with increased heart rate (to send blood to muscles more quickly when needed), dilated pupils (to narrow the field of vision to what’s most important), and tensed muscles (so they’re primed for bursts of action)4. These are the typical things you notice when you have an “adrenalin rush.”

      If you did the self-reflection exercise at the beginning of this part and experienced the symptoms associated with your “crusher,” you probably activated your amygdala even during this simulated experience. Did you notice any symptoms, like becoming flushed or experiencing a slight increase in your heart rate? Did you narrow your field of vision and lose a sense of what was around you? That is the experience of your autonomic nervous system in full bloom. If you didn’t do that exercise, you can spend a minute now with the following self-reflection.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Probably even thinking about that gave you a little limbic system activation: Your breathing increases, your heart rate speeds up, you feel a few butterflies in your stomach. That is your threat detection system.

      The limbic system is one of the oldest parts of the brain, in terms of evolution. Because it is the least evolved part of our brain, it has been referred to as the “lizard brain,” or “reptilian brain.”5 This term comes from some work that oversimplifies the anatomy of the brain, but the concept is useful for understanding impostor syndrome.

      If you are stepping off a curb to cross a street on the walk signal and you hear the burn and whistle of tires as a car screeches to a stop, you’ll probably jump back onto that curb at lightning speed. You won’t use your cognitive thinking brain at all in this circumstance. That is because your amygdala has direct access to what you are hearing and seeing, and is able to send up the signals to coordinate your movements without any “thinking” needed.

      The pathways to and from the amygdala are very, very fast6. Fast enough for you to jump back from the curb before the car hits you. Some studies have shown the amygdala responds within milliseconds. Most of the processing of these reactions occurs subconsciously, because the actions occur long before the conscious brain is even activated7. This is a good thing in most real threat situations, when overthinking could lead to dire consequences. You don’t want to have to carefully consider the options before jumping out of the way of an oncoming car.

      The slower brain pathways are those that go through the prefrontal cortex, or the cognitive and thinking brain8. These pathways are much slower than the limbic system, and for complex decision making, can even take up to a minute or 2. Though they are slower, these pathways represent our smarter, more evolved brain function. These highly evolved parts of the brain differentiate humans from other non-human primates. The cerebral cortex allows for broad, inclusive thinking and allows us to consider abstract possibilities and options. In contrast, when we are in the throes of a flight-fight-freeze reaction, we have a very narrow and limited perspective, which may not always serve us, if the threat detection process was flawed9.

      

    







The amygdala hijack and impostor syndrome

      In impostor syndrome, the threat detection system is often dialed up to 10 out of 10. In other words, the anxiety that is frequently associated with impostor syndrome leads to an oversensitivity to potential threats. It is almost like expecting and anticipating threats from nearly every source and direction simultaneously—so even normal or just slightly negative events can turn into seemingly insurmountable threats. Not only are the signals interpreted incorrectly, but the amygdala becomes overly reactive, which means there is less control over the resulting flight-or-flight reactions10.

      This oversensitivity is often and fittingly called an “amygdala hijack.” If you have impostor syndrome, the amygdala hijack also probably lasts a long time after the potential threat has dissipated. Of course, even people without impostor syndrome probably experience this type of system overload from time to time; the difference is that they only need to sit down for a minute or 2 to collect their thoughts and recover.

      Look at the following example of a circumstance in which Barb gets herself into a prolonged and sustained amygdala hijack.

      
        
        Barb is a radiologist who has been in practice for a decade. In radiology, it is common practice to do a look-back of all previous studies whenever a new diagnosis of breast cancer is made. Barb’s colleague diagnosed a new breast cancer and did the routine look-back. During that quality assurance review, her colleague discovered that Barb had missed a tiny abnormality on a mammogram two years prior. She hadn’t missed a cancer, but she had not commented on an abnormality that, according to local protocol, would normally have been mentioned in the report. When Barb found out, she instantly froze and felt a rush of anxiety wash over her—even though it is important to note that Barb and all other medical practitioners would agree that nothing would have been done differently for the patient. But Barb was still devastated by this mistake. She rehashed the situation over and over again in her head. And, for the next several weeks, she found herself double and triple checking everything, to the point that she got very behind with her clinical work.

      

      

      Barb’s brain had activated her threat response system when hearing about this minor discrepancy. Her mental and physiological response was to “freeze.” Most doctors tend to be acutely sensitive to anything that could be interpreted as a “mistake,” and this is not an uncommon stress reaction.

      If you are in grave physical danger, the flight-or-flight response might help you quickly get yourself out of trouble. And it is fairly easy to come down off the adrenalin high when the threat is an actual physical danger. If the threat is ambiguous or open to interpretation, however, humans tend to become even more hyper-vigilant and reactive11. So, if your impostor syndrome is over-interpreting threats and inappropriately activating your amygdala, you may find it very hard to turn off the limbic system response—and even harder to get your thinking brain to overcome this automated reaction.

      There are ways to decrease the hyperactivity of your limbic system activation and tune it to a more appropriate setting—for real and imagined threats. One important and simple concept is that the brain is really only good at doing 1 thing at a time. Even if you think you are good at multi-tasking, science says otherwise12. So, the limbic system is less likely to be our primary path to action if we are already occupying the brain with a cognitive task. This means that keeping your brain busy with thinking jobs will make an amygdala hijack less likely13.

      Throughout this entire book you will learn tools to override the automated responses of the “reptilian brain” to replace them with higher-level cerebral cortex thinking responses14.
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            Honing your emotional intelligence

          

        

      

    

    
      When the senses send the limbic system threat signals containing emotional overtones, the resulting automated responses are likely to be even more distorted in those who have impostor syndrome.

      In the exercise with the crusher, where your boss says the worst possible thing you can think of, did you imagine that boss saying something that was emotionally charged? Maybe it was hurtful, painful, or embarrassing. When emotions are involved, the threat response is likely to be even more exaggerated. If the scenario was changed and your boss was simply correcting numbers in a spreadsheet—which would be pretty unemotional—your threat response would likely be dialed way back to almost normal, whatever that level might be for you.

      Even though we may experience an initial amygdala hijack from emotionally charged situations, the ability to process these and work through them requires activation of the cognitive brain. In other words, the amygdala cannot correct the amygdala. The thinking patterns we use to process emotional content are often packaged in what is now routinely called “emotional intelligence” (EI), also referred to as EQ. For example, when we are confronted by an angry co-worker, and our limbic systems are initially activated, our competencies in emotional intelligence can either rescue or sink us as we respond in the aftermath of the blowup.

      Boiled down to the basics, emotional intelligence is the “perceiving, assimilating, understanding and managing [of] emotions.”1 Modern assessments of emotional intelligence have expanded this definition to include other self-regulatory aspects, including motivation and personality components. The bottom line, though: The root of emotional intelligence is your ability to recognize and manage your emotions—and the emotions of others.

      It has been said that, when it comes to leadership and management success, emotional intelligence is perhaps even more important than intellectual intelligence, when it comes to leadership and management success2. This has been disputed by some scientists3, though many organizations have examples of notable and dramatic leadership failures as a result of inadequate emotional intelligence. My guess is that people in leadership capacities have little or no interest in debating which is more important—because we need them both. Additionally, in spite of attempts to downplay its importance, there is no doubt that higher emotional intelligence is associated with various successes across personal and professional life4. There is also substantial research demonstrating that emotional intelligence can be trained and learned with some effort5. For these reasons, many companies and organizations focus on emotional intelligence when they do leadership assessments and training.

      There are 3 popular models of emotional and social intelligence, each associated with a commercial assessment. The earliest descriptions of emotional intelligence date back in to the 1920s and 1930s. In 1990, Peter Salovey and John Mayer published their first paper on emotional intelligence.  In it they described emotional intelligence as a component of social intelligence6. The model of emotional intelligence they described led to a commercial assessment called the MSCEIT tool for emotional intelligence7. In this ability-based model there are 4 main branches of skills for emotional intelligence: perceiving emotions, using emotions to facilitate thought, understanding emotions, and managing emotions8.

      The Bar-On model of emotional and social intelligence was first described by Dr. Reuven Bar-On and has since been converted into another of the validated assessments, called the EQ-i assessment9. In this model, there are 5 domains of emotional intelligence, with 15 competencies: self-regard, emotional self-awareness, assertiveness, independence, self-actualization, empathy, social responsibility, interpersonal relationships, stress tolerance, impulse control, reality testing, flexibility, problem solving, optimism, and happiness.

      Daniel Goleman, in his popular 1995 book Emotional Intelligence, wrote about probably the most popular model of emotional intelligence10. In his model, which has almost become nearly the gold standard for understanding the topic, there are 4 domains: self-awareness, social awareness, self-management, and relationship management. There are 12 sub-competencies in this model: self-awareness, empathy, organizational awareness, emotional self-control, achievement orientation, positive outlook, adaptability, influence, coaching and mentoring, inspirational leadership, conflict management, and teamwork. These are shown in the diagram in Figure 9.1.

      
        
          [image: Emotional intelligence diagram with all the domains and competencies.]
        

        Figure 9.1: Emotional intelligence domains and competencies. (Original artwork by Jennifer Hunt)

      

      These competencies may strike a nerve for you in reference to your impostor syndrome, self-doubt, or lack of self-confidence. In this part, as we talk about the mindset and bodyset of impostor syndrome, we will focus on emotional self-awareness and emotional self-control, though you will see some of these other competencies from emotional intelligence showing up throughout the rest of this book.
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            Developing your self-awareness

          

          

      

    

    









Labeling and distancing

        

      

    

    
      Emotional self-awareness is the ability to notice, recognize, and identify specific emotional experiences you are having. Sometimes it can be hard to even notice that you are feeling an emotion, particularly if you are in the middle of an amygdala hijack—when everything just feels like danger. Noticing and naming your emotional state is a crucial skill to develop when it comes to impostor syndrome.

      In impostor syndrome, we tend to generalize about emotional states by using imprecise and generic words that don’t illustrate the depths of emotions you are likely experiencing. Some descriptors, like “angry” and “happy” are surface-level words. When you find yourself using them, try to dig a little deeper under the layers to discover what is actually driving your emotional state. Here is an example of how to dive beneath a surface-level descriptor and get to the root of an emotion.

      
        
        Lily is a physician I worked with who asked me to help her decide whether to stay at her current job or look for a new one. She started out our conversation by saying, “I am just so angry.” I asked her to describe that feeling and she said it was like “being in a deep underground cave, unable to get out.” That was a much more vivid image that allowed us to explore the word “anger” more. Upon deeper examination, she was able to define her anger more precisely with feeling labels. She arrived at “frustrated,” “alienated,” and “cut off.” As Lily talked about potentially trying to fix her own situation before looking for another job, knowing more precisely what she was facing was very useful.

      

      

      Precise labeling of emotions is crucial to developing awareness about your own emotional state, but it is also important as you begin thinking about how you will intervene in destructive emotional loops.

      

    







Labeling emotions

      Labeling emotions is not just an exercise designed to help you be more precise. It is actually a form of intervention in itself. It turns out that labeling emotional states helps to deactivate the amygdala and activate the prefrontal cortex or the thinking brain1. In other words, if you can engage in labeling emotions during an emotionally charged situation, you will start to take the brain’s attention away from having an amygdala hijack and toward a cognitive interpretation. This process alone will likely help you experience less intense and more short-lived negative feelings2. By doing some purposeful labeling during an emotionally charged situation, you can actually jumpstart the process of emotional self-regulation. Labeling can also help disrupt the potential bad pathway of having an unplanned or unintended emotional outburst.

      When you practice labeling, try to use the most precise and most vivid words you can find. Practicing this precision will help you as you move into the next parts of this book, where you will work with your thoughts and create new patterns of behavior for yourself. You can even develop a metaphor, like Lily, who described being in a deep, impassable cave. Creating metaphors is a great way to stimulate creativity—and creativity is a direct path out of the reptilian brain and into the cognitive brain3.

      On the following pages, you will find charts that give you expanded language for emotional labels with more depth and better precision. If you find yourself describing your state with generic surface words, look at the charts and find a better word. Instead of saying, “I am happy,” try a more graphic and illustrative word. Maybe, “I am ecstatic,” or, “I am overwhelmed with joy.”

      Emotions can be categorized into positive emotions (Table 10.1 and Table 10.2) and negative emotions (Table 10.3 and Table 10.4).

      
        
          [image: Positive emotions 1]
        

        Table 10.1: Positive emotions—Open, loving, happy, interested

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        Table 10.2: Positive emotions—Alive, positive, peaceful, strong, relaxed

      

      
        
          [image: Positive emotions 2]
        

        Table 10.3: Negative emotions—Angry, depressed, confused, helpless

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        Table 10.4: Negative emotions—Indifferent, afraid, hurt, sad, judgmental

      

      

    







Distancing from emotions

      As you already know, one of the biggest problems for people with impostor syndrome is that they can turn their emotions into their identity. This is how we arrive at the first dysfunction of impostor syndrome: internalizing emotions as the truth.

      Take a look at Monisha’s coaching conversation, where she describes taking on an emotional state as her identity.

      
        
        Monisha: I am a very anxious person, you know. I wish I was not such an anxious person.

      

        

      
        Me: Tell me more about that. What does it mean to be an anxious person?

      

        

      
        Monisha: I get sweaty palms and my heart races and I can’t quite catch my breath.

      

        

      
        Me: When does that show up for you?

      

        

      
        Monisha: When I am giving a presentation. But I don’t feel that way anymore. I have given a lot of presentations now and I am pretty comfortable being on stage.

      

        

      
        Me: So, how are you an anxious person now?

      

        

      
        Monisha: I don’t know, maybe not.

      

        

      
        Me: Do you have other examples of experiencing anxiety?

      

      

      
        
        There was a long, silent pause as Monisha tried to remember another time that she had been anxious. She couldn’t remember any recent times. She had completely internalized the feeling (being anxious before a presentation) into the fabric of her being and her identity. An emotional state experienced in a faraway, distant memory had become a personal truth. In fact, in this coaching session, she discovered she is not an anxious person and rarely even feels anxious, despite having internalized this emotion into a label she had carried around for years.

      

      

      While labeling our emotions is a positive and resourceful activity, labeling ourselves as our emotions is not. How do we uncover these undermining identity labels we have applied to ourselves—and, even more importantly, how do we avoid creating new ones every time we feel an emotion?

      The answer can be found in tools from some common therapeutic approaches. In Cognitive Behavioral Therapy it is called “distancing,” in Acceptance and Commitment Therapy it is called “defusing,” and, in the Mindfulness literature, it is called “centering”4. In all of these processes, the goal is to disentangle and detach yourself from your emotions and thoughts. In other words, this is the skill of recognizing in real time that you are not just the sum of your emotions and thoughts. A very simple way to do this is to change your descriptors from “I am” statements to “I am feeling” statements, and to put a time constraint on them. Here are some examples:

      
        	“I am anxious” becomes “I am feeling anxious right now.”

        	“I am scared” becomes “I am feeling scared right now.”

      

      This language shifts us from internalizing and identifying too closely with the emotion we are experiencing and also encourages us to recognize that emotions are meant to be fleeting and change over time. When we express our emotions as our identity—and own them too closely—we give them way too much power over us.

      Another language shift that can really help you with distancing and defusing is to refer to yourself in the second person(saying, “you feel this way”) or even the third person (saying, “[my name] feels this way”), whether it is out loud or in your self-talk. There are studies that show using first-person statements (“I feel this way”) leads to more emotional activation and distress than using second- or third-person statements. Here are examples:

      
        
        First person: “I am very nervous about going in for my performance evaluation with my boss. I am worried that he is going to say I am not productive enough. I need to get my confidence up and be strong.”

      

        

      
        Second person: “You are very nervous about going in for your performance evaluation with your boss. You are worried that he is going to say that you are not productive enough. You need to get your confidence up and be strong.”

      

        

      
        Third person: “Jennifer is very nervous about going in for her performance evaluation with her boss. She is worried that the boss is going to tell her that she is not productive enough. She needs to get her confidence up and be strong.”

      

      

      Even if this sounds a little strange, a lot of research has demonstrated that using the third person in your self-talk takes very little effort and energy5. And, more importantly, using third-person self-talk will help you perform better, to have fewer negative interpretations of (and with less processing of) emotional events, and to view future events as less threatening6.
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            Flexing your self-control muscle

          

        

      

    

    
      Self-regulation, self-management, and emotional self-control are all different names for the same emotional intelligence competency that determines how well you handle and how effectively you express your own emotional state. Emotional self-control is what allows you to feel anger, but not let it come out as an outburst—or to feel stage fright but still go on stage and present to an audience. A lot of our self-regulation energy is directed at inhibition, or controlling behaviors, thoughts, emotions, and actions that are not going to be helpful or useful to us1.

      All the competencies in emotional intelligence are trainable skills. In the next few chapters, we will discuss some strategies to control how we express our emotions in public. This is not to say we should repress our emotions. Expressing emotions is a critical part of building relationships, developing rapport, and living with meaning and joy. The key to overcoming impostor syndrome, however, is learning to express emotions on our terms, and not as part of an automated cascade of events that unfolds without our permission. Developing the ability to consciously control how, when, and where we express emotions, will also help us get ourselves out of the clutches of an amygdala hijack.

      Emotional self-regulation and self-control are challenging for most people, but especially for those with impostor syndrome. Don’t make the mistake of thinking that poor emotional self-control only comes out as yelling and screaming at people and getting into heated public arguments, though that is certainly one possibility we should work to avoid. There are other ways inadequate emotional expression might show up and be devastating to our reputation—even when they are not as obvious. Have you ever cried at work, out of frustration or anger? Have you ever withdrawn after receiving criticism? Have you ever hidden your excitement or joy when you heard you had won a prize or received an award or a grant? All of these are much more subtle examples than yelling or screaming and still present an opportunity to learn better emotional self-regulation.

      Self-regulation is a resource-intensive process. It requires conscious activation of your thinking brain through the prefrontal cortex and takes a lot of energy and willpower. In fact, the number of choices you have to make, the intensity of the choosing process, and the amount of temptation you have to resist on a given day directly impact your willpower and self-control. Exercising a lot of self-control will also affect your brain’s ability to perform logic and reasoning, though it doesn’t seem to affect the memory2.

      

    







What goes into exerting willpower?

      To better understand self-regulation, it is helpful to dissect out the 4 critical individual components of the process of exerting willpower3.

      The first necessary ingredient is identifying the standard. This can be problematic in impostor syndrome, where one likely sets an impossibly high or idealized standard that would be unreasonable for anyone to meet. Take a look at the standard against which Sandra was judging herself.

      
        
        Sandra was really struggling to balance career progress while maintaining her life outside of work. She had the idea that there was only one standard for professional success, which she had modeled after a former dearly-beloved male mentor. He had a very traditional story of academic success and was an international expert in his field. But 30 years ago when he was starting his career, he also had a stay-at-home wife, lower work demands, and more academic freedom. Sandra was the mother of 4 small children, had a husband who was also a physician, and was starting her professional life in a high-demand setting that prioritized productivity and skimped on resources for scholarship and teaching.

      

      

      The second ingredient is monitoring. Sandra’s self-control activation was excessively high because she was constantly (almost obsessively) involved in self-monitoring for alignment with her success model. She had to consider every invitation she accepted or declined and every day’s progress toward her goals—testing to see if it was leading her toward her idealized success story.

      The third ingredient is the actual strength of self-regulation you have developed, or your overall level of willpower. This is the magical and elusive element that allows you to exert your influence over your behaviors and actions.

      The fourth ingredient is motivation—what gets you to care about self-regulating in the first place. If Sandra didn’t care much about her own personal career success, she would likely not even register self-regulation or self-control around making professional choices.

      

    







Your self-control muscle

      Have you ever noticed that you are more impatient, short-tempered, and quick to anger at the end of the day than in the morning? Or maybe you just can’t resist eating the leftover doughnuts in the late afternoon or having one too many drinks at dinner. Or maybe when you unwind after dinner, you find yourself on Amazon making impulsive purchases.

      All these things have one thing in common: You are unable to exercise self-control and self-regulation. You might just chalk it up to being tired and physically worn out from a long day. However, physical exhaustion and tiredness actually have little to do with this state of waning self-control at the end of the day4. What is really happening is that you have used up your cognitive energy, reached a saturation point of decision fatigue, and depleted your ability for self-regulation5.

      Self-control, willpower, or self-regulation—whether you are trying to manage your thoughts, impulses, appetites, behaviors, or performance—all tap into the same neurological pathways and processes6. There are lot of good reasons to develop and improve your reserves of emotional self-control skills. For one thing, people who have higher levels of emotional self-regulation tend to be more successful, more popular, and have more resiliency7.

      It is easy to develop a resigned attitude and think to yourself, “I just don’t have any willpower.” But what you may not realize is that self-control is more like a muscle than a talent. And, because it acts like a muscle, you can only use it so much each day8. This means that, because your self-control is a limited resource9, you might not be “bad at willpower,” after all. In fact, it is much more likely that you are experiencing the effects of a day full of effortful exertion of self-control and, by the end of the day, you have just run out of gas.

      The studies on this topic are clear: Each time you make a decision, check your emotions at the door, or exercise self-control of any kind, you are using up your precious stockpile of willpower10. We start out each day with a certain amount of self-control and, when it is gone, we inevitably start to fail to stop ourselves from going down unhealthy pathways11.

      It is very interesting to think about what behaviors might surface for you when you have exhausted your self-control reserves. If you are the type of person who spends your days suppressing an overly outgoing personality—because it doesn’t quite conform with societal standards—your natural boisterous, vivacious, and even obnoxious self might reveal itself when you are depleted. If you spend your day purposefully trying to be outgoing—despite your shy and reserved nature—you might withdraw and become isolated in a depleted state. If you are a chronic dieter and spend all day resisting doughnuts, cookies, and other snacks, when you are depleted you might sit down and eat a full bag of Doritos or a half-gallon of ice cream.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

    







How to increase or reconstitute your self-regulation reserves

      Just because you have a limited capacity for self-regulation each day does not mean you should resign yourself to days that end in outbursts or frustration. The science around depletion gives us some hints about what we can do to strengthen our self-regulation muscle and increase the size of our willpower gas tank.

      Practice self-regulation

      First, the science around self-regulation shows that practicing self-regulation in purposeful and strategic ways will increase your self-regulation capacity12. Even though the practice itself can be depleting while you are doing it, over the long term this practice will help you build up your self-regulation muscle13. It turns out that it doesn’t even much matter what element of self-control you use for your practice; it all adds up to better emotional self-regulation.

      Any form of self-regulation that is effortful and active, electing to do something vs. not doing something, seems to be good practice for your self-control muscle14. Research participants who practiced for 2 weeks had slower depletion in future self-control tests and experiments. For example, you can choose to practice good posture; you can choose to start your sentences with “I”; you can use your left hand instead of your right hand to open doors. All of these are going to exercise your self-control muscle and build your strength.

      
        
          [image: Skill builder exercise:  Take 2 weeks to build up your self control muscle by forcing yourself to smile at every person you meet, whether you are happy or not.]
        

      

      Eliminate sources of chronic depletion

      A classic example of this is chronic dieting. If you are chronically on a restrictive diet where you have to exercise extreme self-control, you are probably depleting self-control resources. That’s not to say you should start eating junk food, but finding ways to create healthy eating habits that don’t require so much willpower—instead of exercising constant vigilance—will help you overcome some of this depletion.

      Chronic dieting is an obvious way in which you may be exhausting your self-regulation reserves. There are a lot of other, more subtle ways self-control might be sneaking into your days. Hyper-vigilance, micro-management, multi-tasking, and even working in a culture that is misaligned with your values will all require self-regulation and self-control that zap your reserves. How could you limit some of these subtle factors so you can dial back on chronically over-exerting your self-control muscle?

      If you recognize you are depleted in the moment, do 2 minutes of exercise

      One powerful study of self-regulation depletion tested whether research subjects who were depleted could be re-invigorated. The researchers found that physical exercise could reverse the effects of decision fatigue15. The participants did 2 minutes of jumping jacks before having their self-regulation re-challenged and they were able to exhibit more self-control despite being in a depleted state.

      You can take this advice for yourself. If you know a difficult interaction is coming up at the end of the day (when you know you will be depleted), just grab 2 minutes of quick exercise beforehand. This might help you revive your self-regulation muscle just long enough to get you through the last push of a hard day.
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            Practicing your self-regulation

          

          

      

    

    









Tools for controlling your emotional state

        

      

    

    
      In addition to the simple tools I have already introduced for self-awareness and self-regulation, there are some other strategic ways you can modulate intense emotions that are associated with triggered impostor syndrome. Developing these tools through diligent and purposeful practice can help you optimize your emotional responses and gain control of your self-expression. There are even more techniques for self-management that are introduced in Part 7, as they relate to intense emotions surrounding accepting criticism and praise.

      This is a great time to repeat: Expressing emotions is not a bad thing at all! In fact, not expressing emotions and keeping them bottled up is probably much worse. The key skill for people with impostor syndrome is having control over your emotional self-expression and choosing when and how you release emotional energy. Let me unpack this concept a little more.

      One recent survey estimated that 41% of women report having cried at work, while only 9% of men report having cried at work1. In fact, in my leadership role, I have people cry in my office regularly. And, in my own professional life, I can remember numerous times where I cried at work.

      When our emotions really get the best of us and overwhelm our senses, this is called “flooding”2. Flooding can be associated with any emotional overload and outburst, including anger and hostility, tears, or even joy, though we would not regularly be critical of the latter, unless you made a practice of doing cartwheels in the hallway when you find out what’s on the lunch menu.

      There is nothing inherently wrong with expressing strong emotions through tears—but you take a risk when you cry. Listen to this story from Jackie.

      
        
        A number of years ago, I broke down and cried in front of a boss I thought I could trust. After the tears, we problem solved and I felt better. But several years later, one of his staff told me in confidence to never, ever cry again. Apparently, he had walked out after our meeting and said to her, “That is a weak leader. She cannot be trusted.”

      

      

      The risk of showing your emotions through tears is that the person who sees them will interpret this as a sign of weakness, just like Jackie’s boss did. A better solution is developing enough control so, when you feel a flood of frustration and anger that might be the precursor to tears, you can assess the safety of your situation and decide whether to show that side of you. If you are going to cry, just be sure you are with someone who will respect you with your emotions and not discount or write you off as emotionally unstable simply because you have shown vulnerability.

      It is best to be able to control your emotional self-regulation, so you can express deep vulnerability when you are safe from scrutiny and judgment and turn it down a notch when you are in a risky setting. If you do happen to work for me, rest assured that you can cry in my office any time you want. I will hug you, create space for you, and then give you the amount of support you want and need.

      It’s also worth pointing out that women are often judged more harshly for showing emotions—especially for appearing angry3. On the other hand, women are also judged harshly if they are soft, pliable, and focus on pleasing. If you are a woman, you might think you can’t win either way—damned for being too aggressive and damned for being too soft. There is even a name for this: “the double bind.” It certainly does make it hard to find the fine line of being authentically you while fitting into a male-dominated culture4. I wish I had clever advice or research studies to show how to navigate this, but I am swimming in the same water on this one as you are.

      Whether you are a woman or a man, in leadership or not, there is no question that your emotional expression will affect how others see you5. It will also affect your decision making, judgment, and the overall effectiveness of your leadership6. In impostor syndrome, this is especially important because there is a tendency to let negative circumstances invade your psyche and take over your thoughts7. Think back to the exercise you did with the “crusher.” Were you able to easily experience powerful and heavy emotions—even in the imagined situation? Did your reaction to being triggered include body physiology that gave you away? I will say it again: I want you to deeply feel and experience a rich set of diverse emotions in your life and I want you to express these vividly and in a healthy way. At the same time, however, I want you to be perceived as a strong and competent person who is 100% in control of your own emotional state.

      Here are some tools you can actively use to decide which of the emotions you feel on the inside you’ll let show on the outside.

      

    







Distraction

      Distraction is a fundamental tool that has been studied in psychology research to help overcome in-the-moment heightened emotional states. Distraction does a great job of essentially tricking the brain into focusing on something else to occupy the neural pathways that might otherwise result in emotional flooding—dialing back our emotional overload, But it is important to point out that distraction is a temporary technique. It does not work well for the long term to avoid difficult situations or suppress important emotions.

      Distraction works best when a situation is especially emotionally charged and when you need to calm your emotions quickly and in the moment. Distraction techniques can be any simple exercise to take your mind off negative emotions, as long as it is something that occupies your cognitive brain and disengages your amygdala.

      Here is a list of some suggestions for distractions. You should also think of a few that are uniquely suited to you and your normal environment.

      
        
        Do some math: Count backwards from a random large number by sevens. For example, starting at 798 and doing the math in reverse in your head: 791, 784, 777, 770, 763….

      

        

      
        Do a puzzle: Find a Sudoku puzzle, or crossword puzzle, or any other challenging game that requires you to engage your brain.

      

        

      
        Naming and noticing games: Pick a color and name everything you see in your immediate surroundings with that color. Or name all the cities you can think of that start with the letter “M.” Or, try to remember all the phone numbers you have ever had.

      

        

      
        Read a book or watch a funny movie: Pick a favorite novel, or a new book you have been wanting to read, or a series that you have wanted to start—and let yourself get carried away.

      

        

      
        Get creative: Draw a picture or create something crafty. Zentangles are a great way to get focus intently on something and get out of your emotional brain. These can be started on any scrap of paper, though it does help to have a nice fine-point pen. Here is an example of a Zentangle that I created (Figure 12.1).

      

      

      
        
          [image: Brain image with Zentangle design]
        

        Figure 12.1: A Zentangle drawing of the human brain. (Original artwork by Jennifer Hunt)

      

      

    







Mindfulness and mindful practices

      You’ve probably heard of mindfulness meditation practice.  You might have even tried it. I bet you can’t define “mindfulness” itself, though, because even the researchers who study it haven’t agreed on a common definition8. This is my description of mindfulness that incorporates many different definitions from the published research.

      
        
        Mindfulness is purposefully settling into a state of conscious attentiveness and nonjudgmental acceptance of your present moment’s internal and external experiences.

      

      

      Some authors have taken the approach that it is easier to describe what goes into mindfulness rather than to describe the practice itself. A good mindfulness practice appears to have some basic components: an intention for your practice, bare attention to the present moment, the ability to focus on the experience without analysis or interpretation, and an attitude of kindness, compassion, openness, patience, curiosity, and equanimity9.

      Mindfulness meditation

      Mindfulness meditation is a well-studied and proven intervention for many types of distressed emotional states. For example, mindfulness meditation has been used to treat anxiety disorders and post-traumatic stress disorder, and to help overcome psychological trauma10,11. In medicine, mindfulness meditation has been used for patients in all types of settings—and for healthcare providers, as well.

      The best studied program for mindfulness meditation was developed in 1979 by Jon Kabat-Zinn at the University of Massachusetts Medical Center12. It is called the Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program. Versions of this program are offered all over the world, as live classes and in online formats. If you want to explore an MBSR program with a low investment of only your time, there is a free 8-week online program available from Dave Potter of Palouse Mindfulness.

      
        
          
            [image: QR code]
          
        

        Scan or click this QR code to visit www.palousemindfulness.com

      

      Mindfulness on the go

      Despite all the known benefits, developing a solid meditation practice can be a big-time commitment13.

      If the thought of practicing meditation for up to an hour a day makes you roll your eyes and say, “I don’t even have time to eat lunch or go to the bathroom most days,” you can still benefit from mindfulness practices and develop the skills for on-the-go mindfulness14. Even incorporating some of the elements of mindfulness into your daily routine can be beneficial15.

      Below are some practices you can try to engage mindfulness without the same demands and intensity of a full-blown meditation session.

      
        
        Mindful attention: Mindful attention is the simple act of spending a moment or two being present to your physical and emotional situation and experience16. A nice tool that is described in a book by Shirzad Chamine, called Positive Intelligence, is rubbing your first finger pad and thumb pad together in a circular fashion. As you do this, you can really concentrate on the feeling of the ridges of each finger as they brush across each other. Or you may want to concentrate intently on the sound the rubbing makes. Or, you might try to selectively feel the experience on your finger and then feel it on your thumb. Regardless of what you concentrate on, you are practicing mindful attention by concentrating on this simple experience.

      

      

      
        
        Mindful eating: Another fun practice that can be a good exercise for mindfulness is mindful eating or drinking. Try sipping from a glass of cold water while focusing on how the glass feels against your hand, how the cold water feels in your mouth, and how the liquid feels as it travels down your throat after you swallow. You can exercise this same level of focus and attention when you eat something interesting, as well. There is a popular guided raisin meditation you can easily find online if you want to try this out.

      

      

      
        
        Centering and grounding: Centering is a state of alertness, but also a state of relaxation, that is used to calm emotions or practice concentration and focus.  Centering derives from ancient practices for developing harmony and internal peace. In some traditions, prayer is a crucial component of centering exercises17. Centering also forms one of the core principles of mindfulness meditation practices18. Centering techniques have been well studied for managing performance anxiety in sports19 and music performance20.

      

        

      
        Centering can be done in a variety of ways, but almost all of them involve focus on the breath and breathing. Centering is used by high-performance athletes to find their strong and fluid movement that is generated from their center of gravity or core21.

      

        

      
        Grounding (or rooting or earthing) is an ancient technique of reconnecting to the energy of the earth. Most practices with grounding require connecting the body with the ground in some way. Your ideal grounding exercise might be going outside, taking your shoes off and letting your feet root around in a field of grass. There are also experimental models that suggest that being grounded—by being in contact with the earth—is tapping into an electrical energy22. Here are some quick ways to experience centering and grounding.

      

      

      
        
        1. Connection to the earth: Put your feet solidly on the floor. Feel the floor beneath your feet, stable and secure. Wiggle your toes, lift them up, and place them back onto the firm, solid ground one at a time. Stand up, plant your feet and imagine they are connected like roots deep beneath the ground.

      

        

      
        2.	Finding your center of gravity: Search for and feel your center of gravity—or the place in your body that is most stable and balanced. Classically, this is described as being 2 inches below your navel and halfway between your belly and your spine. Think of a 3-dimensional object that you want to balance on the tip of your head. Concentrate on your center of gravity as you imagine balancing the object.

      

      

      

    







Deep relaxation and breathing sequences

      Many studies show that deep relaxation (which is different from mindfulness) can be a wonderful tool to regain your composure after a stressful or emotionally charged event. There are many different exercises you can do to achieve relaxation, and some are available in typical meditation apps as guided meditations. One very popular deep relaxation sequence is called “progressive muscle relaxation”23, which is the foundation for most “body scan meditations.”

      You can find guided meditations for a body scan on the internet or on popular meditation apps, but here are some written cues if you want to try it right now.

      
        
        Body scan: Get into a comfortable position—preferably reclining or lying down. Take a few deep cleansing breaths and let gravity pull your body toward the earth. Starting with your toes, wiggle them just a little bit and then let them be still. Place all your awareness on your toes. Imagine where they are in 3-dimensional space. Notice whether they feel warm, cool, or tingly—or maybe you don’t notice any feelings. After a few moments, move your awareness to the arches of your feet. Repeat this concentrated awareness for all your body parts, including your ankles, calves, knees, thighs, hips, abdomen, chest, fingertips, hands, wrists, upper arms, shoulders, neck, chin and jaw, mouth and tongue, cheeks, eyes, ears, and scalp24.

      

      

      Many relaxation sequences and meditation practice start with the breath25. The breath is a great target for your focused attention, since it is constant and unwavering and usually happens in the background of your consciousness. Focusing on breathing helps you to create mindfulness around the physical experience of breathing26.

      Of note, some patterned rhythmic breathing exercises have also been shown to ramp up activity in our parasympathetic nervous system activity (the stabilizing “rest and digest” part of our autonomic processing) and tamp down activity in the sympathetic nervous system (the source of our flight, fight, or freeze reactions to danger)27.

      
        
        Diaphragmatic breathing28: Sit forward in your chair slightly. Open your chest by pulling your shoulders back slightly and tipping your chin up. Breathe deeply, expanding the abdomen first and then expanding the front of your chest. Imagine a string is attached to the top of your head. It is pulling and tugging upward, opening up all your vertebrae and giving a little extra space for even deeper breaths. This deep breathing with contraction of the diaphragm has been shown to reduce sympathetic nervous system activity29.

      

        

      
        Rhythmic paced breathing: Take long, slow deep paced breaths for 1 or 2 minutes. The best pacing for your breath is on a count of 5—slowly counting to 5 with each inhale and then again with each exhale. You should be breathing at about 5-6 breath cycles per minute30. Breathing at this cycle is known to allow for maximal heart rate variability, which is a sign of coherence and balance between the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous system31.

      

        

      
        Breathing mantra sequence: Breathe a deep inhale, then pause, then let out a deep exhale. For each inhale, say to yourself, “I breathe in”; for the pause, say, “I relax”; then, for each exhale, say, “I breathe out.” This type of breathing mantra can create a deeply relaxed state32.

      

      

      

    







Mindful moments

      In the heat of the moment—and when you need to find your balance quickly—you can even practice mindfulness techniques that only take a minute or two33.

      
        
        Here-and-now objects: One of these techniques is to use a physical object to help you get centered and grounded34. This object can be anything that has an interesting texture and keeps your attention on the present moment. I have used a smooth, polished stone, a metal die cast figure, or another small item with textures. If you begin to feel a lack of focus or a swirling sense of anxiety, you can spend a moment consciously feeling and noticing the intricate details of your item.

      

      

      
        
        Peripheral awareness: Another tool for quick centering and grounding is called “peripheral awareness.” This is a great exercise to get out of the amygdala hijack trap of tunnel vision by forcing your brain to concentrate on what is in your peripheral vision. It takes a tremendous amount of cognitive focus to see what is in your peripheral vision, so this exercise will also help activate your cerebral cortex to bring you out of the reptilian brain world. If you practice this exercise a few times, you can get to a point where you can drop into a mindful moment by simply letting your eyes go blurry and observing the periphery in 1 quick moment. Here are instructions to guide you through this exercise; or, you can  access a short guided experience with peripheral awareness.
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        Scan or click this QR code to visit https://youtu.be/ZXOfZLqseO4
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Start in a comfortably seated position, with your chin tipped very slightly upward and your neck elongated and your ears pulling up away from your shoulders. Select a spot about 3 feet in front of you and just a few inches above your natural eye level. Stare intently at the spot you have selected. You might even observe the minute details, like the color, texture, and shape.

      

        

      
        After staring at it for a minute or two, let your eyes become defocused and blurry, but don’t let your eyes stray from your spot. After a few moments of blurry vision, start to allow your observation to creep out from the center of your spot. What can you see in the near periphery, without moving your eyes from the spot and without focusing again?

      

        

      
        Try moving out even farther into a ring that is maybe a foot out from your spot. Each time you observe farther into your peripheral vision, notice what you can see without ever moving your eyes from the spot you selected. You may be quite amazed at how much detail you can observe and how wide a circumference you can see with this concentrated effort.

      

        

      
        Now, try switching back and forth—cycling between focused attention on your spot and defocused, peripheral vision surrounding your spot. You may notice that you feel calm and relaxed and that your attention is singularly focused on this present moment activity. This is a mindful state.
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Body position and power

        

      

    

    
      What if I told you that you could be the most powerful person in a room simply by assuming a specific body posture?

      There is plenty of research about power posing to back this statement up, but a group coaching client of mine, Patty, described her experience with power posing even better than any research study. Not only did she notice she got increased respect and attention during meetings, but she reported a funny story after power posing for nearly a year during tumor boards. (For readers who are non-medical, tumor board is a conference where all types of doctors—including oncologists, surgeons, radiologists, and pathologists—get together to plan optimal treatment for cancer patients. Some tumor boards are nice and collaborative, but others can be spectacular displays of hierarchy, power, and domination.) Here is what Patty described:

      
        
        I must be power posing too much during tumor board. Everyone now seems to think that I run the meeting! I get emails from people telling me when they will be absent and they apologize to me when they are late. I don’t run the meeting and actually have nothing to do with organizing it! But I guess my power posing makes me look like I am in charge!

      

      

      

    







Embodied cognition

      There is an entire field of study that looks at the body’s contribution to the emotional state and to the way in which we are perceived. Embodied cognition is founded on the premise that the thinking and emotional minds do not exist in a vacuum, but rather exist within a physical body. The interactions of the mind, body, and physical world impact our behaviors, actions, and outcomes.

      Everyone is aware that our emotional state can leak out of our minds and be displayed prominently through our posture, or so-called “body language.” On a daily basis, we adeptly register a person’s body language and make mental estimations of their mood. Our brains make these interpretations based on cues from the face, body, and gestures—even in the absence of vocal cues1.

      When I started my job as the Chair of Pathology at the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences, one of the more senior trainees jokingly told me that the trainees had a secret way to determine the mood of the former Chair. They would go up a flight of stairs to a walkway between buildings and peer down into the Chairman’s office windows. They were trying to decide if he looked like he was in a bad mood before they tried to request for money or special favors. The trainees had discerning skills in interpreting mood by looking at body posture2.

      Recognizing emotions through bodily expressions is an adaptive neurological response, presumably providing a survival advantage to mammals (and students)3.

      Needless to say, I closed the blinds on those windows to avoid being caught in a bad mood.

      In recent years, it has been recognized that the mood-posture feedback loop is bidirectional4. What this means is that we can potentially change our mood and our behaviors simply by changing our posture. In fact, your posture might even be more important than your role or status when it comes to exhibiting personal power5. The concept of holding your body in an empowering way in order to amplify your personal power has been popularized by Dr. Amy Cuddy. Cuddy wrote about her personal story and her work in a popular 2015 book called Presence: Bringing Your Boldest Self to Your Biggest Challenges. She also has one of the most heavily viewed and cited TED Talks on the internet.
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        Scan or click this QR code to visit https://youtu.be/Ks-_Mh1QhMc

      

      Let’s look at some of the primary data and research around empowering body positions and how they can work for you.

      

    







Power posing

      Cuddy’s research demonstrated that people who assumed powerful positions before an interview (what she calls “preparatory power posing”) got better results—regardless of the body language they used during the interview.

      In one study, participants who did 1 minute of power posing to prepare for a mock job interview and speech were evaluated much more highly than participants who had not. Other studies have shown that self-evaluation, confidence levels, and even mood are improved with powerful poses6,7,8. There are also a couple studies showing that students who power pose before or during tests will get better grades9. Cuddy has also published research that found power posing causes hormonal changes, with an increase in testosterone and a decrease in cortisol10, though these results have not been replicated by other investigators11,12.

      All these studies show us that what used to be commonly viewed as a unidirectional pathway—that our emotional state affects our posture—is actually a bidirectional feedback loop. In other words, changing the position of your body alone can change your emotional state, the way you are perceived, and even objective measures of your success.

      For our work, we will focus how using posture to affect the mindset that is so common in impostor syndrome—feeling inadequate, powerless, and “less than.” You can use power posing whenever your impostor syndrome is triggered, whether you are on the spot in a meeting, being interviewed, in a difficult interpersonal interaction, or at a public speaking event.

      The beauty of power posing is that it can make a difference before or during important events or specific experiences. Imagine posing like Wonder Woman in the bathroom before you take the stage as the keynote speaker at a major event, or before a meeting where you are going to pitch an important project, or before your annual review (Figure 13.1). Visualize yourself standing in an open and broad posture, taking up lots of space. Or imagine sitting and taking up extra space at a meeting table, owning your personal power, and feeling confident in your role as an important contributor. (And, if you do this long enough, people might even decide you are in charge.)
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        Figure 13.1: Pose like Wonder Woman before an important meeting or event to maximize your personal empowerment. (Original art by Jennifer Hunt). Click the image to tweet this cartoon.

      

      

    







What is empowered posture?

      Power posing or empowered postures provide visual evidence of social importance, personal power, and even dominance13. The meaning behind power cues is evolutionarily determined from the animal world, where dominance is very important for social hierarchies. In fact, the typical power poses cross cultures, too. People described as having “executive presence” earn this praise, in part, because of their posture and the way they carry their bodies.

      There are a lot of other factors that play into interpreting power, though. The cues around executive presence also include facial expressions, the way you speak, and even your choice of words. Starting with posture has the advantage of letting you project your personal presence and give your mind feedback cues to also feel more internal personal power14.

      The following sections will describe the body positions that are associated with power.

      Elevation and height

      One of the strongest indicators of social dominance is height15. It is well known that taller people command more respect and dominance16. Though most studies have looked at standing height, this also applies to perceived height at a conference table when you are in a seated position.

      Here is an example of the importance of height for Jenny.

      
        
        I vividly remember a group committee interview where I was placed at the head of the table, surrounded by powerful people who were about to grill me for an hour. When I sat down, the chair height was set to the lowest point. Before I even made eye contact with my interviewers, I raised the height of my chair to the maximum level and immediately experienced a more powerful feeling.

      

      

      Unfortunately, you can’t change how tall you are—but you can do your best to not put yourself at a height disadvantage. If you are having a difficult conversation, don’t let yourself be stuck seated while someone else is towering over you, standing. If you are sitting at a conference table, raise your chair so that you appear as tall as others at the same table (Figure 13.2). Short people, especially, may even have to tolerate having their feet dangle above the ground in order to appear equally tall at a table.
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        Figure 13.2:  Seated power posing—chair height: A shows the left-hand person disempowered with a lower chair height. C shows her extremely empowered by standing while the right-hand person sits. B shows equal empowerment with equal chair heights. (Original art by Jennifer Hunt)

      

      

      Arm and leg positioning

      In powerful postures, the arms are open and do not touch each other or cross the midline of the body (Figure 13.3). They can be neutral at the side of the body, or even stretched out away from the sides of the body17. An open, upturned palm is a sign of submission, whereas downturned palms are more dominant. Folding the hands is submissive, whereas steepling the fingers is dominant18. In almost every culture, finger pointing is an extremely aggressive and even antagonistic movement19.
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        Figure 13.3:  Seated power posing—hand position—A, B, and C are unempowered hand positions. D, which is called steepling, is an empowered hand position. (Original art by Jennifer Hunt)

      

      Extending and stretching out the legs and taking up space is a powerful dominant position. An open leg position (where the knees are outstretched, not bent, more than 3 inches apart) implies more power20 (Figure 13.4).
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        Figure 13.4: Seated power position—body position—A shows the most disempowered body position. B shows empowered seated positions. C demonstrates the extremely empowered standing Wonder Woman pose. (Original art by Jennifer Hunt)

      

      Essentially, taking up more 3-dimensional space with the arms and legs signifies power. Demonstrating a relaxed body position is more powerful than a tense or rigid posture. But it is still important to maintain an upright and non-slouching posture in power posing, or what is called a “dignified posture.”

      

      Movement and gestures

      Dominance is also associated with animation, movement, and gestures. This can be as simple as variation in facial expressions, or as elaborate as large gestures. Those in power tend to have quicker movements and gestures that move toward another person21. Dominant people may also physically react to direct eye contact by moving toward the other person, while subordinate people move away22. Other gestures also have meanings when it comes to displays of power and authority. Shoulder shrugs convey harmlessness and lower power23. Some of the least powerful and most submissive gestures involve touching your own body. Touching the head and face is seen as an extremely submissive behavior in animals and humans, because they indicate fear24.

      So, if you want to be seen as powerful and dominant, use gestures and try to have them move toward other people instead of shrinking away—and do not touch your head, face, or neck. Most people I teach this to become very conscious about how often they find their hands moving toward their head. Sorry if I’ve ruined that for you. Maybe I should have put in a spoiler alert.

      Head positioning and eye gaze

      A raised head and chin are dominant; a bowed head is submissive25. Tilting the head can convey trustworthiness, kindness, curiosity, and thoughtfulness—particularly when it is tilted only slightly and to the right. Head nodding movements are associated with power and dominance.

      The eyes give tremendous social power cues both in humans and in other primates. In most studies, direct eye gaze is a sign of dominance—while averting the gaze is a sign of submission. Be careful with the intensity of eye contact, too. It is well established that eye contact that is too long or too intense can make people feel uncomfortable.

      The power associated with the head position is also affected by where the gaze falls. If you are looking directly at someone or averting your gaze, a slightly raised head is dominant, whereas a neutral head position is less dominant. When a bowed head is coupled with a direct gaze, it becomes an aggressive and even angry position (Figure 13.5).
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        Figure 13.5: The head and eyes in (A) are direct and powerful. In (B), the lowered head and raised eyes convey anger. The slight tilt of the head in (C) looks inviting and warm. (Original art by Jennifer Hunt)
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      Facial expression

      A facial expression that is relaxed rather than nervous conveys expertise, confidence, and power26. Relaxing the face is important for conveying power, but smiling does not appear to be related to dominance.

      Body positioning and angle

      Directly facing the listener is a position of power. Angling to one side of the person you are speaking to is a good way to build rapport and establish trust. Relaxed, symmetrical body positioning conveys confidence.

      

    







Some formulas for powerful postures

      Power posing basically means getting bigger and expanding your body’s footprint—taking up square footage and owning your personal space. This can be done standing or sitting.

      
        
        Seated empowered pose

      

        

      
        ► Set your chair height so you are at least equal in height to the others at the table.

        ► Sit upright and in an erect posture, but allow the shoulders to relax away from the ears for a more relaxed appearance.

        ► Push the chair away from the table about 6 inches to take up space in the front-to-back direction.

        ► Keep both feet planted on the floor with knees 3 inches apart. If you are short, keeping your chair high enough should override having your feet on the ground.

        ► Move your arms away from the midline of your body, using armrests or having arms relaxed to the side.

        ► Tilt the chin slightly upwards.

        ► Maintain good (but not intrusive) eye contact. Try not to avert the gaze downwards or to the side, but instead make eye contact with different people at the table.

        ► Use open, more expansive gestures that move toward people, when appropriate.

      

      

      
        
        Standing empowered pose

      

        

      
        ► Stand tall and erect, in a dignified posture, and allow the shoulders to fall away from the ears to appear more relaxed.

        ► Separate the feet to about shoulder width so the knees are slightly separated.

        ► Plant both feet firmly on the ground with a mostly symmetrical stance.

        ► Allow the hands and arms to be relaxed and loose at your sides.

        ► Tilt the chin slightly upwards

        ► Maintain good (but not intrusive) eye contact. Try not to avert the gaze downward or to the side, but instead make eye contact with different people at the table.

        ► Use more expansive and open gestures when appropriate.

      

      

      
        
        Avoid these submissive postures

      

        

      
        ► Crossing your legs or feet

        ► Folding your hands in prayer position

        ► Touching your face, neck, or head

        ► Crossing your arms over each other or wrapping them across your body

        ► Slouching into your chair

        ► Shrinking away or backing up from others

      

      

      

    







Practicing empowerment

      Practicing power posing can be fun and entertaining, but it is also a very effective way to own your personal power. The most powerful position you can take is the Wonder Woman pose or other common superhero poses. While I don’t recommend that you break into a full-on Wonder Woman during an intense or challenging meeting, you will definitely benefit from some private superhero power posing in your office or the bathroom before the meeting starts.

      Mimicry vs. doing the opposite

      Although owning your personal power in meetings or interpersonal interactions may be an advantage to you, there are times when you may choose a less-empowered position to enhance persuasion or likability.

      There is evidence that mimicry of a power display can reduce your likability and persuasiveness when you are trying to negotiate with someone in power. On the other hand, displaying the opposite power cues to the person you are negotiating with may improve your effectiveness. In other words, if you are aiming for the best persuasiveness (instead of personal power), when you are with a dominant person, you might consider exhibiting submissive body language; and, when you are with a submissive person, you may bring out your more dominant postures27.
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            Practicing empowerment

          

          

      

    

    









Field work

        

      

    

    
      You have now read about emotional self-awareness, self-regulation, and self-control and you have learned some techniques for self-regulation and personal empowerment. You will really benefit from these techniques if you spend some time practicing in real life.

      Your field work from this part is to practice emotional labeling, power posing, and centering and grounding during your day-to-day activities. Try to practice each skill at least once a day. You can plan it, or you can just practice anytime you start to notice you don’t feel as in control of your emotional state as you wish to be.

      Use your journal to take some notes about your experiences. If you get stuck, the journal cues below might help you get started in writing. You will get the most out of this field work if you do a little bit of journaling every day so you can notice and observe any changes that come with practicing these techniques.

      
        
        Labeling and power posing journal cue questions

        ➤ Where and when did you practice power posing today?

        ➤ What emotions did you feel right before you did the power posing?

        ➤ What emotions did you feel right after you did the power posing?

        ➤ Did you notice any differences in your interactions, outcomes, or comfort level when you integrated in power posing?

      

      

      
        
        Labeling and centering and grounding journal cue questions

        ➤ Where and when did you practice centering and grounding today?

        ➤ Which tool did you practice for centering and grounding?

        ➤ What emotions did you feel right before you did the centering and grounding?

        ➤ What emotions did you feel right after you did the centering and grounding?

        ➤ Did you notice any differences in your interactions, outcomes, or comfort level when you integrated in centering and grounding?

      

      

      

  







Example of a nightly journal entry

      For those of you who are not used to journaling and have never practiced reflective writing in the past, these exercises might seem daunting or difficult. Rest assured, there is no right way or wrong way to use a journal! In our context of working to overcome impostor syndrome, your journal is only a tool to enable deeper observation, self-reflection, and learning. My advice, if you are stuck: Just write anything! If it helps, here is an example journal entry from someone practicing these skills. You can read a little bit from Nan’s journal:

      
        
        Tuesday 1/13—Today I practiced power posing when I went to a meeting at work. The room was filled with people in white coats or scrubs. I had just come from my clinic across town so I was in my regular clothes. And, I instantly felt uncomfortable because my shoulders were bare in my sleeveless dress. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I didn’t belong and that I wouldn’t have a thing to add to the meeting. I started to take a seat in the corner so I could shrink out of sight, but I stopped myself and decided to practice my field work. I went to the main table and took a seat there. I adjusted the chair height so that I was as tall as the other people at the table and tried to spread my body out to take up more space. It was really uncomfortable to sit like that! But I did notice that I immediately felt more significant and in control of myself. I was surprised that I actually felt different when I power posed. I didn’t really believe that it would make a difference and then it actually did. I even said a few things during the meeting, which almost never happens.

      

        

      
        Friday 1/16—Today I practiced my centering and grounding at work. One of my managers called me to tell me about a problem area within our group. A supervisor doesn’t seem to be interacting well with her employees, several of whom have threatened to quit. After hanging up, I started to feel totally unprepared to handle this evolving and volatile situation. My insecurity started to swirl around in my head and I began questioning my ability to manage these complex personnel issues. I thought about my field work and the fact that, as the boss, I have to handle this situation. I took a minute to practice deep breathing with 5-count breathing cycles. After I finished, I felt calmer and more confident. I was able to get my heart to stop racing and felt my mind get into more of a problem-solving mode. I can see how calming myself in the moment was very effective in helping me think more clearly and being more present in the moment to an issue I needed to address.
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            The Inner Critic

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        I am in a leadership position that I didn’t earn and don’t deserve. My boss left suddenly last year under dramatic circumstances. The leadership asked me to take on the interim leadership position. I am sure that they looked at all of us and figured I was the one who had the fewest other commitments and had time to take this on. I have no training for this job, and no leadership experience. I have no idea what I am doing in this job and I wonder all the time whether I have the true support of the leadership. The people under me just feel sorry for me as I fumble along and try to survive.

        Associate professor and surgeon
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            Name your inner critic

          

        

      

    

    
      In Part 3, we will start our work around the second dysfunction of impostor syndrome:

      

      
        
        A pervasive and negatively skewed self-image

      

        

      
        The inner critic in impostor syndrome is enormous, pervasive, and destructive. This negative voice inside our heads is mean and nasty, and full of believable lies. We hear the inner critic constantly. Our lack of control over this inner critic leads to incredible self-judgment and self-doubt and erodes self-confidence1.

      

      

      Over the next 2 parts, we will work on tools and skills that will enable you to notice and label the inner critic voice (Part 3) and then we will move into learning tools and skills to reframe that inner-critic voice (Part 4).

      This will be difficult and potentially emotionally draining work. Most of us have been living with our inner critic since we were teenagers, if not before. Not only are you probably accustomed to that nagging voice inside your head, but you may even have started to think of it as a comfortable companion or even a friend. (In a way, it may be a little like Stockholm Syndrome, where victims of kidnapping start to identify with their abductors.)

      I would encourage you to think about naming your inner critic. I named mine Alice. She’s been with me since I was a teenager, though she has gotten louder, meaner, and sneakier since then. Alice is like a mutant shadow self who sits right behind me and whispers in my ear. Who is your Alice (or Alex)?

      
        
          [image: Standing cartoon girl with a shadow self behind her that represents that inner critic]
        

        Figure 15.1: Who is your inner critic and what is she (or he) keeping you from accomplishing? (Original art by Jennifer Hunt)

      

      As you begin to hear and recognize this inner critic for the negative force it is, realize that you may be unraveling a self-talk tapestry that has been woven over years. If you want to hear a soul-crushing rendition of an inner critic, watch this video created by YouTube superstar Rachel Levin.

      
        
          
            [image: QR code]
          
        

        Scan or click this QR code to visit https://youtu.be/YFvFEOXkvMA

      

      Impostor tendencies and feelings are not static, but are highly dynamic and dependent upon external and internal cues. On any given day, you can probably identify subtle looks, spoken words, or seemingly insignificant events that trigger your inner critic and set you on the merry-go-round of self-doubt. In addition to daily flares, there are some common situations that might trigger more impostor tendencies.

      Here is a list of them I have heard over and over again.

      
        	Being compared to someone else—as you might experience during an audition, interview, or family situation—“why can’t you ever be more like…”

        	Having your creative work product reviewed or critiqued, as though you are an artist exhibiting your work or a musician who has just performed, or as though you have submitted your professional work for external review

        	Embarking on a new job, new project, or new challenge that stretches your limits because it is outside your usual comfort zone

        	Being criticized or praised by someone in authority whose respect you seek

      

      One metaphor I like for impostor syndrome is that it is most like autoimmune diseases, such as gout, rheumatoid arthritis, or lupus. In autoimmune diseases, the typical symptoms wax and wane over time, but can be triggered by known or unknown stimuli. For example, if you have gout and go on a protein binge, you will probably experience a flare of joint pain, swelling, and redness. The pain may last a few days or a few weeks and, after treatment and dietary control, your joints will probably feel better.

      Impostor syndrome is like this too. If you start a new job where you are on a steep learning curve—and far from mastery—the new demands might put your impostor syndrome into overdrive. Give it a couple of months or even a year, and those impostor tendencies will probably subside naturally as you become experienced and come to feel more competent.

      
        
          [image: Self reflection exercise: think about your inner critic and how it shows up for you. What are 5-10 common lines your inner critic repeats? What emotions do you experience when you hear them?]
        

      

    

    
      
      

      1 Gilbert, Paul, et al. Self-criticism and self-warmth: An imagery study exploring their relation to depression. Journal of Cognitive Psychotherapy 20.2 (2006): 183.
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            Listening to your self-talk

          

        

      

    

    
      Have you ever wondered who that is talking inside your head? Self-talk comes in many forms, including back-and-forth dialogue or conversation, abbreviated and fragmented, even in the voices of other people you know. Assuming you aren’t hallucinating, your self-talk voice might sound a lot like you—even using similar language and phrasing.

      In published research, this inner voice goes by a lot of different names in the literature: inner speech, private speech, self-talk, verbal thinking, and internal monologue or dialogue1. In this book, I will refer to generic inner speech as “self-talk,” and will refer to the negatively slanted self-talk of impostor syndrome as the “inner critic voice.” For the purposes of this book, I will refer to positive self-talk as “the inner wisdom.”

      In childhood, self-talk can include spoken language. You may have seen children narrate steps within an experience out loud as they are doing something. In adults, self-talk is more often the experience of words and language happening inside the head, and not out loud. Despite the lack of vocalization, fascinating studies of self-talk show that the same areas of the brain are activated during internal self-talk that are activated during vocalized speech2.

      Self-talk serves an important role, and is a universally human characteristic. In childhood, it is critical in developing self-regulation skills, thinking patterns, and behaviors and actions during childhood. In adulthood, self-talk is a mechanism to practice and rehearse, to set things into the memory, and even to weigh options and argue differing points of view. Self-talk is also used as a cue to activate the brain functions required to switch between tasks. You probably don’t even notice your inner voice when it says something like, “OK; now that I’ve finished that report, I need to get that meeting set up with Jordan and call Terry.” Finally, a lot of people use self-talk during silent reading. All these extensive and rich conversations with yourself are happening in the quiet comfort of the internal, unspoken world of your mind.

      In the past 2 decades, self-talk has been an active area of research—and study after study has shown that the content of your self-talk really matters. Not only do specific word choices matter, but the negative vs. positive slant is important, too. The way in which you speak to yourself has a profound impact on your emotional state, actions, behaviors, and results.

      Let’s look at a few examples of how this can play out.

      

    







Words matter

      The arousal level of different descriptor words can change the way you think about something. In the 1970s, a group of researchers showed that using more vividly arousing words to describe a car accident caused eyewitnesses to change their estimates of the speed of the car3. During a re-enactment, speed at impact was judged to be faster when the question was asked, “How fast was the red car going when it smashed into the white car?” vs. “How fast was the red car going when it hit the white car?”

      In behavior, using arousing words causes the parts of the brain that deal with emotional significance to light up for longer and can even cause activation of the sympathetic nervous system, which regulates the body’s autonomic reactions to danger4. In one interesting study, after hearing vivid and arousing words, participants interpreted much more emotionally charged meaning into seemingly neutral statements that followed5.

      Another great example of how words matter comes from a fascinating study with room attendants (housekeepers) in hotels6. The researchers did a baseline assessment asking these hotel workers about their fitness habits at work. The participants were measured and weighed.  Assessments of their eating habits were then performed. Then, half of the participants were taught about how many calories different tasks in their routine day were expected to burn. For example, they learned that changing sheets, vacuuming, and cleaning bathrooms was equivalent to exercise. The other half, the control group, did not get this education.

      One month later, the researchers came back and re-assessed their measurements, weight, and eating habits. Nothing had changed in either group’s eating habits or exercise outside of work. But the experimental group had lost weight, decreased BMI and body fat percentage, and even had lower blood pressure than the control group. Let me reiterate: Nothing in their behaviors had changed. The only thing that had changed were the words they were using in their self-talk to describe what they were doing at work—it was now exercise in addition to work.

      This same finding was also shown in a study that looked at pre-performance anxiety. When participants consciously and purposefully relabeled their “anxiety” as “excitement,” they actually performed better in all types of activities, including karaoke, public speaking, and even math tests7.

      The last area of research I want to point out is critically important for anyone who suffers from impostor syndrome. The words you use to refer to yourself in your self-talk also matter. If you use “I” statements in your self-talk—especially when it is critical or negatively charged self-talk—you hurt your ability to separate your identity from your judgments about actions and behaviors8. And, when judgments become tightly intertwined with your identity, it is very easy to get stuck in negative and destructive thought patterns and ruminations. The research shows that using second- and third-person statements in self-talk gives us enough distance to treat ourselves more kindly, like we might another person. This is easy to do, too, requiring hardly any additional brain power or self-control9.

      
        
          [image: Skill builder exercise: Over the next few days, consciously try to make your inner critic talk blander and less confrontational. Start using second- or third-person with your inner critic thoughts.]
        

      

      

    







Positive and negative slant matters

      The slant of your self-talk has also been shown to be very important to your psychological health. In the simplest terms, how much you talk to yourself in negative terms vs. how much you talk to yourself in positive terms is highly associated with your emotional well-being and your resiliency.  Negative self-talk might focus on fear or failure or performance anxiety, while positive self-talk will focus on striving and success10.

      A lot of research about the quality of self-talk originates from the sports world, where millions of dollars might be riding on athletes’ ability to coach themselves through highly stressful and intense situations. In this setting, elite athletes who use positive self-talk have better performance, higher endurance, and more wins11. Even in novice athletes who use more self-coaching, the positive or negative content makes a difference12.

      There is an important argument to point out here. Generic positive self-talk doesn’t work very well to improve your self-confidence and decrease self-doubt if all you do is inundate yourself with bland and meaningless positive affirmations13. In fact, massive quantities of positive self-affirmations will only work to distract people with already high self-esteem. They don’t have much of an effect at all on people starting out with low self-esteem14,15.

      Here is the most important thing we can learn from the science about negative and positive self-talk. What matters most isn’t necessarily the absolute number of negative or positive things you are telling yourself16. It is a higher ratio of positive-to-negative statements that is associated with psychological health, well-being, resourcefulness, and resiliency. Studies have even identified a “magical” number for it: If your positive inner speech is two-thirds positive and less than one-third negative, you are in a zone that is associated with low anxiety and good coping under stress17.

      
        
          [image: Skill builder exercise: While you are labeling your inner critic thoughts, take note of the ratio of positive to negative. Experiment with shifting this ratio to be more positive.]
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            Identifying the inner critic

          

        

      

    

    
      When self-talk is judgmental, negative, and evaluative, its source is the inner critic. For many people with impostor syndrome, this comprises the vast majority of our self-talk1.

      The inner critic is universal for every single person and appears across nearly every culture. It can range from being an occasional visitor that throws an insult every now and then, to a pervasive, negative, and even aggressive full-time squatter. In impostor syndrome the inner critic tends to be super-sized, constant, and cruel—the judging voice that criticizes, insults, questions, and doubts you. Usually, the inner critic isn’t only judging you; it may also bitterly judge other people around you and the circumstances in which you find yourself.

      In my workshops, I ask participants to write down their worst and ugliest inner critic thought, the one they really don’t want anyone else to know. I have hundreds of these crumpled pieces of paper—fragments of people’s hateful inner critic—and each seems more devastating than the last. Here are some of the phrases that people have written:

      
        	I am unlovable and not worthy of happiness.

        	I deserve every bad thing that happens to me.

        	If I disappeared, it wouldn’t matter.

        	I am a loser.

        	My family would be better off without me.

        	I am stupid.

        	I am a bad mother.

        	Nobody will take me seriously with my accent.

        	I am fat and ugly.

        	I’ve wasted my whole life.

      

      

    







Who (or maybe what) is the inner critic?

      Though the inner critic operates from a place of negativity, it probably originally came from a protective place2. The inner-critic self-talk is thought to arise in childhood and, according to some developmental psychologists, it is fully formed by 8 years old3. When the inner critic is just forming, it responds to cues from the environment and from other people—especially authority figures like parents, teachers, and spiritual leaders. That early inner critic starts out as a voice of reason and logic that protects you from actions and behaviors that might get you into trouble. It might say something like, “Do not jump into that swimming pool, because you don’t know how to swim.”

      Take the example of a child who has overheard her mom saying a curse word after she accidentally slams her finger in a drawer. Then, to the horror of the parents, the child then repeats the curse word when she trips and falls in the aisle at church. The look of horror, the swat on the butt, and the glares she receives through the service will teach the child that cursing is not an acceptable behavior—at least not in church. The next time something bad happens, the child’s inner critic might say something like, “The last time I tripped, cursing was really stupid. Better not say something like that again.”

      At a young age, we are also keenly observing the interactions and lessons learned by those around us. When I was young, my little brother was caught playing with matches out behind the back fence. Our parents made it very clear that playing with matches was very dangerous and unsafe. I was there and absorbed these lessons along with him. And, to this day, I have a slightly exaggerated inner-critic voice about fire. On beautiful early summer nights at the lake we love in Arkansas, when it is cool and fresh, we build a campfire and roast marshmallows. I have the hardest time keeping my nagging inner-critic voice in check. “Don’t be a fool. Fire is dangerous. Only idiots play with fire.” I religiously keep a bucket of water nearby and, when we are done, I make sure every ember is extinguished before I sleep. This is an example of a well-intentioned (but overprotective) inner critic. There is nothing wrong with keeping and using a bucket of water; the problem is the inner-critic voice that decreases my enjoyment of the campfire.

      It is worth thinking a little bit about what your inner critic is trying to protect you from—especially in your typical impostor syndrome-triggering circumstances. For example, is your inappropriately overprotective inner critic trying to help you avoid personal embarrassment or humiliation? Is it trying to help you avoid feeling like a failure? Is it trying to protect you from some other kind of perceived danger?

      In some cases, like my fire compulsion, you might be able to trace this inner critic to a specific experience in your past. Usually, though, you’ll also discover that the danger your inner critic is predicting might not even be relevant today. You can see that in Mandy’s story:

      
        
        My inner critic goes into overdrive when I have to do any kind of public presentation. That voice tells me that I’m going to be a huge flop and totally embarrass myself. It tells me that just walking away before it starts will be much safer than going on the stage. I know where this comes from too. When I was younger, years ago, I had a stutter. It didn’t come out in one-on-one conversations but, when I got up in front of people, I stuttered. I got over that long ago and haven’t had a single problem since. But I know my inner critic loves to remind me of my past and suggest it might come back to rule my present.

      

      

      

    







Automatic thoughts

      Having inner-critic thoughts is not a choice we make, and they don’t usually even come from the logical or thinking brain. They bubble up from the reptilian-brain response to a perceived threat. In essence, inner-critic self-talk is a form of automatic thought.

      Automatic thoughts have some characteristics in common4. They arise without your conscious awareness. They come without any cognitive effort—you have no intention of thinking or feeling that way. In effect, these automatic thoughts are uncontrollable, involuntary, unstoppable, and unalterable5.

      Those last two words—“unstoppable” and “unalterable”—might give you pause. If inner-critic thoughts are unstoppable and unalterable, why did I even write this book? And why are you even reading it?

      I’m not going to break it to you gently. It turns out that automatic thoughts cannot be easily suppressed. You may even experience a rebound effect when you try6. This has profound implications for impostor syndrome and for the automatic negative thoughts of our inner critic.

      What the research tells us is that you won’t be able to stop those automatic, self-critical, ugly thoughts from coming. Let that sink in for a moment—but don’t let it get under your skin. You will learn a lot of techniques to substitute new and resourceful thoughts that allow you to override your current automatic negative thoughts7. The fact is, your personal work going through this book will be much more about learning to lasso and control your negative self-talk than about getting rid of it.
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            Discovering your inner wisdom

          

        

      

    

    
      So far, I have focused almost entirely on the negative thoughts in your self-talk repertoire, and I hope you are starting to see how destructive an oversized inner critic can be. But, we should also talk about the opposite of the inner critic: the voice inside your head that is wise, balanced, optimistic, and positive. Even if you are possessed by the most domineering and overwhelming inner critic ever to walk the face of the Earth, you can probably catch occasional glimpses of your inner wisdom.

      Wisdom is an interesting concept, because it isn’t easily defined. If I ask you what wisdom is, you’ll probably give me a quizzical shrug and maybe say something about your great-grandmother and some wise advice she gave you that stuck with you forever.

      Most of us make the assumption that wisdom is something accumulated over time with experience and age, but research shows mixed results. Some studies show that wisdom increases with age1; others show that wisdom can be present at any age2.

      Though wisdom has been extensively written about and studied in both philosophy and psychology, there is no common definition of wisdom. Here are a few different definitions to give you a sense of what “wisdom” encompasses.

      
        
        “The ability to grasp human nature, which is paradoxical, contradictory, and subject to continual change3.”

      

      

      
        
        “Expert knowledge about the fundamental pragmatics of human life4.”

      

      

      
        
        “The profound understanding of the basic realities of existence, living in alignment with them, and making the best possible choices conformant with this understanding5.”

      

      

      Many years ago, when I was new to leadership, I was working with a consultant to develop a strategic plan for my operational group. The consultant was not old, but he was very wise and very experienced. At one point, I remember being incredibly frustrated because my group lacked a unified and cohesive path forward—and we kept swirling in a sea of too many options and not enough decisions.

      One day, the consultant looked at me with piercing eyes and said, “Jennifer, it appears that you have a problem with ambiguity.” My answer was, “Well, of course I do. Doesn’t everybody?” In looking back, he was keying into some of my own cognitive distortions (all-or-none thinking, overgeneralization, and catastrophizing).

      As a young leader, I didn’t have a lot of flexibility or adaptability, I wasn’t able to respect the ubiquity of uncertainty, and I wanted unrealistic firm answers with a concrete path forward. Essentially, what he was pointing out was my under-developed inner wisdom. I like to think that I have a better-developed inner wisdom today, after years of experience and perspective. If I am honest with myself, though, my personal wisdom curve is more like an upward-sloping undulating curve—waxing and waning while it increases, rather than a nice straight-line growth trajectory.

      

    







What makes up inner wisdom

      One meta-analysis identified components of wisdom that crossed over more than half of the studies that were included6. These (listed below) are great focal points for enhancing your own inner wisdom7.

      1. Practical and accessible knowledge of the realities and the social context of life: Within this domain, wisdom is reflected in the ability to weigh different options and to understand the subtleties of cost-benefit analyses that go beyond the facts. This domain also requires acknowledging context—of life stage, culture, and values of others—and respecting multiple options. This domain must be developed in order for someone to give “wise advice.”

      2. Attitudes and behaviors that are inviting, helpful, and intended to promote good social relationships: This domain of wisdom is the ability to have caring and warm attitudes, including being empathetic, fair, and equitable. It is also where the drive for mentoring and altruistic sharing of skills and experiences lives. This domain also includes awareness of emotional states and being able to self-regulate emotions.

      3. A depth of reflection and self-understanding and openness to new experiences: Wise individuals are profoundly able to examine their own personal strengths and weaknesses and reflect on their own personal contributions to both peace and strife. They practice an introspective approach and invite self-insight and intuition. They are also open to personal growth from new experiences, new ways of thinking, and changes in perspective.

      4. Respect for and the ability to cope with ambiguity and uncertainty: Part of wisdom is acknowledging the universal nature of ambiguity. Wise people recognize there are many right answers, there is not just one path forward, and that even the best predictions are based on unknown factors—and thus are flawed and imperfect.

      5. Tolerance and flexible thinking related to values, culture, and individual preference8: Respecting differences in culture, religion, and personal preferences is part of wisdom in this domain. This includes recognizing changes in cultures and values historically over time, at both the society and the individual level. It also includes being aware of societal norms and personal perspective shifts that arise from life-changing experiences. The strategies that your inner wisdom bring to bear are practical, thoughtful, well reasoned, and full of options and possibilities9. This is in sharp contrast to your inner critic, which will narrow your viewpoint and be driven by negative thinking and limited perspective. Activating your inner wisdom will give you the ability to carefully weigh and consider alternative viewpoints10. Wisdom also helps you optimally resolve conflict when there are differing perspectives—enhancing your ability to take overt and subtle influencing factors into account before acting. Your inner wisdom will often be the voice of life satisfaction, helping you live a rich life of well-being11.

      If you are like me, reading through this list makes me feel like I have a really long way to go until I get to “wisdom.” I can think of examples where my inner wisdom has failed me in each of these categories—probably even in the past month! But there is hope if you want to develop and enhance your inner wisdom. Several studies have demonstrated that you can increase wisdom, through practice and skill development, above and beyond the usual natural accumulation of wisdom with time and experience12.

      A few ways you can practice enhancing your own inner wisdom are highlighted below.

      

    







Enhancing inner wisdom

      Practice cognitive flexibility and adaptation

      One way to enhance your inner wisdom is to practice cognitive flexibility and become more adaptable by purposefully throwing yourself for a loop. In one experiment, researchers asked their participants to make a sandwich in a very bizarre and unconventional way13. They found that this simple exercise gave their subjects increased flexibility in their thinking patterns afterwards.

      Try this for yourself by creating or embracing experiences that require you to think and act differently. Here are a couple of ideas to prime you—but be creative and think of your own ways to discombobulate yourself.

      
        
        Make a funny (messy) sandwich: Try making a peanut butter-and-jelly sandwich by smearing the peanut butter on one plate and the jelly on another. Then press the bread into each plate and wiggle it around. Flip the two plates together to combine the two slices into an inside-out sandwich.

      

      

      
        
        Turn your habits upside down: Reconfigure everything about your morning routine for a couple of days. If you usually brush your teeth first, brush them last. If you usually wash your hair last, wash it first. Reorder the events of your morning to improve your cognitive flexibility.

      

      

      Develop your sense of humor

      In the research setting (and also in strength assessment classifications) humor is associated with wisdom14. Developing your sense of humor—particularly when it comes to self-directed, benevolent humor (as opposed to other-directed or mean-spirited humor)—not only enhances wisdom, but has also been associated with a positive outlook on life and better well-being15.

      Several programs that have been developed to enhance humor, including a book called Humor as survival training for a stressed-out world: The 7 humor habits program16. Other research papers have used simpler and more streamlined approaches, 2 of which are listed here17.

      
        
        3 humorous things: At the end of every day, do some reflective writing and list 3 funny things that happened to you during the day.

      

      

      
        
        Tell a funny story: Write about a time when something really funny happened to you, using as much detail as possible. After you are finished, read the funny story to someone else—preferably someone who was there and experienced it with you.

      

      

      Immerse yourself in new experiences and differing perspectives

      Having new experiences will increase your wisdom, especially if you open your mind to seeing them from different perspectives. Activities that give you these unique views into other worlds include reading, book club discussions, travel, volunteer activities, and even mental experiments that give you imaginary experiences18.

      
        
        Do some traveling: If you travel to another country and immerse yourself in the experience of the culture—seeing things from the point of view of someone born there—you will gain wise perspective. It turns out that you don’t even need to physically take the trip to gain some of this wise perspective. Even doing some mental time travel and imagining a trip to another country, complete with immersion into the culture in your thoughts, can have a positive effect19.

      

      

      
        
        Give yourself advice from different people, eras, or cultures: Take a problem you are wrestling with in real life and write advice to yourself from 3 very different points of view by 3 very different people. These can be individuals you know and respect, or even famous people from history. Or you might try taking a certain figure, like your mother, and put her into 3 different eras or cultures before she gives you this imaginary advice. This thought experiment gives you the ability to travel into another person’s perspective and see your story from the outside in. Don’t worry about getting it right—that is not the point of this exercise.
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            Calling out your inner critic

          

        

      

    

    
      In impostor syndrome, you may experience your own version of a reactive, extreme, and supersized inner critic that has probably outgrown its protective utility. Instead of helping you avoid real and present dangerous circumstances, as it would have in our childhood, this enormous inner critic lives largely in the past and future. In other words, this inner critic is making giant leaps of assumption—taking distant past experiences and applying them to create and amplify erroneous predictions about our future.

      I was working with a coaching client recently who told me that her inner critic is very alive and active when she meets new people, because it is trying to keep her from making a fool out of herself and from being disappointed if they don’t want to continue a friendship. We didn’t get into the background of where this was coming from, but she did reflect on the fact that those fears never actually come to pass. It is like her inner critic predicts some calamitous outcome, where the new acquaintances would storm out and loudly declare that they never wanted to see her again. In reality, she admitted that most people like her right away—and developing relationships with people is one of her strengths. Why, then, is her inner critic looming so large with this crazy-talk story?

      Most of our inner critics are masterful in their abusive and mean language. In my workshops, one very intense exercise I do involves speaking the inner critic’s thoughts out loud to another person. You can imagine that, when spoken out loud, the phrases sound like toxic, berating, belittling, and badgering. When people hear these statements vocalized, they have intense reactions, like they might to outright emotional abuse. We wouldn’t accept those words from anyone else, and we wouldn’t say them to anyone else—yet, we say them to ourselves all the time.

      The inner critic might also show up with characteristics other than frank abuse. Some inner critics sound the alarm bells of hyper-vigilance and caution about the future—despite the fact that they are making flawed and overly negative predictions about risk, failure, and opportunities—giving you feelings of fear and worry all the time. Other inner critics are phenomenal wrong-spotters that love to make comparisons between you and other people (real or fictitious)—bringing out feelings of inferiority and worthlessness. The inner critic can also be extra sneaky and hide its criticism behind wishful, hopeful, or forward-looking statements—maybe giving you a little bit of hope, but remaining tainted with resignation and unfulfilled longing.

      All of these inner critic voices have 1 thing in common: They help you create an inner and outer world that is always seeing the downside—a constant deficit state.

      Here are some of the the inner-critic thoughts I have heard while working with people with impostor syndrome:

      
        
        Wow, I must be a complete idiot! I presented incomplete data in that meeting and now I’ll have to retract everything I said. I have probably lost all credibility with my colleagues.

      

        

      
        I will never be as thin and beautiful as my sister. No matter what I do, I cannot get into shape!

      

        

      
        Even though I was the only person who had to walk during that workout, at least I am better off than that person over there eating pancakes.

      

      

      

    







Listen for the inner critic

      Some people, when they start to listen for the inner critic, find it easy to pick out the self-judgment and criticism and to notice the constant stream of chatter inside their minds. This process of identifying and hearing the inner critic (or any mental thought process), is called “meta-cognition”1. It might seem a little strange, but meta-cognition literally means thinking about what your brain is thinking2.

      Some people may find it exceedingly difficult to listen to their inner-critic voice; after all, people with impostor syndrome have been accepting the inner critic’s judgment unquestioningly for so long that listening critically is like challenging your mother’s potato salad recipe or telling a teacher he is wrong. This might also be because it is sometimes hard to separate the inner critic from normal thoughts or even from helpful encouragement and reinforcement.

      In some cases, the inner critic’s voice is a low, quiet, steady flow of subtle judgments that melt into the background. When I think of this type of inner critic, I think of the phrase, “Now, bless your heart.” If you are from the South in the United States, you realize that this blessing can be genuine, but it’s much more likely to be condescending—hiding an insult (or at least sarcasm)—because that person knows a truth that you do not. If you find it hard to hear your inner critic, it might be giving off bless-your-heart vibes like these:

      
        
        It’s really great that you tried to wear makeup today. At least it looks a little bit better than when your third grader did it for you last year. And, maybe nobody will notice that you used lipliner instead of eyeliner. Oh, bless your heart, you sweet thing.

      

      

      
        
        You were brave to think about speaking up in that meeting today. It was definitely smarter to say nothing, though. Who knows what kind of controversy would come out if you pointed out the inconsistencies in those data? Bless your heart, you just keep laying low.

      

      

      A quiet and receding inner critic can be even sneakier, since it can be hard to differentiate the inner critic from a friendly and benevolent advice giver—or even your inner wisdom. Pay particular attention to this sneaky inner-critic voice; it can show up sounding like encouragement.

      
        
        If you lost some weight, you could be as sleek and fit as your sister.

      

        

      
        If you were a little more succinct in meetings, you could be really impactful.

      

        

      
        With more years of experience, you might be qualified for that leadership position.

      

      

      If your inner critic is hard to hear, it can sometimes help to notice the feelings it stimulates rather than the thought or the actual voice itself. If you feel a sudden drop in your mood, a feeling of disappointment, or low-level doubt and anxiety, take a step back in time and consider what thought you had right before the feeling. Did something fleeting and negative cross your mind?

      When you feel deep self-criticism or notice nagging self-doubt—or start to experience comparison thinking—it is likely your inner critic is speaking to you. If your inner critic is hard to hear, you may need to do some extra self-reflection to hear it.

      

    







Keeping track of your inner critic

      There is no question that self-reflection and reflective writing are very powerful tools to control impostor syndrome. Hopefully you are already experiencing some of that benefit from the self-reflection exercises embedded in these chapters. Journaling, diaries, and logbooks are popular ways of encouraging this type of reflective work3. It turns out, though, that just keeping a log or a diary of individual occurrences—even without deep self-reflection—can have an impact on your self-regulation of negative thoughts4.

      In one study, participants agreed to do 3 separate physical training exercise sessions while monitoring negative self-talk. During each session, 1 experimental group was asked to carry around a logbook and document the content and volume of negative self-talk. The other experimental group carried around a bag of paperclips and an empty bag. Every time they experienced negative self-talk, they transferred a paperclip to the initially empty bag. The logbook group had much greater awareness around the amount, meaning, and consequences of their negative self-talk.

      Whether it is because you are giving it increased attention, or because the sheer volume of your negative thoughts will be so obvious, keeping a log is a great first step in starting to getting control of that inner critic5, and this will be part of your field work for this part (see Chapter 21).
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            Recognizing rumination

          

        

      

    

    
      The word “ruminate” comes from the Latin word, ruminatus. The literal meaning of “rumination” is to re-chew partially digested food that is regurgitated from the stomach in animals having multi-compartment stomachs, such as cows. The common figurative usage of the word “ruminate” has been around since at least the 1500s. For centuries, “ruminate” was used in a positive sense to mean “deep, meditative self-reflection” or “musing.”

      It is only in the past 100 years or so that a negative form of rumination was recognized. Negative rumination was first described in Response Style Theories by Nolen-Hoeksema1. Since the first descriptions of negative rumination, many studies have shown that it is associated with depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, and other psychological conditions2,3. At its root, the pure definition of “rumination” also fits with some of the excessively negative thought patterns that occur in impostor syndrome. I use the word “rumination” as a description of these negative thought loops spawned by the inner critic, without any implications of psychopathology.

      In impostor syndrome, rumination causes a person to get stuck in unhealthy thought loops and think about a distressing situation over and over. This sort of rumination absorbs all your energy into passive reflection, instead of actively planning a path forward4. This may seem trivial but it is as though failing a fourth-grade spelling test is the defining moment for your entire life simply because you can’t get it out of your mind.

      Rumination often occurs when there is a distinct difference between a person’s desired state and their actual state. Think of the scenario of a missed goal (either on a soccer field or in terms of milestones or effort), or receiving a dissatisfying result on a test, or having a conversation that did not go as intended5. These are common scenarios for most people but, because of rumination, that past event gets hung up in the present-day consciousness and thought patterns—long after it has passed6. This means that we keep dragging a past event along with us, like towing a heavy object, into our present and even into our future.

      I can’t tell you how many people I work with who tell me an old story in vivid detail. Even in retelling it, they get worked up into an emotional flurry, only to finish by saying, “I’m over it now, of course.” Sometimes I raise an eyebrow and help them see the humor in that grand finale statement, which was immediately preceded by an impassioned (and very much present), detailed story. These are examples of non-pathogenic rumination at its core—the person is not disturbed or acting out or overly distressed by that past event, but they also seem to be at least partially stuck in a negative thought loop.

      Being entrenched in rumination or stumbling around in a negative thought loop is like driving in Great Britain on the wrong side of the road (notice my judgment about left-hand drive), and entering into a giant, multi-lane, Medusa-like round-about. These traffic monstrosities might seem to be all right to you if you’re used to them, if you’ve been there before, and if you are comfortable driving on the left. But you still need to figure out how to get into the exact right lane that will let you off at your specific exit. If you accidentally get into the center lane, you can get stuck going around and around and around with no exit strategy. For me, a lifelong left-hand driver who is also directionally challenged, these traffic circles are exactly what rumination feels like.

      We need to differentiate negative rumination from the positive and healthy process of deep self-reflection and self-focused analysis that I am encouraging you to follow throughout this book7. One major difference is that, in self-reflection, you can put down your pen and leave the scenario behind, whereas rumination tends to follow you beyond your journaling efforts. Another difference is that self-reflection often has active analysis and forward momentum associated with it, while rumination feels circular and non-directional.

      Here are a few tips for moving from unhealthy rumination or brooding to positive self-reflection or reflective pondering. Think of these as part of your exit strategy, like preparing to cross over the lanes of traffic and get yourself to the outer ring of the round-about for your exit!

      
        
        ► Spend some of your self-reflection time recalling a specific event in your history. Focus intensely on the positive aspects of the event and ignoring any negative elements. Try to force yourself to remember the positive aspects more than the negative.

      

        

      
        ► Focus on the direct experience of the emotions and feelings you had during the circumstance, and move yourself away from analyzing the cause or finding a deeper meaning for the feelings or events.

      

        

      
        ► Ask yourself “why” questions about your emotions and feelings instead of “what” questions. Example: “I wonder why I was so triggered by the comment Jack made,” instead of, “I wonder what Jack was trying to say about me?”

      

        

      
        ► Do not let your inner critic trap you into turning this into an identity issue. Recognize that your emotions around an even are not the essence of who you are.

      

        

      
        ► Give yourself a time limit for focusing on a negative event—and have a plan to then move on.

      

        

      
        ► In your self-reflection time, purposefully include time to plan out the action steps that will be necessary for you to move forward and beyond this event.

      

        

      
        ► Collect and tabulate external evidence about yourself instead of focusing only on the thoughts and feelings.

      

      

      

    







What if my inner critic is right?

      What if the inner critic is telling the truth?  What if it’s right?

      Unfortunately, it probably is. The inner critic is masterful at picking up on tiny threads or grains of truth.  It is rare that the inner critic starts with something 100% false or blatantly off. The problem is that the inner critic exponentially amplifies those truths. Your inner critic won’t start to criticize you for being gangly if you are a compact 5 feet tall. It won’t berate you for speaking too loudly if you are shy and reserved and never say a thing. Instead, it is going to call you “stocky,” or say you’ll never get ahead if you don’t speak up more often. Your inner critic is smart about capitalizing on partial bits of truth.

      You might be tempted into believing your inner critic’s lie that it is here to help you get better. If it is pointing out that you are stocky, it will try to make you think it’s helping you become more trim and fit. If it is pointing out you are too shy, it will only be to help you become more outgoing. And, maybe you do want to lose weight or become more bold, so that makes the inner critic’s lies even easier to believe.

      Here is a thought I love from author Don Miguel Ruiz, who shows us how our inner critic capitalizes on small bits of truth and amplifies them into insurmountable challenges.

      
        
        
        How many times do we pay for one mistake? The answer is thousands of times. The human is the only animal on Earth that pays a thousand times for the same mistake. The rest of the animals pay once for every mistake they make. But not us. We have a powerful memory. We make a mistake, we judge ourselves, we find ourselves guilty, and we punish ourselves. If justice exists, then that was enough; we don’t need to do it again. But every time we remember, we judge ourselves again, we are guilty again, and we punish ourselves again, and again, and again. If we have a wife or husband he or she also reminds us of the mistake, so we can judge ourselves again, punish ourselves again, and find ourselves guilty again. Is this fair?”

        Don Miguel Ruiz, The Four Agreements

      

        

      

      The problem with the inner critic is that it doesn’t stop even after the point has been made. Have you ever heard the phrase “beating a dead horse”? This is what your inner critic will do.

      

    







An explanation of rumination from Buddhism

      Have you ever thought about the difference between “pain” and the word “suffering?”

      In Buddhism, the word “pain” is reserved for an initial physical or emotional sensation that we feel in response to a stimulus. If we are injured, we feel immediate pain, and this is a healthy and evolutionarily adaptive response. The word “suffering,” however, is for everything that comes after the initial injury.

      During a challenging CrossFit workout couple of years ago, I was doing box jumps and my shin came down hard on the edge seam of a plywood box. For a minute, I just froze; but, after I looked down and saw bone shining between the edges of a gaping wound, the pain hit me. Then, 10 stitches later, I kept thinking about how careless that mis-step had been, how I had been on target to get a great score in the workout, how I had a friendly competition coming up, and how this injury would affect my ability to compete. I was even insulted by having to get a tetanus booster because I hadn’t kept track of my last immunization. My suffering was not caused by the pain of my injury (which had been numbed by lidocaine and ibuprofen) but was instead caused by my response and reaction to it.

      Contrast my experience with that of my 10-year-old daughter, who broke both of her arms 1 week before school ended last year. She couldn’t even lift her fingers without pain shooting up both arms. She knew she had a piano recital coming up and she had a good chance of becoming the high point winner at the state swimming championship meet later in the summer.

      One brief moment in the emergency room, at midnight, suffering flickered across her face—and she almost teared up. I know she was realizing what she would be giving up with the 6 weeks ahead being in 2 casts, but she immediately pulled herself together and said out loud, “It’s going to be OK.” For a week, she was in 2 long arm casts and could not reach any part of her body. She had to have help with every single thing she did—from eating, to going to the bathroom, to getting dressed. Forget about showering; I just gave her some baby wipes. But that 1 moment in the ER was the only one I saw where she had anything but a positive, uplifting spirit.

      She ended up playing in her piano recital with 2 casts on, and doing kick sets at swim practice with waterproof cast covers so she could keep up her endurance. She had decent, but not stellar, races at the state meet, and even that she took in stride.

      I remind myself of her resiliency and optimism whenever I feel myself getting into a negative thought loop from a setback.

      Understanding suffering

      All the negative energy that happens after the initial pain of a wound is encapsulated by the interesting word “suffering.” Suffering is something we ourselves create and own; it does not come from the initial stimulus or injury. Instead, it is caused by our response or reaction to our pain, not from the pain itself. In the story of my busted-open shin, I caused my own suffering by the negative thought loops about my clumsiness, being out of commission, and the harmless tetanus booster. Meanwhile, my daughter—who had actually been dramatically impacted—had no suffering, despite being in 2 casts for the first 6 weeks of summer.

      The writings of the Buddha contain a wonderful message about the difference between pain and suffering. It is called the “Discourse on the arrows,” (sometimes translated as “darts” or “daggers”). In the lesson, which has been translated from the Sallatha Sutta, the Buddha teaches this:

      
        
        When touched with a feeling of pain, the uninstructed run-of-the-mill person sorrows, grieves, and laments, beats his breast, becomes distraught. So he feels 2 pains: physical and mental. Just as if they were to shoot a man with an arrow and, right afterward, were to shoot him with another one, so that he would feel the pains of 2 arrows…As he is touched by that painful feeling, he is resistant…Sensing a feeling of pain, he senses it as though joined with it…He is joined, I tell you, with suffering and stress.

      
        Now, the well-instructed disciple of the noble ones, when touched with a feeling of pain, does not sorrow, grieve, or lament, does not beat his breast or become distraught. So he feels 1 pain: physical, but not mental. Just as if they were to shoot a man with an arrow and, right afterward, did not shoot him with another 1, so that he would feel the pain of only one arrow…He feels one pain: physical, but not mental.”8

        The Teachings of the Buddha, Sallatha Sutta

      

        

      

      So, according to the story of the arrow, if you can move toward acknowledging and feeling the pain of the first arrow—and then letting it go without creating a story around it—you can avoid the second arrow, or the mental pain of rehashing and replaying it over and over again.
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            Pick your favorite cognitive distortion

          

        

      

    

    
      Other strong influencers of our fast-track brain are dysfunctional and irrational thought patterns called “cognitive distortions” or “thought traps”—a form of filter through which we interpret circumstances and facts1.

      As we will continue to uncover, we often put our own unique spin on the facts to create a story2. The dysfunction associated with cognitive distortions is that they employ systematic errors in judging or interpreting circumstances3. When these cognitive distortions are engaged, the resulting stories become personalized, tainted, and negatively skewed versions of the truth.

      Let’s use the following scenario of Emily to demonstrate examples of these cognitive distortions:

      
        
        Emily is a physician leader at her organization. She has been assigned the task of analyzing the data from a recent physician engagement survey at her hospital.

      

        

      
        The institution is in the middle of a budget crisis and funding is being cut in many areas. Though the physicians have not had any salary cuts, staffing is at an all-time low and nursing staff turnover is taking a toll on the physicians. The employee engagement results are very concerning, and hospital administration has asked for an action plan.

      

        

      
        Emily is passionate about increasing wellness and decreasing burnout in physicians. She has some really creative and innovative ideas about how to improve engagement. She put together a detailed multi-year proposal with an associated budget. She presented her proposal to the hospital administration last week and, within a couple of days, it was rejected. The message she got back was that there just isn’t any money in this year’s budget to take on the initiatives she proposed.

      

      

      Some of the more common cognitive distortions in impostor syndrome are described below, along with examples of how Emily might experience them in the aftermath of her rejected proposal.

      Overgeneralization

      Overgeneralizing is when we convert a 1-time occurrence into an assumption that it is part of—or will become—a regular occurrence or pattern, or the norm. When we overgeneralize, we make a broad, sweeping prediction that something that occurred once will happen over and over again.

      
        
        Example: Emily’s physician engagement budget was rejected this year, so she makes the assumption that it will never get funded. In fact, she decides that nothing she submits will ever get funded.

      

      

      Disqualifying the positive

      In this distortion, we ignore, discount, and even reject positive input, including compliments/praise and objective positive data. This cognitive distortion has a foundation in the brain’s negativity bias, which is discussed in more detail in Chapter 49.

      
        
        Example: Emily’s boss tells her that the proposal was “well written and comprehensive.” But Emily doesn’t even remember this compliment. She only remembers this proposal as a failure because it was not accepted.

      

      

      Jumping to conclusions—mind reading and fortune telling

      Mind reading and fortune telling are cognitive distortions that have us believing that we know what someone else is thinking or that we can predict what will happen in the future.

      
        
        Example: Emily eventually remembers the word “comprehensive” in her boss’s description. She decides “comprehensive” meant he thinks she is nitpicky and overly detailed. She decides he really means she is “high maintenance.”

      

      

      “Should and ought” statements

      Overuse (or faulty use) of statements of possibility—including “could,” “should,” and “ought” statements—can lead to really big cognitive distortions for impostor syndrome.  Are there things you think you should have been or should have done in your career and life?  Other words in this category are “must” and “need to.” Sometimes these “should” statements are even sneakier, like the last 2 sentences of the example below.

      
        
        Example: In dissecting the experience, Emily worries that she cannot be taken seriously now. She ought to have had pre-meetings with the decision makers. Emily also starts to think she needs formal training in employee engagement.

      

      

      Mislabeling

      In our work with impostor syndrome, we will capitalize on the positive aspects of labeling, but it also has a dark side.

      It is important to recognize when labeling starts to distort reality in a negative way.  Look at the underlined negative labeling in the example below.  

      
        
        Example: Emily decides she is not the right kind of person to take on big projects like this. Although she has ideas, she isn’t a very good salesperson. And she comes to believe that she isn’t succinct and clear in presenting her ideas.

      

      

      Catastrophizing

      Catastrophizing means embellishing and amplifying a situation in our minds to enormous proportions. It is well described by the old phrase, “making a mountain out of a molehill.” When we employ this cognitive distortion, a surmountable situation becomes an absolute disaster.

      
        
        Example: Without Emily’s physician-engagement project, she starts to believe that there will be a mass exodus of staff from the hospital. Clinics will have to be canceled, surgical cases will fall, and eventually the institution will probably go bankrupt—and Emily will probably be blamed for it all and will, of course, then lose her job.
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            Creating your own best thoughts

          

          

      

    

    









A tool to stop rumination

        

      

    

    
      If the prior chapters have gotten you really thinking (and worrying) about your inner critic, you might now be ready to hear what you can do about it.

      In this chapter, I will introduce you to a powerful tool for change we will use throughout this book. With this tool—the “thought cascade”—you will be able to change your mindset, change your actions, and change your results. It is based on concepts from several different fields of therapy, including Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, and Dialectical Behavior Therapy.

      If you want to go way back, these therapeutic approaches have their foundations in ancient Stoic philosophies. One of the Stoic principles, the dichotomy of control, says we must distinguish between the things we control and the things outside of our control. One quote from the beginning of Epictetus’s Enchiridion is as follows1:

      
        
        
        Of things, some are in our power, and others are not. In our power are opinion, movement toward a thing, desire, aversion; and in a word, whatever are our own acts: Not in our power are the body, property, reputation, offices, and, in a word, whatever are not our own acts.”

        Epictetus’s Enchiridion

      

        

      

      The application of this Stoic philosophy in modern-day therapeutic approaches is to understand that we cannot control our circumstances—but we can control our response to them2. In modern times, the well-known “Serenity Prayer” says the same thing:  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. Take the following scenario and 2 very different possible interpretations.

      
        
        Sam comes into work on Monday and finds that his key does not work for his office door. Clearly the lock has been changed.

      

      

      This is a description of the facts of the situation. Now let’s look at 2 different sets of beliefs that lead to vastly different interpretations.

      
        
        Option 1: Sam thinks back to Friday and remembers that his boss had chastised him for being late with a report that had been due. He begins to wonder if he has been fired. His mood starts to plummet as he wonders how he will pay his bills next month.

      

      

      
        
        Option 2: Sam remembers that, on Friday, an email went out to the entire company that a series of break-ins had happened over the past month. He begins to think that security is taking extra precautions by changing all the locks and giving out new keys. He heads to the security office to find out if he needs to pick up a new key.

      

      

      If Albert Ellis and Aaron Beck, the founders of Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), had been neutral observers in Sam’s conflicted feelings and actions, they would have said, “Sam, you might not control the fact that your locks were changed, but you sure as heck can control how you interpret this finding.” To me, with my shin stitches, they would have said, “You can’t control the fact you missed your box jump, but you can control the way you act after it happens.” To my daughter, they would have said, “Bravo! You are definitely in control of your thoughts, actions, and results.”

      There is abundant research from the past 50 years that has proven the incredible value of CBT interventions around learning to control the interpretation of circumstances and situations3. The thought cascade is a tool that comes from the CBT premise that circumstances give rise to thoughts, which eventually lead to our results.

      In the thought cascade, circumstances are, in essence, just neutral facts. By themselves, without the embellishment of a story, the facts are simple, unemotional, and nonjudgmental. In most human reaction patterns, however, these circumstances are the foundation upon which we build highly nuanced and customized thoughts. It is important to notice these thoughts are often inaccurate and imprecise representations of the circumstances or the facts; they are a partially imagined, partially created, and partially remembered mixture that is our interpretation.

      In the thought cascade, our thoughts give rise to our feelings about the circumstances. Our thoughts and feelings are what drive our actions—and our actions drive our results. If you consider this carefully, you will probably see that nearly everything after the circumstances is within our control. This means, in simple terms, that we can control our results by controlling the original thought we had.

      In some ways, this is a freeing concept. You control your thoughts, feelings, actions, and results! You are not a bystander to what is unfolding in your experience. You are, in fact, the creator of your own destiny.

      In other ways, though, this can feel relatively daunting, because it emphasizes owning your own actions and results. Study after study using CBT has shown that, if you become an active and purposeful participant in crafting and choosing your thoughts, you will be able to take control of your many outcomes and your results.

      

    







The thought cascade

      The thought cascade is a well-described sequence. Here is a diagram that illustrates how the thought cascade works (Figure 22.1):

      

      
        
          [image: Thought Cascade image]
        

        Figure 22.1: The thought cascade

      

      In our work with impostor syndrome, we need to spend a lot of time examining and working with thought cascades, especially as they relate to our inner-critic thoughts. The recurrent patterned thought cascades you will begin to recognize reflect well-worn, heavily trodden neural pathways. To change unhelpful negative thoughts, it is useful to methodically work through the thought cascade and substitute new thoughts that can help establish better neural pathways and more positive behavior outcomes.

      To buy into the potential for changing your thoughts—and thus your results—you have to first believe that the brain can change and adapt. Neuroscientists originally recognized the high degree of brain remodeling and change that can occur during childhood, but they used to think that adults with fully formed brains have little potential for major change. Fortunately, the past 50 years of neuroscience has proven beyond question that the brain has an incredible ability to remodel and change (called “neuroplasticity”) at any age4.

      Coupled with neuroplasticity, it is also important you believe that you can learn and grow your intellect and skills—often called the “growth mindset” (in contrast to the belief that intelligence and talent are pre-determined and set through our genetics, which is referred to as the “fixed mindset”).

      It is shocking how many people actually believe that you are either born with talent or you are not; that you are born with smarts or you are not. The concept of the growth mindset was first described by Carol Dwek in her 2007 book, Mindset: The new psychology of success 5. Dr. Dwek’s research and many other studies in students of all levels provide strong scientific evidence supporting the fact that intellect is not fixed6,7.

      In brief, if you want to be successful in controlling your inner critic, you have to believe you have control over the way things are and that, with hard work, you can develop more resourceful patterns of behavior.

      Let’s dig into the thought cascade. Below is a detailed description of its components.

      

    







Circumstances

      Look back to Figure 22.1.  The thought cascade starts at the top of the diagram with the circumstances. When you are writing out thought cascades, they should be descriptions of the situation or stimulus. When we begin to describe and identify circumstances, we need to be strict and avoid injecting judgment or emotion into these facts. The circumstances should be indisputable, unemotional, nonjudgmental facts. It can be hard to keep the facts pure. Think of acting like a reporter and just describing the facts as if you were a neutral external observer.

      Take a look at the difference between the following statements and notice the different levels of judgment. Especially pay attention to the last example, which shows how sneaky and truthful the embedded judgment can seem when we are describing the facts.

      
        	Poorly-stated circumstances: I am fat.

        	Well-stated circumstances: My BMI puts me in the overweight category.

      

      
        	Poorly-stated circumstances: The reviewers didn’t like my paper.

        	Well-stated circumstances: My paper was rejected.

      

      
        	Poorly-stated circumstances: My laundry is piling up, the kitchen is a mess, and I have zero time to get any housework done.

        	Well-stated circumstances: I have 2 loads of laundry to do, there are dirty dishes in the sink, and I have a full calendar scheduled today.

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

    







Thoughts

      So, how do we go from circumstances to thought and create stories that may or may not have much resemblance to the actual facts? Sometimes we make giant leaps to get to the thought; and other times, it is a slow, gradual slide. In a negative, unhealthy thought cascade, the thought is often the voice of our inner critic or a common theme from your inner-critic repertoire. As we talked about in Chapter 19, the biggest influencers of our thoughts are our assumptions, beliefs and values, and cognitive distortions.

      Here are some examples of maladaptive thoughts that show how the inner critic can create a thought from circumstances.

      
        	Circumstance: My boss gave me feedback that my productivity was below that of my colleagues.

        	Thought: My boss thinks I am lazy and inefficient. I am probably at risk of being fired.

      

      
        	Circumstance: The Dean told me that I can apply for the Chair position in my department within 3 months or they will open a national search.

        	Thought: The Dean thinks I am not a viable candidate and wants to open a national search. If he does give me the job, it will be because nobody else wants it.

      

      
        	Circumstance: I presented data in a meeting that was incomplete and someone else pointed out my mistake.

        	Thought: I am so incompetent! This was the most embarrassing moment of my career. I am mortified by my sloppiness and will probably never recover my credibility with my colleagues.

      

      As we start writing out and using the thought cascade, it is a good practice to make note that the thought is not the truth or the facts. It is merely our highly nuanced, biased, and skewed interpretation of the circumstances. Sometimes, it is very hard to see this, and you might find yourself feeling very sure that your thought is the truth. If you think you might be a victim of this, you can ask yourself a few questions.

      
        
        ➤ Is this thought undeniably, unequivocally, 100% true, such that 10 out of 10 people would agree with me?

        ➤ What are some times that this thought is not true?

        ➤ What are some external pieces of evidence that this thought is not true?

      

      

      Here is an interesting coaching interchange between a client, Natalia, and me that demonstrates how strong the belief that our thought is the truth can be.

      
        
        Natalia: My work environment is absolutely toxic. There are emails that come out daily that demonstrate how terrible this place is. We are all just trying to hold out until we can leave.

      

        

      
        Me: I hear that you are thinking the work environment is toxic. But, can we agree that is actually just your interpretation of the circumstances? What are the actual cold hard facts about the situation?

      

        

      
        Natalia: Well, it is definitely toxic; there is no question about that.

      

        

      
        Me: Does every single person there think it is toxic?

      

        

      
        Natalia: Well, maybe not everybody. But everybody I talk to does.

      

        

      
        Me: OK, well, even if one person doesn’t think it is toxic, then isn’t this an interpretation and not a fact? So, tell me some of the actual facts that are giving you the thought that things are toxic.

      

        

      
        Natalia: We have excessive demands for productivity and ridiculous time expectations.

      

        

      
        Me: Those are a great start, but they are still judgment-laden thoughts, and not facts. Try to make those facts instead.

      

        

      
        Natalia: Well, I have to see 24 patients a day to keep my salary. And, my chart completion times are monitored each week.

      

        

      
        Me: That is great! Now, those are facts. That was hard, wasn’t it?
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        * * *

      

      

    







Feelings

      That initial thought you experience will give rise to your feelings about the circumstances. With an unresourceful and negative thought, you will likely have unhealthy and negative feelings.

      Carefully labeling and annotating these feelings is very important—and you have already practiced accurate emotional labeling in Part 2. Try to avoid generic feeling labels that lack specificity and precision, as these are less likely to help you get as much clarity from your thought cascade analysis. If you have trouble labeling your feelings, refer back to the feeling word charts in Chapter 10 and find just the right words to describe your emotional state after your initial thought.

      Here is an example of one of my coaching clients, Hannah, describing her thought cascade about a circumstance at work. The coaching moment shows the value of digging beneath the surface for more specific and precise descriptions of her feelings.

      
        
        Hannah: I was really angry the other day because I found out that my boss made a decision about my group without even consulting with me. I could not believe it, since he really doesn’t even know anything about the way my unit runs and operates. And he made an executive decision that affects all of my staff.

      

        

      
        Me: What thoughts did that bring up for you?

      

        

      
        Hannah: I think it shows that he doesn’t have any respect for my skills and expertise. It is as if he doesn’t think he needs me to run that unit and thinks he can just do it himself. It makes me even question whether he wants me in this leadership role. Why even pay me if he is going to make decisions without even asking my opinion?

      

        

      
        Me: That’s a good description of your thinking around those events. What feelings did those thoughts cause for you?

      

        

      
        Hannah: Well, I was pretty angry.

      

        

      
        Me: Sometimes anger is a surface feeling. Is there anything beneath that anger that might be more specific?

      

        

      
        Hannah: (after thinking for a few minutes) I think I feel small and insignificant and a little useless. Like I am just an extra, unnecessary, redundant step in a complex process. I think it makes me feel worthless.

      

        

      
        Me: Do those words feel like more precise descriptions of your feelings than “angry?”

      

        

      
        Hannah: Yes. That is a better way to describe how I felt, even though I think it came across as anger toward him on the day I found out.

      

      

      Here is Hannah’s thought cascade written out from that coaching conversation.

      
        	Circumstance: My boss made a decision about my area without involving me

        	Thought: My boss doesn’t respect me. He doesn’t want my opinion even when it is my own area of expertise. He doesn’t need me in this leadership role and probably wants to get rid of me.

        	Feelings: Worthless, insignificant, small, redundant

      

      One way to think about the thought and the feelings together is that they reflect the story you are telling yourself. Hopefully you now realize that the story you are telling yourself is not the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth; it is more like an elaborate and fabricated interpretation of the event. Notice that the story Hannah tells herself suggests she is worthless and redundant to her boss and that her boss is actively disrespecting her value and failing to respect her skills.

      Our stories are notoriously suspect because we create them by injecting our assumptions, beliefs, values, and cognitive distortions into the facts. Once the facts are contaminated by all this emotion and judgment, we end up going full steam ahead into an unhelpful thought cascade. Let’s follow the coaching conversation for another minute or 2 to observe how the story can be unraveled with a few powerful questions.

      
        
        Me: Hannah, I have to ask. How convinced are you that your boss is purposefully disrespecting you? How much truth do you think is in that thought?

      

        

      
        Hannah: Well, I can’t imagine that a good leader would make a decision without at least talking to the person that is in charge of the area.

      

        

      
        Me: There are a lot of assumptions in that statement. There is an assumption that your boss is (or even wants to be) a “good leader.” There is an assumption that you know what makes up a good leader. There is an assumption that your boss thinks of you as in charge of that area. Some of these assumptions might be right; I don’t actually know. I’m just pointing out that the story you are telling yourself about him might not be all based on the facts.

      

        

      
        Hannah: (laughing a little) I don’t really like the direction we are going with this. I was pretty confident in that story, but you are definitely pointing out a few of the flaws in my reasoning.

      

        

      
        Me: That is the thing about a story. It is what we make up after we interpret the facts. And, it isn’t equivalent to the “truth.”
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        * * *

      

      

    







Actions

      How we hear the story (the combination of the thought and feeling) we have created around our circumstances will predictably give rise to our actions. When we are in the middle of a maladaptive, negatively skewed thought cascade, we may end up with a poor action that comes from this deficit state.

      Let’s see how some of our prior thought cascade beginnings might play out.

      
        	Circumstance: My boss gave me feedback that my productivity was below that of my colleagues.

        	Thought: My boss thinks I am lazy and inefficient. I am probably at risk for being fired.

        	Feelings: demoralized, overwhelmed, nervous, on edge

        	Action: I become very focused on getting my work product out as fast as I can.

      

      Or…

      
        	Circumstance: The Dean told me that, if I don’t apply for the Chair position in my department within 3 months, they will open a national search.

        	Thought: The Dean might not think I am viable candidate and wants to open a national search. If he does give me the job, it will be because nobody else wants it.

        	Feelings: Unsure, worried, distracted

        	Actions: I waffle back and forth, worrying and overthinking the decision.

      

      Or…

      
        	Circumstance: I presented data in a meeting that was incomplete and someone else pointed out my mistake.

        	Thought: I am so incompetent! This was the most embarrassing moment of my career. I am mortified by my sloppiness and will probably never recover my credibility with my colleagues.

        	Feelings: Embarrassed, shameful, incompetent

        	Action: I start to avoid presenting at meetings and ask someone more senior to me to present instead.
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        * * *

      

      

    







Results

      Lastly, the action you take will give rise to the results you get. Like the other components of the thought cascade, there is an element of inevitability to the results, since your action can probably predict them. And, like the other elements—if your thought cascade has a negative twist to it—your result will likely not be a great outcome. Furthermore, when we use well-traveled, routine, and well-established thought cascades, we may find ourselves with the same poor action and result time after time.

      Let’s continue to examine our same scenarios to look at the ultimate results that will arise from these thought cascades. As you read through them, please remember that these are all real scenarios from real people I have coached around mindset shifts. The fact that they are real thought cascades might make your own thought cascades seem even more relevant for their similarities to the examples.

      
        	Circumstance: My boss gave me feedback that my productivity was below that of my colleagues.

        	Thought: My boss thinks I am lazy and inefficient. I am probably at risk for being fired.

        	Feelings: demoralized, overwhelmed, nervous, on edge

        	Action: I become very focused on getting my work product out as fast as I can.

        	Result: I make more mistakes at this speed and my customers start to complain about the quality of my work.

      

      Or…

      
        	Circumstance: The Dean told me that, if I don’t apply for the Chair position in my department within 3 months, they will open a national search.

        	Thought: The Dean might not think I am viable candidate and wants to open a national search. If he does give me the job, it will be because nobody else wants it.

        	Feelings: Unsure, worried, distracted

        	Actions: I waffle back and forth, worrying and overthinking the decision.

        	Result: My Dean notices my indecision and starts to question whether I am really ready or committed to being a Chair.

      

      Or…

      
        	Circumstance: I presented data in a meeting that was incomplete and someone else pointed out my mistake.

        	Thought: I am so incompetent! This was the most embarrassing moment of my career. I am mortified by my sloppiness and will probably never recover my credibility with my colleagues.

        	Feelings: Embarrassed, shameful, incompetent

        	Action: I start to avoid presenting at meetings and ask someone more senior to me to present instead.

        	Result: My lack of visibility as a leader makes me a little less relevant and I do not get as many opportunities to lead projects.

      

      

    







Now what do I do with this thought cascade?

      We have already discussed how circumstances are filtered and give rise to a thought. Have you ever wondered why this happens so fast? The thought is almost an instantaneous, reactionary, and automated outcome. We don’t go through any deep thinking to arrive at this thought. In fact, our filters are nearly entirely behind the scenes—and often the thought is the result of our threat-detection systems activating and a pre-programmed neural pathway to address threats.

      In impostor syndrome, however, the processing filters can give rise to skewed and faulty signals that go to the amygdala and result in over-interpretation of a threat. Remember Barb from Chapter 8? She is the radiologist who made a mistake in the distant past. Here is Barb’s thought cascade:

      
        	Circumstances: My colleague discovered a diagnostic mistake I had made.

        	Thought: I am a terrible doctor and can’t be trusted.

        	Feeling: I feel burdened, guilty, humiliated, fearful.

        	Action: I start second guessing myself and asking for second opinion reads from my colleagues even when I am just about 100% certain.

        	Result: I become slow and indecisive and my colleagues are starting to get frustrated having to look at all my cases.

      

      The original signal was processed through the cognitive distortion filters of mislabeling and disasterizing and the amygdala received a threat signal. The threat signal response was to “freeze,” and Barb became nearly paralyzed by the fear of having this mistake happen again. And, the first part of this thought cascade probably occurred in a matter of a few seconds or even less—starting with the gut-wrenching feeling of panic the moment Barb recognized the mistake. After all, practice makes perfect and, if there is one thing people with impostor syndrome practice, it is putting themselves down repeatedly and without mercy.

      In the next part, I will introduce the tools we will use to start shifting your original thoughts to more resourceful, believable, and realistic ones. But I urge you to not jump ahead and get to the fixes without spending some time on the analysis part of this process. You have some field work in the next chapter that is crucial and should not be ignored! You need to practice hearing and understanding your inner critic and analyzing your thought cascades before you jump into trying to manipulate them.

    

    
      
      

      1 Carter, Elizabeth. All the works of Epictetus, Which are now Extant;... His Discourses, preserved by Arrian, in four books, the Enchiridion, and fragments. Translated from the original Greek, by Elizabeth Carter. With an introduction, and notes, by the translator. Hulton Bradley, 1759.

      

      2 Robertson, Donald J. The philosophy of cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT): Stoic philosophy as rational and cognitive psychotherapy. Routledge, 2019.

      

      3 David, Daniel, et al. 50 years of rational‐emotive and cognitive‐behavioral therapy: A systematic review and meta‐analysis. Journal of clinical psychology 74.3 (2018): 304-318.

      

      4 Rakic, Pasko. Progress: Neurogenesis in adult primate neocortex: an evaluation of the evidence. Nature Reviews Neuroscience 3.1 (2002): 65.

      

      5 Dweck, Carol S. Mindset: The new psychology of success. Random House Digital, Inc., 2008.

      

      6 Hochanadel, Aaron, and Dora Finamore. Fixed and growth mindset in education and how grit helps students persist in the face of adversity. Journal of International Education Research 11.1 (2015): 47-50.
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            Practicing noticing your inner critic

          

          

      

    

    









Field work

        

      

    

    
      You have now spent some time learning about your inner critic and getting used to the way it sounds inside your head. I have also made the case that the inner critic is not your helpful friend, but actually tells lies about you—and is mean and conniving.

      I hope you have picked up on some of the tips for how to notice, label, and address your inner critic, because it is time to practice this in your field work for Part 3. You will also practice writing out thought cascades in these exercises.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  







Exercise 1—noticing, labeling, and analyzing the inner critic

      To start the process of getting more desirable results, you need to get really good at noticing and labeling your inner critic.  Start by calling your inner-critic thoughts out into the open. For the next week or so, practice hearing the voice of your judge. Try to become hyper-alert to your inner critic, like the uneasy sense of having an intruder, or like noticing someone who is crashing your party, or like being annoyingly aware of a splinter.

      But, first, start by giving your inner critic a name!

      
        
        What is your judge’s name? Can you give it a name? Maybe someone you know from your past or an anonymous name that resonates for you?

      

      

      For your practice throughout each day, document and log the voice of your inner critic. You can use your journal or carry around a notebook or even use your phone for your notes. Just write down what the inner critic says—each time it speaks to you, all day long.

      At the same time, you can practice distancing yourself from your inner critic by labeling the voice appropriately at the time you hear it. For example, when you hear the inner critic in your head saying, “I can’t do anything right,” write it down and log it. Then, label it by saying to yourself, “My judge says I can’t do anything right”; or, better yet, use the third person: “Jennifer’s judge says she can’t do anything right.”

      At the end of your day, spend a little time with your inner-critic thoughts. Notice whether you see any themes or consistent threads.

      

  







Exercise 2—using the thought cascade

      At the end of each day—after you have transcribed your inner-critic thoughts into your journal and spent a little time digging into a few of them—select one of the inner critic-thoughts and write out a full thought cascade. Here are some cue questions to help you get started with documenting your thought cascade. At the end of this section is an example journal entry.

      
        	Circumstances: What are the facts about the situation? Stay neutral and avoid emotional overtones and embellishments.

        	Thought: What did your inner-critic voice think? How did it insult you or barrage you with criticism?

        	Feelings: What did you feel after you had that thought? (Sometimes it is easier to think about the feeling first and then backtrack to a few minutes beforehand to discover the thought.)

        	Action: What action did you take with those feelings?

        	Result: What was the result of your action?

      

      

  







Example journal entry

      Today is 11/5 and here are my inner-critic thoughts

      
        	You are a terrible manager and leader and you don’t even know what is happening with your team.

        	You need to get better at managing your time.

        	You are terrible at this.

        	You are so out of shape it is disgusting.

        	This outfit makes you look unprofessional.

        	Your kids aren’t even going to know you.

        	Why do you never make dinner for your family?

        	Are you ever going to clean up your closet?

        	All you ever eat is junk food.

        	You are way behind on your work.

        	Your boss doesn’t respect you.

      

      Here is my thought cascade example

      
        	Circumstance: Today I met another physician, John, in the elevator and he told me that my team was “20 years behind the times” and that they are “obstructionists.”

        	Thought: I am a terrible manager and leader and I don’t even know what is happening with my team.

        	Feelings: I feel inadequate, defensive, scared, uncertain, worried.

        	Actions: I call up the person who reports to me about this work area and I ask detailed questions. I tell them that I will need to take over the project for now.

        	Results: This level of micromanagement will mean I have no time for other important strategic priorities. It will also make my direct report feel disempowered and become less engaged.

      

      I will reveal my own vulnerability here and tell you that this was a real thought cascade of mine—not a random, anonymized coaching client. I need to tell you this because I want you to know that, no matter how adept you become with the tools (I teach this, for goodness sake!), you will probably not be able to stop the inner-critic thoughts before they occur. But, like me, you can become comfortable with the tools to allow yourself to let go of negative thought loops and leave behind your deficit state for a more resourceful and positive state of mind.
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            The Impeccable Word

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I wanted to apply for a competitive fellowship and needed a letter of nomination from my boss. I worked up my courage to meet with him and ask for the letter and his response was, “I am always happy to support our best leaders. Let me look at the program commitments and I’ll get back to you.”

        

      

      
        
        
        I was excited when I left his office, but quickly took a turn for the worse. My brain got me believing he was stalling because he didn’t think I was one of those “best leaders.” I spent an entire weekend worrying over this and finally got the courage on Monday to ask him if he had decided to write the letter. He replied, “Of course, I already wrote your letter and sent it in last week.”

        Chair of an academic department
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        * * *
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            Being impeccable with your word

          

        

      

    

    
      This part will continue our work with the inner critic and the thought cascade, and focus more intentionally on reframing the unhelpful and negative thoughts that are part of impostor syndrome.

      The first step in changing these thoughts is to recognize and agree that they are not entirely true.

      “The impeccable word” is a phrase borrowed from a book by Don Miguel Ruiz, called The Four Agreements1. The first agreement is as follows:

      
        
        Be impeccable with your word

      
        Speak with integrity. Say only what you mean. Avoid using the word to speak against yourself or to gossip about others. Use the power of your word in the direction of truth and love.”

        Don Miguel Ruiz, The Four Agreements

      

        

      

      This statement and the premise behind it will form the foundation for our work in Part 4 as we strive to reframe the inner critic’s voice into thoughts that make us resourceful and confident—and moving toward an abundance mindset.

      What does “impeccable” actually mean? Synonyms for the word include “flawless,” “immaculate,” “faultless,” and “irreproachable.” Basically, being impeccable with your word means that, when you speak, your message is beyond reproach. And, as Ruiz says, this applies to the words you speak against others and the words you speak against yourself. You will get used to asking your inner critic this basic question: Is that really true? Is it impeccably true?

      
        
          [image: Self reflection link: Think about a scenario in the past few weeks when your inner critic steamrolled over you. Write out a thought cascade.]
        

      

    

    
      
      

      1 Ruiz, Don Miguel, and Janet Mills. The four agreements: A practical guide to personal freedom. Vol. 1. Amber-Allen Publishing, 2010.
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            Fabricating stories

          

        

      

    

    
      If you have a particularly strong inner critic, you have probably discovered that your private speech and inner dialogue are dominated by negative, judgmental, and evaluative statements. This ugly self-talk is almost never impeccable.

      You probably have also started to notice patterns and themes of negative thinking that are redundant—like a song that plays over and over again because it is stuck on repeat. Are you also starting to notice a handful of consistent triggers that fire up your inner-critic thoughts? These thought patterns are very well-traveled neural pathways that show up across many different arenas of our lives. Why is it that our thinking, cognitive brain can see how ridiculous some of these inner-critic thoughts are, at the same time that our reptilian brain has bought completely into how true they feel?

      It is actually really easy to plant a false statement into your memory. Researchers have shown that misinformation can be used to create rich and very believable memories1. One place this has been studied extensively is in reference to eyewitness reports for criminal cases.

      This is also important when it comes to your inner critic implanting potential misinformation into your neural pathways. Read the story of my coaching client Cathy, who was deciding whether or not to change jobs:

      
        
        Cathy wanted to change jobs because she was burned out and felt overwhelmed and overworked. She and her partners had always boasted about the magical autonomy they had created in their independent group, the special benefits they had, and how privileged they were to work there. She bought into the common belief that their practice was head and shoulders above all others.

      

        

      
        Over the years, though, her workload had doubled and the environment had become much more difficult. As she looked at new jobs, her inner critic was causing her a lot of grief because she had really come to believe the hyperbolic claims of superiority from her current organization. When she examined the differences between her current job and the one she was considering, they were small and insignificant.

      

      

      When you hear fake stories, you will be inclined to create false memories to go along with them2. This is pretty important if your inner critic is coming up with false stories, because it is really easy to make up proof to support that story. And here is the kicker. Even when you are told that the information you are hearing is false and should not be believed, under the right circumstances you will remember the false facts as true months later3. This means that, if your inner critic tells you with conviction that your boss is out to get you—even if you know it is false—a few months later you may have created a false memory to support the claim. By then, you probably believe it was really true.

      Your inner critic is really, really good at creating believable lies that stick!

      

    







What is a story?

      
        
        A story is pieces of information, details, and emotions that are selected, arranged, and embellished to infuse meaning into circumstances.

      

      

      This is my definition of a story. Many stories start from a factual, reality-based foundation and harbor tiny elements of truth. As humans, we love stories that are vivid and memorable, and these often contain exaggerations in which the facts are changed or manipulated for meaning. Our inner critics weave complicated and meaningful stories from loose threads of facts and we may not even realize the story is an alternate interpretation of the facts. We might even have some manufactured memories to support the story’s veracity.

      Essentially, our inner critics are masterful story tellers—and we are gullible believers.

      

    







How do we generate our stories?

      Some of the strongest influencers of our stories are the filters we apply—consciously or subconsciously—to interpret circumstances and situations. These filters are absolutely essential for our processing of information, because we are bombarded with millions of data inputs every day4.

      If we had to apply cognitive reasoning and thoughtful processing to all these data input streams, our brains would be incapacitated. Instead, the brain uses subconscious processing, which uses filtering and highly streamlined rules and algorithms. We have already talked about automatic thoughts, one form of subconscious processing. The brain’s conscious processing speed has been estimated at 40 pieces of information per second; by contrast, the brain’s unconscious processing is estimated at 11 million pieces of information per second.

      The reason the brain works so well is that we have developed 2 different tracks of cognitive processing: 1 that is fast and 1 that is slow5. You can think of these two systems as representing the difference between subconscious interpretations (like the startle response) and the slow version (like conscious decision making and voluntary movement)6. If you automatically swerve to avoid a car that suddenly stops in front of you, your fast pathways are being activated. Compare that to electing to change lanes because you are behind a slow driver.  This processing uses your slow cognitive pathways. The fast path action takes about 12 milliseconds, as compared to the conscious thinking brain, which takes more like 500 milliseconds (or half a second).

      The slow track of the brain represents our cognitive processes and engages the prefrontal cortex—the higher level brain7. When we activate this brain processing, we are dipping into our expertise and our fund of knowledge. We are using conscious, thoughtful processing8. This is a much slower process than the automated processing of the fast track.

      The fast-track subconscious brain pathway is activated during the intrusive thoughts that can arise in impostor syndrome9. Have you ever been minding your own business when a sudden ugly, judgmental thought just pops into your head10? In the extreme, these intrusive thoughts can be pathological. But, in everyday life, you might notice random negative thoughts that just pop into your head. Here is an example of an impostor syndrome intrusive automatic thought that Gloria experienced:

      
        
        I was sitting in a meeting the other day and a woman leader was describing a new initiative she is championing. She looked so put together, strong, capable, and had such presence.

      

        

      
        Although I felt a moment of awe watching a successful woman in action, it was followed immediately by a hollow feeling that overwhelmed me. The thought that just popped into my head was, “I’ll never be as capable and put together as that. I don’t have any of the skills necessary to be a leader like that.” It put me into a bad mood for the rest of the morning.

      

      

      Memory is also critical for rapid subconscious processing of brain inputs11. If you are stopped at a traffic light and you hear a honk, you are probably instantly triggered to think the light is green. Have you ever pressed the gas pedal before even looking up to see if the light has changed to green? This quick action response is being driven by experiences in your memory.

      One way to think about these fast tracks is that, over time, we develop filters and rules to rapidly process input information. We learn a lot of these during childhood and the teenage years. Some of our reliable filters are based on the beliefs and values we learn from trusted adults, including our parents, teachers, and religious leaders. Some of our reliable filters are created from memories or experiences.

      In either case, we tap into these filters to create stories around the circumstances in which we find ourselves12. Take the following example:

      
        
        While driving down the road, I see the person in the BMW in front of me reach out the window and drop a McDonald’s bag on the ground next to his car.

      

      

      Without my thinking, cognitive brain even getting involved, I record and note this event and create a story through the lens of my unique personal filters. The values and beliefs I hold to be true have been activated. Deep down, I have been taught from an early age that fast food is unhealthy. I have also been taught never to litter. The story I create subconsciously is that this person in front of me is a bad person. Given a little time, I might even embellish that story into something with even more negative details.

      Now imagine a slightly different story:

      
        
        While hiking in the wilderness, a very fit and well-conditioned man falls and breaks his ankle. He dumps all of his trash and gear by the side of the path and hobbles the 15 miles back to safety.

      

      

      In this case, my values and beliefs around littering are overridden by my respect for self-preservation and physical safety. The story I tell myself has nothing to do with a bad man who is littering; it has to do with a resilient person who is overcoming the odds.

      These 2 stories also begin to call our attention to the fact that context matters when we subconsciously craft our interpretive stories. The context of littering on the road in the city vs. the hiking trail in the wilderness matters. The context of being in a luxury car vs. hiking on a broken ankle matters. What if the hiking man was not fit and well conditioned but overweight and out of shape and should have never have been hiking alone in the wilderness? Does that change your story?

    

    
      
      

      1 Murphy, Gillian, et al. False Memories for Fake News During Ireland’s Abortion Referendum. Psychological science 30.10 (2019): 1449-1459.
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            Telling self-perpetuating lies

          

        

      

    

    
      By now, are you convinced that the inner critic is saying things that are not impeccably true? I would take it one step further and say that the inner critic tells lies.

      One of the ways the inner critic escapes your attention is to hide behind highly believable self-perpetuating lies. The inner critic tells us thousands of lies—small and large, hidden and in plain sight. When you start to excavate the themes of your inner critic, you may also start to catch glimpses of the self-perpetuating lies that are often part of impostor tendencies.

      See if any of these apply to you.

      

  







Self-perpetuating lie #1: The inner critic tells you it is helping you be a better person.

      
        
        If you lose 15 pounds, then you’ll look good and be fit.

      

        

      
        If you get an additional degree, then you could claim to be an expert in that area.

      

        

      
        If you would just start to stand up for yourself, you might be able to get some respect.

      

      

      This type of self-perpetuating lie is very sneaky and problematic because it might sound a lot like good advice from a helpful friend. On the surface, you might hear supportive encouragement rather than discouraging insults. Yet, when you break it down, this is fundamentally an insult about your current state.

      These inner-critic statements also imply there is some kind of magical standard out there that defines what it means to be “good enough.” Where is your inner critic getting this standard? Is that standard a moving target? In other words, if you lose those 15 pounds, will your inner critic quiet down? If you get that degree, will your inner critic really respect your expertise?

      If you dissect out these statements just a little bit you can see that your inner critic is not helping you become a better person. It is reinforcing your current deficit state.

      

  







Self-perpetuating lie #2: The inner critic tells you that it’s motivating you.

      
        
        You need to get your butt in gear. Nobody else in this department has as few research papers as you do.

      

        

      
        You need to step up your game and start closing some deals. If you don’t, you’ll be at the bottom of the productivity chart.

      

        

      
        You are falling so far behind in class and your grades are getting worse and worse. You need to work harder.

      

      

      The inner critic thrives on making you compare yourself to other people. When you hear these side-by-side analyses and come up short, the inner critic might convince you that these insults will help you strive, be more productive, and excel. The inner critic will point out where you fall short but, if you examine things, you will find that the playing field is nearly always uneven.

      Also, coupled with the comparisons, the inner critic’s advice and prods might sound a lot like cheerleading, or at least like motivational messages. But the foundation of these statements—negatively slanted insults and partial truths about your current state—are not cheers of encouragement at all. They are designed for only one purpose: to make you feel bad about yourself and your accomplishments.

      

  







Self-perpetuating lie #3: The inner critic tells you it will help you fit in.

      
        
        If you could just be a little more tolerant and less abrupt, people will like you more. Nobody likes someone who gives them the cold shoulder.

      

        

      
        If you want to fit in and not be called a trouble maker you had better stop making people try new approaches. You are starting to lose their support.

      

        

      
        If you could just relax and let the little things slide, people would trust you more. You don’t want to be the one person who is always noticing problems.

      

      

      In impostor syndrome—particularly if you are an introvert—you may prefer to fly under the radar and fit in. Being recognized and noticed for good or bad reasons can lead to being on the spot and sticking out. Sometimes, the spotlight will yield more vulnerability than your self-confidence or self-esteem can handle.

      One of the inner critic’s sneaky, self-perpetuating lies is that it will help you hide, lay low, or not stand out in a crowd. If you are particularly worried about pleasing other people, gaining their trust, and belonging, your inner critic may be abusing this self-perpetuating lie.

      

  







Self-perpetuating lie #4: The inner critic tells you that, without it, you would be an arrogant, narcissistic monster.

      
        
        You are not all that great, you know. Don’t let this success go to your head. It was probably mainly an accident.

      

        

      
        If you tell people what to do or how to do it they are going to think you are presumptuous.

      

        

      
        You made a few mistakes in that speech. Public speaking is not really for you but, since you have to do it, remember that, if you get too comfortable, you will mess up even more.

      

      

      The inner critic wants you to believe it is a benevolent protector—keeping you from accidentally straying to the other extreme of being an egotistical, narcissistic, and arrogant person. The inner critic makes you think it is keeping you humble and helping you stay in your lane. If you start to feel even well-deserved and justified self-confidence and pride, the inner critic may body slam you with a harsh critique meant to take you down a notch.

      These cruel inner-critic thoughts are more destructive than constructive. They keep you from taking well thought-out risks, from stepping outside of your comfort zone, and from letting your voice be heard and your talent be utilized.
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            Reframing thoughts

          

        

      

    

    
      Now that you are familiar with your inner critic’s voice, following are some tools that will help you reframe your inner critic’s thoughts into a voice filled with resourcefulness, joy, and satisfaction.

      As you know from working with your thought cascades, your original thought interpreting your circumstances is driving your action and your results. So, if the thought is the driver, that is exactly where we need to focus to make a change and get different results.

      The next 2 chapters will introduce you to the concept of reframing, which will help you move your thinking from your inner-critic voice to your inner-wisdom voice. Though the methods introduced are simple in their nature, they are not easy; they require effort and diligence1. Like anything else you have learned well, to get good at reframing, you need to give yourself time for practicing and rehearsing. With experience, you will quickly recognize negative thinking neural pathways and be able to regroup and redirect using your cognitive brain2.

      

    







Reframing or reappraising

      “Reframing” is another word for a technique called “reappraisal,” which has been studied extensively3. The simplest definition of “reframing” is “to express words, a concept, or a plan differently.” I prefer to think of “reframing” as moving from one viewing angle to a different angle, where everything suddenly looks different.

      Let’s take a very simple example of a reframing. Suppose that you wake up tomorrow morning and it is raining. Your first thought is, “Darn, it is raining today! I hate rain.” This is one distinct viewing angle on rain. But some people actually love rain and might wake up to exactly the same weather but say, “Wow, it is raining today! I love rain.” This difference in interpretation based on the meaning you see in the circumstance is a meaning reframe.

      Now, let’s change the scenario a little, and have you wake up in the dead of summer in a home that is currently being threatened by surrounding forest fires. It doesn’t matter if you like or don’t like rain; you will likely welcome a downpour. This is a context reframe where the difference in interpretation is based on what is happening in the world around you.

      Here is an example of reframing from a coaching session with Alicia.

      
        
        Alicia was feeling lost and frustrated after stepping into a brand-new position that nobody had held before. She described being unusually nervous and tentative, whereas she had always been confident before. As she described them, she had some new challenges, including getting people to buy into things they might not like, holding people accountable, and managing a complex system. “I just don’t know how to do this job,” she said.

      

        

      
        When I asked her about her prior work, she became animated and excited and told me all about some work she had done developing new software for managing patient flow in the emergency department. I asked her if she had to get people to buy into those new programs and whether she had to hold them accountable. There were a few moments of silence before she said, “Oh, I see. You are pointing out that I have actually done all this before.”

      

        

      
        Moving her viewing angle from seeing her current job as presenting new and unfamiliar challenges to seeing it as presenting similar and familiar challenges was a reframe that allowed Alicia to tell herself that she did know how to do this new job.

      

      

      

    







Reframing the thought cascade

      Examining, developing, and accessing new thought patterns is hard work. And working these new thoughts into solid, new, and resourceful neural pathways to replace the old well-traveled negative ones is even harder!

      Truly implementing, believing, and using a new thought requires patience and practice4. It is well worth the effort, though, because—as you establish and use new thought patterns—you will start to notice that you really are able to get different results for yourself.

      You might be wondering, “When can I get rid of those old negative thoughts completely?” The answer is that they are very hard to completely over-ride. Even when you eventually have new and better thought patterns, the old negative ones probably stick around as a trap if you drop your guard. But—with practice using the thought cascade and the reframing tools—many people notice that their negative thinking gets pushed to the side and their inner critic gets quieter.

      

    







The space between stimulus and response

      There is a fantastic statement attributed to a famous Austrian neurologist and psychiatrist, Viktor Frankl (March 26, 1905 - September 2, 1997).

      
        
        Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and our freedom.

      

      

      Frankl was indeed a great man, and authored an influential book in 1946, Man’s Search for Meaning—but he did not write those lines, despite their being consistently attributed to him. As explained in the foreword to a book about Frankl5, Steven Covey discovered the quote in a random book while he was traveling in Hawaii. He recognized that it encapsulated what Frankl believed: “We have the power to choose our response to our circumstances. We have the power to shape our circumstances; indeed, we have the responsibility.” Covey lamented not being able to remember or find the original author of the quote to give proper attribution.

      The quote is powerful and illustrative of the space we are working in with impostor syndrome. I actually like to think of this more as a “potential space” because, in many cases in impostor syndrome, the space is fleeting—no more than the few milliseconds that it takes for the stimulus to be transmitted through our senses to our amygdala. But, when we start to work with the thought cascade and tools for reframing, it is like we are sitting in the gap—pushing on each side as hard as we can. We are enlarging the space in order to be in better control of our own reactions.

      Want a more vivid example of a potential space? I am reminded of my days commuting on the Red Line subway (or the “T”) in Boston. Even if I didn’t think there was any real space between my butt and the butt next to me, it would amaze me when some other passenger would wedge a third butt into that potential space—miraculously creating at least another 6-8 inches where seemingly none had existed before (Figure 27.1).

      
        
          
            [image: Four people on a crowded subway. Caption reads: Creating space between a stimulus and a response is like trying to squeeze into a seat on a crowded subway. It can be done, but it will be uncomfortable]
          
        

        Figure 27.1: Creating space between stimulus and response.

      

      So, part of the work we do with reframing our thought cascades consists of wedging more time and more space in between the thought and unfolding feelings and actions. Opening, widening, exposing, and sitting within a larger space can create a magical moment where the reptilian brain response can be over-ridden with a more thoughtful and planned cerebral cortex response. By widening the space, you create the time to choose your response and improve your outcomes.

      At first, you’ll need to work on reframing your thought cascades after the fact—in quiet, reflective journaling or later in a mental debrief. The power of this debrief will be magnified even further if you also practice mental rehearsal of the way you want things to go next time6. If you are a scientist, you might call this an “in silico experiment”; or if you are an engineer, you might call it a “simulation”; or, if you are in advertising or marketing, you might call it a “mock-up.”

      Obstetricians are required to participate in simulated C-sections for their yearly credentialing, and pilots are required to do simulation training for emergency protocols twice a year. High-level athletes do visualizations before they compete. This is because rehearsal or simulated practice helps to ingrain habits and actions so that we can call on them in high-intensity situations. With practice on your thought cascade reframes, you can become pretty adept at over-riding your negative thought loops.

    

    
      
      

      1 Strauss, Gregory P., Kathryn L. Ossenfort, and Kayla M. Whearty. Reappraisal and distraction emotion regulation strategies are associated with distinct patterns of visual attention and differing levels of cognitive demand. PloS one 11.11 (2016).

      

      2 Wilkowski, Benjamin M., and Michael D. Robinson. Keeping one's cool: Trait anger, hostile thoughts, and the recruitment of limited capacity control. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 33.9 (2007): 1201-1213.

      

      3 Kross, E., and O. Ayduk. Self-distancing: Theory, research, and current directions. Advances in experimental social psychology. Vol. 55. Academic Press, 2017. 81-136.

      

      4 Baumeister, Roy F., E. J. Masicampo, and Kathleen D. Vohs. Do conscious thoughts cause behavior? Annual review of psychology 62 (2011): 331-361.

      

      5 Pattakos, Alex. Prisoners of our thoughts: Viktor Frankl's principles for discovering meaning in life and work. Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2010.

      

      6 Renna, Megan E., et al. Emotion regulation therapy: a mechanism-targeted treatment for disorders of distress. Frontiers in psychology 8 (2017): 98.
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            Rewinding the thought cascade

          

          

      

    

    









The first reframing tool

        

      

    

    
      Rewinding the thought cascade is our first method for changing your thoughts. In the rewind process, you will learn to walk backward through a thought cascade. You will mentally recreate your thought cascade by reflecting on the results you would have preferred—instead of the ones you actually got. At the end of the rewind, you will arrive at a more resourceful and more positive thought that would have led to your preferred result.

      Let’s take a look at Courtney’s scenario below:

      
        
        Courtney is a division director at her small hospital, where she has 2 other doctors working for her. Courtney loves running the operations for her unit and takes her leadership role very seriously. But she feels uncomfortable overseeing other doctors.

      

        

      
        One of the worst parts of her job is having to give negative feedback. Unfortunately, one of the doctors continually gets behind on writing his clinic notes. Courtney is worried that there is going to be a bad outcome for a patient someday. Their patients are pretty sick and can end up in the emergency room. Courtney knows she needs to sit down and meet with this doctor to review the problem.

      

      

      Here is Courtney’s thought cascade:

      
        	Circumstances: I have to give my direct report negative feedback about compliance with our medical record policy.

        	Thought: I hate to criticize people, because it is not very nice and can be hurtful. I am sure he won’t like me after I tell him he is doing things wrong.

        	Feelings: Anxiety, guilt, dread

        	Action: Because of my anxiety, guilt, and dread, I keep putting off the conversation.

        	Result: Because of the continued problems, hospital administration has started complaining.

      

      We will use this thought cascade to practice the rewind process, but you should also take a minute to write out a thought cascade from your own experience that you want to work with.

      
        
          [image: Self reflection exercise: Think of a negative thought loop you had in the past week.]
        

      

      

  







The rewind process

      In the rewind, we take the thought cascade and reverse it so we can work it backwards.  To work from the bottom up and rewind the thought cascade, these are the questions you should ask yourself:

      
        	What is the result I want instead of the one I got or anticipated?

        	What action would I need to take to get that new result?

        	What feeling would I need to have to get that new action?

        	What thought would I need to think to have that new feeling?

      

      Let’s do an example, using Courtney’s thought cascade. We start with the outcome she would want instead and work our way back to the thought she would need to start with.

      
        	Courtney’s desired result instead: I want this doctor  to give excellent care to his patients and finish documenting his charts on time.

        	The action I would need to have: I would need to have a good feedback conversation with him. This would include being specific about my expectations, our policies, and the potential ramifications if the problems continue.

        	The feeling I would need to have: I would need to feel that giving this feedback is the right thing to do and that it is being given out of kindness and love—for him as my employee and for our patients. I would need to accept feeling uncomfortable while I am providing feedback, knowing it won’t be something that I’ll enjoy but still something I can handle without personal damage to myself.

        	The thought I would need to have: Providing feedback, even when negative, allows a person the opportunity to improve. Withholding my feedback and not sharing my expectations is like cheating him out of the chance to excel.

      

      The best new thoughts are believable and realistic, are appropriately positive, and activate your character strengths. Do you think that Courtney’s new thought meets those criteria?

      Now try this rewind with your own thought cascade and try to work your way to a new thought. In Chapter 30, you will be taking this new thought for a test drive.

      
        
          [image: Self reflection exercise: With that negative thought loop, walk through a rewind and see what better thought you can find for yourself.]
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            Creating bridging thoughts

          

          

      

    

    









The second reframing tool

        

      

    

    
      Creating bridging thoughts allows you to directly create a new thought to replace the old thought without walking backward through the thought cascade. When compared to the rewind tool, you may find creating bridging thoughts to be a little faster, but some people also find them a little more difficult.

      Here is work from a coaching conversation with Randi that I will use to demonstrate the bridging thoughts. She is a relatively new-in-practice physician and health sciences researcher with expertise in accountable care organizations.

      
        
        Randi: I was invited to be visiting professor at another institution in a couple of months and I am already freaking out!

      

        

      
        Me: Tell me more what is making you anxious.

      

        

      
        Randi: I don’t feel like an expert and keep wondering why they even invited me! I can’t imagine what I will say that will be important. How in the world will I come up with 2 days worth of content? They want me to meet with just about everyone.

      

        

      
        Me: If you think about all the parts of the visit, what worries you the most?

      

        

      
        Randi: The most stressful is a session I’m supposed to have with the fellows. It is scheduled for 2 hours and is supposed to be informal. I’m already anticipating this will be awful. What can I possibly say for 2 whole hours?

      

        

      
        Me: What else worries you besides the content?

      

        

      
        Randi: To be honest, what worries me most are the questions. What if I don’t have the answers? They are going to ask me questions I don’t know the answer to and I will look like an idiot.

      

        

      
        Me: Do you think that in order to be considered an expert you need to have all the answers?

      

        

      
        Randi: I guess I do think that.

      

        

      
        Me: And do you think that not having all the answers really makes a person look like an idiot?

      

        

      
        Randi: Well, not exactly. I mean, I will feel like an idiot for sure. But I have seen other people not know an answer and I don’t think they are idiots.

      

      

      To start the process of directly reframing your thought into a bridging thought, you first need to be painfully honest about your original thought. Randi stated her original thought in the very last part of the conversation above: “They are going to ask me questions I don’t know the answer to and I will look like an idiot.”

      To use bridging thoughts, you must be able to clearly and unequivocally confront the fact that your original thought does not represent the truth but, instead, is a biased interpretation of the circumstances and facts.

      Here is Randi’s thought cascade:

      
        	Circumstances: I have been invited to be visiting professor at another institution.

        	Thought: They are going to ask me questions I don’t know the answer to and I will look like an idiot.

        	Feelings: Fear, embarrassment, shame

        	Action: Because I am dreading this, I have been procrastinating on the preparations for my visit.

        	Result: I haven’t even sent in the titles for my talks and the people inviting me are starting to get frustrated.

      

      You might struggle to admit that your thought is not the impeccable truth, like Randi does.  If so, here are two questions to get you started.

      Question 1: Is my original thought 100%, undeniably, unquestionably true, such that 10 out of 10 people would agree?

      If you are honest with yourself, you will likely have to admit that the answer is, “No, it is not impeccably true.” But I have had honest and wonderful coaching clients rigidly tell me that their thought is true—even when I poke holes in it and demonstrate that others might have a different view point. We tend to get very invested in these thoughts. If you still believe that your thought is true, ask yourself a second question.

      Question 2: Is there any evidence out there that argues my thought is not true?

      You might need to think hard about evidence here because the inner critic loves to use hearsay, rumors, anecdotes, gossip, and intuition as a substitute for evidence. Take a detached and scientific look at your thought and see if you think it would stand up in court or to the rigors of an outside expert review. If you are really stuck, you can always bounce it off a friend playing devil’s advocate.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  







Creating bridging thoughts

      I’m going to assume you came around to recognizing that your original thought is not impeccably true. The work we are going to do in creating bridging thoughts will answer a question that is even more important than the 2 above:

      If my thought is not impeccably true, what is truer instead?

      If answering this is easy for you—and you have a quick response using your own thought cascade—you can just start thinking this new thought. (But you probably want to pick out a more challenging thought cascade to work with for the rest of this chapter.) For impostor tendency thoughts, answering this question is usually very difficult, and that is where creating bridging thoughts can be quite helpful.

      Bridging thoughts are what I like to call “somewhere-in-between thoughts.” Let me explain by using the image of an old-fashioned protractor. Admittedly, I don’t even think I used one of these in my math classes, despite the fact that I went to school a hundred years ago (at least according to my children). If you don’t remember, a protractor is used for measuring angles. It has an arch shape and at the far left is zero degrees; at the far right is 180 degrees. Each little gradation between represents a different angle—from acute to obtuse. (Did you see how I pulled out my geometry vocabulary from 9th grade there? That is just to prove to my kids that you will use geometry in your life. As if they would actually be reading a book written by their mother, anyway.) Figure 29.1 is a picture of the protractor.

      
        
          [image: Protractor]
        

        Figure 29.1: This is a protractor that shows all the angles in a half-circle from 0 to 180 degrees.

      

      

      Step 1 in creating a bridging thought is to identify your 0°-thought”—your original, unhelpful, negative, emotionally charged thought at the far left of the protractor where the zero-degree marking is.

      Step 2 is to create your 180° thought—the complete and polar opposite of your original thought. This requires you to do a little creative thinking and come up with what might seem like an outlandish caricature of your original thought spun to the extreme positive end of the spectrum. This thought goes at the far right of the protractor, where the angle is 180 degrees.

      Let’s use Randi scenario again to walk through these steps and see if Randi can land herself a good bridging thought. The best bridging thoughts are believable and realistic, appropriately positive, and activate your character strengths. For reference, Randi’s strengths are love of learning, perseverance, and fairness.

      0° thought: They are going to ask me questions I don’t know the answer to and I will look like an idiot.

      180° thought: I will know every answer to every question and I will look brilliant.

      The interesting thing about the 0° thought and the 180° thought is that, usually, neither is impeccably true. In fact, the impeccable truth is almost certainly “somewhere in between.” With all those possible viewing angles between the 0° and 180° on your protractor, you will surely be able to find a thought that gives you a more resourceful and healthy thought cascade.

      Here are some possibilities for Randi’s potential bridging thoughts. For each of these, consider where it might fall on the spectrum of being believable and realistic, being appropriately positive, and activating Randi’s character strengths.

      
        	Bridging thought option 1: Not knowing all the answers is part of being inexperienced  and is nothing to be ashamed of.

        	Bridging thought option 2: If there is a question I don’t know the answer to, it helps me find areas to focus my own growth.

        	Bridging thought option 3: In teaching trainees, showing them that even experts don’t know everything can be part of great learning.

        	Bridging thought option 4: If I put a lot of effort into over-preparing, I can probably know the answers to most questions.

        	Bridging thought option 5: If I look like an idiot, at least it is a relatively small institution and not that many people will know.

      

      The two thoughts that work the best in terms of being appropriately positive, being believable and realistic, and activating Randi’s strengths are #2 and #3. The others would fall much closer to the 0° thought than to the 180° thought and, in all likelihood, would not lead Randi to a better result.
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            Test driving new thoughts

          

        

      

    

    
      Once you have created a new thought, it is important to test it out with some visualizations and simulation exercises. The real test is whether the new thought can move you from a deficit state (where negative thinking and inertia predominate) toward a resourceful state (where positive proactive thinking are in play).

      Ask yourself these questions about your own new rewind or bridging thoughts.

      
        
        Is my new thought appropriately positive?

      

        

      
        This doesn’t mean the new thought is a Pollyanna vision of sunshine, unicorns, and rainbows. The positivity needs to be congruent with the situation. An overly and unnecessarily positive thought might lead to you feeling skeptical and disdainful toward the process of reframing. The trick is for the thought to bring out your positive intentions and activating energy, rather than being something that drags you back into negative thinking.

      

      

      
        
        Is my new thought realistic and believable?

      

        

      
        It is essential that your new thought be something you can get behind. Can you get invested in this new thought? Can you believe it and start to incorporate it into a new neural pathway? If you have created a good and resourceful new thought, you will feel like it is true and that you won’t need to continue to question it.

      

      

      
        
        Does my new thought activate my strengths?

      

        

      
        This is a great hint to create really powerful new thoughts. If you did the Part 2 exercise—of finding your best character strengths by utilizing the free VIA Character strength assessment—you can pull that out now. If you didn’t take it already, now is a great time to do it. The best new thoughts are the ones that bring out and activate your strengths. For example, if Courtney’s top strengths are fairness, humility, and love, you can see how her new thought weaves in those themes effectively.

      

      

      

  







Take the new thought for a virtual spin

      Now, whether you created your new thought through the rewind or via a bridging thought, take it out for a virtual test drive. Try plugging your new thought back into a thought cascade to see what results you might anticipate. Let’s do this with Randi’s thought cascade and with his new thought.

      Randi’s original thought cascade:

      
        	Circumstances: I have been invited to be visiting professor at another institution.

        	Thought: They are going to ask me questions I don’t know the answer to and I will look like an idiot.

        	Feelings: Fear, embarrassment, shame

        	Action: My worry is causing me to procrastinate, even though I know, if anything, I need to over prepare.

        	Result: I haven’t even sent in the titles for my talks and the people inviting me are starting to get frustrated.

      

      New bridging thought cascade:

      
        	Circumstances: I have been invited to be visiting professor at another institution.  Bridging thought: If there is a question I don’t know the answer to, it helps me find areas to focus my own growth.

        	Feelings: Energized, activated, curious, excited

        	Actions: I will try to stimulate the trainees to ask hard and unanswerable questions that matter.

        	Result: We will all grow and learn together.

      

      This is how creating new thoughts can lead to more resourceful thought cascades and better results.

      Now, as final evidence that your new thought might be a good one, you can do a short visualization. In Randi’s case, she can imagine and visualize herself in the moment when she is surrounded by trainees and they are deep in discussion. Then, after hearing a difficult question, she can think her new thought purposefully. She can examine her feelings and her body language and see if this new thought puts her into a better mental and emotional state.

      With the thought cascades laid out in front of you, I hope you can see what the Stoic philosophers, Buddha, and the founders of Cognitive Behavioral Therapy all told us from the beginning. Even if we don’t have control over our circumstances, we can (to a great extent) control our results by taking charge of our thoughts about the circumstances. If we have negative, unresourceful, and stagnant thoughts, our feelings and actions will lead us toward unhelpful actions. If we have positive, resourceful, and motivating thoughts, our feelings and actions lead us to helpful actions.

      You don’t have to take my word for this; you can start testing it out in real life with the field work at the end of this part.

    

  





  
    
      
        
          
            31

          

          

      

    

    










            Listening for the mutant inner critic

          

        

      

    

    
      As you become better at hearing and arguing with your inner critic and creating better thought cascades for yourself, your inner critic may start to become extra sneaky. I like to think of the inner critic undergoing mutations in order to escape your detection and regain its control.

      This might be too technical a medical metaphor, but I think of this a bit like what we see in treating cancers with designer drugs or molecular therapies. Initially, these targeted molecular therapies kill off the tumor cells because the drug specifically hits the DNA mutation in the cancer cells. As the treatment progresses, though, the tumor cells start to outsmart the drug by developing additional DNA mutations that help them escape the drug’s effects. We call these “resistance mutations” since they enable the tumor to escape being killed by the drug.

      Your inner critic is going to develop its own resistance mutations as you get better and better at trying to kill it off.

      A mutant judge may start to nitpick and harp on you for the very work you are doing with the thought cascade and the inner critic—instead of the usual patterns of criticizing you and your actions. Take a look at these mutant inner-critic thoughts:

      
        	“I can’t believe I fell into that same trap again!”

        	“What the heck am I doing? I just spent 2 hours ruminating over this. I am not getting anywhere with trying to stop my negative thought loops!”

        	“I seem to fall right back into the same habits over and over again. I am terrible at this!”

        	“Now that I see how simple this thought cascade is, I can’t believe I didn’t master this years ago!”

      

      To combat a mutant judge, you may actually need to do a second thought cascade to illustrate how your inner critic is telling you brand-new self-perpetuating lies.

      Here is an example of a second-tier thought cascade sequence. Do you remember Barb, the radiologist who was dealing with a diagnostic error in chapter 8?

      After going through the thought cascade, Barb comes up with her new bridging thought and feels good about getting herself to a better place around her error. A little later, though, Barb’s mutant judge finds a chink in her new armor—beginning with something that sounds like this:

      
        
        I can’t believe I got so worked up over a mistake. You would think that, after years of training and practice, I could just see this as a learning opportunity. Why do I need to work so hard at getting myself out of this funk? I don’t see my other colleagues worrying so much about an error.

      

      

      Barb has become a victim of a mutant judge. She has shut down her original inner-critic voice—only to have the mutant one attack her around the very work she is doing to control her inner critic. Barb needs to do a second thought cascade.

      
        	Circumstances: I have implemented my new thought that makes me more resourceful.

        	Thought: I should have mastered dealing with my mistakes and errors a long time ago.

        	Feelings: Inadequate, insufficient, downtrodden, shame

        	Actions: Get back into a ruminating spiral of negativism about myself and where I am today.

        	Result: I feel even worse.

      

      Barb needs a new second-tier bridging thought to deal with her mutant inner critic—maybe something like, “These are not skills a person is born with. I am practicing and getting better every day!”
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            Practicing reframing the inner critic

          

          

      

    

    









Field work

        

      

    

    
      Hopefully you have been following along with the exercises in this book and you are ready to do a little bit of deeper work with your inner critic.

      Try to spend at least a few days—or even up to a week—labeling and noticing your inner critic. Then, each day, take one of your inner-critic moments from the day and write out a formal thought cascade. After you complete that, use either the rewind or the bridging thought process to create a new and more resourceful way of looking at the situation. Oftentimes people will gravitate toward one of the reframing tools, which is totally fine. You should use the one that works better for you.

      After you create your new thought, take it for a test drive. Do a mini-visualization to see how that new thought works for you in the moment. Or, write out a new thought cascade using your new thought in place of the old one. Do you get a better result from thinking in this new reframed way?

      Have you heard of the concept of deliberate practice1? In several books and studies about becoming an expert, researchers have found that expertise does not just come with doing something over and over again. It comes with what is called “deliberate practice”—effortful training designed to improve your performance. It is highly focused, planned, and purposeful. Deliberate practice also has a mechanism for feedback and the task is repeated with corrections until you get it right2.

      After practicing these reframing techniques in the deliberate manner described above for a couple of days, you will get better and better at being able to do it in real time.

    

    
      
      

      1 Ericsson, K. Anders. Deliberate practice and the acquisition and maintenance of expert performance in medicine and related domains. Academic medicine 79.10 (2004): S70-S81.

      

      2 Duckworth, Angela Lee, et al. Deliberate practice spells success: Why grittier competitors triumph at the National Spelling Bee. Social psychological and personality science 2.2 (2011): 174-181.
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            The Saboteurs

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        I hate conflict. I’ll literally do just about anything in order to avoid an argument or even a minor disagreement. A few weeks ago, I was on the inpatient service with an overly confident new fellow. He likes to challenge everything I say and even asks me for references for the treatment plans I am proposing. This feels so aggressive to me and makes me question my own skills and competency. I know I should address this situation, but I am so uncomfortable bringing up anything controversial. Instead, I have started to come up with excuses to avoid rounding with him. I find that, if I don’t have direct contact with him, my day goes so much better.

        Mid-career physician
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        * * *
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            Finding your saboteurs

          

        

      

    

    
      Part 5 of this book will take on the third dysfunction of impostor syndrome:

      

      
        
        Maladapted approaches to challenges

      

        

      
        Our approach to challenges, opportunities, and stretch assignments turns some of our strongest characteristics into overdone and overused behaviors. This is particularly true when are experiencing stress and anxiety. In the extreme, these overdone characteristics dictate our actions and can end up as forms of self-sabotage1.

      

      

      In the book, Chamine names 9 different characteristics that bring on self-sabotage—which he calls the “saboteurs”2. The saboteurs dictate many of the actions we take. Understanding your saboteurs is a very useful way to examine your usual patterns for approaching challenges, risk, and controversy. In impostor syndrome, these routine reactions tend to be overdone and the saboteurs are overutilized—more like escape mechanisms than healthy responses.

      You can take the free saboteur assessment on the Positive Intelligence website.

      
        
          
            [image: QR code]
          
        

        Scan or click QR code to visit www.positiveintelligence.com

      

      You’ll probably immediately recognize a few of these in yourself.

      
        	Avoider

        	Controller

        	Hyper-achiever

        	Hyper-rational

        	Hyper-vigilant

        	Restless

        	Pleaser

        	Stickler

        	Victim

      

      Nancy, one of the people with whom I worked, was struggling at work in her new managerial role. She was having a lot of trouble delegating things to her direct reports because she was always worried they wouldn’t do things well. Here is a little of her story.

      
        
        I have this new job as the section director of clinical chemistry at my hospital. My laboratory team is really good—full of experienced and talented people—but I just can’t let go of things! When I delegate something to someone, I worry all the time that it won’t get done well and I’ll be embarrassed or have to back-track in front of my boss.

      

        

      
        I took the saboteur assessment and my top one was “controller.” That didn’t surprise me at all and, initially, I didn’t think that was all that bad. But then I thought back to my weekend and realized how bad my controller has gotten.

      

        

      
        That weekend, we had a family photo session. With 2 kids, we are always late, which set me off before we even left the house. You would not believe how awful the whole thing was. The 2-year-old found a dirt pile and messed up his outfit before we even got the first photo. Then, getting them both to smile at the same time was impossible. Eventually, 20 minutes into the session, pretty much everyone was crying—except my husband, who just watched the chaos unfold.

      

        

      
        If I could have stopped my controller and just let it go, I probably would have had more fun and would have gotten some pictures of the real us. I mean, really, so what if the kids are dirty for family photos? But I could not get myself to believe it at the time.

      

      

      
        
          [image: Self reflection exercise: After taking the saboteur assessment, how does your top saboteur show up for you? What overdone behaviors look more like self-sabotage?]
        

      

      

    







What are these saboteurs?

      If the inner critic is responsible for your thoughts and feelings (the story you are telling yourself), the saboteurs often guide your actions. As with the inner critic, the saboteurs are not all bad. They might start from self-protective instincts, initiated by your experiences of life. The problem isn’t the saboteur itself but the unrelenting overuse of that particular action or reaction that can lead to self-sabotage.

      Often when people take the saboteur assessment, they are surprised by how accurate it is. Then, they might start feel a little depressed or upset because this isn’t how they want to act! Don’t worry! We will be working through some ways to control your saboteur, just like we did for the inner critic.

      Some saboteurs drive action, while others drive inaction. Another way to look at this is that some saboteurs cause us to lean in or move toward something, and others cause us to lean out or back away from something. When you lean into an action, you are committing energy to trying to make something happen. When you lean away from actions, however, your energy is directed at avoidance. Typically, the controller, hyper-achiever, hyper-rational, and stickler saboteurs will cause you to move toward action. Pleaser, avoider, restless, hyper-vigilant, and victim saboteurs are more likely to cause you to back away from action.

      Let’s go into a little bit of detail about each of the saboteurs.

      

    







Controller

      The controller saboteur places excessive emphasis on taking control of situations and being in charge of people. It is an almost compulsive or anxious need to own the process and the outcome. The controller may be a micro-manager and may be incapable of delegating anything to others—even under close supervision. The controller tends to be confrontational and impatient, to become intimidating during conflict. Controllers strive to win arguments and get their own way. This may achieve short-term results, but often at the expense of the feelings of others and with substantial self-inflicted anxiety. Take a look at the controller in action:

      
        
        I am supposed to be working with a team to write an action plan around employee engagement in my unit. I told the other team members that it would probably be better if I just drafted it myself. I know that I will get it done on time and have it in the right format. It is a lot of work and I am anxious that I won’t be able to complete it by the deadline. But, honestly, nobody else will be as careful as I am.

      

      

      That example showed a pretty obviously dysfunctional controller team member—but, notice how the saboteur pops up also in this vignette at home.

      
        
        I just can’t function in a messy kitchen. Before I start cooking, I have to start by cleaning. Something I really can’t deal with is when my guests insist on helping to clean up after a dinner party. If I can’t avoid the help, I just rewash everything after they leave.

      

      

      

    







Hyper-achiever

      The hyper-achiever saboteur gets enthusiasm and energy from personal achievement. Everything they do is a performance, as they always need to show their best side. The metrics they use to judge themselves are almost always external. Hyper-achievers can be very competitive. They are always making comparisons between themselves and others and even creating private contests nobody else knows about. Some hyper-achievers are work-aholics. Here is the voice of a hyper-achiever. Is it familiar?

      
        
        I have to stay late at work because that is the only way I can get ahead of everyone else. It is important for me to hit the top numbers for my division every month. If I am not the top performer, it probably means I took a vacation. When I don’t meet my targets, which are self-imposed and higher than anyone else’s, I consider that a personal failure.

      

      

      

    







Stickler

      The stickler saboteur activates an intense focus on specifics and details, and a compulsion toward exactness. Sticklers impose a hyper-critical level of perfectionism on themselves and others. They are clock watchers and can become nearly obsessed with being on time, starting and ending on time, and not wasting time. The stickler can be excessively opinionated and even sarcastic toward others. Sticklers typically overuse the all-or-none cognitive distortions, as they tend to believe there is 1 right way to accomplish a task—and many wrong ways.

      Take a look at the comments from this doctor, who is a stickler.

      
        
        When I write in the chart after a patient visit, it is very important for the note to be 100% accurate and exact. It also needs to have enough detail so that anyone else would know exactly what I am thinking and planning. At my hospital, I have to finish my notes within 72 hours of the appointment. This is hard for me, given how thorough my notes are. Sometimes, I spend longer writing the note than I did with the patient! When I read other people’s notes, they seem sloppy and mostly unhelpful. I take a lot of pride in how complete my chart notes are.

      

      

      

    







Pleaser

      The pleaser saboteur puts enormous energy into making other people happy and seeking belonging and appreciation. The pleaser may be overt in a desire to please—by overcommitting and saying yes to just about anything. The pleaser might be subtler, using flattery or being excessively supportive. The pleaser is acutely attuned to influence, and will take on extra work behind the scenes or sacrifice their own time. Pleasers need constant reassurance and positive reinforcement because they have somewhat fragile egos and low self-confidence. Look at the language and actions of the pleaser.

      
        
        I have been at this organization for 8 years, but I still feel like the “new guy.” The rest of my colleagues have been here for 20 years and they are incredibly talented and experienced. If anyone asks me to cover for them, I always say yes. I want my colleagues to like me and to know they can always count on me, even if it is a huge inconvenience to me.

      

      

      

    







Avoider

      The avoider saboteur is the most conflict averse of the saboteurs. This saboteur will do almost anything to get out of situations that are unpleasant, difficult, or controversial. The avoider is focused on keeping the peace, avoiding dissent, and making sure there is harmony and stability within groups. The avoider is often seen as a pushover.

      
        
        One of my students is always challenging me and questioning my reasoning. I hate being on the spot like that and don’t want to have to defend my opinions. Every conversation with him instantly feels like an argument. Most of the time, I try to avoid that student and send him to the teaching assistant for help instead.

      

      

      

    







Victim

      The victim saboteur is one of the more emotionally charged saboteurs. The victim always feels put down and dreadfully misunderstood. Victims anticipate that they will come in last in every competition and they believe bad things are destined to happen to them. They have intense feelings of inadequacy and shame. The victim may assume the role of the martyr. The victim may feel invisible—like others don’t even notice them and certainly don’t give them equal stature. The victim has a pessimistic and almost fatalistic streak.

      
        
        All the secretaries in my office know that I am a total pushover. They won’t bring me my mail or keep my calendar like they do for the other executives. In fact, they sometimes even ask me to make my own copies or do my own filing. I know that they are taking advantage of me but I don’t have the same status of everyone else anyway.

      

      

      

    







Restless

      The restless saboteur is a seeker and a searcher. Restless is impatient and very hard to pin down and keep focused—especially for long-term projects. Restless detests mundane or dreary tasks. The restless saboteur loves to be busy and has a hard time relaxing, resting, or taking time off. Because restless saboteurs thrive on stimulation and excitement, they tend to bounce from one project (or job) to another, always seeking the next, greatest, more advanced, or simply different avenue to explore. The root of restless can be dissatisfaction and the feeling that there is something better out there.

      Here is the language of restless.

      
        
        At work, I recently took on designing a new clinic space that needs to be ready in 3 months when the staff will move in. I love new projects like this and I’m always the first to volunteer when it is something new and exciting. I threw myself into the planning phase, but it got a little boring when the details were coming together. Whenever a project like this is winding down, I begin to wonder if there are other jobs that would be even more exciting.

      

      

      

    







Hyper-vigilant

      The hyper-vigilant saboteur is overly cautious, worried, and anxious. Hyper-vigilant prides itself on being ahead of the curve and seeing far out into the future. The hyper-vigilant saboteur has a vivid imagination that creates stories of danger and possibly even disaster. Hyper-vigilant will focus on predicting bad outcomes and tends to exaggerate potential risks. It has its radar on high alert for any potential threat, even if it is highly improbable. The hyper-vigilant saboteur doesn’t trust others, and they usually know it.

      
        
        I don’t like to take on anything new at work unless I am 100% certain I will succeed. If there is even a small chance that I will fail, I usually try to get out of being the lead on something. People are always telling me I am too cautious—at work and at home. It sounds a little crazy, but I worry about bad things happening all the time. I hate going to new places and don’t really trust new people until I know them well. I am always worrying about the worst-case scenario.

      

      

      

    







Hyper-rational

      The hyper-rational saboteur is calculating and analytical in making decisions and approaching new challenges. Hyper-rational focuses on logic and rational thinking, even at the expense of the feelings of others. Hyper-rational even takes an intellectual approach to relationships and emotional situations, which makes them come across as cold and dispassionate. The hyper-rational saboteur latches onto competency assessments, tests, and other ways to prove knowledge, rather than being in tune with interpersonal dynamics and soft skills.

      
        
        There is a lot of drama in my office right now. One of my colleagues feels like she is working harder than everyone else and she is complaining to administration. The numbers speak for themselves—she has exactly the same workload as the rest of us. I think she just wastes time talking to clients who suck up her time.

      

      

      
        
          [image: Self reflection exercise: Think about a common scenario when your saboteur shows up. Describe the scenario like you are writing a story.]
        

      

    

    
      
      

      1 Chamine, Shirzad. Positive intelligence: Why only 20% of teams and individuals achieve their true potential and how you can achieve yours. Greenleaf Book Group, 2012.

      

      2 Chamine, Shirzad. Positive intelligence: Why only 20% of teams and individuals achieve their true potential and how you can achieve yours. Greenleaf Book Group, 2012.
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            Hearing your saboteurs

          

        

      

    

    
      Just like the inner critic, the saboteur voice often comes from a place of negativity and deficit thinking. This type of thinking is narrow and limiting1. The saboteurs are masters at using cognitive distortions—and especially all-or-none thinking. The saboteurs don’t want to recognize the many intermediate and non-extreme possibilities that exist between two all-or-none options.

      When in the midst of an all-or-none distortion, your saboteurs will probably present logical and very believable false dichotomies. A false dichotomy is when 2 alternative options or points of view are considered to be the only 2 options. False dichotomies are often wildly exaggerated either-or statements.

      Here are some examples of the saboteurs and their false dichotomies.

      
        
        The stickler saboteur might tell you, “Either you make sure the dishes are spotless and disinfected or your family will get e.coli and everyone will end up in the hospital and die.”

      

      

      Even without advanced training in microbiology or public health, you’ll probably be able to laugh a little at the stickler presenting those 2 extremes. You can probably see how this ignores the much more likely possibility in between: that, even with a few germs on the dishes, nobody will get sick or even notice.

      
        
        The pleaser saboteur may say “either you agree to your boss’s request to stay late tonight to finish this report, or she is going to hate you and probably even fire you.”

      

      

      By getting us to believe there is only 1 “right way” to respond and behave, the saboteur’s behaviors can end up being a form of self-sabotage.

      

    







Are my saboteurs hurting me or helping me?

      Before we go any further it is important to note that, just as with the inner critic, the saboteurs come from a place of protecting us. Many can be traced back to childhood, family dynamics, and basic self-protective instincts. Did you ever hear that, if you cross your eyes, they might stay that way? Just about every old wives’ tale out there probably links up to a saboteur.

      Saboteurs are not inherently bad, and we won’t try to abandon or eliminate them. Instead, we want to find their best applications and use them selectively and purposefully, when they are most helpful. In the hospital setting, I am particularly thankful for the blood bank technologist who has a strong stickler—ensuring that blood is perfectly matched for the patient receiving it. And who doesn’t want an anesthesiologist who has a strong controller and hyper-vigilant to make sure that every single number on the ventilator and every lab value is well controlled for surgery? In the right setting and with the right amount of credence, these characteristics are great strengths rather than saboteurs.

      The saboteurs become self-sabotage when they are in overdrive and applied to all life situations without discretion—whether they are needed or not. When that stickler technologist goes home and rewashes the dishes because her husband didn’t get them clean enough, the saboteur has overstayed its welcome. When the anesthesiologist goes on vacation with his family and tries to plan every day down to the minute with activities and contingency plans, that saboteur might ruin the family vacation.

      The saboteurs are a little bit like toilet paper and toddlers. Little people tend to think that, if a little bit of toilet paper is good, then a whole lot will be even better. But adults know that a big huge wad doesn’t do its job any better and will probably clog up your toilet. A little bit of stickler in the right situation can lead to an excellent, well-reasoned, and appropriate behavior. When your saboteurs become your only habitual and automatic response, however—and you do not even consider other possible choices—you might need a plunger to unclog that drain. Plus, because saboteurs don’t weigh satisfaction, harmony, or joy, letting them dictate and guide all your actions will almost certainly make you feel unfulfilled and powerless.

      
        
          [image: Image of a toddler unrolling an entire roll of toilet paper.]
        

        Figure 34.1: Just like toilet paper, a little bit of saboteur is fine, but a lot might just clog things up

      

      And that doesn’t even take into consideration the people around you that you make miserable in the process of obeying saboteur mandates your loved ones and colleagues have never even heard of.

      When you start to mess with the world your saboteurs have created for you—and try to keep them in their lane—they are going to resist. They will do their best to convince you that they are needed and necessary, despite the negativity that surrounds them. This is because they, like the inner critic, are telling self-perpetuating lies. Be ready for the battle, just like you were when you started combatting your inner-critic thoughts. They crave power in your life and will not yield willingly.

    

    
      
      

      1 Crum, Alia, and Christopher Lyddy. De-stressing stress: The power of mindsets and the art of stressing mindfully. The Wiley Blackwell Handbook of Mindfulness. Hoboken: NJ, Wiley-Blackwell (2014).
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            Expressing compassion

          

        

      

    

    
      The inner critic and the saboteurs speak lies and are filled with negativity in almost everything they touch. As we start to attack them, they will definitely rebel and fight back.

      One important thing to keep in mind is the importance of continually and purposefully activating your inner wisdom, which is filled with positivity and joy. Though this is difficult, one way to activate your inner wisdom is through practicing compassion and self-compassion. Compassion is a wonderful, effortful, and purposeful bridge between uncontrollable, automatic, negative thoughts and desirable, purposeful, positive thoughts.

      Self-compassion has been defined as a “warm and accepting stance toward those aspects of oneself and one’s life that are disliked.”1 Self-compassion may be easier to exercise when events and circumstances around your own suffering are out of your control. But it is equally important to have self-compassion when you make mistakes and have oversights that contribute to your suffering.

      Dr. Kristin Neff, an expert on self-compassion, has identified 3 main components for healthy self-respect and self-acceptance: “self-kindness rather than self-judgment; common humanity rather than isolation; and mindfulness rather than over-identification”2.

      Self-kindness means graciously recognizing and accepting your own suffering and inadequacies3. It means overcoming the harsh judgments that typically come from the inner critic and using a soft and loving tone with yourself. This type of kindness has a soothing and warm nature—similar to the way you might treat a dear friend who is living through a difficult and trying experience.

      Recognizing common humanity means having a respect and reverence for the shared human experiences of pain and suffering, failure, and loss. It means moving away from feeling alone in your own suffering to feeling like you are part of a broader community of humans who all suffer at one time or another. In this domain, you come to accept that all humans make mistakes and have flaws, but that this common characteristic brings us together rather than divides and isolates us.

      Mindfulness means the ability to fully experience the moment you are living—whether it is full of beauty and joy or full of pain and suffering. Being mindful in that moment doesn’t mean allowing the feeling to overwhelm you, but simply acknowledging that these feelings are there and that they are important elements of your own human experience. Mindfulness allows us to hold these emotions lightly, to experience them without incorporating them into our identities. If you want to learn more about the science of mindfulness there is a wonderful audiobook available by Ronald Siegel called The Science of Mindfulness4.

      

    







The benefits of self-compassion

      There is growing research that suggests that self-compassion is a critical component of well-being and psychological health5. There are a number of studies that show that self-compassion leads to greater life satisfaction, wisdom, happiness, and optimism and less self-criticism6. Self-compassion can be learned and developed. There are a number of organized group therapy and training programs for self-compassion7.

      If you want to start enhancing your own self-compassion, you can start with compassion meditations8. There are many recorded guided meditations for self-compassion in meditation apps. There are also a number of excellent guided meditations which are available on Dr. Neff’s website9.

      
        
          
            [image: QR code]
          
        

        Scan or click QR code to visit www.self-compassion.org

      

      Finally, many of the tools you are learning in this book around the inner critic and unhealthy thought patterns are part of self-compassion intervention programs10.

    

    
      
      

      1 Neff, Kristin D., Stephanie S. Rude, and Kristin L. Kirkpatrick. An examination of self-compassion in relation to positive psychological functioning and personality traits. Journal of research in personality 41.4 (2007): 908-916.

      

      2 Neff, Kristin D., Kristin L. Kirkpatrick, and Stephanie S. Rude. Self-compassion and adaptive psychological functioning. Journal of research in personality 41.1 (2007): 139-154.

      

      3 Breines, Juliana G., and Serena Chen. Self-compassion increases self-improvement motivation. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 38.9 (2012): 1133-1143.

      

      4 Siegel, Ronald D. The science of mindfulness: A research-based path to well-being. Great Courses, 2014.

      

      5 Neff, Kristin D. Self‐compassion, self‐esteem, and well‐being. Social and personality psychology compass 5.1 (2011): 1-12.

      

      6 Leary, Mark R., et al. Self-compassion and reactions to unpleasant self-relevant events: The implications of treating oneself kindly. Journal of personality and social psychology 92.5 (2007): 887.

      

      7 Judge, Lorna, et al. An exploration of group-based compassion focused therapy for a heterogeneous range of clients presenting to a community mental health team. International Journal of Cognitive Therapy 5.4 (2012): 420-429.

      

      8 Jazaieri, Hooria, et al. Enhancing compassion: A randomized controlled trial of a compassion cultivation training program. Journal of Happiness Studies 14.4 (2013): 1113-1126.

      

      9 Neff, Kristin D., and Christopher K. Germer. A pilot study and randomized controlled trial of the mindful self‐compassion program. Journal of clinical psychology 69.1 (2013): 28-44.

      

      10 Boersma, Katja, et al. Compassion focused therapy to counteract shame, self-criticism and isolation. A replicated single case experimental study for individuals with social anxiety. Journal of Contemporary Psychotherapy 45.2 (2015): 89-98.
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            Understanding habits

          

        

      

    

    
      While the inner critic is giving rise to the thoughts and feelings (or the story) of our thought cascade, the saboteurs are giving rise to our automated actions. It is unlikely that you are consciously selecting and agreeing to a saboteur-driven action with your thinking brain while a situation unfolds. In fact, the saboteurs are often activated via the fast-track pathways of the brain.

      
        
          [image: Self reflection exercise: Think about your saboteurs and what triggers them.]
        

      

      You can think of your saboteur actions as habits (sometimes bad habits) that use automated pathways rather than cognitive processes. Is a saboteur action currently your habitual way of responding to a situation? If you aren’t sure, you can use the self-reported habit index to determine how habitual your saboteur behavior is.

      Self-Reported Habit Index instructions:

      For each question, answer with yes or no. The more yes answers you have, the more likely your saboteur behavior is to be a habit.

      My top saboteur behavior is something...

      1.	I do frequently

      2.	I do automatically

      3.	I do without having to consciously remember

      4.	that makes me feel weird if I do not do it

      5.	I do without thinking

      6.	that would require effort not to do it

      7.	that belongs to my (daily, weekly, monthly) routine

      8.	I start doing before I realize I’m doing it

      9.	I would find hard not to do

      10.	I have no need to think about doing

      11.	that’s typically me

      12.	I have been doing for a long time

      Now return and answer the question again: Is your saboteur behavior a habit, and how strong is that habit?

      

    







Overcoming your saboteurs

      Overcoming the saboteurs and their routine behaviors can be difficult—partly because they keep telling you more and more creative (and believable) self-perpetuating lies.

      The main reason it is so hard to change these behaviors, however, is that we have often perfected them into pretty strongly entrenched habits. These behavior patterns are well-honed neural pathways we activate almost mindlessly and with very little conscious thought. As you know from other areas in your life, once a habit has been established (especially a bad habit), it is very difficult to alter.

      This part will give you a few skills and tools to address the saboteur habits. And you will notice that you can apply these habit-transforming approaches to other areas of your life as well.

      

    







The anatomy of a habit

      How we take action

      There is a lot of science about how we take action that points to 2 different pathways—with a third pathway that is somewhere in between1:

      
        	A deliberate, thoughtful, brain-intense process that requires us to weigh the options and choose our action.

        	An automatic pathway that requires very little conscious effort, planning, or even attention and awareness. This is where habits play.

        	Somewhere between those 2 possibilities are routines—sequenced actions that happen in a specific environment and with specific cues, but still require us to consciously activate them with awareness.

      

      My son just turned 16 and got his driver’s license. Over the past year—as we taught him to drive—habits, routines, and conscious decision making were illustrated beautifully. I remember one of the first times he sat behind the wheel, he asked me, “Which one is the gas pedal and which is the brake?” I actually did a double take, because I couldn’t verbalize the answer without imagining my feet and thinking about stopping and starting. My feet are so programmed into the habit of driving with a gas pedal and brake that I haven’t thought about which is which in over 30 years. That is a great example of pure habit behavior. Putting on our seatbelts is another habit that is pretty well entrenched in everyone in my family.

      But I also have my driving routines. I back out of the garage, push the button to close the garage door, check to make sure my sunglasses are there, and push play on my audiobook. That sequence isn’t really a habit, but more of a well-honed routine that requires just a little bit of thought. Sometimes I get down the road and can’t remember if I closed the garage door; but, most of the time, I remember pushing the button as a semi-conscious action.

      Selecting my driving route when I need to throw in an extra stop at the dry cleaners, the post office, or Starbucks would all be examples of conscious decision making.

      The bottom line is that habits are highly efficient, but they also mean you are not making conscious decisions about your actions. Let’s examine habits in a little more detail.

      What is a habit?

      Here is the definition of “habit” from one edition of the Merriam-Webster dictionary:

      
        
        1: a settled tendency or usual manner of behavior

        - her habit of taking a morning walk

        2a: an acquired mode of behavior that has become nearly or completely involuntary

        - got up early from force of habit

        2b: a behavior pattern acquired by frequent repetition or physiologic exposure that shows itself in regularity or increased facility of performance

        - the daily bowel habit

      

      

      At the scientific level, habits have certain key characteristics.

      First, they are characterized by automaticity. In other words, a habitual behavior is accessed automatically, with minimal conscious awareness and no active intention to it2. A common example nearly everyone can relate to is brushing your teeth. More than likely, you brush your teeth nearly automatically at a certain point in your morning routine. Can you remember brushing your teeth yesterday, or last week? More than likely, brushing your teeth is on auto-pilot for you.

      Second, the habit occurs in response to some sort of prompt from your environment3. Thinking back to the habit of brushing your teeth, have you ever reached for your toothbrush and toothpaste while washing the dishes in your kitchen sink? There is running water and a sink, but the environmental cues of being in your bathroom (and not the kitchen) are the ones connected to the habit of brushing your teeth.

      Third, habits start out as conscious and intentional actions that become habits only as they are reinforced and strengthened over time. You might have heard the popular phrase that it takes 21 days to start a new habit. This is actually not true and was based on an old study by a plastic surgeon who found that it took about that long for a person to get used to their new appearance after cosmetic surgery. Habit formation has been studied in more rigorous ways and it was found that it took between 18 and 254 days to establish a new habit4. The length of time was associated with the complexity of the task. True automaticity started to be seen at an average of 66 days5. If you have children, you might remember how difficult it is to get your kids into the habit of brushing their teeth twice each day. It was anything but automatic and, if your house is like mine, possibly even a daily battle.

      Lastly, many habits are reinforced, enabled, and strengthened by some sort of craving and some sort of reward. If your habit satisfies some sort of craving or wish, this will reinforce a habit loop. If, at the end of your habitual behavior, you experience some kind of seemingly pleasant outcome, this will help to strengthen the habit cycle.

      Even if you can’t define a craving and reward for a really entrenched habit, it was likely that it was there at the beginning. For example, when I put on my seatbelt in the car, my craving is for safety—and my reward is not dying in a car accident. Neither of these power my habit now, 30 years after I started driving, but they did when my habit started. Contrast that with one of my habits of coming home and kicking my shoes off and leaving them right where they lie. My craving is pretty real and present—my feet hurt, I want those shoes off, and I want to relax and not be bothered with picking up—and the reward is instantaneous. My husband does not appreciate the same craving and reward from my shoe habit, though.

      So, when we analyze habit circuits and think about trying to break them or alter them, we should also include some thought about the craving and reward, even if they are not obvious at first.

      The habit circuit is best described in a wonderful book about habits by Charles Duhigg, called The Power of Habit6. The cue leads to the behavior which leads to the reward. In our work for the saboteur habits, you might also define the craving as a wish or a want.
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            Changing habits

          

        

      

    

    
      The main reason habits are so critical is that they are highly efficient1. If we had to use brain processing power to consciously decide an action every time we take a habitual pathway, we would be very tired and very unproductive. In fact, if you have been thinking that you are unproductive and very tired as you read this book, maybe you don’t have enough good habits in your life right now!

      Developing new habits and changing old habits is hard work. When we try, human adaptation and evolution are working against us. Humans are programmed to avoid change. Maybe you even despise change. Everyone has a memorable personal story of some change that was forced on you and turned out badly. That is partially because change is often handled badly in by humans and organizations—but there’s also just our innate desire for stability and constancy.

      When I was actively doing CrossFit prior to irreparably trashing my hip (sadly, while walking in the woods, not doing power cleans!), one thing regularly brought me to tears of frustration—the jump rope. Once, while on a trip to San Diego, I took advantage of a 2-hour jump rope training session, at the jump rope factory with the owner, Dave. It would have a been an amazing experience, if only it weren’t for my old ingrained bad habits. Every time Dave would teach me something, I would concentrate on trying it and then immediately revert to my old bad techniques. I am embarrassed to admit that even he got frustrated. At one point he said (well, more like yelled), “You’ve got to be able to learn new things.” I promise I can learn new things! In the rest of my life. But, apparently, not when it came to jump rope. (That may or may not be my inner critic speaking, but it sure feels like the impeccable truth.)

      Isn’t it remarkable how much we resist change and how entrenched our habits can be? The same is true for our saboteurs. As you have been thinking about your saboteurs and how they are helping (and hurting) you, are you starting to get an idea that maybe it is time to make some changes? Does the idea of change leave you feeling peaceful and calm, or anxious and revved up? Humans hate change.

      

    







Starting new habits

      How many New Year’s Eve celebrations were just a tiny bit tainted by a tinge of anticipation and expectation for the first day of the next year? We love to mark the new year with new dreams, new goals, and big plans, which often involve new habits.

      As you’ve already gathered, establishing a new habit is hard work and takes time. Some things might take the whole year to set firmly into your habit arsenal. Maybe it is time to abandon this idea of starting fresh in the new year and instead think of starting fresh today—whatever day it is.

      

    







The Tiny Habits method

      We won’t spend a lot of time in this book talking about new habits, because most of our work with the saboteurs will be changing old and entrenched habits into new and resourceful habits. If you find yourself also needing to create some new habits, however, one of the very easy and accessible methods I like is called “Tiny Habits,” by Dr. B.J. Fogg. In Tiny Habits, a new good habit is linked and connected to an existing good habit. Building habits based on existing cues can lead to much more permanent and lasting behavior patterns2.

      The Tiny Habits approach advocates for starting really small—with the tiniest incremental steps to eventually get to your desired habit without activating your normal human nature to avoid change. In other words, you try to fool your natural tendency to resist change by introducing the change in such small increments that it is hardly noticeable. If you are starting a new flossing habit, for example, Tiny Habits starts with flossing just a single tooth for a couple of days. Eventually, you work up to flossing all your teeth.

      A critical part of the Tiny Habits approach is to also be sure to reward yourself after doing your new habit3. Even something as small as saying “Good job, Me!” or striking a little victory power pose can help reinforce this behavior as you try to make a habit of it.

      If you want to read more about the Tiny Habits approach, there are many resources available on the Tiny Habit website.
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        Scan or click QR code to visit www.tinyhabits.com

      

      Changing an old habit

      The science around changing habits is not very encouraging, especially when it comes to behaviors that are linked to emotionally charged issues and events. You probably have plenty of your own stories about trying to change bad habits (nutrition, alcohol, tobacco, sleeping habits, productivity, punctuality, tidiness) and many have emotional overtones. All of these habits are tough to tackle, so you can imagine how hard it will be to change habits around the reflexive actions and behaviors of your saboteurs. For the purposes of the following discussion around changing habits, we will use the scenario of Gail, whose top saboteur is the pleaser.

      
        
        Gail is an emergency medicine physician who has been in practice for about 3 years. When she finished her training, she decided to stay on as a staff teaching physician at the university hospital in the big city where she had trained. She loves her job, is very well respected clinically, and is beloved by the trainees.

      

        

      
        On the surface, she has a great life, including 2 small children and an amazing husband. But, on the inside, she struggles because she feels overwhelmed with the amount of work she is doing. She knows this is partially self-imposed because she has this terrible habit of saying yes to everything—especially if it is someone she respects and admires who asks. Colleagues and mentors frequently ask her to take a shift or cover for a few hours. She always says yes, without blinking an eye. Her mentors are pushing her to get involved in research studies, protocols, and even some new leadership roles. And, again, she finds herself saying yes without considering the added work or consciously weighing her options. She is loyal to the senior faculty. They are the reason she is here and the reason she is successful. Saying no to them would feel like a betrayal.

      

      

      Gail is displaying her pleaser saboteur with some very typical (and possibly very familiar) struggles.

      

    







Habit science

      From the science of habit, we can learn some important points as they relate to saboteur behavior.

      Habit strength correlates with behavioral frequency

      The more times your saboteur reacts with a habitual behavior, the stronger this habit gets4. The more times that Gail says yes without conscious consideration, the stronger her pleaser saboteur habit will become.

      So, before we even start to try changing the habit, we can start to try affecting its frequency.

      You may need to do a bit of journaling and logging to see just how frequently your top saboteur is leading the way for you. If your saboteur is controller, for example, how many times during a single day are you habitually falling into controlling behavior? Did you insist on making your kids’ lunches this morning to be sure there was a piece of fruit in addition to chips? Did you tell your assistant you would print the reports for today’s meetings so you could be sure that they were not printed back-to-back?

      Noticing how often and where your saboteur is showing up might give you some ideas of where you can start decreasing the opportunities for these habitual behavior patterns.

      
        
          [image: Skill builder exercise: Notice your top saboteurs in action over a few days.]
        

      

      Habits are most prominent in familiar and comfortable settings

      Have you ever noticed that, when you travel, you feel completely thrown off and nothing seems to go like it usually does? This can be very disconcerting. It might disturb your sleep, your gastrointestinal system, and even your frame of mind. This is because habits are most easily accessed in comfortable and familiar environments filled with usual cues5.

      One of the reasons Gail so naturally and easily continued her old habits was because she had never changed her environment6. In the familiar and comfortable setting of her training program, she fell naturally into the same habitual patterns she had been doing since her first day of being a trainee. People who move and change jobs have a special opportunity to consciously start new habits—without the traps of old familiar cues.

      If you are aware of your habits, changing your setting can be a great way to interrupt saboteur habits. This is not to say that Gail needs to move and start over to control her saboteur. Even a change of local scenery can. Help to override the habit pathway. For example, Gail might decide she won’t say yes or no to any request while she is in the ER anymore. She could start saying, “Let me check my calendar and get back to you later tonight,” giving her the opportunity to make that decision in a different setting.

      Habit behavior change requires an intention to change—then careful attention to change

      Some habits are amenable to simple strategies for habit change. For example, if you want to stop eating junk food at home before bed, you could clean out your pantry and get rid of the tempting chips and cookies7. You can also use distraction techniques, like drinking a glass of water before snacking. But there is essentially no way Gail can get rid of her demanding colleagues or create a distraction to override her desire to answer them with yes. Habit science tells us that simple approaches won’t work well when it comes to changing deeply ingrained behavioral and emotionally driven habits.

      In fact, the only thing that has been proven to be very effective for changing these more complex habits is actively engaging the cerebral cortex in setting an intention to change—and following that with hyper-vigilant monitoring of your own behaviors. (This is a case where a little bit of hyper-vigilant saboteur will be helpful!) In other words, you need to decide how you want to replace your usual saboteur behavior pattern. Then you need to begin watching yourself very carefully. You need to notice when your saboteur shows up, label it, and then actively use your thinking brain to choosing the path you will take8.

      Three ways to engage your brain in hyper-vigilant monitoring are to consciously and regularly remind yourself not to fall into the trap (“don’t do it”), keep track of the times when your saboteur is activated, and log the times you follow your plan—and when you don’t.

      One of pleaser people I worked with wrote this: “EPIC FAIL! I did exactly what I said I wasn’t going to do and I did it without even thinking about it. I wasn’t going to say yes to taking on a new student mentee, because I just have too many. But, when someone asked me to take on a new student, ‘yes’ just popped out of my mouth!” This is a great example of self-monitoring and watching for mistakes. She didn’t quite catch it in real time, but the practice of hyper-vigilant monitoring will increase her chances of successfully changing her pleaser saboteur behavior in the future.

      A helpful exercise in habit change is to do some pre-work around anticipating when it will be most difficult for you to choose a harder path instead of your easy habit circuit. This will help you build up some reserves for those particular moments9.

      Let’s imagine that Gail really gets into her habitual saboteur behavior pathway when she is at the end of a shift—tired and a little hungry. If another doctor asks her to take one of their shifts when Gail’s reserves are low, her habit behavior of saying “yes” is the simplest and least energy-requiring action she can take. If Gail notices that pattern, she can build some personal strategies to enhance her reserves for that specific time. Remember all the work we did around self-regulation and your self-control reserves in Chapter 11? This is a great place to use that!
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            Setting your intentions

          

        

      

    

    
      Science tells us that, before you begin your saboteur habit-changing campaign (or changing any bad habit), you should start with some planning. Formulating your goal and being explicit about how you are going to accomplish it are crucial steps in rewiring habits that are not serving you1.

      The research shows that doing this intentional pre-thinking work leads to better behavioral change outcomes2. Take your journal so you can follow along and write out your plan for your own habit change.

      Formulating your goal

      You now have a pretty good idea of your saboteur behaviors and you have probably identified at least a few scenarios in which they are reinforcing your impostor syndrome and thus, by definition, are not serving you.

      Now it is time for the rubber to meet the road. What do you want instead? This sounds like a simple question, but don’t be tempted to just brush it off with a quick answer. Spend a few minutes thinking about what that new behavior would look like. Can you create an imaginary scene for yourself, looking out a few months, where your actions look like your desired state and not the saboteur-driven situation in which you live today?

      If you get stuck with this question and can’t quite imagine what it would look like if your saboteur wasn’t in charge, here are a few prompts that can help you get started.

      
        	What do I want to start doing that I am not currently doing?

        	What do I want to stop doing that I am currently doing?

        	What do I want to keep doing that I am currently doing?

        	What do I want to keep not doing that I am currently not doing?

      

      Let’s take a look at Gail’s journal and see how she phrased her goal:

      
        
        Goal—my future desired state: I want to thoughtfully consider a request before I say yes or no. I want to start prioritizing myself and my family, instead of just trying to please others. I want to continue being a team player and helping my colleagues. I want to be able to say no to things that don’t serve me, while still saying yes when it is important to be a good team member.

      

      

      Formulating your implementation plan

      Now that you have explicitly stated your goal or your desired state around your saboteur behavior, you should also do some thinking and journaling about the when, the how, and the where of your implementation plan.

      Again, there is science to back this step up. People who explicitly formulate a plan for implementation have better success rates for accomplishing change3. Here are some questions to prime this thinking exercise for you:

      
        	What contexts and which people usually trigger this saboteur behavior for me?

        	When are my reserves at their lowest and when am I at the most risk of saboteur behavior?

        	What good outcomes will happen if I make this change?

        	How will I practice vigilance in monitoring for my saboteur behaviors?

        	How will I make this change, specifically and in detail?

        	How committed am I to changing this? On a scale of 1 to 10, where 10 is the most committed, how committed are you? (If you are lower than a 6, what would it it take to move you to an 8?)

      

      Let’s take a look at Gail’s journaling to create her implementation plan:

      
        
        Implementation—how I am going to do this: I know my pleaser is on overdrive when the request comes from a senior person who mentored me and whom I respect. I feel like I owe them my loyalty, since they have given me so much.

      

        

      
        My lowest reserves are when I am at the end of a shift and am tired and hungry. I need to start making a change because I am feeling more and more overwhelmed and burned out. My fatigue is bleeding over into my personal life and I don’t think I can manage this pace of workload for much longer. I am committed to changing this. On a 10-point scale, I am an 8.

      

        

      
        My plan is to start watching for the times during the day that I say yes without consideration and I’ll log these in my journal. I am going to be particularly vigilant in the last 2 hours of my shifts, when I know that my reserves are lower. I am going to implement some new strategies to help me make better decisions, including making a commitment to never answering yes or no on the spot, but thinking about it and answering by email later when I am at home and refreshed. I will journal about my success and failures with my new plan.

      

      

      Reminder and monitoring plan

      Lastly, take a few minutes to create a reminder and monitoring plan for yourself4. The best change plans don’t just rely on you noticing there is a triggering event; they are also accompanied by active self-reminders and constant monitoring of successes and failures5,6.

      Here are some prompts to help you think about a good reminder and monitoring plan:

      
        	How will I create reminders for myself to keep up my vigilance around my saboteur?

        	What will I do to monitor my successes and failures?

        	What success message do I want to remember during the day to help me stay on track?

      

      Here is Gail’s reminder and monitoring plan:

      
        
        Reminders and monitoring: At the beginning, I will create an alarm on my phone that goes off 2 hours before the end of my shift. When the alarm goes off, I am going to read through my goal state and implementation plan quickly, as a reminder to be especially vigilant of my pleaser when my reserves are low. I will take a few notes during the day about the times I noticed this habit, and do some reflective writing at night. I will create a small laminated card with a success message to myself and keep it in my pocket during the day. My success message is: “I choose yes or I choose no; they don’t just happen. Even when it is hard, choosing allows me to achieve my own healthy balance.”
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            Habit circuit breaker

          

          

      

    

    









A tool to overcome habitual behaviors

        

      

    

    
      The circuit breaker tool is a very quick set of 3 questions that can be used to perform a hard reset for an impending habitual behavior the minute you recognize it might be coming. These questions will help extract you from the fast, automated, non-cognitive habit response pathway and get your thinking brain involved in the choice process to take control back from your saboteurs. Whenever you notice one of your triggers or the feeling of your saboteurs in action, you can stop and ask yourself the circuit breaker questions before your next action.

      
        
        1.	Is this action coming from my saboteur or is it my choice?

      

        

      
        2.	Is there a craving or reward at play?

      

        

      
        3.	If I ignored my saboteur right now, can I name 3 different choices that I have?

      

      

      Just activating and using the thinking brain will help you get out of automatic pathways. Coming up with 3 different choices forces the cerebral cortex to work. Active decision making is a great way to override unhelpful saboteur behavior. In addition, acknowledging choices and options opens up the positive channels of your brain, with the added benefit of moving you away from deficit thinking toward solution thinking.

      Let’s look again at Gail’s scenario and see how she might use the circuit breaker in the moment her saboteurs start to activate.

      
        
        It is almost the end of Gail’s shift and a senior colleague and mentor comes up to her and says, “Hey, Gail! I looked at the schedule for next month and I am on 4 days in a row that first week, and that is also the week of my son’s graduation! Is there anyway you could take one of those shifts for me? That is going to kill me!”

      

        

      
        Gail’s pleaser saboteur instinct is to say yes, without even consulting her own schedule. But instead she tells him she needs to look at her calendar and she’ll get back to him. She asks herself the circuit breaker questions.

      

      

      
        
        Is this my saboteur or my choice?

        My pleaser is screaming at me right now! This is a trusted colleague who is my mentor and friend. I have to say yes to him! This is definitely my saboteur and not my conscious choice.

      

      

      
        
        Is there a craving or reward at play?

        My cravings are for this person to see me as a team player and to know he can trust me to be loyal and helpful. The reward is his continuing to invest in me.

      

      

      
        
        If I ignored my saboteur right now, what are 3 different choices I have?

        ▶︎ I can say yes and be a good team player.

        ▶︎ I could look at my calendar and find a shift that would make sense to trade instead of just taking his.

        ▶︎ I could just say no, since I am also on 4 days in a row that month.

      

      

      Of the 3 options above, you can see the first 2 will definitely satisfy the craving, while the third will not. But only action number 2 satisfies both the craving and Gail’s intention to start limiting the times she takes on extra work as part of her pleaser. Coming up with her 3 choices activates the creative and resourceful thinking brain and also helps her get out of an unhelpful and self-destructive saboteur behavior.

      

  







What if I still want to do what my saboteur is saying?

      The circuit breaker can help move you quickly into the position of being able to think logically. Even after thinking about it, though, you might still decide to take your original action. Gail may decide to say yes—and that can be totally fine! The idea for combatting the saboteurs is not to get rid of them or to decide they are all wrong; it is simply to force the saboteur choices and actions into the daylight of conscious decision making and avoid the traps of having your responses be habitual auto-play actions.
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            Practicing stopping the saboteurs

          

          

      

    

    









Field work

        

      

    

    
      For your Part 5 field work, continue to do the labeling and noticing of your inner critic during the day—but begin to focus on those inner-critic thoughts and actions that are related to your top saboteurs. Take some notes during the day about when you notice evidence of the saboteur. Notice the actions and results you are getting from your saboteur instincts and also notice any self-perpetuating lies the saboteurs have embedded.

      When you notice a saboteur action, test out the circuit breaker tool a couple of times a day. Ask yourself the 3 circuit breaker questions. Take some observational notes about what happens when you break the habit circuit. Do you feel more satisfied and resourceful about making a choice? Do you end up with better choices when you think about your actions rather than letting them happen automatically?

      Do some reflective writing in your journal about your practice in stopping saboteurs in their tracks.
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            The Avatars

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        My reputation is very good, and everyone knows when I agree to do something, I will do it right. I always put in way more effort than anyone else on a project, and can’t let go of it until I am convinced it is perfect. I will read and re-read a report, meeting minutes, and even an email at least 5 times to be sure there are no typos or grammatical errors. It would be terrible for me if someone saw me as less than perfect. People already question my credibility because I am young and inexperienced. So, I have to work extra hard to prove myself as competent in every single thing that I do.

        Healthcare administrator new in her role

      

        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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            Discovering the avatars

          

        

      

    

    
      In Part 6 we will be working with the fourth dysfunction of impostor syndrome:

      

      
        
        External expression of an avatar or persona

      

        

      
        In impostor syndrome, we do not show the outside world our true and authentic selves. We show up as an avatar or a carefully constructed persona. Actually, we even show up to ourselves this way! These avatars act under a set of rules for competency and success1.

      

      

      What is an avatar? 

      An ancient Hindu use of the term “avatar” referred to the incarnation of a deity into an animal or human form. The avatar was protective and worked to ward off evil that was inherent in the world. In modern times, “avatar” has been used to describe cartoon-styled images that represent a person’s identity—generally online but also in animated movies. Using these computer-generated avatars, 2 people interacting online may never see each other’s true likeness or identity. 

      
        
          [image: An anonymous figure, representing the avatar]
        

        Figure 41.1: An anonymous avatar

      

      In impostor syndrome, the avatar is exactly the same: a persona that is adopted to protect a person from being identified and found out. We often create an avatar to consistently and reliably demonstrate our competency to the outside world. It is the “secret sauce” or “magical formula” for all of our success. The avatar is more than a mask or costume; it is a whole set of beliefs, actions, and behaviors that represents how we show up to the outside world and want it to perceive us.

      In other words, your avatar completes the sentence, “To appear successful and seem competent, I need to be a ____ [insert your avatar here].”  The avatar is almost an assumed identity, or an incarnation of your ideal image. Avatars can evolve over time and through different stages of life, but they are always used to camouflage for the real person that exists behind the screen. If the inner critic is responsible for your thoughts and feelings, and saboteurs are responsible for your actions, an avatar is likely to take credit for your results.

      The avatar’s maladaptive all-or-none responses do not account for scale, prioritization, level setting, or even moderation. The avatar thinks in absolute terms.  Either something is perfect or a waste of time. Either I succeed or I fail.  Either I am brilliant or I am stupid. The avatar also has impossibly high expectations. When we fall short, it’s like a softball hit to the judge or the saboteurs, who then start the torture of could have, should have, and would have.

      If you can accept that your avatar is just a persona, an ideal, or a caricature, you might be able to leave it behind. Imagine the well-balanced, fulfilling, and happy personal and professional life you could have if you weren’t constantly trying to live up to the impossible ideals of your avatar’s definitions of success and competency. 

      
        
          [image: Self reflection exercise: How does your avatar insist you act to seem successful and competent?]
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It is generally accepted that there are 5 avatars in impostor syndrome. These were originally described as “competence types” in a 2011 book by Valerie Young called The Secret Thoughts of Successful Women. I call them “avatars,” because, in impostor syndrome, these categories become much more than internal definitions of competency and success. They almost become our identity or, at the very least, the image we project to the outside world.

      Dr. Young’s 5 original avatars are listed below:

      
        	Perfectionism

        	Superhero (or, superwoman)

        	Natural genius

        	Expert

        	Rugged individualist

      

      
        
          [image: The five avatars in cartoon format]
        

        Figure 41.2: The five avatars and what they want

      

      As you begin to understand avatars, you may find yourself resonating strongly with one, or you might find bits and pieces from a few that overlap and fit you.

      Though Young described these 5 different competency models, after working with a lot of women with impostor syndrome, I have identified a sixth avatar that I call the “Sloppy Joe.” (Actually, this was named by one of the women in my group coaching program. I won’t give her name, but here’s a shout-out to her!) Sloppy Joe is actually more of an anti-avatar since it is not a desired state, but an accidental and unintended dead-end state. Most people with impostor syndrome arrive at Sloppy Joe when their go-to avatar fails them, or when they just get too overwhelmed, too tired, or too over-overcommitted to even try to live up to that ideal anymore—not that they could have ever succeeded.

      One important thing to recognize as you begin to think about the avatars is that, like the judge and the saboteurs, the avatars are not all bad. In fact, you might feel grateful to your perfectionism when you think about how far you have gotten in life. After all, can’t you trace a lot of your successes back to your avatar’s drive for results? For this reason, I will not advocate abandoning your avatars completely. More importantly, the chapters in this part will help you access the benefits of your avatar through strategic choices, but leave behind the guilt and shame that often accompanies them.

      As you read through the avatar descriptions that follow, notice how the theme of perfectionism is woven through all of them.

      

    







Perfectionist

      Characteristics: The perfectionist avatar sets the bar so high that perfect is the only acceptable outcome. Perfectionists are appreciated by others because they get fantastic outcomes and amazing results. They are frequently asked to take on projects and tasks, because everyone knows they will do a phenomenal job. But internally (and maybe secretly), the perfectionist often has wildly unrealistic standards and expectations for their own performance. The perfectionist is not very good at prioritizing or recognizing the relative value in different tasks. They weigh almost every task the same and believe that every assignment deserves their best. The perfectionist may also have very high expectations for other people, which can lead to profound disappointment in others. A healthy version of perfectionism will be discussed later in this part.

      Why it doesn’t work: Perfection is simply not attainable in the long term. This avatar will generally lead to relentless self-criticism, dissatisfaction, unhappiness, frustration, and even extreme burnout. Other areas of your life may be neglected while striving for perfection. In its extreme form, perfectionism has been associated with psychiatric conditions, such as obsessive-compulsive disorder, eating disorders, and depression.

      

    







Superhero

      Characteristics: The superwoman or superman is everything the perfectionist is, but the perfectionism applies to all domains in life. The superhero wants to be perfect at work; a perfect parent, child, or sibling: a perfect spouse or partner; and even a perfect community member. Again, reaching this level of perfection—and the associated very high and unattainable standards—is impossible.

      Why it doesn’t work: For the same reasons perfectionism doesn’t work, the superhero avatar leads to frustration, feeling overwhelmed, and burnout. While you are trying to be all things to all people, you will undoubtedly neglect yourself—and guess what happens then? The superhero’s inner critic feels a tremendous amount of guilt and shame when they miss the impossibly high bar they set for themselves.

      

    







Expert

      Characteristics: The expert is someone who needs external validation of their competency and success through concrete recognition and documented credentials. The expert is always seeking another degree, certification, or training program that will help bolster their self-image. No matter how much success they experience, experts don’t  truly believe they are competent unless they have the credentials to back it up. This avatar can also be very judgmental about other people’s credentials, since documentation of competency is very important to them. This avatar will never be satisfied with meeting the minimum bar for a job requirement; they will always want to be able to prove they meet 100% of the job requirements.

      Why it doesn’t work: Experts are plagued by low self-esteem as they compare themselves over and over again with people who have a better training pedigree, academic profile, or mix of letters after their name. The expert may become frustrated when they attain one credential-related goal, only to find they still don’t feel successful or competent. The expert avatar holds people back from accepting stretch challenges or new opportunities, since they will not claim their expertise and success even when others believe in them.

      

    







Natural genius

      Characteristics: The natural genius avatar is the feeling that talent, intellect, and even success are innate rather than learned. The natural genius believes you were either born with it or you weren’t, that you are either naturally talented or you aren’t—and, of course, if you have impostor syndrome, you aren’t. This avatar is characterized by a fixed mindset, as opposed to a growth mindset (also discussed in Chapter 22). Although the natural geniuses may want to move up in their career, they tend to have fatalistic beliefs about being stuck where they are. Because they don’t believe they were born with the skills they need to reach their stretch goals, they tend to shy away from learning experiences with a risk of failure.

      Why it doesn’t work: This avatar can lead to pessimism, dissatisfaction, and underperformance. Instead of feeling stimulated and excited by new opportunities, the person who believes in natural genius will feel excessively weighed down by a threat of failure.

      

    







Rugged individualist

      Characteristics: The rugged individualist believes that the only true success is attained on your own without help. The rugged individualist believes that, if you need help or need to be taught something, you are not really competent. The rugged individualist tends to be secretive and not share information or ask for help. Because the world doesn’t really work well this way, they tend to be slow and inefficient as they go it alone. At best, the rugged individualist is perceived as a loner. At worst, they are seen as greedy for recognition and unable to share the limelight with others.

      Why it doesn’t work: Because of the superiority of work done by teams in most industries, rugged individualists will likely not achieve true success alone. They will also be treated like outsiders and thus not gain the trust of others. The rugged individualist may have trouble with relationships—both in the workplace and personally—because sharing of information is part of building rapport.

      

    







Sloppy Joe (the bonus alter-ego avatar)

      After working with many individuals with impostor syndrome, I have come to believe in a sixth avatar, the Sloppy Joe. Sloppy Joe is an alter-ego avatar—or even an anti-avatar—because it is the opposite of doing everything right. Sloppy Joe uses procrastination, sloppiness, and lack of attention to detail to cover up a failure in living up to the actual avatar. For example, if perfectionism is not attainable, the Sloppy Joe approach is to just let it all fall apart instead. It’s as if knowing that the ideal and standard are too high to reach leads to the extreme reaction of giving up on everything and reverting to Sloppy Joe.

      Characteristics: Sloppy Joe procrastinates, misses deadlines and appointments, lets things pile up until the last minute, and doesn’t keep up with critical tasks. For some people, Sloppy Joe might be the natural result of actually having too much to do and being overwhelmed and burned out. In impostor syndrome, though, Sloppy Joe can also show up when the avatar can’t be achieved. In other words, Sloppy Joe becomes the default excuse for not being able to achieve the avatar’s ideals. This avatar can lead to actual problems with performance at work, but it can also lead to rumination and poor self-regard, low self-confidence, and even self-contempt.

      Why it doesn’t work: It is easy to hide behind the mask of labels associated with Sloppy Joe. You can easily go under the radar if you become known as “inefficient,” “disorganized,” or a “procrastinator.” In fact, you will probably stop getting put into projects and opportunities when people around you recognize that you likely will not follow through. But this will come with the price of unfulfilled dreams, abandoned aspirations, and the nagging feeling of letting yourself and others down. In some ways, Sloppy Joe is the ultimate defense mechanism. It is like a teenager who just can’t figure out how to load the dishwasher correctly.

    

    
      
      

      1 Young, Valerie. The secret thoughts of successful women: Why capable people suffer from the impostor syndrome and how to thrive in spite of it. Crown Business, 2011.
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            Finding your avatar

          

        

      

    

    
      These vignettes will give more insight into each of the avatars. As you read them, underline or note phrases and words that resonate with you.  After reading all the vignettes, select the 1 or 2 that you think represent your go-to avatars.

      In general, avatar vignettes are caricatures and might seem somewhat ridiculous or exaggerated. On the other hand, they might seem very real! They are meant to give you an idea of how these might show up in real life. You might resonate really strongly with one, or you might find a few that sound just a little bit like you.

      

  







The perfectionist

      Dr. Lakeisha Jones finished her obstetrics and gynecology training 4 years ago. She took a job in a small practice in her hometown. When she was offered that position, she agonized over whether she would be able to do a good job. Everyone in her family still lived in town and she didn’t want to let them down if she failed or made mistakes in her practice. 

      In her first couple of months, she was constantly plagued by worries that she didn’t know enough and wasn’t competent. Every surgery and every delivered baby made her feel stressed and inadequate. Despite very positive performance evaluations by her group leader—and great patient reviews—Lakeisha still didn’t feel like she was doing the exceptional job she expected for herself. Still, she was devoted to working very hard to achieve success.

      She was single and wished she had time to find a partner. But she also accepted that she didn’t really have the time to develop a relationship.  Her work days were so long and grueling that she didn’t have time for hobbies, either. She knew she spent a lot of time on the notes she wrote in her patients’ charts because they reflected the quality of her patient care and she wanted them to be perfect.

      She didn’t have a lot of confidence in her staff either. She wished she could delegate more to the nurses, but she just didn’t trust them to do things as well as she did. She firmly believed that, if you want something done right, you have to do it yourself. Even when she did delegate, she would find that she had to constantly do a lot of rework in order for things to be right. Lakeisha is finding her job more and more challenging because of the impossibly high standards to which she holds herself.
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        * * *

      

      

  







The Superwoman

      Maria Carillo has been working at a local community hospital for the past 7 years, where she has worked her way up to being a nurse manager on one of the inpatient floors. Because of her management position, Maria feels the burden of leading the group, being a role model, and making sure everything runs smoothly on her unit. Her employees respect her incredible hard work and know they can always count on her.

      Last month, Maria’s boss talked to her about taking on more responsibility with a bigger management role. He said he wants her to keep progressing at the organization. Maria is devoted to her career and was very excited about this opportunity, but she has some hesitation because she is also a devoted mother and wife—and she doesn’t want her family to suffer with her career progression. At home, she insists on making dinner every night and she attends their school activities whenever possible.  In the mornings, she often has early-morning quality and compliance meetings.  Maria tries to get everything ready for her kids and husband the night before, including laying out their clothes and making their school lunches. She struggles to manage her home, especially because she really doesn’t want to hire a housekeeper.

      So far, her schedule has worked—as long as she spends the weekend taking care of housework and laundry. Maria used to love cake decorating, but she doesn’t have time for that anymore. The few times she has tried to revive her hobby, she was completely dissatisfied. Her technical skills are rusty and, without adequate time to devote, her cakes have not lived up to her expectations.

      Maria always feels a bit like she is chasing something but she can’t quite find success at home or at work. Even when she puts in her usual 150% effort, she seems to fall short of her own expectations. The real sign of her own success, she thinks, is whether she can actually juggle all the different competing demands for her time and do them all with excellence.
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        * * *

      

      

  







The expert

      Janet Sui started her career as a staff nurse, where she worked predominantly in an outpatient medicine clinic. After a few years, she was asked to become a manager for the group. She took on the role, but never felt comfortable with budgets or management.

      To develop more skills, Janet did a healthcare management certificate program. After only a year in management, she transferred into the risk management department and began working with the hospital’s legal counsel. She loved the regulatory and compliance work, but she thought she needed a much more in-depth understanding of the law if she was going to keep advancing. So Janet enrolled in the local law school and managed to get her law degree in only 3 years, while working full time. She moved into a role with the legal department.

      In her role in the Office of General Counsel, Janet quickly became known as an expert in her areas of clinical strength, including compliance and regulatory affairs. She always wondered about whether she was getting taken seriously, though. This was partly because she had come up through the ranks at her hospital and a lot of people still remembered her from her days as a clinical staff nurse. She also always worried that she really didn’t know enough about anything to be called an “expert.” Though she studied her area diligently and always came to meetings well informed, Janet never felt like she knew quite enough or had the right credentials to be opining on important decisions.

      Whenever Janet feels inadequately prepared for an important discussion or topic, she spends an inordinate amount of time preparing and studying. She even takes advanced courses and attends seminars in her specialty areas—even though she usually finds that she could probably have taught the course herself!

      Over the past few years, she has been recruited by several other hospital systems, but she hasn’t even entertained the queries. She feels that she needs her boss around her, since she doesn’t ever feel quite competent on her own. She couldn’t imagine how hard it would be to build up credibility somewhere else, without some kind of external validation of her expertise, so she has stayed at her job—enjoying the comfort of knowing everybody, being knowledgeable about her specialty areas, and understanding the politics and landscape of the place.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  







The natural genius

      Saniah Jain is a primary care doctor in a rural and under-served area. She has been in practice for about 6 years. When she chose primary care, she knew she didn’t want to work in academics or in research, because she had never been very good at the science part of medical school training. Instead, she thought primary care suited her talents because, as a medical student, she had been good at working with patients.

      Originally, when she was hired, Saniah did not put much thought into what it would mean to be rural doctor. She felt well trained in medicine and thought her practice would come naturally. That was not the case. In fact, when she started, she felt demoralized and completely inadequate when she could not pick up the flow of getting her work done. The whole first year, she was off-kilter. Things that seemed to come easily to the other doctors in her practice would take her days to complete. She was used to picking up things quickly but, now, having to spend so much time learning new things made her suspect she just wasn’t a talented doctor. 

      Saniah had very high standards for herself and got frustrated when she noticed herself falling short. For example, she felt completely overwhelmed when she had a complex patient with lots of medical issues. She looked around at her colleagues who seemed to love a challenge, and concluded that this was just not one of her skills. 

      Saniah was also thrown for a loop anytime practice guidelines changed or new tests came out for specific diseases. She felt clunky and out of sync for a while—as she tried to incorporate these into her practice. This would just remind her that she was just not a naturally gifted physician. She felt jealous of some of the other doctors whose natural talent and abilities would shine through in everything they touched. 

      She wished she would have chosen a profession where she was naturally talented, so she could feel as comfortable and confident as they did.
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        * * *

      

      

  







The rugged individualist

      Dr. Fran Armando started her career as a research scientist at a mid-level university where she was one of the few funded investigators. After about 7 years there, she was recruited to a prestigious position at a highly competitive research institution, where she received an excellent startup package to move her lab. 

      Fran has a very strong work ethic and truly believes she will succeed best if she has all the tools and expertise to accomplish things on her own. This was certainly true at her first job, where she had few collaborators and essentially no mentors. When she wrote her very first grant, she did it entirely by herself and did not seek assistance from anyone else. Some of the more senior faculty had told her that she ought to pass the draft around for critiques, but she decided that it was important to go through the process on her own. Though the grant was not funded, she learned a lot from the experience and the next grant she submitted was successful.  Fran never likes asking for favors or special treatment and always feels that working problems out independently makes her a better scientist. 

      Fran has been recently contemplating the next direction in which to take her research and has discovered a hot area that aligns with one of her current interests. But she can’t find any original and novel angles that would be worthy of study. Every time she thinks she is onto something new, someone else publishes something related to her idea. This leads Fran to extreme disappointment since she feels it is extremely important to study and write about novel ideas. 

      Fran was recently exploring using an instrument that she doesn’t have in her lab.  Another investigator in a different department had the instrument and his lab staff are competent in these techniques. Even though Fran would have to spend a lot of time and money bringing in this new equipment, she is reluctant to collaborate with the other lab, since she doesn’t like relying on someone else. Every time she has been part of a larger collaborative team she has noticed that the results are not nearly as interesting or satisfying as her individual projects.    
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        * * *

      

      

  







Sloppy Joe

      Maya Mahendra is an internal medicine doctor who has been in practice for 7 years. She is well respected by her colleagues, students give her great evaluations, and her patients love her. She is always the first to volunteer to help out a colleague in need or take on a new student mentee. She often gives her patients her cell phone number in case they need her after hours.

      In recent years, though, Maya is finding she has more and more trouble keeping up with the day-to-day things that need to be done. She is always hopelessly behind on her patient charts. Maya just hates writing quick and sloppy notes, so she is always waiting until she has enough time to give them her full attention. Even though she always used to get great patient reviews, she has started getting some complaints because she isn’t responding fast enough to patient calls and prescription refill requests. There are just so many to tackle that Maya gets paralyzed about even starting.

      Maya knows she has great ideas to offer and would love to be more involved with leadership but, every time she tries to write up a new proposal, she gets bogged down in getting the details right and eventually gives up. This just becomes another missed deadline.

      Maya has been trying to think of different ways to become more organized. She has tried day-timers, lists, reminders, and every kind of self-help books. On 1 hand, she gets frustrated with herself for her sloppiness. On the other hand, though, she doesn’t like being so rigidly controlled by lists and structure.
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            Understanding perfectionism

          

        

      

    

    
      If you haven’t quite bought into the paramount importance of perfectionism for all the avatars, take a look at the following sentences. Do you see how “perfect” is part of each avatar?

      
        	Someone who is truly competent will produce perfect work products (perfectionist).

        	Someone who is truly competent has every aspect of their life picture perfect (superwoman).

        	Someone who is truly competent has the perfect credentials to prove it (expert).

        	Someone who is truly competent is naturally perfect (natural genius).

        	Someone who is truly competent does things perfectly on their own without any help (rugged individualist).

      

      Perfectionism is an almost-universal theme for impostor syndrome, since the inner critic will almost always get you to believe there is no worthy goal other than perfection. So, in working with the way your avatars help you show up for life, we are going to concentrate on the gift (and the curse) of perfectionism.

      At this point, your hackles might already be up. I know I am rubbing the cat the wrong direction by hinting that perfectionism is not a standard worth seeking. You might be rolling your eyes at me and thinking, “Why would anyone want less than a perfect outcome?” After all, isn’t perfectionism exactly what has gotten you this far in life already?

      You might also feel your identity radar starting to ping loudly, sensing this part might be an enemy entering your personal territory. This will be especially true if perfectionism has become part of your personality—or at least what you are known for.

      Lastly, you might start to feel a little anxious about even dipping your big toe into the waters of striving for less than perfect. Are you imagining the disasters that will reveal themselves if you do anything less than your usual perfect work?

      You are not alone! Every single person with impostor syndrome that I have met so far grips perfectionism with clenched fists and white knuckles. I have even had people play an unrelenting game of tug-of-war with me to keep hold of it. Can you suspend disbelief and consider that there might be a better way of life that doesn’t end up with your being a slacker slob who produces embarrassing work? (Did you notice all those cognitive distortions? All-or-nothing thinking and catastrophizing?)

      Relax. I’m not actually going to ask you to give up your perfectionism entirely. I just want you to consider remodeling and renovating it a little, so you can capitalize on the best parts and toss the bad parts. Let’s start by understanding perfectionism—before we branch into some tools for reframing perfectionism to create a healthy and sustainable balance.

      

    







What is perfectionism?

      Although perfectionism used to be strongly associated with all types of psychological distress—and that it was uniformly negative1—scientists have recently proven that perfectionism has 2 sides: healthy perfectionism and unhealthy perfectionism2.

      The popular press focuses mostly on the unhealthy version of perfectionism3. This is the type associated with burnout and may be present as a backdrop for eating disorders, obsessive-compulsive disorder, depression, and anxiety. There are plenty of studies, though, that elucidate a version of healthy perfectionism that leads to excellence, personal satisfaction, meaning, and purpose4.

      Are you feeling a little less defensive and maybe even excited or happy to know that you might be able to keep some of your perfectionism even as you work to control your impostor syndrome? I will be asking you to work hard to abandon unhealthy perfectionism, though. The basic premise is that you can keep your high personal standards, but you need to dial back the self-criticism when you don’t meet these standards.

      Does that sound really hard? The good news is that there are tools to do this. The even better news is that you have already perfected some of these tools through your work in the earlier chapters in this book.

      Let’s get into the basics of perfectionism.  Then we can tweak perfectionism to make it healthier.

      Perfectionism has been defined as a tendency to view anything short of perfection as an unacceptable outcome. Here is a more scientific and detailed definition:

      
        
        Perfectionism is a personality style characterized by striving for flawlessness and setting excessively high standards for performance accompanied by tendencies for overly critical evaluations of one’s behavior.5

      

      

      Now let’s examine some of the research and data about healthy (or adaptive) perfectionism and unhealthy (or maladaptive) perfectionism.

      

    







Components of healthy perfectionism

      Perfectionistic striving

      Healthy perfectionism is characterized by what is called perfectionistic striving6. This can include a focus on being orderly and neat, having strong organizational skills, and holding yourself to high personal standards. In the healthy version of perfectionism, standards are self-imposed, meaning you are setting your own bar for yourself7.

      In the unhealthy version, you are responding to a bar that you think has been set externally. Other strong characteristics in healthy perfectionism are being self-directed and having less concern over mistakes and errors.

      Goal-directed toward mastery

      In healthy perfectionism, goal-directedness is focused on mastery8. This means you are motivated to develop mastery of a skill or talent. Healthy perfectionists focus intently on learning, self-improvement, and growing. In healthy perfectionism, even while striving, there is a degree of flexibility and adaptability on the goal9. When the goals are not reached for some reason, the healthy perfectionist can still appreciate the experience as a growth opportunity instead of a failure.

      Resourceful coping strategies

      Healthy perfectionism is associated with coping strategies that are resourceful and positive, and that correlate with learning strategies and strong academic achievement10. These coping strategies include planning, suppression of competing activities, seeking emotional support, venting of emotions, and positive reinterpretation and acceptance. Healthy perfectionism is also associated with conscientiousness, extraversion, endurance, positive mood, and satisfaction with life.

      

    







Components of unhealthy perfectionism

      Perfectionistic concern

      In unhealthy perfectionism, there is a strong focus on perfectionistic concern11. This refers to a high level of angst about making mistakes, which leads to doubt about past and future actions. Unhealthy perfectionism magnifies the gap between actual achievement and the very high expectations that a person has for themselves and their actual level of achievement.

      In unhealthy perfectionism, individuals hold themselves to standards set by others or by external sources. Oftentimes, an individual cannot even name the source of these standards, but has the sense that a bar has been set by some outside force.

      Other strong characteristics in unhealthy perfectionism are rigidity about the definitions of success and failure.

      Goal-directed toward performance

      In unhealthy perfectionism, there is a strong orientation toward performance, results, and numeric quantity. Unhealthy perfectionists measure everything, compare themselves with others, and are highly focused on what they achieve instead of on mastery. This orientation sacrifices growth and learning and focuses entirely on winning or losing. Unhealthy perfectionism is also skewed toward trying to avoid negative outcomes and harm, rather than directing striving toward positive goals or outcomes.

      Unhealthy coping strategies

      In unhealthy perfectionism, coping strategies are negatively focused and unhelpful. Avoidance, procrastination, repeated checking of results, and excessive thoroughness are common. These coping strategies are associated with unproductive learning strategies, poorer outcomes (in terms of academic achievement), and increased anxiety and stress.
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          [image: Self reflection exercise: How does perfectionism show up for you at home or at work? Is this keeping you stuck?]
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            Unearthing perfectionism

          

          

      

    

    









The roots of perfectionism

        

      

    

    
      Humans are programmed to seek stability and constancy and avoid change—whether it is related to environment, work, behavior, or actions. In fact, being able to predict and anticipate the way things will play out is a foundational aspect of feeling safe and secure1.

      At the same time, science tells us that our brains are structured and designed to adapt to change and be flexible. This adaptability, or neuroplasticity, is critical for learning new things and growing our capabilities and skills2. Think of this simple example:

      
        
        Virtually every morning during the last school year, I drove my middle child to school. We followed the exact same route and I didn’t think twice about the stoplights, turns, or even the occasional slow-down for traffic. I was driving on auto-pilot.

      

        

      
        The first day of summer vacation, I drove to work directly instead of to his school. I used a different route that I had to think about a little bit. But, I didn’t end up at his school, because I was able to over-ride my habit of going on the highway. After a couple of days, I had a new habit of driving to work also on auto-pilot.

      

      

      When it comes to deeply personal behaviors, vulnerability, and parts of ourselves we don’t love and want to change, it is not nearly as easy as driving a new route3. Even if you are feeling contempt for your perfectionistic parts right now, after reading about unhealthy perfectionism, you probably realize that changing this behavior is not just a simple decision. Our avatar behaviors are well programmed—and reprogramming these well-established and entrenched neural pathways requires some deep work.

      A first but powerful step in transitioning from unhealthy to healthy perfectionism (or for overcoming any of the other avatar behaviors) is to examine underlying biases and deeply held beliefs4. Without this hard look at where it all started, it is hard to move toward more adaptive uses of the avatars.

      To make that move, we are going to use a modification of a model that was described by Robert Kegan and Lisa Lahey in their book Immunity to Change5, coupled with a methodology from neurolinguistic programming that is called “Logical Levels.” Both of these tools help get to the bottom of a “stuck state” by examining underlying beliefs, assumptions, and identity issues in order to get to the drivers for the behavior6. In this case, we will examine a stuck state of unhealthy perfectionism, but the tool can be used for just about any stuck state you are battling in your life.

      For the following exercise, you should get out your journal to work along with your own stuck state. Going through this content will be much more powerful if you come up with a real example for yourself and walk through the steps outlined below. Think of an example scenario in which your unhealthy perfectionism is getting in your way and keeping you stuck; then, you can work through the questions for each step.

      

    







A step-wise process to understanding your perfectionism

      Step 1:  Define your stuck state when it comes to unhealthy perfectionism—where are you currently and where do you want to be instead?

      
        	How is your unhealthy perfectionism showing up in your day-to-day life?

        	How does your unhealthy perfectionism seem to be helping you and seemingly hurting you?

        	If you had a magic button and you could change your unhealthy perfectionism, what would it look like for you instead?

        	What outcomes or results do you want instead?

      

      Step 2: Where and when does this unhealthy perfectionism occur? What are your physiology and location when it kicks in?

      
        	What is the typical location and environment when your perfectionism strikes?

        	What are common triggers for your perfectionism?

        	Is this environment contributing to your unhealthy perfectionism?

        	How are you feeling and what is going on with you when you feel this unhealthy perfectionism show up?

      

      Step 3: What behaviors are contributing to keeping you stuck?

      
        	What are you currently doing that is keeping you from realizing your goal?

        	What are you currently not doing that is keeping you from realizing your goal?

      

      Step 4: What are the beliefs and values that are underlying this stuck state?

      
        	What are the beliefs and values that might be driving you to act this way? What were you taught as a child or young adult that informs this scenario?

        	If you moved away from unhealthy perfectionism, what might you be neglecting, missing out on, or doing wrong?

        	What risk are you taking in abandoning unhealthy perfectionism?

        	Is there anything specific that you are trying to avoid with your unhealthy perfectionism?

      

      Step 5: What are some deeply held identity assumptions that are contributing to keeping you in this stuck state?

      
        	Imagine a person who has overcome unhealthy perfectionism. What negative judgments or generalizations would you automatically and judgmentally make about them?

        	Who would criticize you if you got rid of unhealthy perfectionism and what would they say about you?

      

      Step 6: Self-reflection and examination of your stuck state

      Now that you have done some work around the environment and physiology, behaviors, beliefs and values, and identity assumptions of your stuck state, take a few minutes to consider how each of these areas is contributing to your stuck state. You will use this as a jumping-off point when you start to make a change plan for yourself in the next chapter.

      

    







An example of the root cause of unhealthy perfectionism

      We will be using the story of Hailey, who is a physician struggling with perfectionism. Here is Hailey’s story.

      
        
        Hailey is an internal medicine physician who is the head of a busy outpatient clinic. She has a full clinic load and is also a rotation director for visiting residents from the local academic medical center. Hailey is beloved by her patients because she is very attentive to every detail, she is a great listener, and she never fails to follow up on every detail—large or small.

      

        

      
        Hailey and her husband Richard have 2 children—Grace, who is 3, and Michael, who is 6. Hailey’s husband gave up his job when they had Grace because the cost of daycare was almost as much as his net salary. For the most part, Hailey has the details of work and life at home well handled. Despite working full-time, she is able to juggle family time and even contribute some minimal parent volunteer work at Michael’s school.

      

        

      
        Hailey does have trouble staying on top of her patients’ medical charts, though. Her partners think she puts way too much effort into making them perfect. In fact, Hailey has always struggled with her perfectionism and is especially critical of herself when she doesn’t meet her own very high expectations.

      

        

      
        Hailey has noticed that her perfectionism is starting to bleed over into her home life in a way she doesn’t like. She has this one pet peeve that is really starting to affect both Richard and her. When Hailey gets home after a difficult day at work and finds the kitchen a mess, she comes unglued and can’t seem to relax or calm herself down. She gets angry and frustrated and always ends up cleaning the kitchen herself. And, if she is totally honest with herself, she puts in more effort into cleaning the kitchen than it deserves. She feels like it needs to be spotless, sanitized, and bleached every day before she cooks. It bothers her even more when Richard is just watching TV on the couch while she is working away in the kitchen. After she cleans up and gets dinner on the table, Hailey does not have the time or the energy to play with the kids. Hailey doesn’t like how the messy kitchen gets to her and wants to do something about it.

      

      

      
        
        Hailey’s goal

        I want to come home and be able to take the messy kitchen in stride. I want to spend my time and energy playing with the kids instead of angrily cleaning up the kitchen.

      

      

      Step 1: Define your stuck state when it comes to unhealthy perfectionism—where are you currently and where do you want to be instead?

      
        
        Hailey: I am letting my unhealthy perfectionism take over my evenings. It is making me miserable and I am starting to be excessively critical of myself and my husband. The kitchen does end up being clean, but I hate the way this is making me feel. I want to have a better and more reasonable approach to my evening routine and not feel so angry. I know I need to let go of wanting everything perfect at home, but that seems so difficult.

      

      

      Step 2: Where and when does this unhealthy perfectionism occur? What are your physiology and location when it kicks in?

      
        
        Hailey: This shows up for me almost every evening when I get home. I know I am already tired and worn out from the day so I don’t have adequate reserves to combat my perfectionism.

      

      

      Step 3: What behaviors are you doing and not doing that are contributing to keeping you stuck?

      
        
        Hailey: I am not taking any time to unwind as I come home from work. I have not talked to Richard about my feelings about the messy kitchen. I am letting my unhealthy perfectionism take over the minute I get home. I am getting angry and frustrated and taking it out on my family.

      

      

      Step 4: What are the beliefs and values that are underlying this stuck state?

      
        
        Hailey: There is a part of me that I don’t like that thinks staying home is easy and that Richard should be able to keep the kitchen clean. I was definitely raised to think that a messy kitchen is unsafe and a sign of a sloppy or unkempt family. Sometimes I wonder how this family would even survive if I weren’t here to pick up all the pieces. I start to believe that I’m some kind of hero—that, if I didn’t take care of all these loose ends, this family would fall apart. I never want to be that house where other parents won’t let their kids come over for a play date. Having a messy house feels like a sign that I am a bad wife and mother and that I am not in control of my life. My mom was a stay-at-home mom and I think I feel guilty that I am not managing my family and home like she did. Maybe I actually like the role of rescuing the family from disaster. After all, they don’t really need me all that much otherwise. My fundamental identity is that of a woman who can do it all. If I can’t do it all, then my dream feels shattered.

      

      

      Step 5: What are your deeply held identity assumptions that are contributing to keeping you in this stuck state?

      
        
        Hailey: Fundamentally, my identity feels really wrapped up in being this perfect package. A perfect wife, a perfect mother, a perfect doctor. If I weren’t perfect, it feels like I would degenerate into a disgusting slob.

      

      

      Step 6: Self-reflection and examination of your stuck state

      
        
        Hailey: This is terrible! I don’t want to be a person who thinks a woman’s place is in the home. And, I know Richard works hard at home and is a wonderful father and husband. I can see that I need to do some work to overcome this perfectionism so that I can relax and enjoy my time at home with my family.
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        * * *

      

      What you do next will depend upon what you discover through your investigation of the circumstances around your perfectionistic stuck state. You might have found something you don’t particularly like about yourself that is worth digging into. Hailey discovered that she was holding firmly onto some gender-specific roles, despite being a successful, professional woman. She also discovered that she might be getting some satisfaction and validation from being needed, even if it meant she was angry for it at the same time.

      The next chapter will give you some specific tools and strategies you can use to get yourself unstuck.

    

    
      
      

      1 Yeager, David Scott, and Carol S. Dweck. Mindsets that promote resilience: When students believe that personal characteristics can be developed. Educational psychologist 47.4 (2012): 302-314.

      

      2 Davidson, Richard J., and Bruce S. McEwen. Social influences on neuroplasticity: stress and interventions to promote well-being. Nature neuroscience 15.5 (2012): 689.

      

      3 Kolb, Bryan, and Robbin Gibb. Principles of neuroplasticity and behavior. Cambridge University Press, NY, USA, 2008.

      

      4 Bowe, Constance M., et al. Questioning the ‘big assumptions’. Part I: addressing personal contradictions that impede professional development. Medical Education 37.8 (2003): 715-722.

      

      5 Kegan, Robert, Lisa Laskow Lahey. Immunity to change: How to overcome it and unlock potential in yourself and your organization. Harvard Business Press, 2009.

      

      6 Kegan, Robert, and Lisa Laskow Lahey. The real reason people won’t change. HBR’s 10 Must Reads on Change 77 (2001).

      

    

  





  
    
      
        
          
            45

          

          

      

    

    










            Overcoming perfectionism

          

        

      

    

    
      If you completed your own exercise from the previous chapter, you have already taken the first step by examining the circumstances, underlying beliefs, and deeply held identity assumptions about your unhealthy perfectionism. This is an excellent foundation upon which you can build your change plan with the tools in this chapter.

      The next step is to experiment with stopping the vicious cycle of perfectionism in your own life. This doesn’t mean abandoning your high ideals or striving less. It means releasing yourself from the grips of impossibly high standards and letting go of the harsh self-evaluation that comes along with not meeting them.

      The best way to start this process is to start recognizing the circumstances when your avatar is activated—and converting your behavioral reactions from automatic to choiceful and purposeful. You can go back and re-read Chapter 15 if you want a refresher on automatic thoughts and how they work. In this chapter, you will learn about 4 strategies to lead you away from unhealthy perfectionism toward healthy perfectionism.

      

    







Change your environment and physiology

      Sometimes, the scenery around us and our physical state helps initiate unhealthy perfectionism. Your defenses might be down, you might be exhausted, you might be hungry, or a number of any other contributing factors that keep you from resisting the easily automated pathway.

      Here are a few things you can do to change things up.

      
        
        Do something enjoyable for a few minutes

        How would things change if you got yourself into a good frame of mind instead of starting from a negative place? What things do you like to do to put yourself into a better mood? What would happen if Hailey came home, grabbed her kids and played catch in the yard before starting the evening? Or what if she made herself a cup of tea and sat in the rocking chair for 5 minutes?

      

      

      
        
        Move your body

        There is plenty of evidence that the endorphins from physical activity can change mindset and move us toward positive and away from negative. If your perfectionist comes out when you are tired, drained, and low on reserves, try moving around and doing something physical for a few minutes.

      

      

      

    







Attacking the tiny actions that are leading you astray

      By now you might recognize that your actions really are contributing to the outcome you are getting with unhealthy perfectionism. But you might not quite be ready to give them up, since we have done nothing to demonstrate that everything will be all right if you stop. Your fear may be percolating along, despite the fact that you are now wondering if this perfectionistic approach is really doing you as much good as you think.

      Here are 2 ways to find out.

      
        
        Conduct behavioral experiments

        You might think you have a pretty good idea of what would happen if you didn’t follow your usual unhealthy perfectionistic pathways. We think we are really good at predicting outcomes, but it turns out we aren’t. We are prone to exaggeration and hyperbole, and our predictions are often based less on facts and data than faulty cognitive distortions. Take a minute to write out what you think would happen if you didn’t do the usual.

      

        

      
        Here is what Hailey might say.

      

      

      
        
        If I didn’t come home and clean the kitchen, nobody else would do it. I would be even more stressed out if I left the kitchen a mess. If I leave the kitchen for the morning instead of doing it in the evening, it will take me twice as long to clean. If the kitchen isn’t sanitized and deep cleaned every day, we will have ants and roaches.

      

      

      
        
        When you do this, notice which cognitive distortions you are employing. Hailey is using all-or-none thinking and disasterizing in predicting the future.

        We often predict that we will experience more stress and more anxiety if we do not follow our usual path. But studies have shown that stress and anxiety are often lessened if we relax and don’t follow the perfectionistic pathways1.

      

        

      
        Now, think about some experiments you could set up to see if these things actually do come true2. Here are some experiments Hailey could do.

      

        

      
        ✦ This week, I will alternate between coming home and spending 30 minutes playing with the kids before I tackle the kitchen and doing things my usual way. I will track my anger, frustration, and anxiety on a scale of 1 to 10 each evening.

      

        

      
        ✦ This week, I am going to alternate between just leaving the kitchen messy until the morning and doing it my usual way. I will time how long it takes me in both scenarios.

      

        

      
        ✦ This week, I am going to experiment with getting help on cleaning the kitchen. I am going to ask Richard if he can get the kitchen clean before I come home on Monday. On Wednesday, I am going to ask the kids to help me clean the kitchen when I come home.

      

        

      
        ✦ This week, I will do a superficial wipe-down on the kitchen, spending no more than 7 minutes on the task. Then, I will deep clean over the weekend. I will monitor for roaches and ants.

      

      

      
        
        Put your perfectionism on a dial instead of an on-off switch

      

        

      
        A lot of times we apply perfectionistic standards without thinking. We don’t discriminate very well between things that deserve a high level of care and things that do not.

      

        

      
        Try to think about your perfectionism on a scale of 0-100%, or on a dial/rheostat instead of an on-off switch. Now, think about the tasks you might have ahead of you today and begin to assign a worth value to them: How much perfectionism is each task worth? And for each task and worth value, decide what that imperfect outcome will look like for you.

      

        

      
        Here is an example from my own workday.

      

        

      
        Answering emails on time: This is worth about 40% of my perfectionism. Many of my emails don’t require much attention and, even if they do, it usually doesn’t have to be today. If I get through 40% of my emails in a day and hit only the most critical to-do things, that is an acceptable imperfect outcome.

      

        

      
        Making dinner for my family: This is worth about 80% of my perfectionism. When I cook, we eat healthier and I also get pleasure from cooking. If I cook 4 out of 5 days a week, that is an acceptable imperfect outcome.

      

        

      
        Meditation, exercise, or some other personal time: This is worth 90% of my perfection. When I get some me-time in the day, everything goes better for me. Why do I always put this last, when this would be a great place to focus on being “perfect?” Doing something for myself every day would make my days go better. I really want to focus on hitting a higher target for this.

      

        

      
        The report I have due today: This deserves 20% of my perfectionism. The report is not important and won’t be read by anyone. It is documentation for a file that needs to be done, but it doesn’t need to be perfectly worded or perfectly formatted. I should strive for good-enough work on this. If I spend 20 minutes on this report, that will be a fine imperfect outcome.

      

      

      

    







Challenge the beliefs and values

      When you look back at your beliefs and values work, are there phrases that encapsulate what you were thinking? For example, for Hailey—much as she won’t like these—they may look like this:

      
        	A messy house is the sign of an out-of-control life.

        	Men should not clean the kitchen.

        	My family doesn’t really need me other than to clean the kitchen.

      

      This is a great time to challenge these thoughts and rethink your beliefs and values to fit with your modern life today. Reprogramming these beliefs and values to fit with healthy perfectionism instead of unhealthy perfectionism can be a tremendous release valve for you and your family.

      There are a couple of ways to go about this.

      
        
        Use your thought cascade tools from earlier in this book

      

        

      
        You can address each of these thoughts with a thought cascade. Aim to create a new thought that takes you away from unhealthy perfectionism and toward healthy perfectionism. Remember: Healthy perfectionism is associated with a growth mindset and relaxed and flexible standards.

      

        

      
        Hailey might create a new bridging thought like this.

      

      

      
        
        I like my house to be neat and tidy, but it doesn’t have to be perfect every day. If I can get in a good deep cleaning once a week, a wipe-down daily is plenty for safety and appearance.

      

      

      
        
        Use surveys or data analysis to challenge your beliefs and values

      

        

      
        A lot of unhealthy perfectionism is based on faulty information or misconstrued data. Hailey has an outdated and old-fashioned underlying belief that she doesn’t even want to admit: that men should not be cleaning the kitchen. Even though she knows this is wrong, some data might help remind her that this viewpoint doesn’t fit with her actual life.

      

        

      
        A good way to get the evidence that you need to prove this is to do mini-surveys of other people like you. Hailey is a member of a group called Physician Women in Leadership with more than 5,000 members on Facebook. She could post a question to the group to find out how many of the women physicians’ husbands do the dishes and clean up the kitchen. If she asked me that, I would tell her that my husband always cleans the kitchen.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: QR Code]
          
        

        Scan or click QR code to visit https://physicianwomenleaders.com/

      

      
        
        Getting concrete data about what other families do is a way to start breaking down the myths that Hailey’s unhealthy perfectionistic side is propagating.

      

      

      

    







Rewiring and rethinking your identity away from unhealthy perfectionism

      Simon Sinek has written and speaks about how important it is to find your “why.”3 Translated, this concept is about finding your meaning and purpose, or discovering the most important fundamental driver for your life’s work. This sounds like a daunting and enormous idea, but in fact it can be a lot easier than you think; plus, doing some work around meaning and purpose can be very powerful. For more information on how to discover your meaning and purpose, Sinek’s how-to book Find Your Why will walk you through a step-by-step process4.

      Hailey might say her identity is that she wants to be seen as perfect. Being less than perfect would be a major blow and make her feel like a personal failure. If she did some work around her meaning and purpose, however, she might find that being perfect is not her true essence.

      There are a couple of things you can do to tackle the identity issues that are attached to perfectionism.

      
        
        Loosen your excessively high standards, embed flexibility, and broaden your definition of success

      

        

      
        A lot of people with unhealthy perfectionistic tendencies have obvious double standards. They hold themselves to much higher standards than anyone else. You might sometimes think, “That is fine for Bob to perform at that level, but I need to perform at a higher level.” This means you are constantly striving for a bar you would never expect anyone else to meet.

        It is important to point out that some underrepresented groups do live under the oppression of real and actual double standards. Because they are being externally held to excessively and unfairly higher standards, it is especially difficult not to absorb those unfair standards into perfectionistic tendencies.

      

      

      
        
          [image: Self reflection exercise: In what ways do you hold yourself to a higher standard than anyone else?]
        

      

      At this point, you may want to push back on the concept of letting go of your high standards. After all, they have defined you for a long time, so loosening your personal standards might be frightening. And it would seem a little ridiculous for me to tell a physician to let go of perfection and be satisfied with just doing things at a mediocre level.

      However, this is not an either/or situation. Instead of lowering your standards, think instead about loosening the rules for perfection and creating more flexible definitions of success. Take a look at how Lydia loosened up a perfectionistic standard for herself and experienced a lightening of her perfectionism load.

      
        
        Lydia: I am in a terrible place right now, like I am in thick mud and can’t get out.

      

        

      
        Me: Have you ever been in this place before?

      

        

      
        Lydia: Oh yes—a couple of years ago this happened.

      

        

      
        Me: How did you get out of the mud then?

      

        

      
        Lydia: I started running. I love to run. I love being outside and I love to see beautiful views.

      

        

      
        Me: Are you running now?

      

        

      
        Lydia: No. I don’t have time to run. I am just too busy at work. We are short-staffed.

      

        

      
        Me: How about 10 minutes? Can you find 10 minutes to go outside, do a little running, and just enjoy the view and nature?

      

        

      
        Lydia: I can’t run for 10 minutes. It has to be 30 minutes.

      

        

      
        Me: What is wrong with 10 minutes? Isn’t it better than 0 minutes?

      

        

      
        Lydia: (thinking quietly)…OK, I can try 10 minutes, but I am used to doing 30 minutes.

      

      

      A week later, I met with Lydia and she told me she had really thought about why 30 minutes was the only way she could imagine running. It had to do with guidelines for heart health and her own definition of ideal (perfect?) exercise. She said that loosening the concept of perfection and creating a more flexible definition of exercise was a breakthrough for her. Her unhealthy perfectionism had been holding her back from pulling herself out of her mud the one way she knew how. Once she was able to release the definition of perfect running, she took exactly the small steps she needed to get back on track. Lydia learned how powerful it was to loosen her own rules.

      
        
        Reframe your definition of failure

      

        

      
        Healthy perfectionism is associated with the feeling that failure is part of the process of growth and learning. I don’t know who coined this mnemonic, but I think it encapsulates a great way to reframe failure.

        F: First

        A: Attempt

        I: In

        L: Learning

        In unhealthy perfectionism, there is a strong tendency to frame actions as a way to avoid and move away from failure. Without failure, though, there is no progress. Unhealthy perfectionism can lead to risk-aversion, stagnation, and stalled growth and development.

      

      

      
        
          [image: Self reflection standard: Are there areas of your life that are stagnating because of your fear of failure?]
        

      

      You can use a thought cascade with the rewind or the bridging thought approach to create more a resourceful story for yourself about failure. Here is Aaron’s example of how fear of failure is holding him back.

      
        
        Aaron is a very successful researcher and scientist. He has toyed with applying for leadership opportunities in the past, but his inner critic has always talked him out of it. To add to his hesitation, he really doesn’t want to put himself out there only to be rejected for a position. He has always played things safe when it comes to professional advancement. His success in research and funding has come easily. He loves the feeling of submitting perfect grant applications and papers. He loves his job, but he also feels like he could move into a more substantial leadership position. He was nominated to apply for a Chair position and is thinking about applying. But he is afraid that being passed over for a leadership position would feel like a terrible failure.

      

      

      Here is Aaron’s thought cascade focusing on potential failure. Notice how his first reframed bridging thought focuses on leaning into the experience and expanding his definition of success—success is learning, not getting the job. The second reframed thought shows how he might redefine the definition of failure—as not even trying instead of not getting the job. This is what it means to reframe the definition of failure.

      
        
        Circumstances: I have been asked to apply for a Chair position.

        Thought: If I don’t get the job it will destroy my confidence and I’ll feel like a failure.

        Feelings: Fear, anxiety, hesitation

        Action: I don’t apply.

        Result: I won’t move up in leadership if I don’t even apply.

      

      

      
        
        0-degree thought: If I don’t get the job it will destroy my confidence and then I’ll feel like a failure.

        180-degree thought: Even if I don’t get the job I will be even more confident and I will feel like a success.

      

        

      
        Potential new bridging thoughts

        ➤ If I don’t get the job, it will be an important experience to learn how to interview at this level.

        ➤ If I don’t try for this job, I will feel like this was a missed opportunity.
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            Overcoming procrastination

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Procrastination in impostor syndrome is unfulfilled perfectionism.

        Jennifer Hunt MD—you read it here first!

      

        

      

      I didn’t do the scientific experiments to prove this theory, but I have talked to countless women and men who have convinced me that I’m right about it.

      Nobody strives to be a Sloppy Joe, and nobody gets up in the morning planning to procrastinate. Instead, procrastination can be thought of as the end result of a very slippery slope that ends with resignation and disappointment. At the top of that slope, where the ski lift would have let you off, you will probably find perfectionism. In other words, if your circumstances are such that you do not, cannot, and will not meet your own impossibly high standards for perfectionism, it might just be easier to not even start at all. If you don’t find perfectionism at the top of your slippery slope of procrastination, you might find fear of failure. (This doesn’t apply to people without impostor syndrome who procrastinate, by the way.)

      One simple dictionary definition of “procrastination” is “to put off intentionally the doing of something that should be done.” But this doesn’t take into account the emotional toll that procrastination takes—even when it isn’t a pattern or habit for you. A better definition of “procrastination,” perhaps, is “to voluntarily delay an intended course of action despite expecting to be worse off for the delay.”1 This definition shows the emotional space procrastination takes up for us. For some people, particularly those with impostor syndrome, procrastination can lead to a feeling of a huge looming monster of epic proportions, with a chaser of guilt and shame.

      Think back to the last time you procrastinated about something that really needed to be done. Do you remember the visceral guilt that built up in your gut? Remember how you eventually had to hang your head and admit to yourself that the thing you were avoiding had now circled around and was biting you in the butt?

      The guilt and shame hangover, experienced either during or after an episode of procrastination, is real. Procrastination is fundamentally driven by the somewhat selfish desires of your current self who prioritizes in-the-moment experience over the logical and realistic assessment of the needs of your future self.

      Let me give you a metaphor for this. Imagine your inner toddler brain winning after throwing a temper tantrum that sounds a little like this: “I don’t want to do that boring, nasty, awful, necessary thing. I want to do this fun, distracting, useless thing right now. I don’t care what happens tomorrow; I just want a good day today. Besides, if I mess around long enough, there won’t be time to do the yucky thing that needs to be done.”

      Bedtime is a great example. Toddlers don’t have the ability to visualize and understand that their future self will have need of a good night’s sleep. They would rather let their present self act impulsively and stay up way too late in order to enjoy the current moment. I guess this also applies to adults who might stay up all night and binge watch an entire Netflix series (not that I am speaking from personal experience or anything!)

      Does that put procrastination into perspective? To put a very fine point on it, procrastination is a failure in your self-regulation to prioritize your future needs over your current needs2.

      What kind of procrastinator are you?

      There are 3 failure points that can lead to procrastination. First, you might fail in your preparation—where you either don’t have the right motivation and stimulus to get started or disorganization is keeping you from initiating action. Second, you might fail to sustain and finish because of lack of concentration or excessive distractions. Lastly, a harsh inner critic might be sabotaging your progress, completion, and even your ability to start another project.

      Which of these resonates most with you? Or do you suffer from a little of each?

      

    







Overcome your procrastination habit

      If Sloppy Joe has become your number 1 go-to anti-avatar, there are some things you can do to stop this vicious cycle for yourself. Although procrastination is generally stable over time, interventions and behavioral changes are possible if you commit to making some changes3. Here are some strategies you can try that are backed up by science4.

      Make a specific plan

      1. Set your intention before you start

      Published research shows us that setting a goal or having an intention to reach a goal is critical to achievement5. Even if it seems obvious and intuitive, many studies have shown that participants who set an intention to achieve a goal are much more likely to reach their goal than those who just organically go about their business6. The more committed you are to the goal, the bigger the effect of setting your intention can be7.

      There is also substantial evidence that visualizing your desired state—with emotional associations, as if you are living it out in the first person—has a lot of activating power8. Spending even a few minutes in quiet reflection having a vivid imagined experience of reaching your goal has a direct effect on starting9. For more detailed information on the power of visualization, see Chapter 54, where mental time travel is discussed.

      2. Set your implementation intention

      Again, straight from the scientific literature, there is no question that goal-setting alone is not enough to lead to initiation and completion. The best results come from coupling it with an implementation intention10. An implementation intention is as simple as defining the specific elements of when, where, and how you are going to tackle your goal. This is an interesting concept to explore a little bit as it relates to procrastination.

      For example, let’s say you need to finish a time-consuming and detail-rich report. But your perfectionism avatar is screaming that you’ll never be able to do it perfectly, so Sloppy Joe takes the bait and convinces you to clean your closet instead. Setting an implementation intention would look like this11.

      
        
        I am going to spend 3 hours on this report tomorrow, starting at 9 am and ending at 12 pm. I will work in my office with the door closed to limit distractions. I can do this! And I am blocking my calendar right now to make this happen.

      

      

      You could even go so far as setting up some cues for yourself12.

      
        
        I am going to set an alarm for 8:50 am and, when it goes off, I am going to do 10 minutes of visualization around what it will look and feel like to be done with that report13.

      

      

      Just do the next right thing, take a step, step again

      OK, so this is not exactly from the scientific literature. I mean, I’m sure I can find a study to support the premise, but the only reference I really need to provide is from the lyrics of the song “The Next Right Thing,” from the Disney movie Frozen 2. As a mother, as an executive coach, and as a CrossFit coach, I can personally attest to the magical beauty of just starting and committing to starting something. It is completely a mental mind game, but it works.

      When I used to do CrossFit regularly, and the workout was something terrible like 100 burpees as fast as possible—I would just concentrate on doing the next 1….not thinking about doing 100…just thinking about doing 1. Then, 1 more. Then, 1 more.

      Along with this is a more scientifically proven strategy that says to break things down into small, bite-sized, accomplishable, and step-wise tasks. Malcolm Gladwell wrote an entire book about how little steps can make a giant difference14. If you need to get that tedious report done, write out 5 steps it will take to get to the desired end state.

      Focusing on small wins and small steps instead of tackling the large and looming end state leads to better initiation15. According to Elsa, you can just do “the next right thing, take a step, step again,” and you can save the world (or at least do 100 burpees).

      Find the recipe for your flow state

      Flow state was first described by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi16. By his description, “flow state” is the combination of the following attributes:

      
        	The perceived challenges of the situation represent a stretch but are not out of the realm of possibilities for you.

        	There is direct feedback available about your progress and how you are reaching your goals.

      

      While in a flow state, you may notice that you are able to achieve an intensity and concentrated effort. This might look like loss of awareness of your surroundings and environment and a feeling of control and pleasure associated. You may feel that time is standing still while you forget to eat or even go to the bathroom17. Flow state is optimal for getting things done and—if you can figure out a magical flow-state formula for yourself—you can help yourself overcome recalcitrant procrastination.

      To get more flow in your day, first consider your best time of day. Are you freshest and most alert in the morning? If so, schedule your most demanding and taxing tasks then. If you are a night owl, don’t fight it! Schedule your deep work for the night time, when you are at your best. (But please, don’t call me; I’ll be asleep so I can get up at 3:30 am and get my best work done!)

      Another aspect of flow state is minimizing (or, better yet, avoiding) distractions. One study showed that, when you are interrupted once, it takes 26.5% longer to finish a task; and, with 2 interruptions, it takes 30% longer18. Another study showed that it takes an average of 23 minutes and 15 seconds to refocus your attention after you have been interrupted19. The same loss of focus occurs when you switch between tasks or multitask20. The science here seems to be clear: Get rid of distractions and the potential for interruptions, and don’t multitask if you want to avoid procrastination and get things done.

      Reward yourself

      One good strategy for overcoming procrastination is to set up a reward system for yourself that will encourage starting and sticking to your implementation intention plan21. Even if there will be some sort of external reward for completing something you are avoiding (or, more likely, punishment you’re avoiding), you may also want to set up an internal personal reward system to help you overcome procrastination22. Reward systems can be something simple, like allowing yourself to watch 1 YouTube video or spending 10 minutes on social media as you finish 1 hour of work on that report23.
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            Overcoming fear of failure

          

        

      

    

    
      If you have had your fair share of successes—as I suspect most readers have—then you ought to feel confident about your areas of expertise and skill. If you don’t, your perfectionism and impostor syndrome may be robbing you of well-deserved good feelings. Hopefully the work you have been doing in this book is helping you live into your self-confidence a little more every day.

      When it comes to trying something new, where there is a real chance of failure, your perfectionism is probably still in overdrive. Sometimes people will tell me, “I just need a little more self-confidence.” But, seriously, people, if you are brand-new to something, you shouldn’t feel confident!1 In fact, feeling confident in that setting borders on arrogance.

      Remember Karina from Chapter 1, who wanted to be a national speaker for her specialty and was busy blaming her impostor syndrome for keeping her from that goal? As much as I admired her enthusiasm, I asked if she had ever written or spoken on the topic in any setting and whether she had any actual real-world experience in the topic. Nope. She hadn’t ever given a talk or written a paper or even practiced in that area. I told her she wasn’t experiencing impostor syndrome—she was experiencing cold, hard reality. Expecting to be a national speaker with zero established credibility or experience in the field is misguided.

      That being said, I truly want you to experience self-confidence and pride in yourself and celebrate your many achievements and results! Here is a little secret: Confidence isn’t a requirement for your success; confidence is the result of your eventual success.

      After years and years of experience, I am confident with my ability to teach on almost any topic in head-and-neck pathology. But, when I started my impostor syndrome coaching program—with just a dream and some research—I asked for the indulgence and forgiveness of my small pilot group, since I knew it would be a rocky ride as I learned how to do this type of coaching. My confidence arrived a lot later, after hundreds of hours of coaching and teaching, and it was a result of real successes with my coaching client. And I also enrolled in demanding and expensive training programs and paid for personal coaching for myself. I did not gain respect or speaking engagements by announcing, “World, here I am!”

      So, what do you need in order to start something new and scary, when there is more than a small chance that you could actually fail? What you need is bravery and courage2. These are the emotional attributes that will give you the drive to get started on something that probably scares you3.

      

    







What happens if you don’t have courage?

      Without courage, you may find yourself on that slippery slope of procrastination because you are paralyzed into inaction from fear of failure.

      Avoiding risk-taking in this setting is very common in impostor syndrome. Let’s look at the scenario below.

      
        
        Laura Yee finished a residency in internal medicine, but failed her boards on her initial attempt. She has a temporary part-time position, not using her medical degree. She really wants to take her boards and practice medicine, but she is so afraid of failing again. Laura’s inner critic is very strong and judgmental. The voice she hears says, “You are a failure. You aren’t smart enough to pass the boards. You are not even a good doctor anyway. You should just give up and admit that all that time and money spent on medical school and your residency were wasted.”

      

      

      Laura’s fear of failure was nearly paralyzing her. What is the secret to powering through the fear of failure to get past the inertia of taking on a challenge?

      

    







Right-sizing your fear

      In impostor syndrome, just as the inner critic is super-sized, predictions of disaster are also exaggerated when it comes to assessing risk. Laura sees the risk of failing her boards a second time as nearly insurmountable.

      There is a way to right-size your fear of failure through an exercise called “fear setting.” This approach was popularized by Tim Ferriss, the popular writer, coach, and motivational speaker. The technique is based on an ancient philosophical approach from Stoicism, called “inversion thinking.”

      Some ancient philosophers used a practice called premeditatio malorum, which translates to a “premeditation of evils.” They believed that, by studying their biggest fears and worst nightmares, they could better plan their actions and get superior outcomes. This practice is also the foundation for the modern engineering tool called “failure mode and effect analysis” (FMEA).

      In a fear setting exercise, we focus intently on our imagined worst possible outcomes and use this analysis to mitigate potential disastrous outcomes or to plan a recovery in case the worst actually does happen. The exercise is a way to test possible failure points and then plan prevention strategies to avoid them. The exercise often also frequently highlights how overblown and irrational our fears can be.

      

    







Fear setting exercise instructions

      Fear setting is easy. Just take a piece of paper and put 3 columns on it. Figure 47.1 is a template table you can use to draw your own. To get started, in column 1, write 5 to 10 of the worst possible things you can imagine could happen if you took the risk you are considering. In column 2, for each of those worst possible outcomes, write out what you could do to prevent that bad thing from happening. In column 3, for each of those worst possible outcomes you imagined, write what you could do to fix things if they did go wrong. 

      

      
        
          [image: Template for fear setting]
        

        Figure 47.1: Template for fear setting exercise

      

      Let’s look at an example.

      
        
        Catherine Stallworth is a radiologist who has been in her practice for 15 years. For a variety of reasons, she isn’t happy in her current job and doesn’t find it fulfilling anymore. She wants to look for another job, but is reluctant to leave behind stability and safety (even though her current job has its flaws). She is scared that the new position will be too different from her current job and that she is taking too much risk in uprooting her whole family to a new location and a new practice setting.

      

      

      Figure 47.2 is an example of Catherine’s fear setting exercise around looking a new job.

      
        
          [image: Example of filled out fear-setting chart]
        

        Figure 47.2:  Catherine’s fear-setting exercise around looking for a new job.
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      3 Autry, Wesley. Can courage be learned? Positive Psychology (2008).

      

    

  





  
    
      
        
          
            48

          

          

      

    

    










            Practicing mastering perfectionism

          

          

      

    

    









Field work

        

      

    

    
      In this Part 6 field work, you will spend some time working with an avatar-related behavior you want to change. Pick something that is meaningful to you—but not something so big and overwhelming that it is too difficult to tackle for your first attempt.

      Start your field work with some deep thinking about your current state and the future state you want to achieve. Then you can walk through the steps for discovering some of your deeply held assumptions.

      

  







Exercise 1: Work through the tool for your goal.

      Step 1:  Define your stuck state when it comes to unhealthy perfectionism—where are you currently and where do you want to be instead?

      
        	How is your unhealthy perfectionism showing up for you in your day-to-day life?

        	How is your unhealthy perfectionism seemingly helping you and seemingly hurting you?

        	If you had a magic button and you could change your unhealthy perfectionism, what would it look like for you instead?

        	What outcomes or results do you want instead?

      

      Step 2: Where and when does this unhealthy perfectionism occur? What is your physiology and location when it kicks in?

      
        	What is the typical location and environment when your perfectionism strikes?

        	What are common triggers for your perfectionism?

        	Is this environment contributing to your unhealthy perfectionism?

        	How are you feeling and what is going on with you when you feel this unhealthy perfectionism show up?

      

      Step 3: What behaviors are you doing and not doing that are contributing to keeping you stuck?

      
        	What are you currently doing that is keeping you from realizing your goal?

        	What are you currently not doing that is keeping you from realizing your goal?

      

      Step 4: What are the beliefs and values that are underlying this stuck state?

      
        	What are the beliefs and values that might be driving you to act this way? What were you taught as a child or young adult that informs this scenario?

        	If you moved away from unhealthy perfectionism, what might you be neglecting, missing out on, or doing wrong?

        	What risk are you taking in abandoning unhealthy perfectionism?

        	Is there anything specific that you are trying to avoid with your unhealthy perfectionism?

      

      Step 5: What are your deeply held identity assumptions that are contributing to keeping you in this stuck state?

      
        	Imagine a person who has overcome unhealthy perfectionism. What negative judgments or generalizations would you automatically and judgmentally make about them?

        	Who would criticize you if you got rid of unhealthy perfectionism and what would they say about you?

      

      Step 6: Self-reflection and examination of your stuck state

      Now that you have done some work around the environment and physiology, behaviors, beliefs and values, and identity assumptions of your stuck state, take a few minutes to consider how each of these areas is contributing to your stuck state.

      

  







Exercise 2: Write about your experiences

      Spend some time each day describing your attempts to make steps toward your goal. Write about your experience each day in your journal.

      
        
        ✦ Which of your actions did you decide to tackle today?

      

        

      
        ✦ When did you practice it or test it out today?

      

        

      
        ✦ How did it go?

      

        

      
        ✦ What might you need to tweak?
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            Accepting praise and criticism

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        I don’t think I enjoy praise and compliments nearly enough. I just realized that I won a big award last week, and I forgot to even tell my husband! It was 3 days later, and I said, “Oh honey, I forgot, I won an award a few days ago.”

        An emergency medicine physician

      

        

      

      
        
        
        I started a new nonnlincal job last year and this is totally outside of my comfort zone. A few months ago, I got a new boss. He came in with all kinds of new ideas and initiatives. In the first week, he publicly criticized the work I had been doing in one of our project areas. He probably didn’t even know that I had been leading the effort. I cried at home for 2 days after that and have not been able to get past this. I really wanted to earn his respect, but instead he just thinks I am an idiot.

        A physician working for a healthcare company

      

        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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            Hearing cognitive dissonance

          

        

      

    

    
      In Part 7, we are going to address the fifth dysfunction of impostor syndrome:

      
        
        Flawed metabolism of praise and criticism

      

        

      
        Nobody likes to be criticized. But, in impostor syndrome, we may have a dramatic and possibly destructive response to criticism. The response can be out of proportion to the level of feedback given or the spirit in which it was delivered. This response is often coupled with negative thought loops and rumination stirred up by the inner critic. On the other hand, there is also something very uncomfortable about receiving compliments, gratitude, or praise.

      

      

      Most of us wish we were better at reveling in a moment of joy or more easily moving on after being criticized. The fact is, in impostor syndrome, we don’t do either very well. The brain’s negativity bias, our strong inner critics, and the potential for rumination certainly contribute to our inadequate feedback metabolism.

      But I think there is something deeper to impostor syndrome’s strong and sustained negative reactions to criticism and anemic response to positive feedback in impostor syndrome. This something else is best explained by the concept of cognitive dissonance and cognitive resonance.

      

    







Cognitive dissonance

      We humans are most comfortable when there is alignment between our beliefs, attitudes, or thoughts and our behaviors or actions1. The reality of the world, however, is that there may be conflicts between what we believe and how we behave. From recent news, we can look at a few examples of this.

      Most parents are aware that (American) tackle football is associated with significant potential for traumatic brain injury2. The data are compelling that even high school football players are at risk for neurological conditions3. And yet, some parents still allow their children to play football.

      Also, recent news is full of the horror stories of very serious lung diseases associated with vaping (electronic cigarettes), with some people even requiring lung transplants4. And yet, people still vape5.

      I have to think that parents of football players and people who vape experience at least transient internal conflict between the knowledge of the danger and and the continuance of the behavior.

      The internal dilemma that arises when 2 conflicting pieces of information collide is known as “cognitive dissonance”6. The experience of cognitive dissonance results in real discomfort, manifested as anxiety, nervousness, or emotional turmoil7.

      Cognitive dissonance may explain the discomfort with praise that is common in impostor syndrome. People with impostor syndrome have internal negatively-skewed beliefs about themselves. When they hear positive, glowing, complimentary feedback from the external world, they are forced to hold 2 opposite constructs in their mind at the same time. In fact, impostor syndrome may actually cause non-stop cognitive dissonance. A person believes they are incompetent and unworthy and, at the same time, receive external signals and objective data that they are highly competent and very worthy.

      People who experience cognitive dissonance generally react in 1 of several different ways8. First, the person may decide to re-evaluate their internal opinion. They examine the external information, reconsider their pre-existing belief, and change their perspective9.

      The second common way of responding to cognitive dissonance is to reconfirm the pre-existing ideas and discard the external evidence10. Obviously, as you have already learned in this book, the person whose inner critic is screaming insults will almost certainly take this route because it causes too much discomfort when the evidence doesn’t match up with their internal self-image.

      

    







Cognitive resonance

      At the opposite end of the spectrum, when a person with impostor syndrome hears criticism, it generally becomes evidence to support the internal negatively-skewed self-image. In fact, in impostor syndrome, the brain is primed to notice and absorb every shred of evidence that supports the negative self-image. This phenomenon is also known as the brain’s “negativity bias” or “confirmation bias”11. Not only are we more alert to negative information, but negative information has a stronger effect in our brain and is remembered better than positive information12. The net result is an enhanced ability to perceive and store negative information, which explains why people with impostor syndrome are exceptionally sensitive to criticism and negative feedback. It builds upon years of stored evidence.

      When negative feedback events occur for a person with impostor syndrome, the input from the external world suddenly matches the person’s internal feelings and beliefs. This resonance amplifies the inner critic voice. “See, I told you that you are worthless. I told you that you can’t do anything right. Your boss just pointed out exactly what I keep saying: that you are a total failure.” This cognitive resonance makes it very easy for the inner critic to take over and start shooting the second, third, and fourth arrows. Because of cognitive resonance, the criticism is easy to latch onto and incorporate into the concept of self.

      Interestingly, self-esteem is a factor in how cognitive resonance or dissonance is resolved. Take, for example, this scenario of Terry.

      
        
        A few weeks ago, my boss called me into her office. She told me that I was being perceived as a bully and that an administrator from another department had complained I was trying to push a new initiative down their throats.

      

      

      If Terry had high self-esteem, she might be able to rationalize a discrepancy between her inner opinion of herself and her actions with the external negative feedback she received. She might hear more inner-wisdom voice than inner-critic voice: “Wow, that is some pretty negatively charged feedback. I think I have actually done a lot of things right in the past year. I don’t think I am a total failure.”

      If Terry had low self-esteem and impostor syndrome, she probably would have already had an inner critic giving her constant negative feedback. She would not hear a discrepancy with the negative feedback, but instead would hear her inner-critic voice amplified with supportive evidence of her failings: “See, I knew you were coming across badly. You are totally screwing up—even outside the department.”
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            Drawing your feedback curves

          

        

      

    

    
      Everyone talks about the art of giving feedback, but hardly anyone talks about the art of receiving it, so here goes.

      Digesting feedback is especially difficult for people with impostor syndrome.

      While receiving feedback, it is normal to experience a strong emotional response. For the purposes of this part, I will lump emotional responses into the generic categories of positive and negative emotions. In impostor syndrome, it is common for emotional fluctuations associated with positive and negative feedback to be somewhat extreme. This part reviews a model to understand your feedback response, and provides a set of tools to intervene and change your own feedback metabolism.

      
        
          [image: Self reflection exercise: What is an example of positive feedback that you received recently? How did you respond?]
        

      

      Douglas Stone and Sheila Heen have written an excellent book called Thanks for the Feedback. They present a wonderful model for examining how humans process feedback, which they call “metabolizing” feedback. I love this shift in terminology from the more passive word “accepting” to the active and engaging “metabolizing” feedback.

      Below is a brief summary of the model that Stone and Heen describe for feedback metabolism; for more details, you can refer to their book1 or watch Heen’s TEDx talk.

      
        
          
            [image: QR code]
          
        

        Scan or click this QR code to view https://youtu.be/FQNbaKkYk_Q

      

      

    







Feedback metabolism curves

      Examining feedback metabolism curves is a method of illustrating and describing typical responses to feedback—both positive and negative. This is a great time to get out your journal and play along as we discover ways to create your own feedback metabolism curves. These will be important as we move into the tools to shift or enhance your feedback metabolism.

      Feedback metabolism curves start with a very simple graph, where the Y-axis is a relative happiness scale that goes from +10 to -10 with zero in the middle (Figure 50.1). The X-axis is a relative time scale. Using them, we can map values and lines onto your curves, which are all described in detail below.

      
        
          [image: Template graph for feedback curve]
        

        Figure 50.1: The backbone for the feedback metabolism curve (adapted from Thanks for the Feedback)

      

      First, a warning. At least some of us have a hyper-rational, controller, or stickler saboteur. And most of us have brought along at least some perfectionist avatar. So, here is a little advice as you start mapping your curves.

      Please accept that these scales are entirely made up—by you and for you. There is no ideal X timeline or ideal Y value. We are not trying to attain any particular external or internal standard. Though these curves imply numeric ratings, the numbers and values will be relevant only to you. They are only a relative guide for figuring out where you want to focus your energy and attention. Lean into sloppy, first-draft, directionally correct work here. Go with your gut instinct, your first response, and let your creative self override any tendencies to overthink this.

      

    







Creating your feedback metabolism curves

      Baseline happiness

      The first important measurement we map onto our graph is our baseline happiness. This is a horizontal line spanning the graph at a consistent Y value that reflects where you think your baseline happiness is on a regular basis. To give you an idea of how to illustrate this, imagine that +10 is the happiest you have ever been in your life and -10 is the unhappiest. Zero is completely neutral, with no negative or positive feelings.

      Now, just think about where you sit on a regular basis. Are you a relatively happy, content, and satisfied person? Do people call you an optimist? Are you a glass-half-full kind of person? Or do you generally notice the negative side of things and feeling a little bit discontented or disgruntled? Assign a number for your baseline happiness and draw a line, across your positive and negative metabolism curves, that reflects that general baseline level of happiness.

      Here is a conversation that illustrates some of the characteristics of someone with relatively low baseline happiness.

      
        
        I think my baseline happiness is really low. I try to smile a lot, so people think I am happy. But, honestly, my baseline happiness is probably around a -3 on that scale. When something good happens, I anticipate something bad will happen next to balance it out. In my job, I deal with problems and disasters all day long—they are just par for the course—so I have pretty low expectations. This isn’t to say that I am miserable—just that I don’t feel joy and satisfaction most of the time.

      

      

      The metabolism curves

      As you prepare to draw your own positive and negative feedback metabolism curves, think back to the scenarios you described in the self-reflection from the beginning of Part 7. The positive feedback curve represents your level of happiness, joy, satisfaction, and well-being that results from a positive feedback experience. The negative feedback curve represents the level of unhappiness, sadness, anger, and negative emotional state that accompanies a negative feedback experience.

      Here is a basic description of the components of your feedback curves.

      
        
        Positive feedback

        ✦ Peak height: This is how high you go with your positive emotions and happiness in response to your positive feedback experience. In other words, how much joy and satisfaction did you get after hearing some praise or compliment, compared to your baseline happiness level?

        ✦ Sustain time: This is the relative length of time you experienced the positive emotional vibes. This part of the curve tells you how long you felt good—or, put another way, how fast the good feelings fell back to your normal baseline. Your curve might have a long, slow fade back to baseline, indicating that you got a lot of good from your positive experience and you enjoyed it for a long time. Or you might have a sharp and fast slope, indicating that you only had the positive energy for a short period of time.

      

      

      
        
        Negative feedback

        ✦ Trough depth: This is how low you go into unhappiness in response to a negative feedback experience. Whether it is frustration, sadness, anger, disappointment, or embarrassment, this reflects how bad you felt after receiving this negative.

        ✦ Recovery time: This is how long the negative effects of that feedback experience lasted for you and how quickly or slowly you bounced back to your normal level of happiness. Most people with impostor syndrome have long, slow recovery times and the effects of criticism stick around a long time.

      

      

      Again, all of these numbers and rates are relative and you get to completely make them up based on your own internal measurement system. You are only going to use these to identify where you want to focus your energy and attention for improving your feedback metabolism.

      Practicing creating curves

      The following 2 figures are examples of positive feedback curves. Figure 50.2 shows an individual with higher baseline happiness and a more sustained happiness response derived from positive feedback. Figure 50.3 shows a lower baseline happiness and a stunted and shortened happiness response curve.

      
        
          [image: Positive feedback curve example]
        

        Figure 50.2: An example of a positive feedback curve with higher baseline happiness

      

      
        
          [image: Positive feedback curve example]
        

        Figure 50.3: An example of a positive feedback curve with lower baseline happiness

      

      
        
          [image: Self reflection exercise: Draw your positive feedback curves using a recent example for yourself.]
        

      

      The following figures show examples of negative feedback curves. Figure 50.4 shows an individual with higher baseline happiness and a shallower and shorter sustained unhappiness response curve derived from the negative feedback. Figure 50.5 shows an individual with lower baseline happiness and a deeper and broader unhappiness response curve.

      

      
        
          [image: Negative feedback curve example]
        

        Figure 50.4: An example of a negative feedback curve with higher baseline happiness

      

      
        
          [image: Negative feedback curve example]
        

        Figure 50.5: An example of a negative feedback curve with lower baseline happiness

      

      
        
          [image: Self reflection exercise:  Draw your negative feedback curves using a recent example.]
        

      

    

    
      
      

      1 Stone, Douglas, and Sheila Heen. Thanks for the feedback: the science and art of receiving feedback well (even when it is off base, unfair, poorly delivered, and frankly, you’re not in the mood). Vol. 36. No. 10. Penguin, 2015.
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            Discovering your happiness

          

        

      

    

    
      All definitions of “happiness” are complex and involve a whole set of positive emotions and factors. The simplest way I have found to describe “happiness” is that it is subjective well-being. This might sound just as vague as the word “happiness”—what exactly is well-being? Although there is no globally accepted definition of “well-being,” it generally includes experiencing positive and uplifting emotions and mood, satisfaction with life, and self-efficacy—along with the absence of negative emotional states1.

      There is a whole field of study about the science of happiness, or positive psychology, which was originally described by Dr. Martin Seligman, a professor at the University of Pennsylvania. Dr. Seligman and others have suggested that only about 40-50% of happiness is pre-determined by genetics. The rest fluctuates and can be modulated through life circumstances and the internal mindset. Who wouldn’t want to be happier?

      If you think it would be fun to increase your own happiness, you might also find it interesting that happiness level affects fundamental gene expression in your body. Happier people have higher expression of the genes that drive immune function and have lower expression of inflammation markers2. The mechanisms of this up-regulation are not well understood3.

      There are 2 types of happiness described in the psychology literature—hedonic happiness and eudemonic happiness4. Hedonic happiness is best assessed by the question, “How happy are you right now?” Eudemonic happiness is tested by the question, “How happy are you with your life in general?”

      Both types of happiness are important, but are thought to be modulated by different things. Hedonic happiness is associated with present-state material possessions or physical pleasures. Think of this as the satisfaction you get from eating a special gourmet meal, or watching a great movie, or having sex. Eudemonic happiness is much deeper and lasting; it is related to deep satisfaction, meaning, and purpose, and stable and loving relationships. Think of this as the contentment you may get from watching your children grow into delightful people, or the excitement of finishing writing a book that took you years of devotion, or the deep sense of purpose you might get from meaningful volunteer work.

      There is a lot of research about what makes people happy and how they stay happy. Most of the important drivers of long-term happiness are in the eudemonic category—health, companionship, community, and social connectedness. This is the connection between your work and your personal meaning and purpose. Things that are associated with short-term bursts of hedonic happiness are material possessions and social comparisons. Hedonic happiness is not associated strongly with better immune function or improved overall health5. And these short-term, material happiness factors are also subject to hedonic adaptation, which means there is a constant need for more and more of them in order to maintain the same level of happiness.

      Interestingly, very special, values-based material possessions—like meaningful pieces of art, collections of cultural objects, special books, or music—are less likely to cause hedonic adaptation than commercial items like cars and houses. It has been said that simple commercial and material purchases provide comfort, but not joy6, while the purchase of deeply personal items can bring a different level of satisfaction. Based on the research around hedonic adaptation and long-term happiness, spending money on experiences has been shown to lead to much greater happiness than purchasing material goods or simple possessions7. Of course, they have to be positive experiences for this to be true, so don’t stay in a bedbug-infested hotel to save money when you take that trip you have been looking forward to all year!

      

    







Why bother working on your own happiness?

      For starters, your baseline happiness affects your feedback metabolism curve, which is what this part is all about. Even deeper than that, there is plenty of research that shows that happier people are more successful in every possible way8. Studies have demonstrated that positive emotions are generally incompatible with negative emotions9. You can’t really experience fear, anger, or unhappiness at the same time you are experiencing joy and satisfaction10. Imagine how many negative emotions you could push out of your life by just experiencing positive ones instead.

      That may sound overly simplified but, according to the “broaden and build” theory of happiness, simply experiencing positive emotions and happiness leads independently to more happiness. Essentially, positive emotions beget more positive emotions, and they grow in an exponential way instead of an additive way.

      I like to think of this like tempering chocolate. If you have ever tried to make your own chocolate (which I do not recommend—it is fussy and it doesn’t taste all that great) you probably learned about “tempering.” Tempering chocolate involves an elaborate process of heating and cooling to very specific temperatures to get all the cocoa butter crystals to align in a specific way. This is the only way to have a hard and shiny final product, instead of a dull and inconsistent chocolate. In the easiest recipes a seed, or starter piece, of already-tempered chocolate sets the alignment reaction in motion. Drop in a little bit of already tempered chocolate into your messy molten vat and it rearranges its molecules to end up in hardened, glossy, rich, perfect deliciousness. The same is true for happiness. Just throw a seed of happiness into the mix of your emotions and it can crystallize into a wealth of positive emotions that push out the negative and lead to a better life.

      If you dig even deeper into the research on happiness there is also substantial evidence that happiness leads to success11. This might be because positive emotions lead to open-mindedness, possibility thinking, creativity, and an abundance mindset12. All of these thinking patterns make people more resourceful and better problem solvers13. In other words, being happier can lead to better jobs, more money, better relationships, better health, and all kinds of other metrics associated with a satisfying and successful life.

      

    







The mental load and happiness

      I suspect there are not just a few women reading this book with superwoman avatars and high-achiever/controller/stickler saboteurs.  When I coach women with this combination, I like to introduce them to the concept of the “mental load”—the feeling of overwhelm, fatigue, frustration, and resignation that accompanies having a full-time job at work and a second full-time job at home—also called the “third shift.” I have written a blog series with 10 steps to take to decrease the mental load, so I won’t repeat it here.

      
        
          
            [image: QR code]
          
        

        Scan or click this QR code to visit www.jenniferhuntmd.com/mental-load-defined/

      

      For the purposes of the discussion of happiness, there is 1 important aspect that I do want to illustrate here. Everyone says you can’t buy happiness, and I mostly agree. But there is evidence to support a way to buy a little happiness at home. You do it by hiring out the things you don’t love. I encourage my clients whose mental load is causing unhappiness to figure out what they love to do at home, and ditch everything else that is financially feasible. If you love to cook, then spend your time devotedly cooking meals for the people you love or for yourself to savor and enjoy. If you love to iron as a form of therapeutic exercise, then feel free to press every item in your underwear drawer if you want. If you love to clean bathrooms, please come over to my house anytime and I will give you enough satisfaction and joy to last for months!

      Seriously, though, if you have the funds—or even if you have to move funds around to make it happen—think about buying back some of your time. There is actually a good study showing that people across all income levels and professions, who buy time by purchasing services to free up personal time, are happier14. If you gave yourself permission to hire a helper, what would you instantly and easily give up forever with zero regrets?
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            Solving the happiness equation

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve already mentioned that I believe there are 3 contributors to a person’s happiness1:

      
        	A genetically determined happiness set point that determines the general level of positive mood or happiness

        	Life circumstances that surround a person and contribute to your personal satisfaction and happiness

        	How much a person uses behaviors, strategies, and mental models to enhance happiness for ourselves.

      

      Naturally optimistic people and naturally pessimistic people are all around, and you probably know some of each.  Much of this predisposition is probably related to underlying genetics. Unfortunately, nobody has yet identified the happiness genes. And you can’t change your DNA anyway. But, even if you do tend to be pessimistic and struggle to look at the bright side of a situation, it should be reassuring to know that your DNA contributes to only about half of your overall happiness level2. Going back to that Serenity Prayer: “Give me the courage to change the things I can.”

      Life circumstances and demographics—you age, marital status, employment status, and income—contribute to about 10% of your overall happiness level3. All of these might change over a lifetime, and certainly contribute to your well-being and happiness. If you get married to your soulmate or start the perfect job, you are likely to experience some changes in happiness4. Negative life circumstances also affect your happiness level.

      But what is most remarkable is that study after study has shown employing happiness-enhancing strategies can statistically and practically affect your happiness. Up to half of your happiness level is controlled by your actions and behaviors—the things you do in your life to bring pleasure, enjoyment, satisfaction, and joy5. You actually have a lot of control, despite your genetics and your life circumstances.

      The beautiful part is that the best way to change this half of the happiness equation is to use some very simple intentional activities and strategies. In other words, being happier is not rocket science!

      

    







Practical suggestions for working toward happiness

      Give the tools a chance to work

      Most of the research around happiness suggests that it takes about 2-4 weeks of implementing a new strategy to notice an effect on your happiness6. Thus, if you are practicing these tools, be sure to give them a fair chance to work before you choose which you want to settle into habits7.

      Try different and new strategies and use them all at once

      Studies on individuals who seek out and find happiness suggest it’s best to practice a variety of strategies and try more than 1 intervention at a time8. This is partly to cause an increase in our interest level by being engaged with new and different approaches9. But it also has to do with the way mixing things up serves as a way to stave off hedonic adaptation10.

      You can think of the impact of variety, novelty, and repetition as similar to body-building to increase strength. If you work just the biceps over and over again for weeks, with a constant weight and the same number of repetitions, the muscle will not grow and get stronger. If you vary the exercises, the weight, the repetitions, and increase the number of times you work out, the muscle will react and grow stronger over time.

      As you read through the options for increasing happiness, pick out a few to try—and don’t limit yourself to 1 at a time. This strategy does not work in a scientific experiment or analysis but, if your goal is to improve happiness and not to study it, you will get better results from this approach.

      Testing ecology

      One good definition of human ecology is “the spatial and temporal interrelationships between humans and their economic, social, and political organization.” When we consider ecology in the setting of interventions around happiness, we need to ask whether the strategies we are testing will fit with a person’s economic, social, and political milieu and personal culture, mission, and values11.

      It turns out that the success of interventions for happiness, well-being, and positive emotions are also impacted by factors such as personality, ethnicity, culture, and country of origin. For example, there are well-established differences between the expectations for happiness in Western cultures as compared to Eastern cultures12. Notably, there is some degree of stigma and even aversion toward pursuing happiness in some cultures and Eastern countries13. Even within a single country, the pursuit of happiness can have different meanings for different ethnic groups14.

      The interventions that work best to improve happiness are also rooted in personality and other psychosocial factors. For example, gratitude visits (Chapter 53) and savoring exercises (Chapter 54) work better for extraverts, and private self-directed activities like reflective writing work better for introverts15. Recognition of your own personality strengths and comfort zones can help you pick activities for happiness that align well with your innate and natural tendencies. If you try to implement a new happiness tool that doesn’t fit naturally with your style, you will discover how difficult it is when there are ecology concerns.

      As an example, one happiness intervention suggests spending money on experiences rather than material possessions. Suggesting this strategy to a college student—who is living on student loans with barely enough disposable cash for food for the week—is ecologically problematic. Another example would be the happiness intervention tool of reading a gratitude letter to someone out loud. While an extravert might love this activity and thrive with the public display, an introvert may see this experience as stressful and anxiety-provoking. As you read through the list of happiness tools below, consider whether they fit well into your life from various points of view, including culture, family, and personal values, and even your own personality preferences.

      Beware of the pursuit of happiness paradox

      Here is another funny thing about happiness: You can’t just set out to be quantitatively happier. In fact, seeking happiness in itself can backfire and lead to more unhappiness. This is especially true for high-achieving and competitive individuals who may fall into the trap of incessantly monitoring and measuring happiness in a quest to see their metrics improve over time16. Again, this vigilance will almost surely create stress, anxiety, and even frank unhappiness. Couple this with a strong inner critic and you can add berating yourself with crippling contempt when you don’t achieve the happiness goals you set for yourself.

      The best way to achieve happiness through the tools is to engage in experiences, behaviors, and thought patterns that are known to increase happiness—but to expect and seek happiness only as a byproduct of having had the experience17. For example, implement a gratitude practice and allow yourself to experience gratitude. Without even anticipating or seeking it, you will likely find that happiness follows.

      Quick fix for a bad mood

      In the following chapters you will work on some of the happiness behaviors that take some time and effort to implement. These can be life-changing and lead to an entirely new outlook for you.

      Sometimes, though, you might also just find yourself stuck in a negative frame of mind, or just a little bit miserable. In these circumstances, you can also try a quick happiness pick-me-up by selecting an activity from this list that has been shown to increase happiness in the moment18. Try 1 (or more than 1) and see if you can turn a bad mood into a good mood19.

      
        	Spend some quality time with your partner or another loved one

        	Speak to (or do something with) family or close friends

        	Meet with others who share something in common with you (e.g., interest groups, support groups, faith groups)

        	Spend time helping others (e.g., providing expertise, volunteering, donating money or time)

        	Spend time on your hobbies or interests (e.g., gardening, reading, watching sports, playing or listening to music)

        	Exercise or do some sort of physical activity (e.g., walking, cycling)

        	Spend time with a pet

        	Go on an outing (e.g., go out for a meal, attend a function, or walk in nature)

        	Go on a trip or start to plan a trip (e.g., visiting family or friends, day trips, holidays away)

        	Spend quality time alone, relaxing or doing other passive activities (e.g., sitting in a hot-tub, watching TV, listening to music, or pampering yourself)

        	Do something you find humorous, amusing or funny (e.g., watching a comedy, reading funny memes, telling jokes)

        	Participate in religious or spiritual activities (e.g., praying, meditating, worshipping)

        	Put in work toward achieving a goal or accomplishing something from a to-do list (e.g., finishing up a project, cleaning out a closet, putting something together)

        	Do something you find mentally challenging (e.g., puzzles, studying or doing research on something enjoyable, making project plans)

        	Do something that purposefully uses your particular strengths and skills

        	Practice smiling or even look at pictures of faces that are smiling*

        	Sing or dance

      

      *One of my favorite studies of a powerful, simple, and easy intervention for improving mood is a study on smiling20. It turns out that activating your facial muscles into a smile (whether or not you are feeling it) improves mood and enhances immediate happiness21. In fact, just looking at pictures of faces that are smiling and happy-appearing can improve your mood22. Just think of that old song, “Don’t worry, be happy!”
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            Increasing baseline happiness

          

        

      

    

    
      This chapter is devoted to improving happiness through strategic implementation of some simple intentional activities. I should also point out, however, that almost every other chapter in this book also contains strategies for increasing your happiness—even though they were directed at different challenges. For example, learning to control your inner critic voice and avoiding rumination can increase happiness. Enhancing your coping strategies for challenges will improve happiness.

      Spend a few minutes thinking about your implementation of some of these tools you’ve read about in this book. Have you noticed that, in addition to being more resourceful, you are also a little bit happier?

      Now let’s move on to some tools we haven’t discussed elsewhere in this book. All of these are well established and well studied in the research and linked to positive emotions and happiness. No investment—other than your time, attention, and desire to make a difference—is needed for you to reap the rewards of living an exponentially happier life through some of these intentional strategies1.

      

    







Social affiliation

      Having strong relationships, experiencing love, and having deep friendships are some of the life circumstances associated with happiness and positive emotions and mood2. Here are some ways you can increase your happiness through intentionally seeking out camaraderie and social interactions.

      Surround yourself with happy people

      A very interesting study took data from the Framingham Heart study population and looked at how relationships impacted happiness3. The authors discovered that having happy people close to you (both emotionally and physically through proximity) increased happiness. When the spouse, a neighbor, or a close relative or friend who lived within a mile became happier, the index person also became happier. This was not the case for co-workers. These data suggest the power of surrounding ourselves with happy people and how impactful other people’s happiness can be upon us. This illustrates the concept of “emotional contagion,” where the feelings of 1 person can infect another nearby person4. Interestingly, happiness seems to spread more effectively via same-sex relationships than opposite-sex relationships.

      Emotional contagion is also seen in mirroring studies, where emotions are directly conveyed through facial and body expressions5. When 1 person smiles and exhibits positive emotions, the recipient is more likely to also experience positive emotions and happiness6. Emotional contagion also holds true for negative emotions and negative people7. One study showed that, when a speaker has increased cortisol from a stress reaction, audience members will show a similar increase8. So, be advised: Don’t surround yourself with people who are unhappy, negative, or overly stressed any more than you have to.

      
        
          [image: Skill builder exercise: Select 3 friends who are extra happy and spend more time with them.]
        

      

      Perform acts of kindness

      Acts of kindness are in fashion in the media today. You’ve probably read heartwarming stories on Facebook and the internet about various people doing random acts of kindness. It is easy to find stories about someone buying another person’s coffee, or giving away their own coat to someone in need, or even heroes who save lives. You may have noticed the positive emotional vibe you feel after reading these stories.

      That feeling is not just anecdotal or a reflection of your sentimental nature. Research tells us that performing acts of kindness contributes to our own personal happiness, satisfaction, and positive emotional mood. In fact, it has also been shown that simply observing acts of kindness will increase happiness!9 Although there are a lot of reasons that social media is bad for impostor syndrome, spending time in a Facebook group whose sole purpose is to spread kindness will almost certainly improve your mood and happiness.

      Do you want to practice some acts of kindness? Try to find novel and creative ways; the more varied the acts of kindness are, the more satisfaction and joy you will get out of them10. The more closely spaced your acts of kindness are and the more acts you perform, the better your happiness results will be11. If you want to get the most joy out of your acts of kindness, write them down in a journal and reflect on them afterwards12.

      
        
          [image: Skill builder exercise: Start doing random acts of kindness every day.]
        

      

      

    







Gratitude practice

      In positive psychology research, perhaps the single most cited factor that contributes to happiness is gratitude13. A number of gratitude practices have been described that are associated with increased positive mood. These are all reasonably simple to implement and show powerful and sustainable outcomes.

      “Counting blessings” or “3 good things”

      This gratitude exercise has several different names, but the essential premise is that consciously noting, acknowledging, and even documenting the good things that happen to us in any given day is a powerful influencer of mood and happiness14. In one study, a short intervention of practicing 3 good things every night for 2 weeks had impact that lasted up to 6 months—even when the practice was not continued15. Participants in studies of gratitude also see other effects, including better health, more exercise, and enhanced optimism about life16. People who practice gratitude are seen by others as more trustworthy, helpful, and outgoing.

      Do you want to start a gratitude practice? It’s easy! Just spend a few minutes each day writing out 3 good things. Using a pen or pencil and paper is especially valuable, as there is a strong connection between writing something by hand (not typing) and integration into memory17. There are also smartphone apps that can help you start a gratitude practice. Although you can practice your gratitude work in the morning, there is evidence that practicing at night leads to better sleep and better subsequent daytime functioning18. Do this every day for 2 weeks to notice the effects. Sharing your gratitude work out loud with family members can also be very powerful.

      
        
          [image: Skill builder exercise: Start a gratitude practice and sustain it for 2 weeks.]
        

      

      The gratitude letter and visit

      If you want an amazing jolt of happiness that could be sustained for a year or more, think about embarking on a gratitude letter. Many studies have examined the powerful effects on happiness of a gratitude letter and visit. Although you can write the letter and mail it, delivering it face-to-face—and even reading it out loud to the recipient—will be an emotionally rich experience.

      If you want to practice a gratitude visit, pick an individual from your past or present who has been inspirational, motivating, and meaningful in your life. Write a heartfelt letter of gratitude to that person and tell them how they have made a difference to you. Explain why they are special and how they have changed your life. Use descriptive words and precise and detailed emotional language. Either mail it or deliver it in person to your recipient—or read it out loud for the most impact.

      
        
          [image: Skill builder exercise: Write and deliver a gratitude letter.]
        

      

      

    







Reframing negative to positive

      The happiness literature is full of experimental studies and descriptive research illustrating the importance of the skill of reframing negative events and circumstances with new and positive interpretations19. This reframing can be described as “looking on the bright side.”20 Optimists are particularly good at this and have been shown to be happier, more resourceful, and more successful21. Optimism and pessimism are even understood by children, who recognize that thinking positively enhances positive emotions22.

      Finding gifts and opportunities

      Changing your perspective from viewing challenges negatively to viewing them as current or future opportunities is a powerful way to reframe negative to positive23. This practice, also known as “benefit finding,” implies you can find a silver lining even in the most difficult situations24.

      In some studies, benefit finding is associated with enhanced well-being and happiness—and even better health25. I like to refer to this practice as “finding gifts and opportunities,” which is a term used by Shirzad Chamine in his book, Positive Intelligence. The practice involves examining negative circumstances for potential positive gains that may be present now or sometime in the future.

      My mother is the master of this type of reframe. No matter what happens in her life, she is able to reframe it as a positive. She once told me, “I walk in a circle of light.” The truth is, she does! But it’s because she creates that circle of light through her mindset.

      Last year, she got into a minor fender bender while on her way to meet my daughter’s bus after school. She called me to recount the story. “I got into a little accident but, thank goodness, it was one of my friends who hit me, so we didn’t even need to exchange insurance information. I was late to meet Josie at the bus, but she just let herself in through the garage and took care of herself until I got there. Everything worked out great and the cars were both fine!”

      Practicing gifts and opportunities in your own life is easy! Just like with the gratitude practice, at the end of the day, you write down 3 things. This time, however, you recount challenges or things that did not go as you had planned. These can range anywhere from minor annoyances (there wasn’t gas in my car) to frank disasters (I was fired). Then, you intentionally and consciously determine how that event that seems negative might turn out to be a gift and an opportunity—either now or sometime in the future. Here is an example:

      
        
        Negative circumstance: There was no gas in my car today.

        Gift and opportunity: Fortunately, I noticed before I got on the road so I could get gas right outside my neighborhood.

      

      

      
        
        Negative circumstance: I was fired today.

        Gift and opportunity: Although it is going to be difficult for the next few months, that job was not giving me joy and satisfaction. This could be the first step on my way to the perfect job in my future.
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            Bending positive feedback curves

          

        

      

    

    
      Although changing your baseline happiness level is one of the most powerful tools you have to move up your feedback curves, there are also some distinct and useful tools for changing the shape of your curve. Go back to the self-reflection exercise you did in creating your positive feedback metabolism curves in Chapter 50. Take a look at them and think about what you would like to change.

      
        
          [image: Self reflection exercise: What do you like least about your positive feedback curves?]
        

      

      You will definitely benefit from investing and focusing on increasing the peak height and sustaining the positive emotions longer after a positive feedback experience.

      A number of techniques can help you bend your positive feedback curve and get the most possible enjoyment and nourishment from these events.

      

    







Mindfulness meditation practice

      Practicing mindfulness meditation and learning to focus on the present is a well-proven mechanism to increase the enjoyment of positive experiences. There are many forms of practice and, if you want to learn more about mindfulness meditation, look back at Chapter 11 for a description of mindfulness, and Chapter 32 for a description of “self-compassion.”

      

    







Savoring

      Savoring is thoroughly experiencing and deeply enjoying specific moments, events, or even feelings. The practice of savoring has been shown to increase the depth of happiness and to prolong joy1. Savoring has been shown to be associated with increased well-being, health and productivity. Savoring affects the momentary satisfaction that comes from a positive life event, but it also enhances  long-term eudemonic happiness derived from positive feedback2.

      Imagine receiving a compliment and just sitting with the feeling, absorbing the happiness, letting the joy and pleasure wash over you. Most of the time, we don’t do this. We hear a compliment or an expression of gratitude and we find ways to either deflect or reject it. In fact, in impostor syndrome, people are terrible at accepting any kind of praise or compliments, let alone basking in the reflected glory. Savoring can be a wonderful way to extend the positive energy and life of a compliment or words of praise, both increasing the height of the peak and extending the happiness derived from the experience. Savoring is especially important in the low times, when compliments are rare and praise is sparse3.

      Savoring can be further enhanced by using some specific strategies. For example, sharing your experience or celebrating can be a powerful emotional driver4. Memory building—purposefully recalling and setting the experience into memory—and focusing on the physical sensations associated with the positive experience can also enhance savoring.

      There are well-defined strategies in savoring that are considered to amplify and magnify the positive effects of a good experience5. Public external displays of positive emotions (laughing, smiling, and celebrating—being fully present and deeply enjoying the moment), sharing the experience with others (also called “capitalizing”)6, and reminiscing enhance savoring. Implementing a savoring practice can increase overall happiness and well-being, though the positive effects may not show up right away7.

      Interestingly, deeply enjoying and processing moments of enjoyment is particularly difficult for those with controller, hyper-rational, and hyper-achiever saboteurs. A feeling of urgency and time pressure makes it very hard for them to relax, participate in inactivity, and take time to enjoy passive activities8. If you have these saboteurs, you may benefit even more from planned and intentional savoring activities to help create good memories since they tend to move on to the next activity without fully enjoying the current one.

      Although we generally think of savoring as a positive action, it is actually more of a spectrum. On one end, we can savor (in a positive way) through amplifying techniques. On the other end of the spectrum, however, there are negative savoring dampeners, where positive experiences are minimized9. People with high self-esteem tend to amplify through savoring; people with low self-esteem tend to dampen positive experiences. Dampening strategies include fault-finding and negative mental time travel (see below). Fault-finding—or giving exquisite attention to all the ways in which something is bad or imperfect—is particularly destructive since it leaves you very dissatisfied. Negative mental time travel, which is simply the vivid visualization of negative effects and outcomes, is also quite destructive—especially when coupled with catastrophizing. Dampening decreases enjoyment and satisfaction from a positive emotional experience.

      There are also different types of positive savoring. For example, gratitude is a form of savoring. Other forms of savoring include feeling awe, marveling, relishing, delighting, and luxuriating10. If you have trouble finding ways to experience savoring, experiment with ways to incorporate these experiences into your day. Try one of these things:

      
        
        ➤ Go outside in the early morning, when the sun is just coming up. Notice the quality of the air, the sounds of the creatures, and the spectacular nature of the sky at dawn. Spend a few minutes letting this experience wash over you and feeling awe over the miracles of nature.

      

      

      
        
        ➤ Spend a few minutes remembering a recent accomplishment. Take yourself back to the moment and allow a feeling of pride to wash over you. Imagine someone else congratulating you—and relishing the moment when they hug you or pat you on the back to share your pride the moment.

      

      

      
        
        ➤ Find a physical pleasure you can experience and truly enjoy. Maybe a hot bath with bubbles, soft music, and candles. Maybe riding your bike fast into the wind. Maybe stretching out on your bed at night, exhausted yet content, wrapped in warm blankets. Pick your favorite activity and spend some time savoring your pleasure—and notice how it feels to deeply feel and relax into the experience.

      

      

      
        
          [image: Skill builder exercise: Start a savoring practice and continue it for 2 weeks.]
        

      

      

    







Self-reflection and reflective writing

      A lot of literature demonstrates the incredible power of reflective writing. Self-reflection is a wonderful tool for self-efficacy and self-enhancement11. Writing appears to consolidate memories and enable connections of meaning and purpose that can be profoundly impactful12. If you have ever done journaling, you have probably experienced reflective writing in some form or fashion—especially if your journal is more than just a recollection of dates, events, and facts13. As you delve into deeper thoughts and start examining the meaning behind your actions and reactions, you are experiencing reflective writing14.

      Reminiscing and anticipating through positive mental time travel

      Mental time travel is experiencing vivid visualizations that allow you to almost re-live an experience completely within the imagination15. Mental time travel uses a function of the brain called “episodic memory,” which allows you to retrieve experiences from your past. Episodic memory works in conjunction with the semantic memory, which is where facts and dates are stored. It is important to recognize the difference between simply remembering the facts about an event (the what, when, and where of the semantic memory) and reminiscing about the experience of an event (episodic memory)16.

      
        
          [image: Self reflection exercise: Think about a positive event in your life and just recall the facts.  Then, return and experience the emotions as well.]
        

      

      When done intentionally and deeply, mental time travel taps into the episodic memory and allows you to feel emotions and even physical sensations almost as if they were happening in real time. The more vivid the positive imagery, the more it will impact your happiness level17.

      This type of powerful visualization is used in several different therapeutic practices. Reminiscence therapy, which includes sharing and describing memories and past positive relationships, has been shown to improve well-being and reduce loneliness and depression—particularly in nursing home patients18. Eye movement desensitization and reprocessing (EMDR) is another specialized treatment using visualization and mental time travel; in this case, however, it is for negative events associated with post-traumatic stress disorder19.

      Reminiscing and remembering past positive experiences is one of the savoring techniques that has been shown to improve mood and happiness20. In experimental settings, reminiscing—when used as a tool to develop deeper awareness and better understanding and perspective as opposed to using it to escape the current situation—is associated with increased happiness and well-being21. Positive reminiscing has also been shown to decrease acute stress response, including decreasing sympathetic activation and even lowering cortisol levels22.

      
        
          [image: Self reflection exercise: Practice positive mental time travel to a past positive experience.]
        

      

      Some people really struggle with tapping into their episodic memory and retrieving the experiences of past events. They can describe the facts, but can’t find a way to travel back to and re-experience the emotions and feelings from that moment. If you are one of these people, you may be over-using a dampening technique called “suppression”23.

      Those who habitually suppress positive emotional experiences will need to first undo some of that dampening habit in order to mentally time travel. One way to overcome this is through practicing a specific self-compassion meditation process that is directed at enhancing your ability to process emotions24. This is called the “soften-soothe-allow” meditation practice25. There are many guided meditations available on the internet or through meditation apps that you can access to practice this technique.

      Validation journal

      One form of reflective writing that is useful for bending your positive feedback curve is creating a validation journal, where you can catalogue and keep track of positive feedback, encouragement, compliments, and gratitude. You can include emails, comments, letters, and cards, and any positive reflections you receive. Write down and document anything that made you feel warm and happy—even if it is a text message or scribbled-down comments that someone told you in the hallway.

      A validation journal is an excellent way to overcome the brain’s natural negativity bias—our tendency to seek out and store negative feedback and discard positive feedback26. There is a funny phrase about the negativity bias that the brain is like VelcroⓇ for negative (it sticks) and TeflonⓇ  for positive (it just slides off). The negativity bias is particularly problematic in impostor syndrome, where we really tend to focus on and retain negative information27.

      The validation journal is a great way to increase your positive feedback curve amplitude and enhance and sustain your joy for longer28. Reviewing this journal periodically can stimulate positive mental time travel as well.

      
        
          [image: Skill builder exercise: Create and maintain a validation journal.]
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            Bending negative feedback curves

          

        

      

    

    
      Almost everyone will say they wish they were able to handle criticism better, but this is an especially insurmountable problem in impostor syndrome. If you look at a typical negative feedback metabolism curve, most people will wish they didn’t go so low and wish they recovered faster1. Take a look back at the negative curve you drew for yourself in Chapter 50. What about that curve do you want to change?

      Probably the most commonly used word to describe the ability to bounce back from negative feedback is “resiliency.” Originally, resiliency was thought to be genetically defined and constant through life; however, recent studies have now clearly shown that resiliency changes over time in response to conditions and personal development2.

      The prevailing definition of “resiliency” is complex, but the simplest and most frequent definition is that it is one’s ability to meet challenges and adversity with strength—rather than merely to survive them. Individuals who are resilient seem to be more able to deal with problems in constructive and positive ways, and attain their goals despite typical setbacks in difficult situations. Resilient people acquire skills while they work through challenges3. An even better way to think of resiliency is the ability to grow through and from challenges.

      Self-awareness and self-regulation contribute to resiliency, as do the ability to recognize and accept one’s limitations and errors. This is particularly important when it comes to resiliency around accepting criticism and negative feedback. If you are being counseled on a mistake, resiliency is a key factor in how well you can grow and learn from the experience. During times of stress, sleep deprivation, or low reserves, your resiliency may be tested4. During these times the tools we will review in this chapter will be even more important.

      

    







Planning ahead and preparing for feedback

      In some cases you can predict the possibility of receiving negative feedback. For example, if you work or are a student, you can be almost guaranteed you will have some sort of performance review or regular evaluation. And, if you are like most people, there will be some negative feedback or constructive criticism tangled up with possible positive feedback. If you want to preload your resiliency and come into a feedback session with the best possible preparation, you can spend some time preparing. Think of this practice as “presiliency,” or getting yourself ready to bounce back and grow through a feedback session.

      Here are a few tools you can use in advance of a feedback session to bend your negative feedback curve.

      Immune therapy for criticism

      One way to overcome maladaptive processing of criticism and negative feedback is through desensitization. You can practice this over time by asking people for feedback (and specifically criticism) all the time5. If you get yourself used to hearing constructive comments, you will find it much more tolerable to hear negative feedback—whether or not you asked for it.

      
        
          [image: Skill Builder exercise: Start asking everyone you know for feedback about everyone.]
        

      

      Rehearsal and positive anticipatory mental time travel

      Humans have the unique ability among animals to engage in anticipatory mental time travel. While positive mental time travel back in time (reminiscing) is a wonderful savoring practice, anticipatory time travel to a future state is much more of a mixed blessing. Unlike an animal who reads situational and environmental cues and prepares ahead of time—like in the activities leading up to hibernation—humans embed predictions with a lot more than facts. Humans who practice anticipatory mental time travel are actually pre-experiencing possible outcomes while they plan and prepare for emotional and physical outcomes.

      In impostor syndrome, anticipatory mental time travel is full of imperfect predictions with a strong negative slant, based on cognitive distortions and systematic errors. Even though we know the future is unpredictable, we tend to think we are better at predicting it than we are. In impostor syndrome, it is easy to become very convinced that your prediction of a future negative outcome is reasonable and likely, even with little evidence. This makes it easy to create an elaborate story about how terrible things are likely to be.

      Positive anticipatory mental time travel, however, can be a very powerful tool for resiliency and emotional self-management. In its simplest form, visualization is a form of anticipatory mental time travel. This type of practice has been best studied in mental practice and mental rehearsal for sports and in other technical areas, like surgery6. There are well-established benefits for mentally practicing and visualizing perfect performance, pre-living the experience with a positive outcomes7.

      Mental rehearsal can capitalize on several different angles.

      
        	To see your own success and visualize a positive outcome

        	To motivate you and remind you of an aggressive goal or objective

        	To practice and perfect certain skills and enhance muscle memory (for physical actions)

        	To rehearse and familiarize yourself with a sequence, pattern, or routine

        	To elicit focus and intensity and to be performance-ready

      

      Anticipatory mental time travel can be used in preparing for a situation when you anticipate feedback. Even if you anticipate negative feedback, what would happen if you spent some time imagining a vivid picture of the scenario where you are strong, resilient, composed, and curious? With some preparation and time investment, you can set the stage for your best performance under the stress and pressure of receiving criticism. If you set your expectations for yourself in advance—and rehearse a positive reaction to the feedback—you are much more likely to experience that scenario in reality.

      Try to map out the emotional response you want to have—the strengths you want to draw out of yourself and the physiological reaction and composure you want to maintain. This practice will serve you well, as you will have prepared your body and mind to respond in alignment to a preset expectation for yourself. On the other hand, if you spend time anticipating and predicting its going badly, not only are you wasting emotional energy, but you are activating your brain’s negativity bias, which will then absorb all the negatives with total disregard for any potential positives.

      
        
          [image: Self reflection exercise: Plan ahead for your next feedback session, rehearsing a constructive and positive conversation.]
        

      

      Simple and effective strategies

      Schedule feedback sessions on Friday

      There is evidence that satisfaction with work is highest on Friday and lowest on Monday8. This is good for both you and your boss, if you are getting reviewed.

      Get enough sleep

      There is evidence that your amygdala reptilian brain reaction is even stronger than normal when you are sleep deprived9. Do everything you can to keep your cerebral cortex in charge (and reptilian brain in check) by getting enough sleep.

      Schedule at the beginning of the day

      Research has shown that decision fatigue and depletion result in lower resilience and lower ability to control emotional processing10. Having a feedback session at the beginning of the day will give you the best chance of managing your emotions.

      

    







During a feedback session

      Even with the best preparation, you will likely still need some tools in the moment to help you cope with negative feedback and keep you from going down the path of emotional flooding and loss of composure. This is a great time to return to Part 2, where you learned about controlling your emotional response. The skills and tools you practiced—with centering and grounding and enhancing your self-regulation—are very useful while you are engaged in a difficult feedback session.

      Following are additional tools that can help you maintain composure and get the most out of any feedback session, whether positive or negative.

      Engaging the cognitive brain and disengaging your amygdala

      If you know you react to negative criticism with a visceral reaction of fear, anger, disappointment, embarrassment, or any other negative emotion, it will be especially important for you to plan ahead with ways to engage and activate your cerebral cortex. This is because your amygdala and limbic system are quick to react to criticism and flood your ability for self-control. In fact, you are reacting to the threat of criticism with the same ferocity you would if you were being physically attacked by a mountain lion or a grizzly bear! This is in spite of the fact that most people who are giving you negative feedback do not think of themselves as predators, or anything other than allies and friendly colleagues or bosses who care about your future development and growth.

      Throughout this book, you have already learned a lot of strategies for emotional self-regulation, over-riding the amygdala hijack, and gaining composure and control. All of these tools can apply to when you are in the midst of receiving negative feedback. Accessing your tools for centering and grounding and emotion labeling can help you regain your footing in emotionally charged situations. Using your thought cascade and reframing tools can help you switch from an unresourceful attitude and mental state to a more resourceful and positive one. Embedding a choice point and consciously taking control of your actions can help you make decisions and choices that will serve you instead of relying on habitual responses that might not.

      Sometimes, however, you might also need some quick and simple ways to move out of the reptilian mindset deliberately, purposefully, and actively so your thinking brain has a chance to catch up. Here are a few things you can do in the moment to switch from reptilian brain to cerebral cortex brain.

      
        
        Count to 10: There is something to be said for the old-fashioned advice of counting to 10 before responding. This is for 2 reasons. First, the amygdala is really fast, on the order of milliseconds, while the cognitive brain is much slower. If you stall your reaction to a stimulus by counting to 10, you are more likely to allow your thinking brain to wedge a foot in the door and push the amygdala aside. Secondly, some of the hormones that are released in the fight-flight-or-freeze reaction of the sympathetic nervous system have a very short half-life in the blood. If you can wait a minute or 2, these will quickly start to decay and give the circulating adrenalin levels a chance to fall and circumvent a prolonged stress reaction11.

      

      

      
        
        Distraction strategies: Remember back in Chapter 12, we talked about distraction as a way to disengage the amygdala and engage the thinking brain. In intense situations of receiving negative feedback, distraction may be the perfect approach.

      

      

      
        
        Positive visualization: Remembering and reminiscing about a positive past experience is a powerful way to extract yourself from the physiology and emotional overload of the amygdala hijack. You can even pre-prepare for this by jotting down a few notes about a very positive and warm experience you want to revisit if you notice your sympathetic nervous system is revving up. If you want to double down, you can even pick a very positive experience you had with the very person who is giving you feedback, which will also incorporate the generous interpretation discussed below.

      

      

      
        
        Mental distancing and temporal distancing: There is a mental process called “reappraisal” that is known to control the amygdala response and activate the pre-frontal cortex12. There are at least 3 distinct methods of reappraisal—all of which have been associated with enhanced well-being13. One of these is called “reinterpretation,” or “reframing,” which we discussed in Chapter 27. The other 2 are mental distancing and temporal distancing. Both of these have been shown to improve management of difficult or challenging situations.

      

        

      
        In mental distancing, the goal is to distance yourself from the meaning of the feedback. To do this, you take on the role of a neutral, third-party observer, instead of an active participant in the conversation. In other words, assume an interested (but not an emotionally-involved) person in the interaction. You can even move your self-talk to the third-person narrative, thinking something like, “How interesting—the boss appears to be criticizing the employee for her behavior,” as if you are observing this from a distance.

      

        

      
        In temporal distancing, you examine the situation as if you are looking back on it from a future time point. You might use internal self-talk that refers to the future, such as, “This moment is going to be irrelevant 40 years from now, when I am retired.”

      

      

      Untangle the feedback

      Let’s be honest: Most managers and supervisors probably aren’t all that good at giving feedback—especially when it comes to criticism. Nobody really likes to give negative feedback, even when the intention is to be helpful, and most people have not been trained to do it effectively. Consequently, you can pretty much assume that, when you are uncomfortable and unprepared on the receiving end of negative feedback, someone else is uncomfortable and unprepared on the giving end of that negative feedback.

      Here are some typical characteristics of poorly constructed and badly delivered negative feedback14:

      
        
        ✦ The feedback is an attack on the person rather than the person’s behavior or work product.

      

        

      
        ✦ The feedback is vague and abstract rather than specific and does not describe the impact. It might even contain hearsay from unidentified other people.

      

        

      
        ✦ The feedback is given without examples and illustrations.

      

        

      
        ✦ The feedback is not directed at specific areas of application or domains of behavior.

      

        

      
        ✦ The feedback is not accompanied by specific action steps or the outcome of inaction.

      

      

      You can’t change how your evaluator gives you feedback, but you can change how you receive it. Try engaging your cognitive brain by asking questions of yourself and of the feedback-giver that will help you unravel it into useful threads.

      
        
        Determine the kind of feedback you are being given: Feedback comes in 3 generic forms: judgment (appreciation vs. disparagement), coaching (advice-giving, mentoring, and directing), and evaluation (comparisons to standards)15. When receiving any kind of feedback, it is very helpful to identify which category of feedback is being given. For example, if your boss says, “I really appreciate how you are always the first to volunteer to help out your teammates,” that is an example of appreciative judgment. On the flip side, if your boss says, “You are not a very good team player because you never volunteer to help out the team when we are short-staffed,” this is a disparaging judgment.

      

        

      
        If your boss says, “You and Ann seem to be having a difficult time working together. Why don’t you try to be more specific when you make requests of her and give her a concrete timeline,” this is coaching. Coaching can be anything from providing vague directions to being very directive and instructive.

      

        

      
        Lastly, if your boss says, “Your productivity is lower than it should be and you aren’t meeting the benchmarks we expect for people in your role,” this is an evaluative statement that is comparing you to a standard or to another person. Evaluation is more of an assessment that yields some kind of grade—or rating, or at least puts you onto some kind of scale.

      

        

      
        Even though these might be mixed together when you receive them, it can be very helpful to untangle these strands from each other before trying to process them as constructive feedback.

      

      

      
        
        Ask clarifying questions: Frankly, I’ve received a lot of poorly delivered feedback in my career. Still, you shouldn’t assume that there is no value in poorly delivered feedback. You just may need to work harder at getting something out of it.

      

        

      
        Clarifying questions are a terrific tool to try to salvage badly delivered feedback. First, clarifying questions help activate the cognitive brain to override any typical reptilian brain reactions from negative feedback. Second, these questions can help your feedback-giver move from generalizations, vagaries, and hand-waving to actionable, useful, and specific critiques. Lastly, by making the feedback more dialogic than monologic—an interaction rather than a lecture—the experience of the feedback session will be more rewarding to both of you16.

      

        

      
        If you know you are going to be receiving feedback, you can plan a few standard clarifying questions in advance:

      

        

      
        ✦ Could you provide me with an example of the specific behavior that concerns you?

        ✦ Can you help me understand the situations in which you have seen me do that?

        ✦ Can you tell me more about impact my behavior might have on others?

        ✦ Can you clarify what you would like to see me do differently?

        ✦ Can you tell me what the potential consequences are for me of this evaluation?

      

        

      
        Here is another set of powerful and easy-to-remember questions that can be a great addition to any feedback situation—positive or negative. Imagine what might happen if you took an active role in ensuring that every feedback session you have in the future helps you get better and better.

      

        

      
        ✦ What should I start doing that I am not currently doing?

        ✦ What should I stop doing that I am currently doing?

        ✦ What should I keep doing that I am currently doing?

        ✦ What should I keep not doing that I am currently not doing?

      

        

      
        A special note for women

        It is especially important for women to insist upon getting specific and actionable feedback17. Vague feedback and inconsistent performance reviews are associated with stalling out in leadership progression, and with gender bias in the workplace18.

      

      

      

    







After the feedback session

      Find the pearl of truth and practice curiosity

      It is easy to say that every piece of feedback, good or bad, is a “gift.” But it is much harder to actually believe this—particularly when we are triggered, hurt, or angry about an element of negative feedback19.

      One way to re-engage your thinking brain and activate curiosity is to ask yourself, “What is the main pearl of truth in this feedback?” Though this can be difficult—particularly when you discover something you don’t like about yourself—this self-reflection can activate your growth mindset20. The more you can learn and grow through negative feedback, the more effective you will be at handling it in the future.

      If you really want to supercharge your ability to assimilate and grow from criticism, talk about it with someone else who is neutral and unbiased. Facilitated reflection has been shown to be an even better way to defuse negative feedback and allow for growth and learning.

      Practice the generous interpretation and assume positive intentions

      When we are given negative feedback or criticism, it is a perfectly human instinct to assume, “My evaluator doesn’t like me.”21

      In reality, almost all managers, supervisors, and bosses come from a place of concern and care when delivering feedback. There probably are malicious people who give criticism just to be mean, but they are rare22. You are much more likely to receive feedback from someone who genuinely cares about your success—even if they have the sometimes-unpleasant task of delivering criticism23.

      Recognizing the positive intentions of your feedback-giver is a great way to process feedback more constructively. This is also called “practicing a generous interpretation.” In other words, during or after a feedback session that includes criticism, how would things change if you consciously appreciated the positive intentions of your evaluator? This practice takes the natural emotional response to receiving negative feedback and weaves in compassion, forgiveness, and grace. All these positive characteristics improve resiliency and self-efficacy in the setting of challenges.

      If you are really having trouble getting to a place where you can separate the feedback-giver from the feedback, you can practice a specific meditation called a “LovingKindness meditation,” or a “metta” meditation. In these specific guided meditations, you will walk through the process of giving compassion to yourself and to other people. Although it can be difficult to fully experience this type of compassion without practicing on a regular basis, it can be a nice tool to bring awareness to the challenges of separating the feedback-giver from the feedback.
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            Practicing controlling your feedback curves

          

          

      

    

    









Field work

        

      

    

    
      This part’s field work will help you practice some of the tools for increasing your happiness. You should also practice specific tools for the areas of your curve you want to change.

      

  







Exercise 1

      The first part of your work is to start a gratitude practice for yourself. Begin with practicing the “3 good things” exercise every night. In this exercise, write down 3 things for which you are grateful or that you appreciated from your day. These can be as simple and ridiculous as being grateful your car started this morning, to something as intense and momentous as being grateful a loved one survived a heart attack. Don’t just think about your 3 good things and don’t just say them out loud—actually take your pen and write them down! It is really important to stick with this practice for at least a few weeks to see lasting results.

      

  







Exercise 2

      The second part of your field work is to start a practice of finding gifts and opportunities in unlikely places. Each night, before going to bed, write in your journal about 3 things that didn’t go so well for you—things from your day that were challenging or that you were not happy about. These can also range from trivial (it is cloudy today) to bigger and significant (my research paper was rejected). Then take the next hard step and journal about a way the challenge you faced might today or someday down the road be seen as a gift and opportunity.

      
        
        Here are a couple of examples to illustrate finding gifts and opportunities:

      

        

      
        🙁It rained all day.

        🙂It is a gift that I don’t have to water the grass tomorrow.

      

        

      
        🙁My paper got rejected today. 

        🙂This is an opportunity to make it stronger and better based on very specific reviewer comments.
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            Creating Anchors and Pivots

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        I have this one colleague—actually he has been a long-term mentor—who sets off my inner critic every time he speaks. He seems to love to invalidate me, publicly questioning my decisions and disagreeing with my approach. I am usually totally confident with other people but, when he starts this badgering, I just fold. I cannot stand up to him, no matter how much I believe in myself. It is like he casts a spell of incompetence over me and I just walk into that persona and own it.

        Senior practicing physician

      

        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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            Recognizing defining moments

          

        

      

    

    
      You have done a lot of self-reflective work in this book and, hopefully, you have incorporated some of the tools to combat impostor syndrome in your every day life.

      Have you noticed any changes in your ability to handle emotionally-rich experiences in the moment? If you feel like you do great with reframing negative thoughts in retrospect, at the end of a long day—but still struggle to have better immediate responses—this last part is for you. Here you will learn a tool that you can customize and have ready to use in just about any intense moment.

      Part 8 will help you create what is called an “anchor to pivot.” Briefly, your anchor will be something to which you attach meaning and significance, and which you will use to bring out your most resourceful self even when you are triggered.

      Imagine a boat attached to an anchor—it cannot stray or move very far from the spot you put it, even when the wind blows and the seas are rough. Your anchor will help you stay put in a resourceful state, even when a storm is brewing around you.

      The anchor alone is not enough, though. It needs to be attached to a mental mode that allows you to move from a triggered state to an untriggered state. This is called “pivoting,” or moving from one mindset to another.

      Essentially, you will create a new mental habit (the pivot) that is purposefully linked to a specific routine or element (the anchor). Creating and practicing your anchor to pivot will enable you to move quickly from the depths of impostor tendencies to a calm and resourceful state, without much thinking.

      
        
          [image: Self reflection exercise: Pick a common scenario when your impostor syndrome is triggered.]
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        * * *

      

      In the moments in your day-to-day life when your impostor syndrome is suddenly triggered, you may not have the luxury of working through a thought cascade and rewind in real time. Practicing the tools offline will help you use them in the moment, but they still require time for cognitive processing. So what are you going to do in a heated exchange, or on a stage preparing to speak, or in a meeting when you’re on the spot? Can you just screw up your courage and say yes (or no) to something that scares you?

      In real-time situations, you may benefit from having a quickly accessible method to shift you from a deficit, fearful mindset to an abundant and courageous mindset. Before we learn to craft the pivot, though, we first need to be very clear on the situations where it is needed.

      

  







Your common impostor moments

      After going through this book, I hope you know yourself a lot better than you did when you started. For example, have you been able to identify your common impostor syndrome triggers? Are you more aware of when buttons are pushed, and when you push someone else’s buttons? This is a good sign that you have developed stronger emotional intelligence and that you are beginning to use it in your life.

      Knowing your most common triggers for impostor syndrome can help you prepare for them. Before going into the next chapter, can you come up with 2 or 3 triggering situations that cause impostor moments for you? Below are a few that I frequently see while coaching people with impostor syndrome, but spend some time thinking about yourself and identifying those that are uniquely you. You might even want to write out a few scenarios that represent these moments in your memory.

      Some common impostor syndrome triggers:

      
        	Being criticized for your work or the work of your people.

        	Being in a situation where you are not an expert or don’t have enough knowledge or data.

        	Public speaking and communication, regardless of the audience size.

        	Having your methods, thoughts, or decisions questioned.

        	Being asked to do something you really don’t want to do or don’t feel qualified to do.

        	Embarking on something new that scares you—either because it is new or because you might fail.

        	Having to think on your feet and respond without enough time to process.

      

      

  







Defining moments

      Although recognizing your own triggers for impostor syndrome is important, the reactions you have to these moments is even more important. For learning the tools to improve your management of impostor tendencies, I have focused entirely on you. Have you also thought about the fact that your actions and results are seen and noticed by other people?

      Your reaction to events and circumstances will be broadly noticed by other people—even if you think you are masterfully hiding it. Haven’t you ever walked into a room and sensed negative energy? You aren’t responding to concrete and factual cues in these circumstances; you are experiencing intuition—and other people are able to get these same vibes about you.

      This is why I like to think of our reactions in the moment as our “defining moments.” When a true disaster happens or a truly terrifying moment occurs, are you the one who is calm, logical, and methodical? If so, you have defined yourself to the team as trustworthy and strong in an emergency. When an employee comes to you with grief and sadness, are you the one who is compassionate, warm, and caring? If so, you have defined yourself to that person as someone who acts with love and kindness.

      Even if you don’t immediately recognize a situation as being part of a defining moment, you can rest assured that your thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are noticed by others. And this is why it is crucial to learn to pivot from the triggered state to the untriggered state without a moment’s hesitation.
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            Uncovering anchors

          

        

      

    

    
      In general, an anchor is a reference point to which thoughts, emotions, and behaviors are linked. An anchor may be subconsciously generated and activated, or it may be something purposeful and intentional1. An example of a subtle anchor would be the smell of a certain cologne or perfume that reminds you of your first boyfriend or girlfriend. That smell is inextricably linked to your memories of that person. A less subtle anchor might be the sound of a new email arriving, which is connected to your actions of opening up your inbox.

      The concept of anchoring has been extensively studied in psychological research2. The fundamental principle behind anchoring is that our brain will latch onto information we experience and store it for quick access later in decision making and judgment3. The natural anchoring system is highly flawed, though, and is heavily affected by biases, preconceptions, information, and knowledge. Still, personal anchors are very powerful and speed up the millions of processing events your brain engages every day.

      Even though most anchors aren’t intentionally created, we can use the same phenomenon and create anchors to serve as reference points linked to behaviors we want to enhance4. For example, who wouldn’t want a quickly accessible anchor that triggers you to pivot from unhelpful, automatic, and negative emotional states to resourceful, purposeful, and positive states within seconds?

      Anchors can be very powerful and lasting mechanisms to help jumpstart a particular thinking pathway you want to engage. This type of anchor does need to be purposefully created and practiced in advance but, once you have established the new neural pathway, using it can become nearly automatic.

      Importantly, negative anchors are also easy to inadvertently create. One study shows that people who sit in a messy kitchen are much more likely to consume too many snacks5. A mess in the kitchen must be some kind of negative and inadvertent strong anchor most of us have established that triggers binge snacking! Another longstanding example of a negative trigger is when people smoke more cigarettes when they are drinking alcohol. The alcohol—even when contrasted to the same social setting with coffee—is a strong physical anchor for the desire to smoke6.

      

    







What will be the most strategic anchors for you?

      A lot has been written about learning styles and how they affect the ability to absorb new information. According to at least 1 source, 3 main styles are visual, auditory, and kinesthetic7. In case you aren’t familiar with it, “kinesthetic” refers to perception through bodily sensations felt via the nerve endings. So “kinesthetic” essentially refers to almost anything noticed by the sensory nerves—including taste, vibration, smell, and other mechanisms of sensation. It turns out that the visual, auditory, and kinesthetic learning styles are not just important for how we take in information, but also for how we process and use it to inform actions and behaviors8.

      These learning styles can be used to create vivid pictures of meaningful and lasting changes for yourself—letting us use them to create very strong anchors. For example, if you prefer auditory pathways for processing, you will benefit most from anchors that use language, sounds, and listening.

      What is your preferred learning style? Answer the questions listed below to see which you might prefer.

      Visual

      
        	I love to doodle, draw, and diagram things.

        	When I study, I like to take notes and write things down or make flashcards.

        	If I am trying to go somewhere, I need a map or written directions.

        	I remember things as pictures or images, like the page of a book where the answer might be found.

        	I don’t like music or people talking in the background when I am trying to learn something.

      

      Auditory

      
        	When I read, I use my finger to keep my place and I hear the words in my head.

        	I like for someone to tell me directions rather than looking at a map.

        	I get tired from writing too much, and my written work is messy.

        	I have a hard time reading other people’s handwriting and prefer for people to explain things out loud.

        	I remember things I have heard much better than things I read or see.

      

      Kinesthetic

      
        	If I am assembling something, I just start doing rather than reading the directions.

        	I learn best when someone shows me how to do something.

        	When I study, I move around and don’t like to sit in one place.

        	I have an excellent sense of direction and don’t usually get lost, even when I’m in a new environment.

        	Projects that involve tinkering, trial and error, and prototyping are especially interesting to me.

      

      Each item you checked gets a point, so each learning style has a maximum of 5 points.  Does one learning style stand out?

      We will be creating anchors to link up to neural pathways for pivoting from unhelpful impostor reactions to resourceful confident actions. If the idea of an anchor is still a bit opaque to you, think about some of the more subtle anchors that already exist in your life.

      Here are some simple examples of anchors from my own everyday life.

      How long is this flight?

      My husband is from Malaysia, and we have been making that long trip together for almost 30 years. Our kids are used to long flights. When my oldest child was around 6 years old, we were boarding a flight from the East Coast to California and she asked, “How long is the flight?” I told her it was around 5 or 6 hours and she replied, “Oh, that’s short!” The woman next to us raised her eyebrow and looked at us like we were aliens. Julianne’s reference anchor for a “long flight” was 15 hours, which was obviously very different from that random woman’s anchor.

      What is that smell?

      My mom gave me a Thanksgiving present—which was an orphan porcelain plate that she had bought for $5 at one of her women’s group auctions. It came in a gift box with tissue paper. For a couple of days, I had it out on the counter next to me while I was working on this book. Every once in a while, I would get a whiff of an insanely familiar smell and I’d have a strong but vague memory associated with it. I finally figured out that the tissue paper in the box had a very strongly anchored smell (kinesthetic) for me that took me vividly back in time to a previous life experience.

      A piece of music

      There are some iconic pieces of music that just about everyone has heard in their lifetimes. Pachelbel’s Canon is one of these pieces for me. When I hear this piece, it doesn’t just sound familiar; it transports me back to 8th grade orchestra, when I was in a rudimentary string quartet with some friends. One of the better pieces in our very limited repertoire was Pachelbel’s Canon. When I hear it, I can imagine my fingers on the strings of my violin and I can even visualize the way my music looked on my music stand. This is a great example of an auditory anchor.
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            Creating anchors to pivot

          

        

      

    

    
      Here is a step-by-step description of how to create an anchor to program your mindset or behavioral pivot.

      

      Step 1

      To create your quick-access anchor, think back to you what you determined is your preferred learning style modality. Were you primarily visual, auditory, or kinesthetic? The best anchors capitalize on your preferred way processing information, so you’ll need to pick one of these that will give you the most vivid experience.

      Step 2

      Next, go back to the triggering event you identified in the self-reflection at the beginning of Part 8. Think a little more about that experience. How do you normally react emotionally to that scenario? Do you get frustrated and angry, or do you withdraw and feel insignificant? How does your body react? Does your face get flushed? Does your heart race? Do your hands sweat? This description is what we will call the “current state,” or your normal reaction neural pathway.

      Step 3

      With this current state and reaction pattern in mind, spend a few minutes thinking about the exact opposite of what you just imagined or remembered. It can help to even write out a 1- or 2-paragraph vignette, with lots of vivid details, of a hypothetical upcoming situation where you react and behave exactly the way you want. Imagine your feelings, actions and results are flawless and impeccable. Everyone else looks at you in awe in a gloriously positive defining moment. Yes, exaggerate as much as you want and create a Hallmark Holiday movie scene moment for yourself!

      
        
        Here is an example of creating an anchor to pivot:

      

      

      
        
        Anne Roth is a physician educator. She has a very limited clinical practice and spends most of her time teaching medical students in their first 2 years of medical school. She has taken on a new role directing several large parts of the curriculum. There is a lot of controversy in this role because the medical school is revamping the curriculum and there are strong opinions on both sides of the arguments. Anne regularly feels like she gets blind-sided by these arguments. Whenever they erupt, she feels like she is being attacked personally, even though she knows in her thinking brain that she is not really the target of the arguments. Her immediate response to these triggers is to shut down and become quiet and disengaged.

      

      

      Anne did the reflective writing exercise and came up with the way she would rather behave in these circumstances.

      
        
        I would like to be able to stay engaged and not let the emotional arguments feel like direct criticism. I want to stay focused on the actual problems and real solutions, instead of withdrawing and feeing injured.

      

      

      Anne wants to be less reactionary, calmer, and engage her cognitive brain in these triggered moments. She wants to not let her vision narrow into the flight-or-fight response.

      Step 4

      After you know what you want instead, let your mind open up to possibilities and creativity as you seek out an auditory, visual, or kinesthetic cue that can relate to how you want to respond.

      You have to be creative, because your anchor needs to be uniquely appropriate for you and your circumstance. If you are looking for an auditory anchor, you might think of a phrase or mantra you can repeat in your head or read to yourself; or you might even be able to say it out loud, if it is appropriately generic enough. If you are looking for a visual anchor, you might call to mind an image, or even carry around a drawing or photograph that represents your anchor. If you are looking for a kinesthetic anchor, you might have a physical cue or action that stimulates the positive thinking you want to generate.

      After playing around with different possibilities, you may find 1 specific cue that stands out to you. Don’t worry, though—you can always change it around if it doesn’t stick as you practice it. The goal is to find an anchor that can cue up resourceful thinking and actions even when you are in a triggered state.

      Here is a description of Anne’s anchor.

      
        
        Anne settles on the act of taking off her glasses slowly and then putting them back on. This act signifies a stop-point for her and will be a physical kinesthetic reset button. She will use the moment of blurry vision followed by the moment of clarity when she puts them back to remind herself to tap into her cognitive clear-minded and analytical brain and turn off her fuzzy-minded reptilian brain response.

      

      

      

  







Other example anchors

      Here are a few more examples of anchors.

      
        
        Jessica finds she is triggered when someone criticizes her team and she becomes defensive and irrational. She creates an auditory pivot by saying, out loud, “How fascinating.” This phrase causes her to change from narrow and defensive thinking to expansive, possibility-based thinking. She can then tap into her desire to explore and investigate problems, which she actually loves to do.

      

      

      
        
        Terry is triggered by people who ask a lot of questions, which makes her feel defensive and argumentative. She wants to be patient, calm and collected in these moments and treat the questions at face value instead of inferring they represent something more. Her husband is the most patient and calm person she knows, so she creates a kinesthetic pivot by purposefully twisting her wedding ring when she is triggered. This reminds her to be more like her husband and respond in a non-defensive and honest way.

      

      

      
        
        Mei is triggered by being put on the spot in conferences to answer questions, especially when she doesn’t have time to prepare in advance. She freezes up and gets nervous, even when she knows the answer. She wants to be more confident in her knowledge and be able to think clearly under pressure. She always respects confident and strong women, and particularly admires Michelle Obama, who publicly admitted that she has impostor syndrome. She creates a visual anchor for herself from an image of Michelle Obama speaking in front of a crowd. She puts this image on her phone’s lock screen so she can tap it whenever she is triggered. Seeing Michelle Obama speaking confidently and proudly gives her a boost of confidence in her own moment of anxiety.

      

      

      

  







Setting your anchor

      Now that you have created your anchor, it is time to practice it and embed it into your regular neural pathways. Go back to your ridiculously positive made-up vignette of how you act in a perfect world. As you read it through to yourself, fire up your anchor consciously and purposefully. If you are Anne, you would be effortfully taking off and putting on your glasses as you visualize acting in the resourceful way you have described.

      After you have done that once, repeat it for as many times as you can—over and over again—until you are sick and tired of it. At this point, it might get a little annoying, and that’s how you know you’ll need to practice it a thousand more times. Remember how long it takes to start a new habit?

      Here is another tip: If you experience the positive, resourceful, and confident feelings that you are aiming for any time in your day for other reasons, go ahead and fire up your anchor as you are experiencing them. This will also help you set it into your neural pathways.

      

  







The power of a little humor

      I hope you will consider having a little fun with your anchors and your pivots. If you have a trusted person in your life with whom you can share this, it could become an inside joke. One of my colleagues and I have a few of these private jokes to help us keep each other accountable and also to poke a little fun at ourselves. We do this with our inner critics and with some of our unresourceful automatic emotional responses. For example, when one or the other of us enters into some bizarre, unfounded, negative emotional spiral, the other might seize on it and create a towering crescendo of disasterizing that finishes off with the end of the world as we know it. Or, when one of us falls into despair spawned by our evil inner critic, the other will invite the inner critic into the room with us. “Oh, hello Alice; it’s good to see you again. Did you have something else to add?” she might say to me, with a good dose of drama coupled with sarcasm.
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            Practicing creating anchors

          

          

      

    

    









Field Work

        

      

    

    
      The field work for creating an anchor to pivot is simple. First, just work through the steps in Chapter 59. Then, practice your anchor and pivot in every possible scenario you can think of, both real and imagined, to help instill it as a habit.
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            Parting words

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Alice, my inner critic, has been with me for years. She was there on my first day of medical school. Sitting in that steep auditorium, surrounded by amazing people who would become my colleagues, she said, “You don’t belong here. You are not smart enough to be a medical student. You were admitted by accident.” She was with me when I became a department chair, too. She said, “You don’t belong here. You are too young and inexperienced to be a chair. They picked you by mistake.” But, over the years, I’ve learned to not let Alice drive. What would happen if you moved your Alice to the backseat? Or better yet, what if you stuffed her in the trunk?

        Jennifer Hunt MD, Department Chair of Pathology
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            Finding your path forward

          

        

      

    

    
      After you’ve read this book, practiced the exercises, and learned the techniques, I hope you have a new toolbox ready to dip into when you experience impostor tendencies. I hope you have developed new insights about the root cause of self-doubt. I hope you have come to an understanding with your inner critic.

      And, when I really dream big, I hope you have experienced a transformation that will help you succeed and find joy in your career and in your life.

      But don’t be surprised if you don’t see these changes right away. If you are like most people with impostor syndrome, you have spent years or even decades establishing very strong habits and well-traveled neural pathways. Even after religiously studying and practicing, you still need time to incorporate the learning you have done.

      If your transformation didn’t come with a big flash bang, watch carefully for glimmers and tiny steps forward. These little moments add up to bigger moments.

      Also don’t be surprised if you feel very much in control for some period of time and then suddenly experience a resurgence of impostor tendencies. Remember the metaphor I gave you early on in this book: Impostor syndrome is like an autoimmune disease. It may flare up and then calm back down. Just remember that you have your toolbox for those times when it ramps up.

      You are ready.

      You are amazing, talented, and incredible.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In closing, I would like to send you on your journey with this compassionate wish for you:

      May you be safe from internal and external harm. May you be healthy. May you live with ease.
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The women

      
        
        This particular book would never have been possible without thousands of hours of teaching, coaching, and mentoring other women—conversations that have happened over my entire career. I am grateful for the women who have shared their stories with me, whether it was in quiet moments of solidarity, in formal mentoring support, or in coaching sessions.

      

      

      

  







My family

      
        
        I have the most wonderful family.

      

        

      
        I am grateful for my dad, Timothy Hunt, who was my editor for this book and for just about everything else I have ever written—and, he still  tries to teach me grammar rules. (I wonder what will happen when he reads this and sees I left the comma in the last sentence just for him.)

      

        

      
        I am grateful for my mother, Judy Hunt, who has always been my confidante and friend. May we all live the same charmed life that she does.

      

        

      
        I am grateful for my husband, Johnnie Chung, who is our family anchor. He keeps everything running—from faucets to the car to the dog. Most importantly, though, he relentlessly supports me and my career with love and compassion.

      

        

      
        I am grateful for my kids Julianne, Joel, and Josephine, who mostly tolerate having the opposite of a helicopter mom. I’m grateful that they allowed me to use stories about them in this book. These 3 humans are my most important life’s work, my deepest meaning and purpose.

      

      

      

  







The future

      
        
        Even though I have to finally admit that I am on the other side of being mid-career, I am far from done. I am grateful for the next phase, the next leap, my path ahead, whatever it might be.

      

      

    

  





  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      On the surface—given my background, my training, and my life’s work—it may not make any sense why I wrote this book.  Scratch the surface, however, and you’ll find my entire career has been devoted to mentoring, sponsoring, and developing other women. My very first fellow is now an internationally known expert pathologist and leader. I can’t take much credit for her success, but I know I have contributed as one of her many mentors.

      I have been a pathologist for nearly 2 decades, and have spent my professional life as an internationally recognized head-and-neck and molecular pathologist. Translation: In my day job, I look at tumors under the microscope and diagnose cancer, and I spend a lot of time teaching others how to do the same thing accurately and efficiently. I am also the Chair of Pathology at the University of Arkansas, where I am devoted to the training of our medical students and residents, and developing and mentoring my faculty.

      In 2018, I became a certified executive coach and might have stumbled across my next true calling. I think I am a decent pathologist—not the best in the world—but I take good care of my patients. If you asked me what I have been doing since I was 6 years old, though, I would have say I have always been a coach.

      It all started with my little brother and a bike on Lantern Lane, my childhood street. I don’t know why but, when he turned 4 (I was 6), I decided that Fred should really know how to ride a bike. So, I took him out into our dead-end street and taught him to ride. My father might be exaggerating, but he would tell you it only took an hour.

      So it began. My entire life, I have been the teacher and the coach. In high school, it was running study sessions for the AP exams. In college, I was a health coach and handed out free condoms and demonstrated their use on “props” (a story for another time). While I was in medical school, I coached the Bryn Mawr College badminton team, after having been a player on the team while I was a student there. I still keep in touch with many of the players from those early days of my first official paid coaching gig. I have also been a public speaking coach, a CrossFit coach, a nutrition coach, a writing coach, a career coach and an unofficial personal life coach. I have mentored, coached, and sponsored hundreds of trainees, faculty members, colleagues and friends. Now, I get the pleasure of working with aspiring and emerging leaders all over the world.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      If you want to learn more about me, please visit my website.

      
        
          
            [image: QR code]
          
        

        Scan or click QR code to visit www.JenniferHuntMD.com

      

      If you want to connect with me, you can email me at JenniferHuntMD@yahoo.com. I try to answer every email and I love hearing about you.

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter
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Worst Possible
Outcome (my

biggest fears)

What could | do to
prevent that from
happening?

What could 1 do to
fix things if that
bad outcome did

| might hate my new job

My salary might not
support us

My husband might hate
the new city

My new boss might ask me
to take on roles | am not
qualified for

| will investigate the new
job carefully for whether it
is a good fit

| will fully understand the
cost of living and negotiate
the salary | need

We will talk about his
needs and desires before |
accept

I will carefully assess how
new roles are assigned and
make sure my contract is
solid

happen?

| could look for another
job and leave

| could negotiate a higher
salary or look for another
job

We can find ways to make
him more comfortableor |
can look for another job

| can negotiate appropriate
pay for new roles; | can ask
for extra training; | can use
my contract as leverage
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To begin to understand your avatar
better, think about the ways you know
you are competent and successful. If

there are external cues, write them
down. If you get stuck, try filling in the
blank to the following sentence: “I
want to be perceived as

”
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SKILL BUILDER EXERCISE

Take the next 2 weeks to try to build up your self-control
muscle through this simple and effective exercise. Whether ¥
or not you are happy, consciously choose to smile at every
person you see during the day. This has the benefit of
building your self-control muscle—the research shows that |
smiling will also improve your mood. Remember: You may &
feel extra depleted while you are in the strength-building
cycle; but, after you are done, you should notice an increase
of your reserves.
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Creating space
between a stimulus

and your response is &
\}

like trying to
squeeze into a seat
on a crowded

subway. It can be
done, but it will be
uncomfortable.

— Jennifer Hunt MD,
Unlocking Your
Authentic Self
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" Think about a common
scenario that triggers one of
your top saboteurs.

Describe the scenario in
detail, as if you are writing a
little story about it.
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What do you like least about
your positive scenario

) curve? What areas are you
committed to working on
and improving for yourself?
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Just imagine you are standing back
stage at a major event, getting

ready to deliver a speech to the
1,000-person audience.
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Overcoming Impostor Syndrome,

Enhancing Self-confidence, and Banishing Self-doubt

JENNIFER HUNT M.D.
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Think about a scenario in the
past few weeks where your
inner critic steamrolled over

/ you. Write out a thought
cascade for this scenario to
use as you work through this
part.
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lost
disoriented
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uncertain
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stressed
argumentative
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shy
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uncomfortable
comparing
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demanding
distracted
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awkward
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Helpless
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alone
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Positive feedback scenario: Start by
drawing this scale on the left side of
your page and then adding your
baseline happiness. Now draw your
feedback curve for positive feedback,
thinking about how high you climb,
how long you stay there, and how fast
you fall back to your baseline or
higher.
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Negative Feedback Metabolism Curve

+10

Baseline Happiness = -3.5

Sustained 4-5 days

-10 Peak Unhappiness = -10
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Take a few minutes and think about your
inner critic. What are some of the common
scenarios when it shows up for you? What
does it say? Do some reflective writing and
list 5-10 common lines that your inner
critic says to you. When you hear those
inner-critic statements, how do your body
and your emotional state respond?
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SKILL BUILDER EXERCISE

7 Over the next few days concentrate on

% noticing and playing with your self-talk. Begin
substltutmg words that are less emotionally
charged and judgmental. Instead, substitute
blander, more factual words. Start to rephrase
ﬁrst person statements into second- or even
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How do you exercise self-control
during your day? What actions are
depleting your reserves? What

does your depleted state look
like—and how do you act when
you have no more self-regulation
in the tank?
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SKILL BUILDER EXERCISE

Consciously choose to deeply experience
and enjoy a positive moment every day
for 2 weeks.
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If you have an upcoming formal
feedback session, prepare
ahead by visualizing the

conversation and rehearsing
the resourceful way in which
you want to respond.
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flowing
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present
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Loving
devoted
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considerate
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sensitive
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attracted
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warm
touched
close

loved

sweet
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caring
allowing
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respectful
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patient
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kindly
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Happy
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gleeful
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jubilant
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thankful
festive
ecstatic
satisfied
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sunny
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glorious
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SKILL BUILDER EXERCISE

") Spend the next 2 weeks practicing
gratitude. Each night, before you go to

sleep, write down 3 good things that
£ happened to you during the day—or 3
> things you are grateful for.
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Positive Feedback Metabolism Curve

+10

Peak Happiness = 2.5
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Negative feedback scenario: Start by
drawing this scale on the left side of
your page and then adding your

baseline happiness. Now draw your

7 curve for negative feedback, thinking
about how low you fall, how long you
stay there, and how fast you climb
back to your baseline or lower.






images/00052.jpeg





images/00034.jpeg
Try these different head and gaze positions
and notice the different levels of power you
can sense with each combination.

» Tilt your chin up and look directly ahead

P Keep your chin neutral and look directly
ahead

» Tilt your chin down and gaze directly ahead
» Tilt you head slightly to one side
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Positive Feedback Metabolism Curve

+10

Peak Happiness = + 8

Sustained 2-3
days
Baseline Happiness = +2.5
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From the list of characteristics
above, which do you most
commonly experience? Where

does it show up in your life? Does
this affect your work life, your
home life, or both? How has
impostor syndrome held you back
in your career?
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Take a look at your top saboteurs
and think about a time that they
led your behavior recently. Where

) were you and who else was there?
What was the trigger that caused
your saboteur to start making
noise?
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Worst Possible What could | do to | What could | do to
Outcome (my prevent that from | fix things if that

biggest fears) happening? bad outcome did
happen?
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Negative Feedback Metabolism Curve

+10

Baseline Happiness = +2.5

Sustained 2-3 days
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Peak Unhappiness = - 4
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In what ways do you hold yourself
to a higher standard than you

\ would other people? Is this part
' of your identity around
perfectionism?
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SKILL BUILDER EXERCISE

Write a gratitude letter and deliver it or
mail it to the recipient.
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SKILL BUILDER EXERCISE

What can you do this week to give yourself an
added jolt of happiness from acts of kindness?
Find at least 1 or 2 things you can do each day
and track them in your journal. Be sure to
keep your acts of kindness variable and novel
in order to get the most bang for your buck.
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Pick a common scenario when you
are on the spot and your impostor
syndrome gets triggered. Is it

when you are asked a question at
a meeting? Or when you are

getting feedback from someone?
Or when you are presenting on a
stage?
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Imagine posing
like Wonder
Woman before
you take the
stage, before a
meeting, or
before starting
your day as a
superhero
doctor.

-Jennifer Hunt, MD,
Unlocking Your
Authentic Self
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After taking the saboteur
assessment, look at your top
saboteur. How does it show up for

/ you at work and at home? Are
there circumstances when your
saboteur is overdone and looks
more like self-sabotage?
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SKILL BUILDER EXERCISE

How can you stack the deck in your favor by
\ surrounding yourself by happier people? Who in

your life is a drainer and who is an energizer for
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Close your eyes and get comfortable for a
minute. Imagine that sitting in front of you is
a cutting board, a knife and a ripe, glossy
lemon. Pick up the lemon and feel the bumpy
surface. roll it around in your hand. Now smell
the surface and notice the faint lemony smell.
Take the knife and cut the lemon into
quarters and watch the juice come out onto
the cutting board. Now, take one of the
quarters and put it into your mouth and bite
down hard.
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Spend a few minutes thinking
about how perfectionism shows up
in your life at work and at home.

) With the above descriptions, is
your perfectionism more healthy
or unhealthy? What factors might
be keeping you stuck in some
forms of unhealthy perfectionism?
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Who's your Alice? What is she
keeping you from doing?
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Was there a time in the past few

weeks when you got into a negative
thought loop over something that, in
retrospect, didn’t seem all that big?

Maybe it is a time someone pointed
out that you were over-reacting or not
thinking straight. Maybe it is where a
relationship is suffering because of
something you interpreted incorrectly.
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Are there areas of your life that
are stagnant and stale because of

your fear of failure? Are you living
your full potential or are you
holding back and not growing in
some areas?
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Walk through the rewind
process with your own thought
cascade. After identifying what

you would rather have had
happen, can you figure out a
better thought for yourself?
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Practice positive mental time
travel by sitting quietly and vividly

visualizing and re-experiencing a
positive moment from the recent
or distant past.
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Imagine for a moment that you are with your boss,
and he or she says the absolute worst possible
thing that could ever be said to you. This is called
the “CRUSHER.” Spend a few minutes in a
visualization of that terrible crusher moment
occurring. Imagine the entire picture of the
event—uwhere you are, what is surrounding you,
what you are both doing and what the
circumstances are? What emotions are you
feeling? What physical sensations are you
noticing? How would you look to a neutral
observer?
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Think of an important milestone in your life—
like a graduation, marriage, birth of a child, or
other meaningful event—and retrieve only
the facts. What was the date and time, where
did it occur, who else was present? Now, let
yourself return to the moment and relive the
experience. Close your eyes and imagine you
are back in the event itself. Can you relive the
sensations—the sights and smells, the
emotions, the noises, and the context?
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What is an example of positive
feedback you received recently? How
did you respond to it? What is an

example of negative feedback that
you received recently? How did you
respond to it? You will be using these
examples as we work through this
part.
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