


5 minutes Who experiences
it?

Share examples of high performing, accomplished individuals who
have also struggled with imposter syndrome.

5 minutes Why do we
experience it?

Explore possible causes of imposter syndrome

20 minutes How do we
overcome it?

- Introduce strategies for tackling imposter syndrome.
- Entrepreneurs to identity possible root causes of imposter

syndrome in themselves or someone they know and then
identify appropriate strategies/actions to take.

5 minutes Close - Share key learnings & one action each founder will take to
combat imposter syndrome.

INTRODUCTION  (10 min)

Materials: Notepad & pens/pencils (in-person)

Facilitator notes: These statements are designed to help entrepreneurs understand the concept of
impostor syndrome and the many ways people may experience it. They allow entrepreneurs to identify
whether they have experienced any of the thoughts, behaviours and feelings associated with impostor
syndrome before, and how often they experience it. Provide time for the entrepreneurs to consider each
statement.

Contextualisation: If some of the questions do not resonate with your entrepreneurs, or would benefit
from being translated into local languages, we would encourage you to adapt them to better suit your
context.

Statements & Welcome (10 min)

Welcome! Before I introduce to you the objectives and agenda for today, I am going to read out a
few statements, and I want you to think about whether you have ever experienced these thoughts
and feelings.  Write down a quick ‘yes’ or a ‘no’ in your notebook for each statement as I read them
out.

You can think about these statements in the context of any area of your life but it may be useful to
think about them in relation to the experience of building your venture. How did you feel pitching
your venture to potential partners, funders or investors? How did you feel on day one of entering
this program? How did you feel attending an industry event recently?  Or how do you feel receiving
an award or any kind of praise for your achievements?

Think back to whether you’ve ever thought the following:

● What am I doing here? Everyone in this room is more talented than I am and deserves to be
here more than I do.

● I am not meant to be here, I don’t belong in the same room as these people. People are going
to discover that I am a fraud and don’t know what I’m doing.



● If I can do it, surely everyone around me can as well. If I get an award for my venture, it’s
because they think I am more able than I really am.

● If I successfully raise investment, that’s because I got lucky, or because of timing or my ability
to deceive investors into thinking I am more competent than I am.

Hands up if you could identify with at least one of these statements?

This is called imposter syndrome -  a phenomenon that affects up to 70% of people and is often
experienced by high achieving individuals in high-pressure, competitive environments, which, as
you know, entrepreneurship can often be. It is also often not talked about because one of the key
features is not wanting to be found out!

But research shows that it can have a negative impact on wellbeing, innovation and productivity, so
today we want to help you identify it and know how to address it if and when it does occur. If you
don’t experience impostor syndrome yourself, understanding what it is can help you better
support your team, family and friends, as it is very likely that some of them already do or will
experience it in future.

So today, over the next hour, we’ll cover a bit more about exactly what imposter syndrome looks
like, who experiences it, some of the reasons we might experience it and how we can overcome it.

Let’s get started.

WHAT IS IMPOSTOR SYNDROME? (5 minutes)

Materials: Slides

Impostor syndrome is the feeling that you’re not deserving of your successes or achievements, and
that at any moment you could be discovered as an ‘impostor’ - even though there is clear evidence
that you are not a fraud. This can be seen through your expertise, your lived experience, your track
record, etc. You may feel like you are ‘fooling’ everyone by misrepresenting yourself despite there
being evidence to the contrary, and it is particularly common when you are being evaluated. It is
also more common in women and minority groups and people who have the added pressure of
accomplishing ‘firsts’ - for example the first woman or person of colour to take on a particular
leadership role.

How do you know if you experience imposter syndrome?

○ Some of the thoughts you might have are: who am I to be building this venture or to be
taking part in this accelerator/incubator with all these other talented people? They are
going to find out that I don’t know what I am doing, that I am making it up as I go and that
the only reason I am here today is because I’ve been lucky. I got away with it this far, but it
won’t be long before my peers, mentors and investors discover that I am not who they
think I am.

○ You might be feeling uncomfortable, scared, anxious and on edge.



○ And this may result in you behaving in a way that avoids the situation altogether or
overworking to compensate for not feeling like you are deserving of where you are at.

People who experience impostor syndrome often overestimate how much other people know, and
underestimate their own knowledge and ability. They can also get stuck into a loop where they (1)
look for a reason for why they feel like a fraud (2) create a reason (e.g. if I had studied more I would
feel okay) (3) work to achieve that target (e.g. pay to do a course) (4) get momentary satisfaction
from achieving the latter (e.g. I feel that I know what I am best placed to be working on this
business) (5) but then they often return to feeling like a fraud once they step out of their comfort
zone again.

In entrepreneurship, you are often required to step outside your comfort zone, wear a lot of
different hats, think on your feet, adapt and innovate, so it is unlikely that you’ll ever be able to
know it all, experience it all and do it all. What can be more useful is understanding that other
people often don’t know more than you do (they just know different things!), and employ strategies
to overcome impostor syndrome so that it doesn’t detract away from building your venture.

WHO EXPERIENCES IMPOSTOR SYNDROME? (5 minutes)

Materials: Slides with images & quotes

Contextualisation: Where possible, include examples from successful entrepreneurs or well known people
in your local context.



Research shows that up to 70% of people experience impostor syndrome so it is very likely that
you all have experienced or will experience it at some point in your lives. Even the most impressive
and accomplished people sometimes feel like imposters. People like:

Sheryl Sandburg - COO Facebook

“(At Harvard) Every time I took a test, I was sure that it had gone badly. And every time I didn’t embarrass
myself -- or even excelled -- I believed that I had fooled everyone yet again. One day soon, the jig would be
up.”

“There are still days when I wake up feeling like a fraud, not sure I should be where I am.”

Howard Schultz - CEO Starbucks

“Very few people, whether you’ve been in that job before or not, get into the seat and believe today that
they are now qualified to be the CEO. They’re not going to tell you that, but it’s true.”

Maya Angelou - Author

"I have written 11 books, but each time I think, 'uh oh, they’re going to find out now. I’ve run a game on
everybody, and they’re going to find me out.'"

Natalie Portman - Actress



In her 2015 Harvard commencement speech, she said “Today, I feel much like I did when I came to Harvard
Yard as a freshman in 1999. I felt like there had been some mistake, that I wasn’t smart enough to be in this
company, and that every time I opened my mouth I would have to prove that I wasn’t just a dumb actress.”

Mike Cannon-Brooks - co-founder of software company, Atlassian, and an Australian billionaire

"Imposter syndrome doesn't go away with any form of success."

"It's OK to be out of your depth — as long as you don't freeze, don't be paralysed, and turn it into a force for
good."

Sonya Sotomeyer - First Hispanic US Supreme Court Justice

“I have spent my years since Princeton, while at law school and in my various professional jobs, not feeling
completely a part of the worlds I inhabit. I am always looking over my shoulder wondering if I measure up.”

Lupita N’yongo - Actress

"I go through [acute imposter syndrome] with every role...I think winning an Oscar may in fact have made it
worse. Now I’ve achieved this, what am I going to do next? What do I strive for? Then I remember that I
didn’t get into acting for the accolades, I got into it for the joy of telling stories.”

Albert Einstein - Nobel prize winning physicist

“The exaggerated esteem in which my lifework is held makes me very ill at ease. I feel compelled to think of
myself as an involuntary swindler”.

Raj Jana - Founder Javapresse Coffee Company
“I built my seven-figure business, launched a podcast and started growing my personal brand well under
the age of 30. It almost felt unreal, like someone else’s life. I felt I had somehow landed here and eventually,
everyone was going to find out I was an imposter. These thoughts kept creeping into my life. No matter
how many times I was able to logically talk my way out of them, they would return.”

WHY DO WE EXPERIENCE IT? (5 minutes)

So where do you think imposter syndrome comes from? What might cause it or contribute to the
likelihood that someone might experience it? Any ideas?

Invite the group to suggest possible causes before sharing the below.

While we don’t know exactly what causes imposter syndrome, researchers believe there are a few
factors that may play a role:

1. Our Nature
Some people may just be more prone to experiencing feelings of fraud - particularly those
who may also experience anxiety and are easily fixated on threats or feel that they don’t



belong in social situations. If you naturally struggle with self doubt and low self esteem,
you may also be more likely to feel that your achievements are not good enough.

2. Our Upbringing
Your family life, cultural background, education, and the experiences you have had
throughout your life, can play a role in triggering a sense of imposter syndrome. For
example, if as a child you were only praised when you succeeded or your parents had very
high expectations of you, you may develop an unhealthy perfectionism or unrealistic
expectations for yourself. The higher you set the bar, the more likely you are to be
disappointed with your own performance, even while others around you may see great
success.

3. New Experiences & Environments
When you are pushed out of your comfort zone and experiencing something new, feelings
of inadequacy can easily arise. Attending a new school or university, starting a new job,
launching a business - all of these experiences put us in new, uncharted territory and
require us to have confidence in ourselves without the proof that we can thrive under
these new circumstances. These situations can leave us comparing ourselves to others
around us, downplaying our own achievements and value and over-estimating those of
our new peers.

4. Belonging to a Minority Group
It can be easy to feel like an imposter when you are a minority in many of the
environments you may find yourself in. When you don’t see other people like you
achieving the things you are achieving, it can reinforce the belief that perhaps you aren’t
capable enough or that you need to work twice as hard to prove yourself.

HOW CAN WE OVERCOME IT? (20 minutes)

In this final section, you’ll take the group through an exercise that will help them identify the root causes of
any feelings of imposter syndrome in themselves and identify some practical strategies they can apply to
combat them. If some of the entrepreneurs in the group have not experienced imposter syndrome
themselves, you can invite them to think about someone they know who might be prone to these feelings
or to imagine areas they might personally be at risk for experiencing this in future. Alternatively, if they
struggle to do this, they could also use the reflection time to think about what in their life has safeguarded
them against these feelings and where they may already be applying the suggested strategies or others not
listed here.

1. The first step to overcoming Imposter Syndrome is to be aware of what it is and to realise you

are not alone in feeling it. Everyone you think has it all together is also probably feeling like an

imposter sometimes and often those feelings of inadequacy you feel don’t actually have much

merit. Hopefully we’ve already helped you do this!

2. Next we need to understand where those feelings might be coming from for you - Could it be

due to an unrealistic need for perfectionism? A new experience or environment you’ve just found



yourself in? Could it be because you are challenging what society has told you is possible for

someone like you? Or is it possibly due to a lack of knowledge or experience in a particular area?

Maybe you aren’t clear on your strengths and/or the value you offer your team?

ACTION: Take a minute now to think about your experience of imposter syndrome - or if

you haven’t had times of feeling like an imposter - think about someone else you know

who might be prone to these feelings. What do you think could be the possible cause(s) of

your/their feeling like a fraud? Write them down.

For example:

● I felt like an imposter on the panel because I had so little experience with public

speaking and was not sure I could add much value.

● He was the youngest in the room so may have had extra pressure to prove

himself.

● As the founder of my organisation, I rarely get the chance to get feedback on my

performance so never know if I am actually good at what I do or really cut out for

leading this organisation.

● She has always had extremely high expectations of herself so nothing ever feels

good enough in her eyes.

● Running a business is a totally new experience for me so I am constantly out of

my comfort zone and learning new things - rarely feeling like I am a master of any

of them!

If you have time, you may like to invite a few participants to share here but acknowledge
that it is not required if they prefer to not to share.

3. Finally, we want to determine which of these root causes are within your control to change?

Which can you take action on and which do you need to let go of and simply practice turning off

the negative voice in your head and dialing up the positive one?

For example, if your feeling like an imposter is rooted in a lack of knowledge or experience (eg.

public speaking, business management, how to manage your team, how to raise investment) or a

lack of understanding of your value/strengths there are some practical things you can do to

address these:

● Ask for help - Reach out to a mentor, your peers, or even strangers on Linkedin to ask for

support in the areas you feel weak. Founder of Nasty Gal and Girlboss, Sofia Amoruso has

talked about the early days of running her business and how she wasn’t afraid to search

out experts on linkedin and ask them for advice or a few minutes of their time so she



could learn what she didn’t know. Acknowledge that you can’t know everything and the

most successful people are often just really good at asking for help when they need it.

● Find a way to upskill yourself in your areas of weakness via an online course, a public

speaking class,  or simply read a book on the topic! Just be conscious not to fall into the

trap of feeling like you can never study or prepare enough and constantly need more

courses, or even accelerator programs in order to feel capable of successfully running

your venture. At some point you need to accept that your ‘apprenticeship’ is over and you

will continue to learn and improve both yourself and your business just by virtue of

leading it.

● Reflect on your own values and strengths. Sometimes just becoming aware of these,

writing them down, and keeping them somewhere visible can help remind you that while

you may not be the best public speaker - you are a master at leading your team members

and making them feel inspired and valued.  You can’t be good at everything so comparing

yourself to everyone else’s strengths isn’t helpful. Know that this is exactly why people

collaborate and why innovation can happen in the first place - we need people of different

strengths and perspectives coming together.

● If you’re not sure on your values and strengths, ask your team, family or friends for

specific feedback. These insights often disprove a lot of the stories you might be telling

yourself about what you aren’t good at or may highlight things you didn’t realise were real

strengths.

● Look at the evidence - For some of us, our brains like to focus on what we lack and have

a blind spot for all the ways we are amazing and accomplished. Sometimes you need to

train yourself to see and focus your attention on your accomplishments rather than your

shortcomings and it can be helpful to keep a record somewhere that you can always

return to whenever imposter syndrome shows up for you.

ACTION: We’re going to put this last strategy into practice now. I’m going to give you 2

minutes to list out all the accomplishments and areas of strength that you should be

proud of... And if you find this activity hard, go home and ask your partner, mum or best

friend and they will no doubt help you flesh out this list! When you’re done, pop it on your

bathroom mirror, your desk or somewhere you’ll see it often so you can remind yourself

of these every day!

Alternatively, if, for example, your imposter syndrome stems from a new experience or

environment, high expectations that were put on you since childhood, or the pressure to prove

yourself as a minority in whatever arena you are in, you can remind yourself that the root cause of

these feelings is not due to any area that you are lacking but actually due to the external



circumstances you find yourself in. In this case there are some things you can do to let go of those

feelings of inadequacy and increase your confidence:

● Understand that new experiences and being pushed out of your comfort zone are

opportunities for growth. If you aren’t feeling fear and self-doubt, you probably aren’t

growing. Remind yourself to ‘feel the fear and do it anyway!’ (A great book to read to help

you overcome fear of getting out of that comfort zone!!)

● Practice ‘fake it til you make it’ confidence - practice power poses (check out the great

TED talk by Amy Cuddy to learn how to do this), a confident tone of voice and repeat

positive affirmations like:

○ My work makes a difference

○ I am smart and successful

○ I am driven by passion and purpose

○ I am releasing self-doubt to make room for growth

○ I am confident, focused and determined

There is evidence that just pretending to be confident in the way you stand, speak and act

can actually make you feel more confident.

● Develop a sense of belonging & make connections. Maybe your family is supportive, or

maybe you have to reach out to a peer network to find that support. Make an effort to

foster connections with people going through the same journey, as it can make a

difference in how you experience the challenges you are experiencing, how you see

yourself, and make you believe that you can do it!

● Understand and go back to your ‘why’ - Don’t get too caught up in what is expected of

you and instead reconnect to why you wanted to do this work in the first place. Stay

connected to that inner drive and to the community you set out to impact.

ACTION: Take a few minutes to determine whether the root causes of imposter syndrome

are within your control or due to external circumstances and then identify a few strategies

you or someone you know could apply to overcome those feelings.

CLOSE (5 min)

Invite the group to share key learnings & one action each founder will take to combat imposter syndrome.

“…In order for me to survive in this world, in order for me to thrive I have to stop believing that
the root of my talent is a tree growing in someone else’s yard. As if the fruit it bears doesn’t belong
to me. All the evidence of my life thus far is telling me that this is no accident. That I do deserve to
be here.”

https://www.penguin.com.au/books/feel-the-fear-and-do-it-anyway-9781785042652
https://www.ted.com/talks/amy_cuddy_your_body_language_may_shape_who_you_are?language=en


- Actress Naomi Aja King


