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This guide focuses on the pervasive issue of imposter syndrome and the role leaders
play in helping their staff overcome it. In today’s fast-paced and competitive
workplace, imposter syndrome can take a toll on individuals, leading them to doubt
their abilities and feel like frauds despite their accomplishments and qualifications.
This phenomenon can significantly affect both personal and professional growth, as
well as mental well-being. 

In this guide, we will explore the various aspects of imposter syndrome and its
manifestation in the workplace. We will delve into the behaviors commonly
associated with imposter syndrome, such as perfectionism, overworking, discounting
of achievements, fear of failure, avoidance, and difficulty accepting praise. By
understanding these manifestations, we can identify imposter syndrome in ourselves
and our colleagues, paving the way for addressing and overcoming it. 

Moreover, we will shed light on how imposter syndrome disproportionately affects
individuals from underrepresented or marginalized groups in the workplace. These
individuals may already feel like outsiders, a feeling that can intensify self-doubt and
the belief that they don’t belong. Recognizing and addressing this challenge is
essential for creating a truly inclusive and supportive work environment.

This guide recognizes leaders’ critical role in creating a work environment that
supports and uplifts staff members who are grappling with imposter syndrome. We
will explore how leaders can recognize and validate staff experiences, cultivate a
supportive and inclusive work culture, address stereotypes and biases, offer
professional development opportunities, provide mentorship and coaching, and
encourage self-care practices. By implementing these strategies, leaders can help
their staff overcome imposter syndrome, unleash their full potential, and contribute
meaningfully to the organization.

A LEADER’S GUIDE TO EMPOWERING STAFF IN
OVERCOMING IMPOSTER SYNDROME
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UNLOCKING POTENTIAL

The Definition and 
Dynamics of Imposter Syndrome

In today’s dynamic and diverse work environments, it is crucial to understand individuals’
psychological challenges. A significant psychological phenomenon that profoundly influences staff
experiences is imposter syndrome, which is a psychological pattern characterized by feelings of
inadequacy and fear of being exposed as fraud despite possessing the qualifications necessary to do
the job well. This internal struggle can hinder personal and professional growth and contribute to
missed opportunities for advancement.

Imposter syndrome often manifests in the workplace, where individuals may question their skills and
competence. This self-doubt can lead to a lack of confidence, reluctance to take on new challenges,
and difficulty in expressing ideas and opinions. 
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UNLOCKING POTENTIAL

The Disproportionate Impact of Imposter
Syndrome on Underrepresented and
Marginalized Groups 

Researchers have studied imposter syndrome’s
disproportionate impact on individuals from
underrepresented or marginalized groups. Several
studies have shown that individuals from these groups
often experience higher levels of imposter syndrome
than their counterparts. These individuals often face
unique challenges and experiences that contribute to the
intensification of imposter syndrome. 

One study conducted by Cokley et al. in 2015 examined
imposter syndrome among diverse ethnic groups and
found that African Americans reported higher levels of
imposter feelings than Caucasians. [1] A 2017 study by
Cokley et al. found that African Americans
disproportionately report experiencing imposter feelings,
which are often accompanied by perceived
discrimination and higher rates of depression and
anxiety.[2] Another study, by Bernard et al. (2018),
explored imposter syndrome among women in male-
dominated fields and revealed that women faced
additional challenges and pressures arising from gender
stereotypes and biases, contributing to heightened
imposter feelings.[3] Furthermore, a report by KPMG
(2020) titled “Advancing the Future of Women in
Business” stated that 75% of executive women
experience imposter syndrome. 

[1] Cokley, Kevin, et al. "The roles of gender stigma consciousness, impostor phenomenon, and academic self-concept
in the academic outcomes of women and men." Sex Roles 73 (2015): 414–426.

[2] Cokley, Kevin, et al. "Impostor feelings as a moderator and mediator of the relationship between perceived
discrimination and mental health among racial/ethnic minority college students." Journal of Counseling Psychology
64.2 (2017): 141.

[3] Bernard, Donte L., Lori S. Hoggard, and Enrique W. Neblett Jr. “Racial discrimination, racial identity, and impostor
phenomenon: A profile approach.” Cultural Diversity and Ethnic Minority Psychology 24.1 (2018): 51.
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Individuals from underrepresented or
marginalized groups may experience
stereotype threat, which is the fear of
confirming negative stereotypes about their
social group. The awareness of societal
biases and stereotypes can create additional
pressure and self-doubt, making them feel
like they have to work harder to prove
themselves and overcome the stereotypes
placed upon them. This constant threat of
being judged or evaluated based on
stereotypes adds an extra layer of self-doubt
and intensifies imposter syndrome. 

Individuals from underrepresented or
marginalized groups may experience
heightened external scrutiny and the need
to prove themselves in environments where
they are in the minority. This scrutiny can
lead to a constant fear of being judged or
evaluated more critically than their peers,
which amplifies self-doubt and fuels
imposter syndrome.

Limited representation of individuals from
underrepresented or marginalized groups in
leadership positions, decision-making roles,
or the organization as a whole can contribute
to feelings of isolation and the belief that
they do not belong. When individuals do not
see people who look like them or share their
background in positions of authority or
success, it reinforces the notion that they are
not as competent or deserving of their
achievements. This lack of representation
can perpetuate imposter syndrome and
hinder the confidence and the advancement
opportunities of people who experience it.

Intersectionality, which refers to the
overlapping of various social identities and
the interconnectedness of different forms of
oppression, can compound the effects of
imposter syndrome. Individuals who belong
to multiple underrepresented or marginalized
groups may face intersecting challenges and
biases, leading to a greater sense of being an
imposter and facing multiple layers of self-
doubt and pressure.

Individuals from underrepresented or
marginalized groups may face
microaggressions, subtle forms of
discrimination, or bias in the workplace.
These experiences can be invalidating and
contribute to feelings of being an imposter.
Constant—or even sporadic—exposure to
discriminatory remarks, stereotypes, or
exclusionary behaviors can undermine their
self-worth and reinforce the belief that they
do not belong or are not valued for their
contributions.

STEREOTYPE
THREAT

EXTERNAL
SCRUTINY: 

1.

4.

The Disproportionate Impact of Imposter
Syndrome on Underrepresented and
Marginalized Groups 

Here are some ways in which imposter syndrome affects individuals from underrepresented or
marginalized groups:

LACK OF
REPRESENTATION: 

INTERSECTIONALITY: 

2.

5.

MICROAGGRESSIONS
AND BIAS: 3.

It is crucial that organizations and leaders recognize and address the disproportionate impact of
imposter syndrome on individuals from underrepresented or marginalized groups. Creating inclusive
and supportive environments, promoting diversity and representation, and actively challenging biases
and stereotypes can help mitigate the effects of imposter syndrome. 
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Future Plans &
Milestones

1.  Confidence and Self-Esteem: 

Imposter syndrome erodes individuals’ confidence in
their abilities and self-worth; they feel like frauds who do
not deserve their positions. This feeling can result in
reduced productivity, lower work quality, and missed
innovation opportunities.

3.  Career Progression and Growth

Imposter syndrome often leads individuals to
underestimate their skills and potential. They may avoid
taking risks or pursuing new opportunities because of
their fear of being exposed as imposters. The result?
They can miss out on valuable chances for personal and
professional growth.

4.  Anxiety, Stress, and Burnout: 

The constant fear of being discovered as an imposter
and the pressure to meet unrealistic expectations can
lead to anxiety, chronic stress, and burnout. Individuals
with imposter syndrome may feel the need to overwork
and constantly strive for perfection, sacrificing their
well-being in the process. This can have detrimental
effects on their mental and physical health, leading to
decreased productivity and increased absenteeism.

5. Strained Work Relationships and Collaboration: 

Imposter syndrome can be detrimental to work
relationships and collaboration. Individuals may hesitate
to voice their opinions, fearing that their ideas are not
valuable or that they will be exposed as incompetent.
This reluctance to contribute can hinder effective
communication and collaboration, limiting the team’s
potential and stifling innovation.

2.  Cognitive Load

When individuals face imposter syndrome in the form of
stereotype threat, they become preoccupied with
concerns about conforming to or debunking
stereotypes, leaving less mental capacity to focus on
their work tasks. This increased cognitive load can
impede their ability to think creatively, problem-solve
effectively, and make sound decisions

The Impact of Imposter Syndrome on Staff

Imposter syndrome’s effect on staff
experiences cannot be overestimated.
It leads individuals to question their
abilities, discount their achievements,
and perpetually fear failure. This
internal struggle diminishes their
confidence, stifles their personal and
professional growth, and restricts their
willingness to take on new challenges.
Consequences include
underdeveloped skills and talents and
missed opportunities for
advancement.

Here are some key ways in which
imposter syndrome affects staff:
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Future Plans &
Milestones

The Impact of Imposter Syndrome on Staff
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6.  Mental Health and Well-being: 

The persistent self-doubt and negative self-talk
associated with imposter syndrome can significantly
affect mental health. Individuals may experience
heightened levels of anxiety, depression, and imposter-
related thoughts, leading to a diminished sense of well-
being and of overall job satisfaction

8.  Limited Self-Advocacy and Negotiation: 

Imposter syndrome can make it challenging for
individuals to advocate for themselves, assert their
needs, and negotiate effectively. They may downplay
their achievements, struggle to ask for promotions or
salary increases, and have difficulty recognizing and
articulating their value to others, which can limit their
ability to secure the resources and opportunities they
deserve.

7.  Perfectionism and Procrastination: 

Imposter syndrome often fuels perfectionism, as
individuals feel the need to meet impossibly high
standards to prove their worth. This perfectionistic
mindset can lead to excessive self-criticism, fear of
failure, and a tendency to procrastinate. Consequently,
tasks may take longer to complete, productivity may
suffer, and the quality of work may be compromised
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Future Plans &
Milestones

1.  Foster a Culture of Psychological Safety
Create an environment where staff members feel safe to
express their ideas, concerns, and challenges without fear of
judgment or reprisal. Encourage open communication, active
listening, and empathy. In a culture of psychological safety,
individuals are more likely to share their experiences with
imposter syndrome and seek support.

3.  Emphasize Progress Over Perfection: 
Encourage staff members to adopt a mindset that values
progress over perfection. Emphasize that setbacks and
obstacles are natural parts of the journey toward goal
attainment. Encourage them to celebrate small milestones
and achievements along the way, thereby fostering
motivation and a sense of accomplishment.

4.  Provide Regular Feedback and 
      Celebrate Accomplishments: 

Regular feedback and recognition are essential for staff
members’ growth, development, and well-being. Recognize
and acknowledge their achievements, both big and small.
Provide constructive feedback that focuses on strengths and
areas for improvement. Regular check-ins will allow for
adjustments, ensuring that goals remain realistic and aligned
with the individual’s growth and development. This feedback
and recognition can help people build confidence, reinforce
their sense of belonging, and validate their contributions.

5. Support Work-Life Balance: 
Encourage staff members to find a healthy work-life balance.
Avoid glorifying overwork, and create policies that support
flexible work arrangements, such as remote work options or
flexible scheduling. Promote self-care, encourage staff to
take breaks, and discourage a culture of constant availability.
Prioritizing work-life balance helps prevent burnout and
supports staff members’ overall well-being.

2.  Set Realistic Goals: 
When individuals set unrealistic or unattainable goals, they
often experience heightened pressure, stress, and self-
doubt, which can exacerbate imposter syndrome. Teach staff
to set goals that are achievable.

Prioritizing staff well-being is crucial
for creating a supportive and
thriving work environment. When
individuals feel supported, valued,
and empowered, they are more
likely to overcome imposter
syndrome and thrive, both
personally and professionally. Below
are some effective strategies that
leaders can implement to promote
staff well-being.
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Lending Support: How Leaders Can Help
Staff Overcome Imposter Syndrome
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Future Plans &
Milestones

6.  Offer Professional Development Opportunities: 
Invest in professional development opportunities that empower
staff members to enhance their skills, knowledge, and
confidence. Provide training programs, workshops, or seminars
that address imposter syndrome, self-confidence, and resilience.
Equipping staff members with tools and resources to overcome
imposter syndrome and develop professionally can significantly
enhance their well-being.

8.  Encourage Peer Support and Networking: 
Facilitate opportunities for staff members to connect and
support each other. Encourage the formation of peer support
groups or employee resource networks where individuals can
share their experiences, seek advice, and provide
encouragement. Networking events and professional
communities also offer platforms for staff members to expand
their networks and gain diverse perspectives.

9.  Promote Self-Care and Stress Management: 
Educate staff members about the importance of self-care and
stress management. Encourage them to use healthy coping
strategies such as exercise, mindfulness, and relaxation
techniques. Provide resources and workshops on stress
reduction and resilience-building. Make prioritizing self-care the
norm.

10. Address Stereotypes and Bias and Promote DEIB: 
Addressing stereotypes and biases and promoting diversity,
equity, inclusion, and belonging in the workplace are crucial for
staff well-being. Establish fair and equitable policies and practices
that value diversity and create opportunities for underrepresented
individuals to thrive. Actively challenge and mitigate bias, both
implicit and explicit, within the organization. Creating an inclusive
environment makes staff members feel valued, supported, and
empowered to overcome imposter syndrome

7.  Cultivate Mentorship and Coaching Relationships:
Establish mentorship and coaching programs that connect staff
members with experienced professionals who can provide
guidance, support, and advice. Mentors and coaches can help
individuals navigate imposter syndrome, share their own
experiences, and provide valuable insights. Regular check-ins
and coaching sessions can offer personalized support and help
individuals develop strategies for overcoming self-doubt.
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Lending Support: How Leaders Can Help
Staff Overcome Imposter Syndrome

By implementing these strategies,
leaders can foster staff well-being
and create an environment where
individuals feel empowered to
overcome imposter syndrome and
thrive. Remember that supporting
staff well-being is an ongoing
process, and it requires continuous
commitment and effort from leaders
and the entire organization.
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Checklist

Foster a Culture of Psychological Safety1.
2. Set Realistic Goals
3. Emphasize Progress over Perfection
4. Provide Regular Feedback and 
    Celebrate Accomplishments
5. Support Work-Life Balance
6.Offer Professional Development Opportunities
7. Cultivate Mentorship and Coaching Relationships
8. Encourage Peer Support and Networking
9. Promote Self-Care and Stress Management

10. Address Stereotypes and Bias and Promote DEIB
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