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Chapter 1



You Might Be a Fraud


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


—Albert Einstein


You know that feeling—the one where you’re sure at any moment your colleagues are going to find out you don’t really know what you’re doing, and you’re not sure how you even made it to this level in your career? You tell yourself you just got lucky or the person who hired you must have made a mistake. Yeah, me too. I’m pretty sure the only reason I got into a competitive graduate school was because my dad knew the program director.


It started when a mentor in my psychology master’s degree program suggested I apply to a PhD program at Boston University (BU) to work with David Barlow, a world-renowned anxiety expert. I hadn’t yet heard of Dr. Barlow, but when I looked him up and saw the 1–2 percent acceptance rate at BU, I knew with 100 percent certainty I wouldn’t get in. I’m not sure why I even applied.


I was living in San Diego at the time, but Boston was home. I grew up in a suburb about twenty miles west of the city (Natick—home of famed quarterback Doug Flutie and a Twinkie factory featured in an episode of Family Guy). I didn’t tell my parents I had applied to BU, because I didn’t want any pressure to come back home. Plus, what was the point when I wouldn’t be accepted anyway?


Eventually, the secret ate away at me, and I confessed to my dad.


“Dave Barlow?” he asked. “The psychologist?”


What? My dad was a business guy who knew nothing and no one in the field of mental health. Except, apparently, David Barlow. They belonged to the same golf club and had played together a few times.


The next time my dad ran into Dr. Barlow, he let him know I was applying to the program. Fast-forward a few months—miraculously, I was accepted.


I did well in the program and accumulated a number of successes after graduating. I started and still run a million-dollar business, I’ve published three books, I cohost a popular podcast with millions of downloads, I’ve done a TEDx talk, and I’ve presented to dozens of organizations. But to this day, over twenty years later, I still worry my dad is the only reason a mediocre applicant like me could have possibly gotten into a stellar program like that. In fact, I’m even worrying in this moment that when you read this, you will think, Well, yeah, sure sounds like that’s exactly what happened.


If you’ve picked up this book, I’m guessing you can relate. Maybe you’re in a position you’re not sure you deserve. Or maybe you have professional dreams your brain has tried to usurp. Who do you think you are? it asks. You’re an amateur, it chides. You have nothing new or important or valuable to offer. You’re a nobody. You’ll never pull this off. You got this opportunity by chance or accident. You’ll never be as good as the others. Any minute now you’re going to be outed for the fraud you really are. Am I getting close? If so, we are in the same club, my friend. In fact, deep down, the majority of successful people question their professional legitimacy a good amount of the time.


When I first decided I wanted to write this book, I was working with a book coach, Leann—because, you know, I couldn’t possibly pull this thing off on my own, despite having pulled it off on my own two other times—and she asked me to write a one-page response to the question Why do you have to write this book? After reading my response, she asked, “Do you think of yourself as a psychologist who writes or a writer who’s also a psychologist?” Damn, Leann. The truth was the latter, but the minute I admitted it, I was flooded with self-doubt and imposter feelings. I felt embarrassed, and my mind quickly said, You are such a joke; you are not and never will be a real writer. You’re a psychologist who is a wannabe writer. It didn’t matter that I had already been published. In fact, if I tried to make myself feel better by reminding myself of this, my brain answered with Yeah, but those books were published by a small publisher and you didn’t even have an agent, and your advance was tiny and they didn’t exactly land on the bestseller lists. Yikes.


Leann asked the question because she already knew the answer. Having found a passion for writing, especially as a vehicle to share evidence-based ideas from psychology to help people thrive (the very concepts I’m going to share with you in this book), I wanted it to become a larger part of my professional life. For that to work, I had to be good at it. I desperately wanted to be good at it. It mattered to me. Thus, enter the imposter.


If you look to the places where imposter syndrome shows up most for you, what you’ll find in that very same spot is what matters to you. The voice that tells you you’re not good enough, that you’re a fraud, is doing so in an effort to protect you from failure and humiliation. It’s also a big red neon arrow pointing out what is important—because if you didn’t care, you wouldn’t worry about being exposed as incompetent.


I am not an athlete. You know that saying “It’s just like riding a bike,” meaning once you know how to do it, you will always be able to do it? Well, when I got back on my bike after a decade of not riding, I immediately crashed. Yet I have never once worried about being exposed as an incompetent cyclist. Why? Because I simply don’t care about my ability to pedal a two-wheeled vehicle. I do, however, worry about being exposed as a bad mother who hasn’t yet taught her two kids to ride a bike, because I very much care about my role as a parent. Check your experience here. Where do you worry, and not worry, about being exposed as inadequate? How does this relate to what deeply matters to you?




Maybe it’s possible to have these imposter thoughts and feelings and lean into your professional dreams without being bossed around by them.





I still have a raging case of imposterism. So if I’m not cured, who am I to be writing a book for other professionals who feel like imposters? Isn’t that a little like trying to teach you how to be tall when I’m only five foot three? Maybe. But I’m also armed with a collection of psychology skills to outsmart imposterism. These are the exact tools I used to build my business, write and promote my books, do the TEDx talk, cohost my podcast, and give presentations to hundreds of people despite being filled with self-doubt and insecurity. This means that while I have a very loud and hypercritical imposter voice (I call her Sheila—we’ll get to that later), I almost never let her win. Like Sy Sperling and his Hair Club for Men, I’m not only the Imposter Club president—I’m also a client (and child of the ’80s).


THE IMPOSTER PHENOMENON


Just prior to the start of the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic, I had the pleasure of participating in a writing retreat at the Kripalu Center for Yoga and Health. The bucolic campus was set on a lake in the Berkshire Hills in western Massachusetts, and snow still lay in patches on the ground despite the approach of spring. The dorm-like rooms were adorned with twin beds and pink-tiled bathrooms straight out of the 1950s. I attended with my lifelong gal pal Julie, a Harvard-trained architect who had been doing some writing after losing her mother. On the first day of the retreat, we sat in stiff armless chairs toward the back of the auditorium, having arrived too late to snag meditation cushions on the floor up front. Playing the role of writer, I held my gel pen poised over my notebook. The great Dani Shapiro sat cross-legged in an armchair, center stage. Her presence and demeanor were calm, her voice soothing and wise.


“How many of you are writers?” she asked, speaking into her J.Lo-esque headset.


A sprinkling of hands lifted. Julie’s and mine were not among them.


“How many of you write?”


All two hundred hands reached for the stars. My chin dropped. You too? I thought.


During a handful of breakout groups, I listened to the other nonwriters-who-write read their writing. These were unpolished responses to writing prompts, and they were good. This crew was talented. And yet they didn’t or couldn’t see themselves as real writers. We were a bunch of frauds.


While I feel like an imposter as a writer, you may feel like a fraud when you consider going after a promotion or big-fish client, sharing your ideas in meetings, learning a new skill, working with more experienced colleagues, presenting at a conference, displaying your creative work, contemplating a career pivot or side hustle, or building a social media presence. There’s no shortage of ways self-doubt can rear its ugly head, making you feel like an imposter.


But fret not. I’m going to share the collection of psychology tools I mentioned earlier to help you manage your imposter feelings in a whole new way. First, let’s take a look at what the imposter phenomenon is, who is most likely to struggle with it, and how it develops.


The imposter phenomenon was first identified by Drs. Pauline Clance and Suzanne Imes in 1978 and later came to be known in pop culture as “imposter syndrome.” In their original study of high-achieving women, Clance and Imes described the imposter phenomenon as “an internal experience of intellectual phoniness” that persists despite objective evidence to the contrary.1 In other words, people who suffer from the imposter phenomenon are bright and successful but don’t believe themselves to be despite their accomplishments. They question their legitimacy and whether they truly belong when they are part of an elite group. They believe others overestimate their competence,2 and this causes a fear of being “found out” or exposed as a fraud.


The imposter phenomenon will affect up to 70 percent of us at some point in our lives. It was first thought to appear only in high-achieving women,3 but it is now understood to be far more widespread, perhaps particularly so among marginalized groups.4 Who are the lucky 30 percent who have never experienced it? Well, my dad for one, but we’ll get to know him in a minute. Among the rest of the non-imposters are those guilty of a cognitive bias known as the Dunning-Kruger effect.5 The Dunning-Kruger effect is a failure in self-awareness where people with limited competence wrongly overestimate their knowledge, skills, or abilities in a given area. Because these individuals are lacking competence, they lack the ability to recognize their own deficiencies and therefore don’t seem to question whether they are legitimate or deserving of inclusion in a group. In other words, they’re not smart enough to know they’re not smart. Perhaps Charles Darwin put it best when he said, “Ignorance more frequently begets confidence than does knowledge.”


My dad does not fall into this Dunning-Kruger group. He’s both competent and (generally) self-aware. Bud, or Budsy, as my brother and I like to call him, is a seventy-five-year-old WHMP (pronounced “wimp,” meaning white, heterosexual male of privilege—thank you, Dr. Janet Helms).6 When I told Budsy I had chaired a conference panel on imposter syndrome, he said, “What? What the heck is that?” I went on to explain, thinking he’d recognize the phenomenon if not its name, but he remained utterly perplexed. He had zero experience of feeling like a fraud. This fascinated me. My dad is a successful entrepreneur. He started a company with a family of five to support while my mom stayed home with the kids. Fortunately, that company was profitable, but it never occurred to him that he might fail. He never had the thought But I’m not an entrepreneur, even though, with the exception of charging his fraternity brothers to use his steam bath in college, he’d never started or run a company.


In Western cultures, white, straight, cis, non-disabled boys are raised to believe they can do and be anything. They are invited to all the tables from the outset. Girls (especially those in larger bodies), BIPOC, members of the LGBTQIA+ community, immigrants, and disabled individuals have a history of being told they don’t belong. For example, if you are Gen X like me, our mothers were brought up believing they could be teachers, secretaries, nurses, or mothers when they grew up. While my dad confidently started companies, never questioning whether it was his place to do so, his female contemporaries were likely experiencing the imposter phenomenon if they dared to venture into business, STEM, or other arenas not traditionally available to them.


The same may be true for those in other marginalized groups. For Black people, who were prohibited by law from occupying white spaces until 1965 (and who continue to be excluded due to racism today), imposter syndrome may be the rule rather than the exception. The Americans with Disabilities Act wasn’t passed until the 1990s, and in many countries outside the US, accommodations remain abysmal. Homosexuality was deemed a mental illness until 1973 (a time when women still had to have male cosignatories on their credit card and bank account applications!). The World Health Organization removed trans* identification as a mental disorder only last year, and the American Psychiatric Association continues to include gender dysphoria in its Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. And one need look no farther than a current news outlet to see how half the country feels about immigrants. Any person from these disenfranchised groups who wishes to take a seat at a table that their not-so-distant history has suggested they are not meant to sit at may be more vulnerable to experiencing the imposter phenomenon.


Research on the role of race, gender, sexuality, and ability, however, is not entirely clear. Well-designed, scientifically rigorous studies are surprisingly lacking. In fact, while imposter syndrome is widely discussed in pop culture, with nearly 25 million results in a Google search, reputable research databases like PubMed return only about 150 results. Of the published studies on imposter syndrome, most have been simple correlational designs, teaching us nothing about cause and effect, and many have left out prevalence rates altogether.


To understand how uninformative correlations can be, let’s say I told you there was a strong positive correlation between eating ice cream and drowning: the more ice cream people consume, the more people drown. Does this mean eating ice cream causes drowning? Nope. It just means both happen to occur more frequently in the summer. The correlation alone is truly meaningless. Imposter syndrome has been reported to correlate with certain mood states and personality traits. However, as in the ice cream example above, these correlations tell us very little and potentially open a door to inaccurate interpretations and assumptions. To avoid this, I will not be reporting the results of correlational research here.


A handful of studies have looked at imposter syndrome among racial minorities. One found that imposter feelings in university students were more strongly associated with mental health than was minority status stress.7 Importantly, however, the main assessment tool used to identify imposter feelings was validated in primarily white samples. This means we can’t confidently say the results accurately represent the nonwhite experience of imposter syndrome.


While some experts have suggested that women are more prone to experiencing the imposter phenomenon,8 several studies have failed to demonstrate gender differences.9 However, those studies did not look closely at marginalization. In other words, they did not split male-identifying participants into WHMPs and non-WHMPs. It is possible gender differences might emerge if only nonmarginalized men were used as the comparison group.


Still, cultural expectations around gender may be an important piece of the imposter puzzle. One study investigated the impact of performance feedback on both men and women reporting imposter feelings.10 Men with imposter symptoms—who have been socialized to be competent and independent—reacted poorly when confronted with negative feedback. They displayed higher anxiety, lower effort, and poorer performance when held accountable to a higher authority. Women with imposter feelings—who have been socialized to be communal—demonstrated better effort and performance upon receiving negative feedback. So, while it remains unclear to what degree the prevalence of imposter syndrome varies by gender, when present, imposterism may impact men and women differently.


In my experience as a therapist, speaker, and podcaster who has worked and talked with many people about their experiences of imposter syndrome, those who identify as having a history of marginalization (which includes men from other-than-gender minority groups) appear more likely to experience the imposter phenomenon. Better research is needed, however, to really bear this out.


Ultimately, the imposter voice can arise for anyone in any context where they feel like an outsider. This might occur in a parenting or other family role (I don’t know what I’m doing; the moms have a better handle on this than us dads), in a new role (I’m just a newbie; I’m not a successful enough salesperson like these high-earning experts), in a part-time or side-hustle role (I’m not a real artist; I don’t even support myself this way), in a setting known for its competitive (academia) or youth (sports, technology) culture, or for a person who was accepted to a school as a legacy or through perceived nepotism or affirmative action (I only got in because my sister went here / my dad knew the director / I’m a minority).




Imposter “Syndrome”?


Though the imposter phenomenon was rebranded “imposter syndrome,” some have recently argued this designation is problematic. Not only does the term pathologize a phenomenon that is nearly universal, but if my marginalization hypothesis is accurate, then those who experience it often do so because they have been victims of social oppression, not because they are living with a disordered psyche. The other argument against using the term imposter syndrome is that it places blame on individuals without accounting for the cultural context, and the focus becomes fixing individuals rather than fixing systems.11 I couldn’t agree more. And of course, if systems and organizations ever do get fixed, many things will change for the better. We’ll talk about some ways to promote this change in chapter 12.


In the meantime, #thestruggleisreal, as the kids say (do the kids still say that? #imamiddleagedmom). If up to 70 percent of us struggle with imposterism, regardless of its origins, and the imposter experience is having a negative effect, it feels important to identify ways we can respond differently, at an individual level, while also working on organizational and systemic change. That said, words and language have power, so for the remainder of the book, I will use the terms imposterism, the imposter voice, the imposter experience, imposter thoughts, and the imposter phenomenon, and not the more popular imposter syndrome. I hope you will consider joining me in this cultural rebranding too!






IMPOSTERS BY DESIGN



As I was growing up, my parents called me “Tubby,” “Little Tubbette,” and “Tubby Tubby Two-by-Four,” presumably to prevent baby fat from becoming adult fat, which, predictably, had the opposite effect. My parents loved me and wanted what was best for me, but verbal and physical affection were rare—instead, top grades and other get-into-a-good-college achievements were what garnered praise. My physical appearance, by contrast, was a frequent source of critique. I would put on a skirt and gussy up my hair to get ready for an event, and my mom would ask, “Aren’t you going to put a little blush on?” They put me on a diet when I was nine.


In response, I tried to people-please and achieve my way to love and acceptance. Around the time of that first diet, I started volunteering at school—I was a safety patrol officer and the standard-bearer in charge of our flag. I was so desperate for approval that I was willing to give a speech in front of hundreds of people at ten years old despite paralyzing fear. I got good grades and joined the choir. In middle school, I made the cheerleading squad. In high school, I was inducted into the National Honor Society and was voted president of the student council. I followed (most of) the rules and was nice and polite and agreeable, as girls are expected to be. Much of it garnered praise from my parents, but none of it was enough to dampen the criticisms about my appearance. In hindsight, I recognize these critiques came from their own insecurities, wanting to be good parents and for me to be OK in a harsh world. But that took time—and therapy—to fully understand.


Growing up being criticized for my appearance led me to develop an I’m not good enough story—specifically, I’m not thin/pretty/acceptable/lovable enough. Imposterism is an offshoot of this story—the fear that at any moment the truth of one’s inadequacy will be revealed. Imposterism appears to develop from a complex interplay of early life experiences and evolutionary programming. Let’s take a look at how imposterism may have taken root for you.


Early Life Experiences


As young people, we have a need to interpret and make sense of our experiences in a meaningful way. Efforts to do so result in the development of core beliefs or stories about ourselves, other people, the world, and the future.12


These stories develop early and stick. They mold themselves around whatever is going on in our lives. In high school, I thought, Yes, I’m president of the student council, but if I mess anything up, everyone will know the truth about how unacceptable I really am. Now, many years later, I think, Yes, I’ve done a TEDx talk, but any minute they’re all going to find out that I didn’t really deserve it.


If your parents had high expectations of you, but no matter what you did or how you did it, you never quite seemed able to please them, you likely cruise with an I’m not good enough story, joined by imposterism in your sidecar. So now you think about pursuing a professional goal and that internalized voice reminds you you’re inadequate. Or maybe you’re winning your tenth award and you still don’t feel like you’re enough, because no amount of achievement or success can erase your early experiences and the narratives that developed as a result.


Frustratingly, the opposite can also be true: if you had parents who offered abundant praise, you may experience the imposter phenomenon too. Perhaps your parents hooted and hollered for even the most benign of your so-called accomplishments. You went down the slide on your own? Woo-hoo! You zipped your sweatshirt? You brilliant child! You finger painted the toilet? I’m not even mad—you might be the next Picasso! This, too, can contribute to the development of self-doubt and imposterism. Why? Because you may have been small, but a part of you knew you didn’t really deserve the praise. So now maybe you give an outstanding presentation—like standing-ovation brilliant—but dismiss any positive feedback as the audience “just being nice.”


Unless we actually master the art of time travel, our early experiences are never going to change. The same is likely true of our self-stories. Much of pop psychology and most of the current books on imposterism would have you believe that the key to defeating the imposter voice is in changing your negative thoughts and believing in yourself as a professional. You’ve probably encountered a blog post or two with titles like “Five Tips for Thinking Positive Thoughts” or “How to Believe in Yourself.” Not quite.


Unfortunately, old self-stories are pretty hardwired, and humans aren’t manufactured with a delete button. Thankfully, there is an alternative, which I will share with you throughout part II. First, to understand how these narratives become so entrenched, we can look back a few hundred thousand years.


Evolutionary Programming


Unlike other mammals, early humans did not have sharp teeth or claws or the ability to run at high speeds. They had each other. Those who hunted, gathered, and traveled together had a survival advantage.13 In this context, it was important for members of a group to frequently check themselves and their status: Am I pulling my weight? Do I have value? Will my group keep me around, or am I at risk of being ousted? What’s more, dominance—being the best or the smartest or the strongest—made it more likely that genes would be passed on. Being exposed as less-than was a serious threat, so worrying about it in an effort to prevent it was adaptive. In other words, evolution programmed the fittest who survived to be prone to self-doubt, social comparison, and even the imposter experience. Today, being exposed as a mediocre accountant would not be a life-or-death situation, but our brains have not evolved to skillfully discern true threat from mere fret.


If you can’t reprogram your evolutionary roots, change your early childhood experiences, or rewrite your self-stories, perhaps you’re wondering how, then, you can ever hope to be more like the 30 percent who don’t experience imposterism. It’s one thing to escape it because you don’t know any better (looking at you, Dunning-Kruger crew—who ironically don’t know who you are and aren’t reading this book); it’s another to be smart and competent but just not question it (looking at you, Dad). Maybe you’re thinking you need to learn to be more like Budsy. That to overcome imposterism, you can build your confidence and learn to stop questioning yourself. And maybe the way to do that is to just learn a little more about your industry, attend one more online course, read one more book about success, or get one more degree or certificate. Sound familiar? If so, you already know that won’t work, because you’ve already tried it. Or perhaps more accurately, you’re still trying it.


Here’s what I know: there are no arrivals at I did it—I’m a legitimate professional with zero doubts about my ability to perform well, be taken seriously, or pass everyone else’s sniff test! (unless you’re a raging narcissist, perhaps, but then you definitely wouldn’t be reading this book). There is only showing up to your work because doing so matters to you. The more something matters, the more you are apt to worry about being good at it. No matter how much praise you receive or how many goals you accomplish, you will not arrive at a place completely free of self-doubt or imposter feelings. Not even winning a Nobel Prize will do the trick, no matter how many times you tell yourself, If I could just achieve this one thing, then I would finally feel legitimate. There will always be something to trigger your self-doubt. Simply encountering another professional’s brilliant work can send you back to I’ll never be that good. My imposter voice gets the loudest when I’m learning new ideas from psychology or sharing them with the public, because I care about it so damn much. Taking courses from masterful trainers helps me better myself but also triggers you’ll never be that good thinking.


We come by our imposter experiences honestly. Our brains were wired long ago to compare, and modern advances in technology have provided fertile ground to keep doing so. Social, cultural, and developmental experiences have impacted our vulnerability to feeling inadequate and imposter-y. So you see, if your career matters to you and you want to be successful, you can’t escape these thoughts and feelings—and you probably won’t ever get to change groups from the 70 percent to the 30 percent. In fact, as much as we’d like to believe the higher we climb, the more likely we are to chase away our imposterism, moving up the ladder means higher expectations. In other words, the CEO is expected to know and do more than the mailroom clerk. Thus, the imposter voice often grows rather than shrinks with success.


The good news is there are ways to respond to your difficult thoughts and feelings so they don’t hold you back from going after the professional life you most deeply desire. I will show you the way, but first, we’ll explore the different ways imposterism can play out.





The Recap: What to Know



• The imposter phenomenon is an experience of intellectual phoniness among high achievers who fear being exposed as incompetent frauds.


• Imposterism affects the majority of us, maybe most commonly those who have been marginalized, and is thus not a “syndrome.”


• Many factors can contribute to the development of the imposter phenomenon, including evolution, sociocultural expectations, discrimination, and early learning experiences.


The Work: What to Do


In a journal, on your computer, or in the margins, answer the following:


• What are some examples of your own imposter experience? What does your mind tell you? What situations trigger the thoughts and feelings?


• In what ways have you been disenfranchised or marginalized? How may this have contributed to your experience of imposterism?


• What other kinds of early experiences may have influenced your experience of imposterism?













Chapter 2



What Type of Imposter Are You?


Have no fear of perfection—you’ll never reach it.


—Salvador Dalí


At the risk of sounding like Captain Obvious, feeling like a fraud is the pits. No one wants to experience imposterism, and humans are quite talented at avoiding feelings they don’t like (much more on this in chapters 9 and 10). In fact, we are so good at trying to dodge feelings of fraudulence that we overcompensate in an effort to prove our competence. The default set of strategies we use can be categorized into five subtypes of imposter. In this chapter, I’ll share mine as well as those of four other successful professionals. Most importantly, you’ll be able to identify yours.


In college, I took a creative writing class to satisfy an English requirement. I wrote a personal essay titled “Chicken Again,” about my family’s experience during a challenging time. I was never one of those kids who kept a diary or journal, so this was the first time I had written anything personal or painful, and it helped me process the experience.


I got an A- on the essay and in the class. I remember the professor discouraging my use of capital Ss and Hs when using female pronouns to identify my mother, calling the choice “too gimmicky.” Why did this stick with me? I don’t remember a single other college assignment, grade, or piece of feedback. Looking back, I realize I always wanted to write but something stopped me from believing the option was available to me.


I was already three years into college as a psychology major when I took that writing class. Back in high school, we had selected a handful of electives. My two favorites were Introduction to Law with the formidable Ms. McDade, who drilled into us that “ignorance of the law is no excuse,” and Introduction to Psychology with Mr. Lawson, who once told my parents during a parent-teacher conference that I was a scatterbrain (which prompted my mother to buy me Little Miss Scatterbrain T-shirts and books for years). Despite Mr. Lawson’s unfavorable critique, I fell head over heels in love with psychology. I was fascinated by what made people tick. I knew at sixteen that I wanted to be either a psychologist or a lawyer. After one summer internship at a boys’ club law firm where men ruled and female colleagues were treated like second-class citizens, the psychology deal was sealed.


For the next fourteen years, I marched along the educational path that culminated in a PhD and a psychology license. All of this involved writing, but despite completing a master’s thesis and a doctoral dissertation and publishing various book chapters and peer-reviewed journal articles, I never thought of myself as a writer.


I loved psychology and I was good at it, but scientific writing always felt like an unenjoyable chore, something other people were better at. I focused my career on therapy and teaching instead of research and writing. In fact, writing, especially creative writing, was something I never even thought about.


And then I had an idea for a psychology book.


This book idea had nothing to do with wanting to write (consciously, anyway)—it was a professional book, not a creative one. Practitioners of acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT) use many metaphors and experiential exercises in clinical work with clients. At the time, scripts for these practices were scattered throughout many different ACT books. One day, while I was sitting in my campus office, prepping an ACT lesson, I thought, Wouldn’t it be nice if I could just pull one book off my shelf, flip to a section on acceptance, and choose from a variety of appropriate metaphors and exercises? It seemed so obvious, but it didn’t exist. Yet.


In the next beat, I thought, Maybe I should write that book? This thought was immediately followed by Who the hell do you think you are? You’re not a writer! You don’t know anything about writing books. You’re not even an ACT expert! The ego on you to think you know enough to write a book about ACT!


I was tempted to let that voice stop me in my tracks completely. I knew the only way to ensure I wouldn’t humiliate myself was to just ignore the idea and go about my business. But I knew it was a promising concept. I just didn’t know whether I had any place writing it. So I turned to others who I saw as more-worthy experts. I reached out to a former-mentor-turned-colleague/friend who was an ACT expert. She hadn’t written a book either, but in my mind, she was legitimate—at the very least, she had adequate knowledge about the subject that I didn’t believe I had. Together, we turned to her former mentor, Dr. Steven Hayes, who had written many books and is the originator of ACT. We asked for advice and sample book proposals, which he provided. Dr. Hayes also happened to be on the board of a small publishing house, so he couriered our proposal to the appropriate people, and lo and behold, we got a contract.
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