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INTRODUCTION

In the time since we released our first book, Own Your Greatness: Overcome Impostor Syndrome, Beat Self-Doubt, and Succeed in Life, we have gotten to witness up close so many people transforming from the paralysis of the impostor cycle to the freedom of embracing their competencies, skills, abilities, experiences, and, most importantly, their dreams. We’ve seen the people who worked through the book do remarkable things: double their salaries; advocate for and receive the promotion they’d been waiting for; courageously change careers and start businesses; give TEDx talks; cut their work hours and spend more valuable time on their own and with their loved ones; obtain their dream jobs at their dream companies; get their first C-suite roles; and—overall—just blossom, grow, expand, and live in their greatness. Learning about these successes has been the most beautiful and special gift—especially since much of it occurred during the grim time of the COVID-19 pandemic. This experience teaching people how to use the skills, tools, and concepts of the 3C’s (Clarify, Choose, and Create) Strategy to break their impostor syndrome has been for us a brilliant light in the darkness. We look forward to seeing and hearing about more transformations as people continue to find and use Own Your Greatness to finally face the impostor syndrome beast.

As we’ve helped people transform in our master class; in trainings at their companies, associations, and universities; and through our individual coaching work, we’ve experienced firsthand that it’s possible for people to learn these skills in a short period of time. We also saw something very interesting that led us to writing this book.

We saw amazing professionals—who had done the hard work of addressing their underlying issues and building tools using the model of the first book—finally believe in themselves in completely new and powerful ways. Nevertheless, we also saw them sometimes being dragged back—kicking and screaming—to places of insecurity and overwork by work cultures that were unrelentingly intent on getting the result they wanted from their employees. Witnessing these struggles fortified our passion for addressing and tackling the societal and work culture issues that reinforce both impostor syndrome and the mechanisms and types of leadership models that sustain it within these organizations. We want to make the invisible forcefield of toxicity transparent so that you can, first, identify it and then either address it or make other choices about whether you will invest your skills and talents in it.

In this book, we want to discuss the agency you feel you have (or don’t have) within an organization/system—and what you can do to make sure you’re empowered, even in very difficult situations. One difficulty many experience derives from how, when we think about systemic issues, we often have trouble identifying who is at the center and whom we can hold accountable. That scenario is what can be referred to as trying to “kiss the system”—which of course is impossible. We want to help you embrace the understanding that it’s individuals who make up the systems and create the policies, procedures, and cultures that are toxic. We want to help you examine the ways toxic systems may be pulling on you to revert to the old habits of impostor syndrome. Through your experience with this book, we want you to reexamine your relationship with work, with your workplace, and with its leadership. We want you to make conscious choices about who you are in these circumstances, how you relate to others, and how to deal with difficult situations. We often say that we don’t want you to play checkers when everyone else is playing chess. We want to teach you how to be a chess master by being intentional about your moves, by understanding the players and what your ultimate goal is, and by having a plan about how you’re going to achieve that goal—even in the most difficult of situations.

THE 3 A’S MODEL FOR REACHING YOUR UNSTOPPABLE GREATNESS: AGENCY, ASSESSMENT, AND ACTUALIZATION

In Part One—Chapters 1 through 3, we’ll look at the agency you’ve developed thus far (perhaps from working on your impostor syndrome in Own Your Greatness), and we’ll help you to use it to strategically reimagine your dreams for your future—or, perhaps, to dream them for the first time. We’ll also challenge you to consider ways you can protect your dreams until you can make them happen.

Part Two—Chapters 4 through 7—is about assessment. We’ll help you think about how you relate to systems and organizations—and how you can redefine that relationship as you move away from relying on systems for validation of your competency, skills, and experience. We want you to instead consider how to interact with these systems in a way that’s beneficial and healthy for you. A significant part of this process is learning to identify and evaluate toxic systems, leaders, and work cultures—and then to assess how to engage those systems while also protecting yourself. We’ll also discuss how systems of oppression benefit and reinforce impostor syndrome. Then we’ll explore how you can empower and believe in yourself even from within oppressive systems—all while working to eradicate them.

In Part Three—Chapters 8 through 10—we’ll discuss how to be an agent of change using the competencies essential to developing cultures that don’t reinforce impostor syndrome. Even if you are not yet a formal leader, it’s important to consider your influence and the ways you can support environments that will be healthier for yourself and others. It is essential to understand that leadership—and the way you interact with, develop, support, and model for your team—is meaningful, especially in how that leadership creates ripple effects in the system. Just one person can disrupt a system if that person builds a community to help create an alternative culture, one meant to nurture and value the most important asset to any organization—its people!

Throughout the book, hypothetical case studies are provided for illustrative purposes only and do not represent an actual client or an actual client’s experience, but rather are meant to provide an example of the process and methodology of the book. An individual’s experience may vary based on their individual circumstances. There can be no assurance that everyone will be able to achieve similar results in comparable situations. No portion of this book is to be interpreted as testimonial or endorsement of our services.

If you read and completed Own Your Greatness, you’ll know that book is a primer for developing the skills called for in this book. We want to help you develop skills and tools to exercise your agency and continue to challenge impostor syndrome, even in complex situations and cultures. We want you to engage with this book. Complete the exercises, take time to reflect. THIS IS WORK, and IT WORKS! And that work is worth it. You won’t regret the time you spend on it.

Welcome to this journey! We’re happy to be here with you.







PART ONE AGENCY










Chapter 1 (RE)ENVISIONING THE DREAM




In 2020 we gave a TEDx talk called “The Impostor Syndrome Paradox: Unleashing the Power of You.”1 In it, Lisa shared how she’d had a toxic job that inflamed and reinforced her impostor syndrome—and so she resigned.


CASE STUDY: LISA

When Lisa quit that job, she was spinning. It felt like her whole world went into chaos. She was actively questioning everything she’d thought she was going to do with her career. As she slowly came out of the shock, some dreams that she’d buried started to resurface. Dreams that others around her had told her were “unrealistic” or “wouldn’t make an impact.” She had allowed herself to be swayed by those opinions, which she had considered more valid than her own. She had wanted those people to be proud of her, and to feel that she valued their opinions. Plus, she just trusted their views over her own. But as she was coming out of the fog of decades of impostor syndrome, she felt more and more certain that nobody (or very few people) knew her better than she knew herself—and that she needed to start connecting with what she wanted and needed if she was going to be happy with the choices she made.



Many people who have worked through Own Your Greatness have told us they feel like a veil has been lifted, like they can see the world with new eyes. The beauty of that is people start to really own their greatness and see the power of that—by asking for raises and promotions, starting the businesses they always wanted, and setting boundaries in ways they never thought possible. The immense possibilities that surface as a part of this awakening can be so exciting, even breathtaking.

However, there is another side to this amazing moment of revelation. When you’ve spent a significant period of your life searching for external validation—indeed, relying on it to help you determine both the big and small steps to take next—you can be left questioning whether you’re in the right workplace, or even the right career path. Have you kept your own intentions and hopes at the forefront of your decisions? Even if you’re clear you’re in the right place, it can still be very disorienting to consider that maybe your dreams were too small and constricted, or maybe you relied too much on what others would be proud of.

In this first chapter, we want to start with revisioning your dreams. All too often those of us who experience impostor syndrome find our dreams are hidden, or even nonexistent. We want to begin with you—with what you want for yourself—and to center that as you proceed through this book.

BREAKING THE IMPOSTOR SYNDROME CYCLE

You likely know that impostor syndrome doesn’t occur all the time; it occurs when you’re triggered. Some of the most common triggers are new work projects with some vulnerability, say because you haven’t mastered the task yet, or you feel rusty and not at the top of your game; or complex projects with lots of room for error; or highly visible events like public speaking or presenting to senior leaders or important stakeholders. There’s an additional set of triggers if you’re part of a historically marginalized group—if you’re a woman, a person of color, an immigrant, etc.—especially when that group has been stereotyped and discriminated against and seen as less than: less capable, less intelligent, less competent. Impostor syndrome can be triggered by incidents of discrimination, microaggression, isolation, lack of mentorship, and inequitable treatment and access. Another culprit is “gaslighting,” which refers to a situation where, say, you’re being treated poorly because you’re a woman in a male-dominated environment—but someone claims you’re mistaken, telling you it’s “all in your head.”

Everyone—all genders and gender expressions—can experience impostor syndrome. Research tells us that we all experience it differently, and with different degrees of frequency. Women may experience it more because they may exhibit more “counterphobic” behavior—meaning they may lean in to the fear, and so they may be triggered more often. Some men may be triggered less if they avoid taking risks that could expose them as a fraud. In Own Your Greatness, we emphasize the value of knowing our triggers and provide exercises for identifying them; armed with that understanding, we can pause and consciously choose different behaviors. For example, instead of overworking, we can practice time- and project-management; instead of self-sabotaging, we can break large tasks into manageable ones—and thus manage our performance anxiety as well. What’s more, we can break the cycle at any point, and we can manage performance anxiety with mindfulness exercises. With practice, we can learn to accept and internalize the positive feedback we get for walking our path—and learn how to properly address any critical feedback we get, without overfocusing on it. Learning how to break the impostor cycle is central to the skills we’ll use so as to live our dreams.


EXERCISE 1.1: ASSESSING YOUR SKILLS IN BREAKING THE IMPOSTOR SYNDROME CYCLE


Think about your process of cycle-breaking. Consider your strengths: What are you consistently good at identifying and addressing? What are you still struggling with? The different cycle-breaking skills are in the bulleted list below. For each skill, identify if you feel you’ve mastered it (label as skilled) or if it’s still a work in progress. Record your responses in a journal or on a piece of paper.


	Identifying triggers

	Pausing and choosing optimal behaviors (e.g., internalizing positive feedback, project managing, setting boundaries, etc.)

	Managing performance anxiety

	Addressing overworking

	Monitoring self-sabotage (e.g., practicing time management and mindfulness instead of procrastinating)

	Internalizing positive feedback

	Handling negative/critical feedback



Now, consider how you can address the cycle-breaking skills you’re still developing.



	
SKILLS I’M DEVELOPING


	DIFFICULTIES I’VE ENCOUNTERED

	MY NEXT STEPS IN IMPROVING THIS SKILL




	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 





As you can imagine, since new experiences can specifically trigger impostor syndrome, learning how to break the cycle is fundamental to conquering it.



REASSESSING ORGANIZATIONAL LOYALTY

Additionally, sometimes impostor syndrome correlates to other factors that discourage us from constructing new dreams. If we don’t feel we (fully) deserve our position in an organization, we might feel particularly indebted and loyal to it—even if it’s not as loyal or committed to us—and so we might remain there longer than really serves us. Also, if we lack knowledge about the job market, we might assume we have no other options. And job searches are onerous: we don’t want our résumés scrutinized or our inadequacy discovered in an interview. The problem is job security turns out to be merely an illusion when our insurance plan is changed or we get laid off. As we move away from the concepts of codependence that underlie impostor syndrome, we need to move toward thoughts of creating our own security—through our skills, credentials, decisions, and experience. Because, ultimately, an employer only compensates us for the work that we do for their organization. They do not provide us guaranteed security—we create and guarantee security for ourselves.

It’s important to break this mentality of organizational loyalty because it prevents us from relying on systems that, though healthy at times, can also be toxic. Orienting toward autonomy is particularly key for those struggling with impostor syndrome because it enables us to take a healthier stance when evaluating whether we’re being adequately compensated or valued for the work we contribute—whereas if we focus on the real or imagined security the company provides, we’ll typically overestimate the security and undervalue our compensation and treatment.

As we discuss in Own Your Greatness, impostor syndrome often derives from codependent and narcissistic family dynamics in our childhood; unfortunately, these dynamics are often replicated in our workplaces. Those who’ve worked through our first book have worked to break away from these dynamics, both personally and with individuals, perhaps with the help of a therapist. It’s now time to do that work in an organizational setting by engaging with the following exercises.


EXERCISE 1.2: RECOGNIZING CODEPENDENT DYNAMICS IN A WORK SETTING


Ask yourself if you identify with the following questions below. In a journal or on a piece of paper, record a yes or no response to each question.

Your Behaviors


	Are you particularly focused on pleasing your boss?

	Do you struggle to set boundaries out of concern that others will be upset with you?

	Do you have difficulty sharing an opinion contrary to that of others?

	Do you feel that getting the job done is more important than your need to take care of yourself?

	Do you have a hard time assessing if you’re doing a good job without someone else telling you?

	Are you concerned about the team liking you (especially when giving difficult feedback or offering a contradictory position)?

	Do you often worry about what others are thinking about you?

	Do you forgo your own needs to make sure that everyone else is okay? (E.g., if no one else volunteers for a task, do you end up taking it?)



How many questions did you answer with “yes”? How many with “no”? If you answered four or more questions with “yes,” then you may be engaging in codependent behaviors at work.

Now, reflect on the questions below regarding your organization and leader. In a journal or on a piece of paper, record a yes or no response to each question.

The Organizations’ & Leaders’ Behaviors


	Does the organization feel chaotic? For example, does it have a lot of emergencies where you’re expected to drop everything (even your personal needs)?

	Does your boss share personal information (that doesn’t belong in the workplace) with the aim of inciting your empathy and caretaking?

	Do you overfunction? In other words, are you expected to do work not in your job description for which you’re not offered additional compensation or benefits?

	Does being self-sacrificial often get rewarded and/or praised?

	Is the act of leaving the organization for another company considered a betrayal and/or punished in some way (e.g., if people are cut off or derided)?

	Are boundaries not respected? Or resisted in aggressive or passive-aggressive ways?

	Does the organization describe itself as a “family” in order to promote a lack of boundaries?



How many questions did you answer with “yes”? How many with “no”? If you answered four or more questions with “yes,” then you may be dealing with a codependent organization.




EXERCISE 1.3: REFLECTING ON YOU IN YOUR WORKPLACE


Based on your replies to the previous exercise, are you engaging in codependent behavior at work? If so, which behaviors are a struggle for you? Can you identify where they originate from in your own personal history? Do you think you’re working in a codependent organization? If so, what are the indicators? Write your responses in a journal or on a piece of paper.

Now, let’s take a break from your situation and view the topic through a different lens.


CASE STUDY: SHANICE

Shanice was an assistant professor in psychology at the university where she got her bachelor’s degree. This was what she always imagined she’d be pursuing—what she trained to do for over a decade. Throughout the first years of her professorship, the research she presented at seminars was minimized by her colleagues. She has felt continually dismissed and marginalized. Her mentor couldn’t care less about her tenure process and was very disconnected; he often canceled the one-on-ones she set up with him. Conversely, she herself was overloaded with advisees—since she was one of the few people of color on the faculty, she was regularly sought out by those needing her guidance. She felt alone in her research and had few collaborators. She felt stuck and couldn’t imagine another option. She feared she might not be good enough to get tenure, or even become a full professor. Overworked and burned out, she struggled to envision a brighter future.






EXERCISE 1.4: HELPING SHANICE RETHINK HER DREAMS


Part of the experience of impostor syndrome is that we often feel limited in what we can do, and where we can be creative and expansive about our opportunities. So, let’s practice this on Shanice’s behalf. What are some other possibilities for Shanice? How do we help Shanice think about options outside what she knows? What resources can she use? How can she reimagine her dreams? What does she need to consider? What may be keeping her stuck? How can she work on loosening those tethers? Write your responses in a journal or on a piece of paper.



When you’re feeling stuck and without options in a job track, it can be helpful to consider what you value about this career path. What brings you a sense of joy? What creates your commitment to this job path? Perhaps a skill set you enjoy using? Or a particular outcome you seek? (For example, Shanice values that she gets to produce research that contributes to her field.) Consider: is this the only place where you can use this skill set or produce this outcome? Are there other options? If you can’t think of any, who else that you already know might have some ideas? What relationships could you build to expose you to other options?

We use the example of Shanice as an academic because often in academic paths it is thought that there is only one option: being a professor—ideally a tenured professor. But even in a career that isn’t as linear as academia, we can feel there are few options for us. But that’s not true—even in academia. So it’s critical to break this notion as you dismantle your impostor syndrome.

It has been noted that there are more than ten thousand possible career options, and even more opportunities will be created as technology develops further. So we want you to think expansively about your options, because limited and contracted ideas about your future will keep you locked in unhealthy work environments. Even if, in your family when you were a child, you felt locked in a toxic environment, remember that work is not family. You have more autonomy here in the world of work, and you have more options—but only if you see them.

Let’s demonstrate this with the example of Shanice. If what she values most about her career path is her research, she could consider working at a research institute. She could consider consulting opportunities to parlay her research to a business setting. She could explore opportunities within corporations that have behavioral research centers. She could forge into the entrepreneurial realm and create her own company. She could open her own clinical practice—after getting licensed if necessary—with a training arm dedicated to practically applying the research she specializes in.

The skill of thinking expansively is crucial to combating your impostor syndrome. Commit to thinking that feeling “secure” is no longer why you will stay in a position where you feel trapped. Explore what keeps you trapped. Is it a lack of knowledge about other options? Is it that you can’t create financial safety nets for yourself? Is it a false sense of security (e.g., the stability of having any job)? Is it an unnecessary loyalty to a boss or company? Is it familiarity with things that are known?


EXERCISE 1.5: REFLECTING ON WHAT KEEPS YOU STUCK


Consider if any of the questions above spark ideas about why you get stuck in a role. What are your particular vulnerabilities to getting stuck? Can you address them in new ways that help free you? How can you identify them when they occur? Can you make a plan to not get caught in them again? Write your responses in a journal or on a piece of paper.



CODEPENDENCY: DETACHING FROM OTHERS’ APPROVAL

As we shared in Own Your Greatness, codependent family dynamics are often the foundation of the impostor syndrome mindset. As we focus on our own dream, breaking codependent patterns becomes incredibly important to moving forward. We will discuss codependence several times in this book, and in different contexts. Here, we want to focus specifically on the aspect of codependence that incites people-pleasing and seeking others’ approval. For example:


	Seeking external validation of our accomplishments, in part to guide our future goals.

	Prioritizing mentorship relationships for the approval we can get from them.

	Hyperfocusing on negative feedback and prioritizing the areas where you receive this feedback.

	Overvaluing others and undervaluing yourself.

	Not setting boundaries around your time or needs.



Learning to honor your dreams calls for creating detachment from the need for approval. To do that, let’s revisit how this gets started in our early childhood experiences. In families that exhibit codependence, the family is often centered around the well-being of a physically or mentally ill person. For example, if your father was an alcoholic, perhaps much of your childhood was centered on staying out of his way when he was drunk and “being a good kid” when he was sober—maybe in the hopes of encouraging his sobriety. So, you often hyperfocused on pleasing others, which became how you felt valuable, valid, or seen in your family. This scenario is one of codependency: where you depend on others for validation, direction, and a sense of stability, and they depend on you for a set of similar reasons. This people-pleasing tendency would naturally continue into adulthood, where you would enact it in any scenario in which you felt responsible to a community.

In this sort of experience, your own needs would be minimized because they paled in comparison to the needs of that central family member. As a result, you’d learned to suppress your needs and not protest when others ignored them. But now, while we work on moving beyond codependency and the impostor syndrome that comes from it, we need to learn how to emphasize your needs, your goals, and your own, internal assessment of your performance rather than always looking outward to see what others think, what others need, and if there is room for you.

In a healthy family system, there is room for everyone to have their needs met, regardless of their situation. It doesn’t have to be “either-or”—it can be “both-and.” We’re going to help you not suppress what you need just because (you sense) someone else has larger needs. You have the right to your needs and your goals. In the exercise to follow, consider the dynamics that left your needs unmet.


EXERCISE 1.6: FAMILY TRIGGERS FOR DENYING YOUR NEEDS


Write your responses in a journal or on a piece of paper for the following questions.


	What are the dynamics in your family that caused you to silence your needs?

	What messages did you receive that enforced that you had to be pleasing to be seen?

	
As a result, what makes it hard to set emotional boundaries around others’ approval?

	How is it showing up in your current work life or in respect to your dreams?



    Part of the process of letting go of approval-seeking comes from understanding where it comes from and what it serves—and then thinking about ways to fulfill your needs in healthier manners.




CASE STUDY: ANASTASIA

Anastasia was a forty-three-year-old attorney. She’d achieved some impressive milestones in her career—including being promoted to general counsel for her company. However, she never felt good enough for her position—she just felt she knew how to be in the right place at the right time. Her spouse was very supportive, but the compliments and support were never enough to boost her up. She had a very difficult relationship with her mother. She always sought her mother’s approval, and wanted her mother to understand what she did in her work and to be proud of her, but her mother never showed any interest.



Part of Anastasia’s struggle was her inability to internalize her own accomplishments without the acknowledgment of her mother. This dynamic is part of what prevented her from ever feeling “good enough.” This is a very common dynamic with codependence, where we constantly seek approval from people who aren’t inclined to give it—which can just make us want it all the more.

Anastasia’s task was to accept her mother and her limitations, mourn the loss of the mother she needed and wanted, and work to mother herself—to give herself the support, approval, care, and visibility she needed. Clearly, this is easier said than done. Since some of this kind of work is difficult (and lonely) to do alone, it can greatly help to reach out to others for support. (See Build a Dream Team below.)


BUILD A DREAM TEAM

In Chapter 9 of Own Your Greatness we recommend creating a “Dream Team” of supporters to offer guidance throughout your journey of working on your dreams. To follow are ideal candidates for your team:


	
Mentor: A mentor is someone who is senior to you in their accomplishments and successful in at least some aspects of their career. It’s actually ideal to have more than one, since different experts can offer varied perspectives and contacts. Look for mentors who are good at providing constructive feedback, offering relationship connections, and helping you identify new opportunities.

	
Cheerleader: The cheerleader helps you highlight and celebrate wins and accomplishments. This person is often full of emotional support and positivity.

	
Grounder: The grounder helps you put things into perspective. Let’s say you made a mistake or feel you’re in some sort of crisis; the grounder helps you regain your footing by reframing the situation in a way that makes it feel recoverable.

	
Action Planner: The action planner supports you in considering what steps you might take when you’re stuck or caught in the impostor syndrome cycle.

	
The Big-Picture Person: It’s really easy to hyperfocus on the present, which can distract us from pursuing our ultimate goals. The big-picture person helps you to take a long view at what might be possible in the future.

	Additional roles include a therapist and a career coach.



For more, see Chapter 9 of Own Your Greatness.



Now, before we turn to the next two exercises, let’s consider some of the different ways this experience shows up for you. Do you need others to always approve of you? Do you struggle with disapproval? If others doubt you or think you can’t do something, do you try to prove them wrong? Are you able to appreciate your own accomplishments? Or do you need someone else to approve of them first?


EXERCISE 1.7: REFLECTING ON YOUR CODEPENDENCE


What do you need to work on in order to let go of seeking approval from others? What’s your plan to proceed with that work? (For example, will you work on that with a therapist? Will you use tools you already have but haven’t been using?) Write your responses in a journal or on a piece of paper.




EXERCISE 1.8: WHAT’S YOUR APPROVAL PICTURE?


In a journal or on a piece of paper, draw a picture that reflects how your people-pleasing and approval-seeking look to you. Can you visualize a healthier way you could please others and receive the approval you seek? Now draw how that could look. Feel free to include whatever words describe the two images.

Write your responses in a journal or on a piece of paper.




TAKING CARE OF YOUR INNER CHILD

Your inner child represents the younger version of yourself that exists within you and carries the difficult moments that you were unable to process because you didn’t have the skills or abilities to do so at the time. Your inner child can carry the hurt, pain, sadness and also hopes, dreams, and possibilities.

Let’s talk about a technique for moving away from seeking others’ approval. When we were children and developing our sense of self, we needed parents, teachers, and caregivers to reflect back to us how we were doing to help us to develop a sense of who we are. Since it’s likely that these parents, teachers, and caregivers didn’t always get what they needed, they sometimes didn’t give us exactly what we needed—or they didn’t give it in a way that was useful to us. Continually seeking this validation from them will not help us heal from this and move in a different direction. What will help us has three stages. We need to take the time to consider what we need and look for from others. We need to work on forgiving ourselves and them for this unhelpful process we’ve been engaging in. And we need to reflect on how we can give ourselves what we need.


EXERCISE 1.9: TAKING CARE OF YOURSELF


Write your responses in a journal or on a piece of paper for the following questions.


	What did you need that you didn’t get from parents, caregivers, and teachers? What did you need to hear? What were you looking for?

	Have you forgiven the caretakers who didn’t fulfill (all) your needs? Have you forgiven yourself for having those needs? If not, what’s getting in the way?

	How do you start giving yourself what you need? How can you get better at receiving from yourself?






A NOTE ON FORGIVENESS

It’s important to remember that forgiveness is not for the other person—forgiveness is for you. Forgiveness does not mean approving of what they did, deciding it was “okay.” Forgiveness means bearing witness for yourself regarding what happened and letting go of the unfinished dynamic between you. It’s unhealthy to keep hoping for something that may never come, such as your pain being acknowledged by the person who hurt you, or wanting some insight on their part that changes their behavior. But you can give to yourself. You can bear witness. You can honor your experience. You can set boundaries. And you can accept the past and let it go. You can forgive yourself. Forgiving yourself can be a significant part of forgiving others because we sometimes hold ourselves responsible for aspects of the experience.



Learning how to give ourselves what we need, how to care for ourselves and our dreams, is akin to parenting ourselves—or reparenting ourselves. You may not have gotten what you needed or wanted when you were young, but you are capable of giving it to yourself in exactly the way that would be best for you. Approaching your hurts in this way can give you such a powerful relationship with yourself and can help you know yourself in completely new ways. Reparenting yourself can be crucial to breaking the habit of seeking external validation. But note: the point is not that you can never enjoy external validation; that form of validation can help you internalize your strengths and accomplishments. The point is to not rely on external validation as your sole form of validation, and to not seek validation from unhealthy or triggering people. Ideally, you can also cultivate validating yourself.


EXERCISE 1.10: VISUALIZING YOUR INNER CHILD


Close your eyes and think about your inner child. Allow yourself to see the younger you. The you that seeks validation. The you that wants others to like you so badly. Picture this younger you in detail. Once you have a clear picture, ask yourself these questions:


	How old are you?

	What do you feel about yourself?

	What are you looking for?

	Why are you looking for these things?

	
What do you need from you?

	Is there a nickname or adjective that might capture you at this time?

	Ask yourself, “How can I be better to you?”



Some find this activity difficult, especially if it’s hard to get a clear picture of your younger self. So we want you to take the time to get the clearest picture you can and then (again) answer those questions. We want you to really learn to connect with your inner child, and to support that child in meeting their needs. Help to fill what they were missing.



WHY YOUR DREAMS ARE IMPORTANT

This idea of connecting with your inner child is central to reconnecting with the parts of yourself that need to relearn how to dream. If you’ve struggled with impostor syndrome, you’ve likely had trouble differentiating your dreams from the dreams others have had for you. Allow yourself to find a connection to dreaming expansively. Know that there are a vast number of possibilities for you, and you have the right to explore and find them.

In this process we want you to get into a habit of dreaming about your future and what you want for yourself. And if that feels like a tall order, then we ask that you allow yourself to find the time to practice in consistent, small increments letting go and envisioning the possibilities to dream about your future and what you want for yourself. When you let go of your impostor syndrome, you start to truly realize the depth of possibilities for yourself, and we want you to fully embrace that. We want you to also do this in a newfound way that allows for revising dreams as they morph into something different. This isn’t about being rigid about dreams and setting ourselves up for perfectionistic disappointment. This isn’t about solely ticking boxes. This is about allowing ourselves to create a path for ourselves that is in tune to who we are and who we are becoming.


EXERCISE 1.11: DREAM-VISIONING PLAN


Write your responses in a journal or on a piece of paper for the following prompts.

I plan to take time every (e.g., Saturday, once a month) _______________________ to work on my dreams, assess my progress toward them, and make any needed changes.

In order to not be perfectionistic about this process, I plan to ________________________.

I will visualize my dreams by displaying my dream plans in this way ________________________.

Currently, my dreams include ________________________.




KEY TAKEAWAYS

In closing this first chapter, we hope that:


	You’re aware of what breaking the impostor syndrome cycle means for you.

	You understand how organizational loyalty and codependence work together, and how they may be keeping you trapped in certain situations.

	You see the importance of autonomy in your process of recovering from impostor syndrome.

	You’re aware of how “limited” thinking can prevent you from fully grasping the breadth of your dreams.

	You’ve explored how family codependency dynamics may be contributing to seeking others’ approval, and you have some ideas about how to break this up.

	You’ve done some inner child work to begin to connect with the parts of yourself that seek external validation, and you’re learning how to give that to yourself.
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