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What impact does imposter syndrome/ imposter phenomenon have on my development and growth as a psychotherapist?












Clark Moustakas (1990) created and developed a humanistic qualitative methodology that he referred to as heuristic research. Designed to be an organised and systematic approach to investigate human experience, influenced and inspired by the works of many prominent figures in the field of psychotherapy, such as: Maslow, Jourard, Buber, Bridgeman, Polyani, Gendlin and Rogers (Moustakas, 1990, pp. 9-10). This unique approach has been described as both art and science (Sultan, 2019, p. 3), it commences with a problem or question which the researcher remains with intensely and continuously to either illuminate or answer the question or problem, (Moustakas, 1990, p.15).  With myself as the researcher, I will endeavour to follow Moustkas’ (1990) method to explore the impact of imposter phenomenon (or imposter syndrome) on my life and my development and growth as a psychotherapist. 

Methodology
After researching Moustakas’ (1990) Heuristic process, I planned to follow the six stages he sets out in his process: Initial engagement, immersion, incubation, illumination, explication and creative synthesis. Having six clear stages appealed to me, setting out the journey and providing clear instructions and methodology, I quickly found that it was not as rigidly defined as I had first anticipated. The stages blurred at times, incubation was not a standalone stage of the heuristic process for me, after initially experiencing a period of incubation I was drawn back into immersion of the question, from this point on I felt I was moving freely between the three stages of immersion, incubation and illumination, this process was mostly carried out through journalling mindfully, when clearing a space and time to journal but also spontaneously, carrying a notebook to record thoughts as they occurred and waking from dreams. Moving freely between stages felt confusing and caused me to question if I was following the process faithfully, further reading into the heuristic process reassured me of its fluid nature, allowing the researcher to experiment with the stages within an inquiry (Sultan, 2019, p. 79). Alongside the six stages are seven processes: identifying with the focus of inquiry, self-dialogue, tacit knowledge, intuition, indwelling, focusing and the internal frame of reference, these processes may be used freely in any of the six stages as research requires (Sultan, 2019, p. 81). Reviewing the academic literature ran concurrently with the six phases of the process and kept a focus of the topic area as the phases and processes were experienced. As part of the process I followed Gendlin’s (2002) focusing method to examine my question and to find change where it may be stuck, exploring a deeper place than thoughts and feelings. Focusing can allow the researcher to assess the thoughts and feelings to clarify their question and to make contact with the core themes and explicate them (Moustakas, 1990, p.25).  All of this data was then collated, and a thematic analysis took place before concluding the process with the explication stage and finally creative syntheses.

Imposter Phenomenon/Syndrome
The concept of imposter syndrome, or imposter phenomenon was first highlighted by Clance and Imes (1978), observing high achieving women experiencing feelings of intellectual phoniness and a fear of being found out as a fraud, often attributing success to luck or error. Clance (1985, cited in Ibrahim, Münscher and Herzberg, 2021) established a theoretical framework identifying six core elements of the phenomenon: pre-crastination (characterised by excessive preparation) and procrastination (delaying a task until the last moment); fear of failure; guilt of success; perfectionism and denial of competence and praise. Individuals are unable to internalise their successes, feeling they have fooled those around them and given a false impression of their competence. 
Over the following decades the concept of Imposter phenomenon has further developed, it is also frequently referred to as imposter syndrome, Bravata et al. (2020) note academic literature generally uses the term imposter phenomenon and the majority of lay literature refers to the concept as imposter syndrome. Such lay literature can be found in abundance using internet search engines and across social media, suggesting a vast interest in the concept, with many articles offering definitions and guidance of how to manage imposter syndrome (Bravata et al., 2020). Imposter syndrome seems to be a widely recognised phenomena and of particular interest in society, not confined to academic articles.
Several assessments have been created to measure imposter syndrome including: the Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale (CIPS), the Harvey Impostor Scale, the Perceived Fraudulence Scale, the Leary Impostor Scale and the Young Imposter Scale, whilst useful tools there can be variation in the interpretation of such scores by researchers (Bravata et al., 2020). CIPS is regarded as the most commonly used tool to measure imposter phenomenon (Ibrahim, Münscher and Herzberg, 2021), Gottlieb (2023) ascertains that this assessment can risk individuals not meeting numeric cut off criteria even though imposter phenomenon may have a meaningful impact on their lives, he proposes viewing the scores as a spectrum, reflecting the extent to which it is experienced.
The original research focused on high achieving women, further review of the literature suggests it is not an experience limited to women, men are also susceptible to imposter phenomenon (Bravata et al., 2020 and Guillifor et al., 2024), however the effect of gender on imposter phenomenon is described by Guillifor et al. (2024) as ‘muddled’ requiring further research into any gender differences in experience of the phenomenon. The effect of menopause and perimenopause was not represented in any of the academic literature to my knowledge, yet an abundance of information and self-help tips can be found in lay literature relating to imposter syndrome, which could be a future area of research when taking into account the gender differences of experiencing imposter phenomenon.
Gillifor et al. (2024) argue that research into imposter phenomenon has been held back by the assumption of imposter phenomenon being a trait and call for it to be viewed from a trait and state perspective. Imposter syndrome may be better understood as both a long-term internal trait and short-term state manifesting from a situational cause. Similarly Gottlieb (2023), sees Imposter phenomenon as dynamic over time, feelings of imposter phenomenon can escalate intermittently as a direct response to current circumstances and influenced by the individual's environment; factors such as racism, sexism and class bias. 
Individuals experiencing imposter phenomenon may negatively evaluate their accomplishments and skills to their actual performance (Bravata et al 2020). Clarke, Hartley and Button (2024) assert that Imposter phenomenon has a significant impact on the counselling profession, in relation to trainee counsellors’ ability to internalise their knowledge, skills and experience required for ethical and effective practice. They further assert that Imposter phenomenon may result if chronic self-doubt is not addressed, negative affecting self- efficacy and well-being advocating for self-compassion to be a focus of counselor training and supervision (Clarke, Hartley and Button, 2024).

Initial Engagement
The initial engagement phase of the process brought the concept of imposter phenomenon immediately to mind, it certainly represented what Moustakas (1990, p. 27) describes as a passionate concern that called out to me as the researcher. Imposter phenomenon is a concept that resonates with my experience at various stages of this Masters programme, in class discussions, dyads, producing academic work and engaging in my practice on placement, which leads to a lack of confidence and self-doubt in my abilities and knowledge leading to withdrawal and not taking the risk to fulfil my potential and flourish. From my internal frame of reference and tacit knowledge my question began to form and gain significance resonating with Sela-Smith's (2002) description of finding of something incongruous that needed to be brought into harmony. I reflected on my topic choice in group supervision, the act of seeking this approval felt like a validation that the area of research was significant. Kenny (2012) asserts that this personal experience is key to providing the researcher with the desire to understand their experience more fully. There felt some pressure to ensure my question accurately reflected the pursuit of my research area, when considering Sela-Smith's (2002) claim that clarifying the research area adequately, not resisting the question to avoid experiencing pain, is essential to creating a fully formed question for the heuristic inquiry to unfold fully. I gave careful consideration to the question to ensure I followed Moustakas’ (1990) process to allow tacit awareness and knowledge to guide intuition for the question to take shape and significance.

Immersion
Having formed the question and feeling its significance led naturally into immersion of the question and topic, a deep curiosity had been awakened and a permission granted to explore my relationship with imposter phenomenon, self-dialogue and indwelling were key processes at this stage. As moustakas (1990) describes I began to live in the question, sometimes purposefully setting aside time to journal and capture thoughts, emotions and embodied feelings, other times journalling would happen more spontaneously resulting from an external interaction, a sudden memory or image, or awakening from a dream with a thought or an image. The question had a powerful draw from a compelling curiosity, Sela Smith (2002) observes that something amazing occurs when the research has surrendered to the call of their question. I did experience a doubt of my question during the process, as I was reading the academic literature I began to question whether what I felt was true to the experience of imposter phenomenon, the constant referral to ‘high achieving women’ did not sit comfortably, this is not how I view myself and felt incongruent. On reflection I see the irony in my feelings of imposterism regarding imposter syndrome. This highlighted to me both strengths and weaknesses of Moustakas’ method, the nature of the inquiry being a solo pursuit can lead to isolation that led me to question if I was correctly following the process. However, the reflexive nature of the method allowed me to explore these feelings and notice where they sat in the overall picture of my heuristic enquiry, the inclusion of co-researchers in a wider heuristic piece may have added further perspectives.

Incubation
The immersion process had felt enjoyable and all consuming, however it was difficult to know when to retreat and enter the incubation phase, this could be seen as both a strength and weakness of Moustakas’ (1990) method, the researcher has the freedom to fully pursue their question of inquiry, however it can cause the researcher to feel doubt if they have explored  this phase sufficiently. Sela –Smith (2002) acknowledges that the researcher may resist the incubation period in fear of losing focus, but the surrender is essential to allow the process to occur. During the process I felt that incubation was thrust upon me from an external factor, with hindsight I can reflect that as Moustakas (1990) asserts growth was taking place and the seed had been planted, and an awareness was continuing to form.

Illumination
Past memories that I had not associated with imposter phenomenon were present in my journal writing which brought as Moustakas (1990, p. 30) describes, a modification of my previous understanding, of a misunderstood reality. It became clear that I had experienced imposter phenomenon before I had heard of the phrase and give it a name, to be able to recognise and attend to the feeling. The process of illunimation brought a new understanding of when imposter phenomenon affects me, how it’s potency can fluctuate, experiencing what Gottlieb (2023) refers to as the trait and state attributes of imposter phenomenon, experiencing imposter phenomenon on a scale. I was conscious of using over preparation to delay a task combining two of Clance’s (1985, cited in Ibrahim, Münscher and Herzberg, 2021) six core elements of Imposter phenomenon.

Findings
Themes emerged in my data collection such as: self-doubt, fear of failure leading to procrastination, fear of failure leading to pre-crastination, putting past memories into context, Imposter syndrome as a useful tool and imagery.

· Self-doubt.
I experienced self-doubt regarding my journey through the heuristic process, this occurred at each stage of the process expressing thoughts such as is my question fully formed? Do I properly understand the process? Am I experiencing the stages fully?
Self-doubt arose as I read the academic literature was I experiencing imposter phenomenon as described? I felt in a cycle of feeling of imposter phenomenon about my ‘imposter phenomenon’.
I expressed doubts of my academic background, comparing my academic journey with that of my classmates, many of whom have a more rooted base in the field of psychology from their undergraduate or working experiences.
Many journal entries reveal a fear of not being good enough, fear led me to not voice my opinion in with my peers in university, I feared ‘getting it wrong’ and felt others would give a fuller more detailed answer.
I felt my peers understood the heuristic process better than I did, before I had even begun I felt panicked to hear another student had completed the task, I felt the task to be impossible in the early stage, I was at a loss of where to begin.
I worry that my lack of experience impacts my practice, questioning if my placement clients would be better off with a more accomplished counsellor. 

· Fear of Failure Leading to Procrastination
I struggled to get started, my initial lack of understanding became a block, I used the word ‘paralysed’ in my journal. I would list other activities I needed to complete other roles in my life such as work, placement, being a present mother, wife, daughter that needed my attention.
Creating artwork brought all my imposter feelings to the forefront, a journal entry states, “I am not an artist!” Despite attending and enjoying various guided painting sessions over the last 2 years and feeling satisfied and proud of my endeavours, feelings of imposter phenomenon created a block, I procrastinated and got lost in fear and feeling of shame of the art I would produce.

· Fear of Failure Leading to Pre-crastination
Before commencing the task, one journal entry describes feeling panicked my heat racing faster and a feeling of the walls closing in leading to look for calm by increasing my knowledge of the heuristic process. I continued to read and search the library database, despite having already read around the subject, self-sabotaging commencement of the assignment. I continued to question if I had missed a key element and continued to search for an answer in academic literature.
A fear of failure with clients emerged in my journalling, I noticed in my practice that I would have feelings of imposter phenomenon before seeing a new client, the limited information on an initial referral sheet leads to over preparation. 







· Imagery 
I had an image of a mountain with my classmates all nearing the top and I was much further down struggling to reach them (Figure 1). 
[image: ]Figure 1 Mountain Image



Another image (Figure 2) came to me in a dream, I awoke with a vivid image of a long school photograph, much of it was blacked out with a small keyhole shape where part of the photograph could be seen behind the obscured cover.
[image: ]Figure 2 Hidden photo 




I experienced imagery when focusing (Figure 3), finding a handle brought an image of cruel deep red lips seemingly sneering or laughing, sensing a shift the felt sense softer, kinder, lighter pink lips enveloped the original red cruel mouth soothing the image.
[image: ]Figure 3 Focusing image

· Imposter Phenomenon as a Useful Indicator
Journalling did present some reflection that an element of imposter phenomenon could be used as a gentle nudge to reflect on my skills, to raise my awareness of an issue that needs to be brought to supervision, assess any gaps in my knowledge and work within the professional standards set out by the BACP, to work within my competence, ensuring skills and knowledge are kept up to date (BACP, 2018). I questioned does it assist me to ‘do no harm’?

· Past Memories
Exploring the new awareness of past memories in relation to imposter syndrome two very different yet important life events presented in the immersion process.  The first was the disappointment of my A-level results resulting in a rejection from my first choice university. Prior to this I had been considered by myself and others as academic, intelligent, bright, it had been a core part of my identity through adolesence, which shook my confidence, self-worth, self-belief and self-identity, I had been exposed in my eyes as a fraud and a failure, which is the basis of imposter phenomenon and carried this feeling with me despite gaining my second choice place and going on to achieve a 2:1 in my history degree. 
The second life even that emerged from the illumination process was losing my daughter, my 20-week scan revealed she had a condition described as ‘not compatible with life’, a few weeks later I gave birth, and she died moments later. A complex tangle of imposter syndrome emerged from revisiting this experience, I feel the grief of losing a child, but I have always felt an imposter to refer to her loss as losing a child; as I didn't carry her to full term, bring her home, care for her or get to know her in a meaningful way as a mother.

Explication
Conducting a thematic analysis led to the explication unfolding naturally, as the combination of tacit knowledge, my findings and intuition merged. This allowed an awakening of my consciousness to make unique meaning of the various layers and textures of the experience from my own frame of reference through indwelling and self-searching (Moustakas, 1990, p. 31).
The various experiences of self-doubt in my findings seemed to be felt the strongest in periods of isolation. Isolation and self-doubt emerged as key allies to my experience of imposter phenomenon, both in journalling and imagery (Figure 1). This concept of isolation and loneliness in imposter phenomenon is noted by Jaremka et al. (2020), owing to the experience being rarely discussed publicly, resulting in feelings of being the only person to experience the phenomenon. The sharing of my fears or perceived weaknesses with peers and in supervision facilitates a calming of my feelings and embodiment of imposter phenomenon and allows me to gain perspective. My perceived inadequacy compared to my peers was reframed by this knowledge, the process allowed me to recognise the rich tapestry that we share as a cohort, gaining experiences from one another, myself included. The self-doubt regarding my abilities to work with clients on placement is something I experience prior to a new client or before seeing an existing client, these feelings are not experienced when I am in the therapy room and engaging in the therapeutic relationship, journalling after a session does not contain these strong feelings of of self-doubt.  I reflected that I am fully present with clients offering empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard building a strong therapeutic alliance whilst witnessing growth in clients progressing through the seven stages of change (Rogers, 2004, pp. 132-152). Witnessing the change in clients and their progress following therapeutic interventions alleviated the feelings of imposter syndrome, however the cycle would then begin again with the next client. Experiencing doubts in my ability can lead me to curiously reflect if there is indeed a gap in my knowledge and skills to work on and develop.  It could be a useful tool to prevent working beyond my competence. I also noticed that as my journey to become a psychotherapist has progressed the scale of the imposter phenomenon experienced has decreased.
The imagery included in my findings brought an added layer to the experience, Figure 1 was an image that I saw in my mind whilst journalling, depicting the isolation and an inadequacy to my peers. Figure 2 was more complex to decipher, creating an opportunity for further self reflection. The partly obcured picture and inability to see what lay beneath what was blacked out or blocked resonated with my experience of the block caused by Imposter phenomenon. Figure 3 was part of a focusing exercise, realising  during this process that the cruel lips were not just that of others but also my own it gave my a feeling of being in control of my experience of imposter phenomenon, highlighting the how my softer, kinder thoughts could take over and provide comfort.
On reflection I can see how past experiences have contributed to my susceptibility to experiencing imposter phenomenon. I had not made the connection between imposter phenomenon and my feelings surrounding my A-levels prior to conducting the heuristic inquiry. I had lived the very fear and shame of feeling an imposter, exposed as not being good enough.
The element of fear of failure illuminated a vicious cycle of procrastination, pre-crastination and using the over preparation of the pre-crastination to again procrastinate, blocking my ability to start or get to the completion of a task. This awareness brought to mind the cycle of experience, using this model in future could as Joyce and Sills (2018, p. 34) be a simple and powerful to recognise the sensation and work through the model to achieve satisfaction or completion.
The most personal and difficult part of the process of my inquiry, was recognising an element of imposter phenomenon in the grief of losing my daughter, it led me to question some of the judgements and beliefs that I had imposed on myself. I felt an imposter as I had not had the chance to raise her, I realised that I had internalised a hierarchy of parental grief, which diminished my own grief, judging it not as valid as a parent losing an older child. I have noticed clients who have diminished their own grief, feeling that others have experienced worst situations, but I had not recognised this in myself, such self-awareness will hopefully add to my practice.

Creative Syntheses
Creating artwork provided a turning point, when I eventually overcame the fear and shame blocking my drive to start the task, I lost myself in the process, it became an enjoyable experience, but more than that it led me to change my mind set about the act of creating a painting. This was for me, it was not about an art teacher critiquing the end product, but about growth, I had used some of the techniques I’d learnt in the guided sessions and put them into practice, I recreated the feelings of the imagery that had presented to me during the illumination process and in a focusing session. This led me to think of my counselling practice and how fear of not being perfect can hold me back from trying to be ‘good enough’ as I begin my journey; only through using the skills I am developing will I see the fruits of their labour. My creative synthesis reached a conclusion in a poem, bringing together the qualities, themes and meaning of the whole experience (Moustakas, p. 31).

The Imposter
You are not with me always,
You sometimes lurk some steps behind.
You hide amongst the shadows, 
Never far, ready to pounce into my mind.

You are not with me always,
My allies sometimes silence you with praise.
You are not with me always,
When my confidence lets me soar and fly.

My silence is your co-conspiritor,
I must remember to notice your call,
But not surrender and fall
But to take the leap and grow on the journey.

Conclusion
Following Moustakas’ (1990) process was enjoyable, the stages blurred but it felt natural and part of the process, the task I felt more difficult was trying to translate my findings into a ‘worthy’ academic piece of writing, it felt like trying to fit an uncooperative baby into a sleepsuit, the process, being so flexible, creative and free flowing, then needed to form a more rigid structure. Overcoming this block and recognising it as my fear of not being good enough and tied up in the concept of imposter phenomenon was enlightening. The process illuminated the needs to overcome self-doubt through self-compassion, learning and haring fears to avoid isolation. This assignment did not require the incorporation of co-researchers into the inquiry, which may have added further dimensions and enriched the experience. Devoting the time required to fully reflect and explore my question led to the desire to engage in further activities dedicated to my personal growth as a psychotherapist and beyond in other areas of my life.
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