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Boost Self-Efficacy  

and Banish the Imposter 
Efficacy: The ability to produce a desired or intended result 
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What is self-efficacy?  

 

Back in 1977 psychologist Albert Bandura defined self-efficacy as a  

 

“perceived ability to succeed at a given task” 

 

 

Put another way, self-efficacy is self-confidence which is task-specific.  Where it is high it is a 

strong indicator that you will persevere and succeed at that given task. 

 

   
 

 

 

Self-efficacy develops in many ways, four of which have been well-researched and 

illustrated in the diagram above.  Adapted from Self-efficacy: toward a unifying theory of 

behavioral change by Albert Bandura (1977 ) 
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Mastery experiences  

The most important way self-efficacy grows is through positive experiences, where 

successful accomplishment of a task leads to an increase in self-efficacy. Think about 

something you have done well and how you feel about that accomplishment. It is likely that 

reflecting on achieved tasks will give you a “warm glow” or other positive feeling.  This is the 

basis of “The Confidence Wall” as explained during my workshop and also in chapter 9 of my 

book, The Confident Manager. 

 

Vicarious experiences 

Secondly self-efficacy grows by watching or working with skilled people. This observational 

learning could be through role-models, watching an expert or learning from mistakes made 

by others, so you know what not to do. 

 

Social persuasion 

Social persuasion is also helpful in giving your confidence a boost.  Be it supportive 

comments from friends or family, or encouragement from others whose opinions you value.  

 

Psychological states 

Finally your own assessment of how you feel, when approaching a task will either boost or 

detract from you confidence levels. These were called psychological states by Bandura, and 

include both your emotional and bodily responses to situations.   
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“(I would) wake up in the 

morning before going off to a 

shoot, and think, I can’t do this: 

I’m a fraud”   

     Kate Winslett 

 

What is the Imposter Phenomenon? 

 

The term “imposter phenomenon” was first coined by clinical psychologists Pauline Clance 

and Suzanne Imes in 1978 and was described as “an internal experience of intellectual 

phoniness”.  It was first noted among academic women, but has since been identified in 

many other individuals and is known to affect both men and women. It is not a syndrome 

(though often referred to as such) and is not a psychological disorder, but it can be 

unsettling. 

It has been suggested that experiencing imposter feelings can 

inhibit people from achieving their full potential. However, 

others argue that it can be a driver to succeed. In my 

experience imposter feelings are a driver towards perfection, 

but may still hold people back from their full potential, because 

they don’t like to risk failing. 

There are various ways of dealing with the imposter and understanding why you have the 

feelings in the first place can help identify which solution might work for you.   

 

Here are three ways you can start to deal with any imposter feelings:  

 

Acknowledge and accept your feelings 

Once you start to talk about your feelings to others you will realise you are not alone 

in the experience. 

 

List your strengths   

Take an online strengths profile or simply list your strengths yourself (or enlist a 

good friend to help you). Then find a way of incorporating the use of you strengths 

into everyday activities. 

 

80% is good enough   

The hallmark of an imposter is often perfectionism. These behaviours can lead to too 

much time being spent for too little reward. Identify tasks where doing them to 80% 

of your usual standard will be good enough. It will still often be better than someone 

else’s 100%! 
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In his book, Learned Optimism, Martin Seligman describes ways in which people interpret 

events, as our explanatory style. For those with imposter feelings, the good events are often 

attributed to luck, or hard work and not skill or ability. This can lead to someone thinking 

they are either lucky or must work extremely hard to achieve, rather than acknowledge 

their own skills and abilities. 

 

Here is a quick summary of some explanatory styles.  Identify which would benefit you, and 

in what situation. 

 

Personal (Internal vs. External) - This involves how you explain why something 

happened.  People may see themselves as the cause; that is, they internalise the cause of 

the event and feel responsible for it. Conversely they may attribute it to an external cause, 

beyond their control. For example: "I always forget to make that turn" (internal) as opposed 

to "that turn can really sneak up on you" (external). 

 

Permanent (Stable vs. Unstable) - This involves how you explain the extent of the 

cause. People may see the situation as unchangeable, e.g. "I’m hopeless, I always lose my 

keys" as against a situation that can be changed, for example “I’ve lost my keys; I must take 

care not to do that again”. 

 

Pervasive (Global vs. Local/Specific) - This involves how you explain the extent 

of the effects. People may see the situation as affecting all aspects of life, such as; "I can't do 

anything right" or "everything I touch seems to turn to gold", or being much more local, 

such as “I can’t do anything right at home, but at work I’m fine”. 

 

“I have written eleven books, but each time I think, ‘Uh oh, they’re going to find out now.  I’ve 

run a game on everybody, and they’re going to find me out” 

Maya Angelou 

Award-winning author  
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Links to further information: 

 

The Imposter Phenomenon Questionnaire 

 

paulineroseclance.com/pdf/IPTestandscoring.pdf 

 

 

Strengths Questionnaires 

 

VIA free survey   www.viacharacter.org/www/The-Survey 

Gallup Strengths finder 2.0   www.gallupstrengthscenter.com 

R2 Strengths Profile    www.cappeu.com/R2StrengthsProfiler 

Strengthscope   www.strengthscope.com/ 

 

 

Author’s website  kateatkin.com 

    

 

 

 

 

So now you know a little more about the imposter phenomenon and how your own thinking 

can affect your feelings. What steps will you take to help you overcome the thoughts that 

may be holding you back? 

 

 Recognise reality and separate it from your thoughts 

 

 Talk about how you are feeling to a trusted friend or colleague 

 

 Stop trying to be perfect – nobody is! 

 

 Identify and work with your strengths 

 

If you would like further help or guidance please get in touch, contact details are in the 

footer below. 

I hold coaching sessions, workshops and talks to help people overcome the imposter 

phenomenon. 
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Kate Atkin MSc 
 

Kate Atkin is an experienced facilitator, speaker and 

author with over sixteen years’ experience of 

working with a wide variety of organisations, teams 

and individuals. Prior to setting up her business in 

September 2000, Kate was an international 

manager for Barclays Bank plc and also worked on 

their small business training team. 

 

 

Author of The Presentation Workout and The Confident Manager and co-author of The 

Business of Professional Speaking Kate has also written two tips booklets on confidence and 

networking. Kate is passionate about her own development, as well as that of others, and 

has completed a master’s degree in applied positive psychology, which has led to her 

researching self-efficacy and the imposter phenomenon.   

 

 

Kate is a fellow of the Professional Speaking Association, a member of the Chartered 

Institute for Personnel and Development and the Association for Coaching. She has 

delivered lectures at the University of Cambridge Judge Business School on their Enterprise 

WISE programme and the Postgraduate Diploma in Entrepreneurship. Kate is also a Senator 

of Junior Chamber International and trained in Myers Briggs and CAPP R2 Strengths Profiler. 

 

 

As well as keynote speeches, Kate offers workshops, seminars and one-to-one coaching  

 

For more details see her website www.kateatkin.com  

 

If you or your organisation would like to work with Kate, please contact her for an initial 

discussion on 07779 646 976 or kate@kateatkin.com  
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Inspiring courageous conversations 

Strengthening inner resilience 

Driving optimal performance 

 

 

For organisations, teams & individuals 


