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Impostor Syndrome in the

Legal Profession:
Breaking the Cycle of Self-Sabotage

Perfectionism is the head honcho of the inner critic for lawyers. Impostor syndrome

is the “inner critic on steroids.”

BY JULIE BONASSO

From the first-year associate to the seasoned
partner at a top-10 law firm, impostor syndrome
rears its ugly head.!

Exacting standards, a lack of tolerance for
errors, and aversion to risk define the legal
profession. Given that impostor syndrome
frequently affects ambitious overachievers,
it's no surprise that many lawyers grapple with
self-doubt and fear their intellectual “facade”
will be uncovered at any moment.

No One Is Immune

Of late, I had been feeling pretty cocky that I had
kicked impostor syndrome to the curb years ago,
moved on, and found a new love in my growth
mindset. But my ex came back in fierce fashion.

Recently, [ attended a training session with a
small group of coaches. Having spent the past
decade immersed in my flow of coaching, honing
my skills, and seeing results with my clients, I
felt confident walking into the training. Yet, I
noticed a creeping sense of self-doubt from the
very first day. Thoughts like, “you’re not as smart
as them,” “your questions s*ck,” “you need more
training,” and other critical comments began to
swirl in my mind. These thoughts continued day
after day throughout the training, and by the end
of the week, my body felt constricted, I became
withdrawn, and I had a general sense of unease. |
noticed these thoughts, feelings, and sensations,
so [ used all the tools from my coaching experi-
ence to push through these doubts, but they kept
coming back.

On the last day of training, we were required
to conduct a mock coaching session. I volun-
teered to go first and started strong. Then, about
five minutes in, I started to think, “Wait, we were
supposed to follow their framework and I didn’t
ask ANY of those questions. Oh, okay, but I have
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my notes next to me. I'll just glance at those. But
wait, I can't read those because my handwriting
is so bad, and I don’t want them to see me read-
ing. Oh my gosh, so much time has passed, and

I haven't said anything. Oh no, I feel so stupid.
What are THEY thinking?? They're just waiting
for me. How much time do I have left? Do I stop?
Do [ continue? Can they tell my face is on fire?
What do I do? UGHHHH!! 'm such a loser.”

And no surprise, with all this nonsense going
through my mind, I moved out of the present
moment, my fears kicked in, my cognitive func-
tioning became halting, and I froze — my mind
went blank and so did my ability to speak.

The Union of Self-Sabotage and

Impostor Syndrome
What got in my way that day?
My saboteurs — the hyper-vigilant, the pleaser,
and the stickler (also known as the perfectionist).?
These saboteurs are not just fleeting doubts
but persistent, automated mental patterns that
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instigate stress, anxiety, and unhappiness.
They begin in childhood to protect us but
become counterproductive in adulthood,
lingering as unseen forces that affect our
professional and personal lives.?

Shirzad Chamine, in his book Positive
Intelligence, identifies these disruptors —
the master one is the judge (ironic, no?)
and nine “accomplices.” Saboteurs foster
chronic self-doubt and hinder profes-
sional success. Constant self-criticism
creates a cycle of negative thinking,
undermining confidence and inhibit-
ing ability to thrive in a high-pressure
environment. As these negative patterns
persist, they can sabotage not only indi-
vidual performance but also professional
relationships, career growth, and health.*

Among these saboteurs, the stickler
can fuel impostor syndrome by push-
ing individuals to seek flawless results
and setting unrealistically ambitious
standards for themselves and others. The
link between perfectionism and impostor
syndrome is rooted in the fear of failure
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and a chronic sense of inadequacy that
many lawyers often experience. When
you constantly strive for perfection, any
small mistake or failure can feel like a
catastrophic letdown, reinforcing the
feeling that you are not truly capable

or talented but merely faking it.° This
dynamic is especially prominent in the
legal profession, in which the stakes are
high, the pressure to perform is intense,
and competition is the culture.

Many of us think that unless we “were
absolutely perfect, [we] could have done
better.”

Sound familiar?

An Important PSA
While impostor syndrome is a pervasive
issue affecting many within the legal
profession, it is essential to recognize that
its effects are not uniformly felt. In the
work environment, conversations about
overcoming impostor syndrome can some-
times inadvertently place the burden of
change on individuals. This is particularly
true for women and people of color, who
are often told (directly or indirectly) that
overcoming their impostor feelings is the
key to professional success. Such perspec-
tives, while well intentioned, overlook the
systemic barriers — such as discrimina-
tion, microaggressions, and structural
biases — that contribute to these feelings in
the first place. Recognizing this, it's crucial
for everyone in the legal community to not
only foster an environment where personal
resilience is supported but also actively
engage in dismantling these barriers.

As we strive to support ourselves
and others in combating inner sabo-
teurs, let’s also consider advocating for
systemic changes that address the root
causes of these doubts.

Neuroplasticity of the Brain
Okay, ready for some good news?

We can change the mental habits
that are no longer serving us. But how?
Through a nifty little scientific concept
called neuroplasticity.

The human brain is composed of ap-
proximately 100 billion neurons.” GULP.

Neuroplasticity refers to “the brain’s
ability to change and adapt due to experi-
ence.”® Human brains can change and
rewire themselves in response to certain
stimulation, such as learning and experi-
ence (structural plasticity).’ This brain
adaptability is key to overcoming impos-
tor syndrome because it allows us to
reshape our thought patterns, replacing
self-doubt with a growth mindset (that is,
taking saboteurs out of the driver’s seat
and putting them in the trunk).”

How cool is this?! We don’t have to be
bullied by our saboteurs for the rest of
our lives. And the data is there to back
this up. Abundant research supports
the idea that changing thought pat-
terns and behaviors can improve mental
well-being. Studies show that practicing
mindfulness-based techniques can lead
to adecrease in stress and anxiety while
promoting better emotional regulation
and cognitive control. For example, even
brief periods of mindfulness can reduce
stress-related brain activity, indicating
that positive interventions can effective-
ly shift the balance toward a healthier
mental state."

Recognizing and mitigating the influ-
ence of saboteurs involves developing
what Chamine refers to as the “sage”
perspective. This mental framework
focuses on more positive, empathetic,
and exploratory responses to challenges.
Shifting from a saboteur-led mindset to
a sage mindset involves exercises that
can rewire the brain through principles
of neuroplasticity to reduce the effects
of impostor syndrome.'

Chamine’s insights suggest that by
understanding and addressing these
internal critics, lawyers can achieve
greater success and well-being by shift-
ing away from self-doubt and embracing
a healthier, more constructive approach
to their work.

So how do we do this?

Strategies for Overcoming
Self-Sabotage

Engage in “PQReps.” According to
Chamine, one of the best ways to quiet
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those pesky saboteurs is to engage in “PQ
reps” (positive intelligence quotient rep-

etitions)."® These small, focused exercises
are designed to help shift your mind from
negative and self-defeating thoughts to a

positive and more productive perspective.

Think of them as pull-ups for your brain.

Here’s how you do it:

» Select a physical sensation to focus
on, such as the feeling of your breath
moving in and out, the sensations in
your toes, or the feel of your fingers rub-
bing together.

« Focus all your attention on this sensa-
tion for about 10 seconds. The goal is to
be fully present in the moment, tune out
distractions, and quiet the mind’s chatter.

« Whenever you notice your mind
wandering, slowly bring your focus back
to the physical sensation."*

Regularly doing PQ reps through-
out the day can help you build up your
mental muscles, making it easier to
resist negative thoughts and quiet the
saboteur influences."

Look at the Evidence. As lawyers,
we're experts in making compelling
arguments. When you feel the saboteurs
start to rear their heads, look back at all
your big and small wins in your career.
Write them down. Create an inventory
of the facts that support how far you've
come in your career. Save, print, and
re-read thank-you notes from clients,
praise from coworkers, or verdicts in

your favor. Put these everywhere —

On your car visor, your mirror, your
computer. When you are having a crisis
of confidence, turn to this tangible
feedback, remember how you felt in your
body, and notice your thoughts when you
accomplished that task.

Practice Self-Love. Before you dismiss
this strategy as more life coach rheto-
ric, stay with me. There’s some data to
back this up — one study indicates that
self-compassion is a “resilience factor”
against impostor syndrome.'® Another
study found that students who practiced
self-compassion felt less anxious and
more motivated after receiving poor
grades compared to those who didn’t
practice self-compassion.”

Kristin Neff, a leading researcher in
self-compassion, defines it as consisting
of three main components: “self-kind-
ness, common humanity, and mindful-
ness.”® Each component is crucial in
combatting the harsh self-criticism that
fuels impostor syndrome.

In addition to grounding yourself
through PQ reps to build mindfulness,
you can also practice self-compassion by
doing the following:

« Write yourself a letter. When feeling
overwhelmed by impostor feelings, write
a letter to yourself from the viewpoint
of a compassionate friend. This exercise
can help shift your perspective from
criticism to compassion.

ON BALANCE

« Set realistic expectations. Remind
yourself that it's okay not to know every-
thing and that mistakes are part of growth.
(Oof! So hard.) Adjusting your expectations
helps prevent feelings of inadequacy when
challenges eventually occur.

By engaging in any of these strategies,
you're not just coping with impostor
syndrome; you're also fundamentally
changing the way you relate to yourself.

Embracing Our Shared Humanity

As we navigate the complexities of the
legal profession, it becomes clear that
overcoming impostor syndrome is not
merely about individual resilience; it

is about cultivating an environment in
which every lawyer, regardless of back-
ground or level of experience, can thrive.
The journey involves understanding our
inner critics and the pervasive effects of
perfectionism, but we don't have to be
bullied by these unhelpful dynamics.

By embracing the principles of neu-
roplasticity, we have the tools to rewire
our responses to the pressures of our
demanding careers. Each step we take
toward self-awareness and self-care not
only enhances our well-being but contrib-
utes to a culture that values genuine sup-
port and growth over mere performance.

We all have a role to play in transform-
ing ourselves, our work, and our culture.
What is yours? wr
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