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Learning Objectives 

Identify how perfectionism, fear of failure, and imposter feelings 
impact lawyers’ decision-making, ethical practice, and mental health. Identify

Learn how self-compassion and cognitive-behavioral techniques can 
convert self-critical thoughts into supportive, constructive self-talkLearn

Practice two brief self-compassion and nervous-system regulation 
exercises to use before high-stakes work.Practice



“No matter how hard I work, for some reason, 
it never feels good enough. I tend to overachieve 
and stretch myself thin. I’ll work long hours, 
take on too many projects at once or absorb a 
heavier workload than I can realistically 
handle and never admit then I need help with a 
project or task”

https://www.jdsupra.com/legalnews/what-is-
impostor-syndrome-and-how-1049952/
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Definition of Imposter Phenomenon 

• 1978  - clinical psychologists Pauline Clance and Suzanne Imes defined as “phoniness in 
people who believe that they are not intelligent, capable, or creative despite evidence of 
high achievement”

• Fear of rejection and failure coupled with perfectionism

• Not a diagnosis – an internal experience 

• Initially thought to apply to mostly high-achieving, but can affect anyone

• Can range from slight feeling of inadequacy to strong fear of being a failure or a fraud, 
being exposed by others
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Lawyers and imposter 
phenomenon 

• Lawyers are susceptible to imposter phenomenon

• New lawyers may feel like they have to continually 
prove themselves, be perfect and know what they are 
doing. 

• Senior lawyers are trying to preserve the illusion of 
being ”flawless practitioners”  - and don’t want to 
admit failures 

• Environment in the law firm (criticism, rejection for 
asking for help, frequent comparisons, unclear 
expectations.

• Calling attention to one’s success can actually increase 
imposter feelings

• Failure after a string of successes can also cause 
someone to critique and question their overall 
aptitude.
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Five Types 
personalities 
that can lead 
to Imposter 
Syndrome 
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Perfectionists – when they can’t achieve perfection, feel 
like they have failed

Natural Geniuses – usually learn easily so when faced with 
challenge, feel like a fraud 

Rugged Individualists – think they should be able to handle 
everything by themselves, asking for help is not an option 

Experts – try to learn as much as possible and feel like they 
have failed if they miss something.

Superheroes – expect to succeed in every role they take 
and feel like they should be doing more. 



How 
Perfectionism 
Can Fuel 
Imposter 
Syndrome

Unrealistic standards: Perfectionists set inflexible, all-or-nothing goals → 
inevitable shortfalls feel like personal failure.

Self-worth tied to performance: Success = identity; any imperfection 
threatens competence, increasing self-doubt.

Focus on flaws not wins: Attention narrows to mistakes and what’s “not 
enough,” erasing evidence of skill.

Social comparison & fear of exposure: Perfectionists compare upward 
and hide imperfections, reinforcing the belief they’re a “fraud.”

Avoidance and procrastination: Fear of imperfect outcomes leads to 
delay, which then confirms self-doubt when tasks are rushed or avoided.

Cycle of validation-seeking: External praise is downplayed or discounted, 
so reassurance doesn’t reduce imposter feelings.



Perfectionism 



Perfectionism versus healthy striving 

Perfectionism

• Driven by fear of mistakes and harsh 
self-judgment

• Standards are rigid, unrealistic, and tied to 
self-worth

• Leads to procrastination, overwork, 
indecision, and burnout

• Focus on avoiding failure; errors seen as 
proof of inadequacy

• External validation and approval drive effort

Healthy Striving

• Driven by growth, competence, and 
purposeful goals

• Standards are ambitious but flexible and 
realistic

• Encourages learning, resilience, manageable 
effort, and recovery

• Focus on progress and adaptive 
problem-solving; mistakes seen as feedback

• Motivation comes from internal values and 
professional purpose



Impact of 
Imposter 
Phenomenon 
and 
perfectionism
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Low self-esteem, self-doubt

Impeded career growth

Hampered leadership—fear being exposed and result in making 
weak, unconfident decisions as a head of department or a 
supervisor

Lack of innovation—the fear of failure leaves no room for 
creativity and incentives

Issues with mental health—feeling of isolation, increased stress 
and anxiety, and depression 



Self-Compassion to support mental health
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Three components of self-
compassion (Neff, 2003)
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Kindness

Common 

Humanity
Mindfulness



Mindfulness

• Allows us to “be” with painful 
feelings as they are

• Avoids extremes of suppressing 
or running away with painful 
feelings



Self-Kindness
• Treating self with care and understanding rather than harsh judgment

• Actively soothing and comforting, supporting and protecting oneself

• Desire to alleviate suffering (any pain or emotional discomfort – large 
or small)
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Common 
Humanity
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• Seeing own experience as part of larger human 
experience not isolating

• Recognizing that life is imperfect (us too!)

• All suffering is not the same, but all humans are 
worthy of compassion



Caring for 
Ourselves and 
Others 
• Most people are significantly more 

compassionate to others than to themselves 
(Lopez et al., 2019)

• The discrepancy between self and other 
compassion is especially large for women

• Gendered norms of self-sacrifice and belief 
that self-compassion is selfish (Yarnell et al., 
2019)

• Meeting our needs allows us to sustain giving 
to others

• Research shows self-compassion reduces 
stress and burnout among caregivers, 
therapists, first responders, doctors, nurses, 
chaplains, hospice workers, parents, children 
taking care of elderly parents



Self-compassion scale 

Neff, K. D. (2003). Development and validation 
of a scale to measure self-compassion. Self 
and Identity, 2, 223-250. PDF

21

https://self-compassion.org/wp-content/uploads/publications/empirical.article.pdf


Self-Compassion can change our sense of self

• Self-compassion creates loving, connected, presence

• Moves from identifying with a small, separate, limited self to a larger 
interconnected self

• Small self needs compassion while big Self gives compassion

Loving 
Connected
Presence

Small 
self



Misgivings about 
self-compassion
• Is a form of self-pity
• Means weakness
• Will undermine motivation
• Making excuses
• Will lead to self-indulgence
• Is selfish or narcissistic
• It will open me too much to pain
• I will feel pathetic or needy 
• It’s too hard to practice
• I feel I don’t deserve it 
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Self-Compassion 
Research

Self-compassion linked to personal wellbeing (Zessin, 
Dickhauser & Garbadee, 2015)

• Reductions in negative mind-states: Depression, stress, 
shame, anxiety, disordered eating, PTSD, suicidal 
ideation

• Increases in positive mind-states: Life satisfaction, 
happiness, hope, gratitude, physical health, motivation, 
learning, resilience



Self-Compassion Research

Self-compassion is linked to interpersonal wellbeing

• More caring and supportive relationship behavior (Neff & 
Beretvas, 2013)

• More forgiveness and perspective taking (Neff & Pommier, 
2013)

• More compromise in conflict situations (Yarnell & Neff, 2013)



Valuing our 
own needs 

• Research shows self-compassion 
people set better boundaries

• Have better work-life balance 

• New research shows just 20 
seconds of self-compassion 
practice a day has effects 
(Susman et al.,2024)



Applying self-compassion to 
reduce imposter syndrome 

and perfectionism 



Mindfulness: 
Recognizing 
our thoughts 
are “just 
thoughts” 

A. Dunning-Kruger Effect  - Keep in mind that 
other people might not be as confident as they 
appear or don’t know as much as they appear to! 

B. Recognize it is normal to feel less confident 
about your  knowledge.  Experts often say, “it 
depends” rather than pretending. 

C. Gently challenge your own thoughts – “what 
core beliefs do I hold about myself? Do I believe I 
am worthy? Must I be perfect for others to 
approve of me?



Self-Kindness: changing our inner dialogue

A. Write down your accomplishments, strengths, and 
things that you are good at. 

B. Attribute your successes accurately (hard work, 
dedication, good decision)

C. Keep a file of compliments you receive from 
clients/supervisors. 

C. Focus on a small step and reward yourself for taking 
the risk and stepping out of your comfort zone. 
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Common Humanity: Overcoming Imposter 
Phenomenon 

A. Utilize supports - Share your feelings with others helps you to 
feel like you are less alone and it begins to feel less real. 

B. Try vulnerability by asking for direct feedback about ways to 
improve performance which can help fulfill your ethical 
obligations to clients as well. 

 C. Avoid comparisons and believe others when they compliment 
you! 

D. Focus on others – helping others in the same situation as you 
can help to build your own abilities and find commonality. 
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Systems 
Matter

Individual therapy/training helps, 
but persistent change in law schools, 
and law firms requires culture 
change (feedback norms, supervisor 
modeling, changes to evaluation 
metrics and workload expectations).



Self-compassion practices



Practice: Create a personal 
compassionate phrase 

Write or formulate a personal 
compassionate phrase you can use when 
upset. Keep it brief — one or two lines. 
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Self-
compassion 

phrases



Self-Compassion and CBT 
Reframing 
When an automatic thought arises, you can use a quick sequence:

 1) Notice the thought and name the emotion;

 2) Offer a compassionate phrase to reduce self-judgment; 

3) Gently test the thought with a brief evidence check or reframe.

 For example: Thought: ‘I’m failing.’ Self-compassion phrase: ‘This is hard 
right now; I’m doing what I can.’ 

Brief reframe: ‘I faced a setback, but I can take one small step next.’ Try 
to keep each step short so it’s usable during medical visits or difficult 
conversations 
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Tender and Fierce 
self-compassion 



Self-compassion inquiry: What do I need? What do I 
need right now? When I feel this way, what do I need? 

• Comforting 
myself?

• Calming myself? 

• Reassuring, 
validating?

Practice:  Soothing 
touch

Tender Self-
Compassion 

• Protecting myself, 
setting boundaries

• Meeting my 
needs?

• Motivating myself 
to act in some way

Practice Fierce 
compassion break

Fierce Self-
Compassion



The 4Ns of “what do I need?”

Notice my experience

Name it

What’s my need

Next small step (right here, right now)



Introduction: Self-Supportive Touch

A simple touch can be a powerful way 
to support yourself during times of 
suffering 

Comfort of touch is important part of 
nurturing

Touch can trigger a cascade of positive 
hormones and neuroendocrine signals 
(oxytocin)

Touch can support health and provide a 
sense of security in multiple body 
systems 
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Introduction to self-
compassion break 

• Meditation 
practice when you 
are feeling 
emotional pain, 
stress, or other 
difficulty

• Can be a brief 
exercise or formal 
meditation practice  
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