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Be Brave: Confidence and Identity 
The latest event in the Henley Women in Leadership calendar, 
hosted by innovative property company U+I in London, attracted 
an audience of 150 men and women. 

Following a warm welcome from Brenda Bates, ExCo Director of 
Communications and Business Services at U+I, the scene was set 
by Professor Ginny Gibson, Deputy Dean of Henley Business 
School. Ginny noted that this is the third year of the Henley 
Women in Leadership events, in which Henley endeavours to 
‘bring learning and experience to the networking table’. 

The event was divided into two sections: 

A workshop looking at imposter syndrome and unconscious 
bias, led by Dr Christian van Nieuwerburgh, Associate Professor 
in Coaching, Henley Business School. 

A panel discussion led by Ginny Gibson, with a panel 
comprising: 

 Sue Asprey-Price (Executive Director of property advisory 
service Source8) 

 Tracy Lewis (Non-Executive Director at Staffline Group plc) 

 Rita Goyal (Doctoral Researcher at Henley focusing on 
diversity on UK boards; formerly employed in telecoms in 
India) 

 Catherine Mason (formerly at Allied Healthcare, Bovril, 
Lucozade, Arriva Transport and air traffic control) 
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Imposter syndrome and unconscious bias 

A potentially toxic mix 
In an interactive session, Dr Christian van Nieuwerburgh began 
by putting forward his thoughts and ideas on unconscious bias 
(UB), or ‘implicit social recognition’ as it is known in 
psychological terms, suggesting that it has a positive 
evolutionary purpose, providing us with short cuts to decision-
making. 

Acknowledging the obvious potential for controversy, he quoted 
a Harvard research project,1 which revealed that, regardless of 
age, race, gender or orientation, most people unconsciously have 
a bias for: 

 young people over old 

 thin people over fat 

 light-skinned people over dark 

 straight people over gay 

Christian believes that these biases are the result of experiential 
conditioning, so they are reflecting our experience of the world 
around us. 
                                                            
1 Project Implicit, https://implicit.harvard.edu (Accessed 25 November 2016) 

Following an audience discussion, this prompted the question of 
whether we can change something that is unconscious. 
According to the Christian, it seems not; although, being aware 
of our own biases is an important step, albeit less important than 
addressing our conscious biases.  

In a practical sense, this translates into eradicating as many 
biases as we can, by, for example, not having the names or ages 
of candidates for recruitment. 
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Imposter syndrome 
Christian went on to describe a concern that many of us (up to 
70% according to research) have experienced. And that concern, 
known as imposter syndrome (IS), manifests itself in thoughts 
such as: 

 I’m a fake 

 It was all/mainly down to luck 

 I’m going to be found out, sooner or later 

This discounting of positive experience and lack of confidence 
may also serve an evolutionary purpose by making us try harder, 
and according to Christian, it tends to be more prevalent among 
high achievers and those who have been the subject of 
discrimination themselves. 

The outcomes of IS will often include anxiety, excessive working 
and a negative impact on our well-being, so it is important to 
understand the role of our ‘inner game’, and the ways we can 
perpetuate IS with performance-inhibiting thoughts, such as 
telling ourselves that we aren’t any good at maths. 

Conversely, practising performance-enhancing thoughts and 
‘backing ourselves’ can promote positive behaviour and build 
confidence. 

 
SO WHAT? 

Be aware of unconscious bias and identify your own biases 

Challenge assumptions and unhelpful stereotypes 

Question your feelings and thoughts and check your own 
decision-making processes with trusted colleagues and friends 

When recruiting or selecting, remove information that might 
trigger unconscious bias 

Take credit when you’re successful and celebrate more 

Use your inner game positively (‘Back yourself’) 
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Panel discussion: Identity 
Ginny introduced the panel members and asked each of them to 
describe their own experience of IS and UB in the course of their 
careers. 

Rita recalled that she had been both ‘ignored and hated’ by some 
people she encountered, and felt that women have far greater 
confidence issues than men. 

Sue said she fell into the trap of working too hard and waiting for 
recognition, while male counterparts were more inclined to ask 
for a promotion or pay rise. Her strategy was to become a non-
executive director to give herself credibility and experience for a 
board role. Her qualifications became badges of honour, giving 
her the confidence to apply for roles. 

Tracy said she recognised that confidence came from 
experience, and added that she had wondered what difference 
‘knowing more or having letters after my name’ might have 
made to her career progression. 

Catherine agreed that women need that confidence in order to 
make the upward transition. She had gained an MBA and 
become a Chartered Director and found the academic learning 
and qualifications very useful in preparing her for the challenges. 
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Q&A 
There followed an open discussion based on questions and 
comments from the audience. 

Among the topics discussed and points raised were: 

 Women’s approach to the politics within organisations,  
and the relative importance they attach to meritocracies  
and nurturing versus the need to ‘play the game’ 

 The political game won’t go away, but we all have a choice in 
the way we choose to play it, and you have to stay true to 
your own values. 

 In order to progress, it’s useful to have a mentor, especially if 
it can be a strong sponsor from a different department who 
can provide coaching (SAP) 

 Role models are important too and drawing on their 
approaches gave me a great grounding. Now, I’ve realised, I’m 
the role model, so you have to act the part (TL) 

 As a manager of people, how can I balance being assertive 
and being labelled ‘a bitch’ with being a pushover?  
‘People-management isn’t always intuitive, so training can be 
invaluable. Acquire the tools you need.’ (CM) 
‘Running a team is difficult; you have to lead without being 
their friend. You have to find your own style.’ (SAP) 
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 How important is it to surround yourself with people who 
will support and positively challenge you? 
‘You need to create your own personal boardroom, and also 
have the right life-partner.’ (GG) 
‘My husband has always challenged me to apply for roles I 
might not otherwise have had the confidence to go for.’ (CM) 
‘Mentoring and sponsorship give you a guiding hand, and I 
also get great confidence from women’s networks.’ (SAP) 

 To what extent can imposter syndrome be attributed to 
the fact that you are women? 
‘I came from a comprehensive school, had no careers advice, 
but wanted to earn money. But that was the same for many 
boys.’ (TL) 
‘In a male-dominated environment, it’s easy to feel insecure.’ 
(SAP) 
‘Over time, the professional reputation you build will matter 
more than your schooling, so stay focused and believe in 
yourself.’ (CM) 

 What impact will we have on future generations? 
‘Young people have a different approach to work; even 
though my daughter says I’m her role model, her generation 
thinks differently.’ (CM) 
‘I hope – and think – our efforts will change the world in some 
small way. Job candidates now ask about our sustainability 
policy. That’s a big step forward.’ 
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 Can we have it all? 
‘There is still a lot of work to be done in giving mums – and 
dads – more opportunities to work around families.’ (SAP) 
‘Many men still don’t feel they can take paternity leave.’ (GG) 
‘But women’s networks are getting lots of interest from men 
wanting to know how we juggle work and family, so things 
are changing.’ (SAP) 

 Do you take stock of your achievements? 
‘I’ve learned over the years to celebrate, and now I 
consciously reward myself when I reach a goal.’ (RG) 
‘It’s a clear sign of IS, but when I look back at what my 
organisations have achieved, over many years, I still question 
my own contribution!’ (CM) 
‘It’s telling that women generally say “we” while men say “I”.’ 
‘I think we need to stay grounded, but no, I haven’t 
celebrated enough.’ (SAP) 

On that note, Ginny thanked the panel for their openness and 
honesty, and the audience for their participation. 
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Feedback 
‘I really enjoyed it, especially the diversity of backgrounds of 
the women on the panel.’ 

‘I loved the imposter syndrome session – I really identified with 
it.’ 

‘As usual, the networking at these events is great. If anything, I 
wanted to hear more about the research.’ 

‘I’ve been inspired to celebrate my achievements more, so I’m 
going out tomorrow to book a holiday!’ 
 

 

For more details of Henley Women in Leadership events, visit: 
henley.ac.uk/about-us/women-in-leadership-hub  

For more details of Henley Alumni events, visit: 
henley.ac.uk/alumni/events 

 


