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Impostor Phenomenon 



Are you an impostor? 



Definitions

“I am not a writer. I’ve been fooling myself and
other people.”

“The beauty of the impostor syndrome is you
vacillate between extreme egomania and a
complete feeling of: ‘I’m a fraud! Oh God,
they’re on to me! I’m a fraud!’ . . .”



Definitions

u “Internal experience of
intellectual phoniness”
(Clance & Imes, 1985)

u “Illusion of incompetence”
(Chrisman et al., 1995)



Who?

u High achievers, well-qualified professionals (Bernard,
Dollinger, & Ramaniah, 2002);

uAcademics (Parkman, 2016; Olubenga & Cristea,
2018);

uMarketing managers (Fried-Buchalter, 1992);
uPhysician assistants (Mattie et al., 2008);
u Graduate students (Cohen & McConnell, 2019; Craddock,

Birnbaum, Rodriguez, Cobb, & Zeeh, 2011; Fraenza, 2016; Jöstl,
Bergsmann, Lüftenegger, Schober, & Spiel, 2012; Stone et al., 2018).



Who?

(Chakraverty, 2020, N=90)

“[As a PhD student], I continued to break myself down. 
Didn’t understand why I was here. I can’t seem to convince 

myself. I never knew I was so fragile. I don’t want to give 
up but I can’t get myself to push forward. So I just sit on my 
bed, trying to do work, but end up blinded by tears every 
few minutes. What happened to the strength I thought I 

had? Why am I the only person going through this?.”



Who?

Ø Across genders (Simon & Choi,
2018),

Ø Across cultures (Chae et al.,
1995; Sakulku & Alexander,
2011).

Ø More prevalent among BAME
groups (Cokley et al., 2017).



Characteristics 

1. Self-doubt (Clance & Imes, 1978)

2. Perfectionism (Thomson, Foreman, & Martin, 2000)

(Chakraverty, 2020, N=90)

I’m not smart or driven 
enough to live up to the 

expectations of the program. I 
regularly wonder if the 

professors who offered me 
the assistantship regret their 

choice.



Characteristics 

3. Need for social approval (Ferrari & Thompson, 2006);

4. Inability to internalize success/ achievements (Topping
& Kimmel, 1985)

…These people [other PhD 
students] have this insane 

amount of knowledge that I just 
don’t. I just don’t know nearly 
enough to be competitive. You 

just feel so insignificant 
compared to these people who 
have just published a Nature 
paper, or just got some huge 

distinguished award...

… “I’ve received the PhD 
fellowship only as 

bribery to get me to join 
a specific research group 
that was desperate for 

students…”

(Chakraverty, 2020, N=90)



Self-doubt

u Self-doubt & self-efficacy: impact on
occupational success (Schmitt, 2008);

u Low professional expectations (Chassangre,
2014);

u Choices for easily-attainable goals (Fried-
Buchalter, 1997; Neureiter & Traut-Mattauch,
2016).



Perfectionism

Successful outcome = NOT guaranteed:

uProcrastination (Rohmann, Bechtoldt, & Leonhardt,
2016);

uSelf-handicap (Want & Kleitment, 2006)

“My avoidance is tied to my expectation that I can’t accomplish 
something or that I’ll fail. Instead of writing a shitty draft, I just avoid it 

because I feel like I can’t do it.”



Perfectionism

Successful outcome = guaranteed

u Work longer hours & over preparation (Ross &
Krukowshi, 2016)

Consequences:

u burnout, emotional exhaustion & depression
(McGregor, Gee, & Posey, 2008)

u loss of energy and time resources (Crawford et al.,
2016;



Other consequences…

Ø lower self-esteem, lack of belonging, academic
under-preparedness, and inadequacy (Cisco, 2020;
Cope-Watson & Betts, 2010; Stone et al., 2018;
Yaffe, 2020).

(Chakraverty, 2020, N=90)

”…terrified that I don’t 
belong here, that I 
should be cast out 
without another 

thought. ”



IP and burnout

Ø IP and exhaustion, cynicism,
emotional exhaustion, and
depersonalization among medical
students ( Villwock et al., 2016, N=
2, 612);

Ø IP with emotional exhaustion
(Crawford et al., 2016) and
depression (McGregor, Gee, &
Posey, 2008);



Definitions

Ø progressive loss of idealism, energy and purpose
experienced by people in the helping professions as a
result of conditions of their work (Maslach, Schaufeli,
Leiter, 2001).

Ø internal emotional reaction resulting from the external
environment and the psychological state accumulated from
prolonged emotional and/or psychological stress while
working (Adriaenssens, De Gucht, & Maes, 2015).



Burnout prevalence in PhD students

Ø 43 to 46% of graduate students self-reported being
depressed and exhausted (U. of California–Berkeley, 2014);

Ø majority of doctoral students experienced “more than
average” stress levels (U. of Arizona, Smith & Brooks,
2015)

Ø six times more likely to experience mental health issues
such as anxiety and depression compared to the general
population (Evans et al., 2018).



Burnout prevalence in PhD students

Burnout Disengagement Exhaustion

IP r .616** .608** .558**

p .001 .001 .002

N 27 27 27

M = 3.01; SD = .72
Min = 1.56 Max = 4.25
N=27



Burnout prevalence in PhD students

M = 3.27; SD = .83
Min = 1.63 Max = 4.63 

M = 2.74; SD = .71
Min = 1.13 Max = 3.88 



Risk factors

Ø poor working relationships with supervisors;

Ø lack of involvement in departmental, institutional, and
professional activities and opportunities;

Ø social isolation;

Ø insufficient financial support;

Ø dissatisfaction with academic programs;

Ø challenges with aspects of completing their PhD
dissertation

(Bair & Haworth, 2004)



Consequences

Ø Decreased academic productivity (Eisenberg et al.,
2009)

Ø Decreased academic retention (Wilson et al., 1997;
Turner & Berry, 2000; Hunt et al., 2010);

Ø Dropout (Toews et al.,1997);



Consequences

(Saavedra et al., 2018, N = 392)



What can we do? Protective factors

Individual vs. Situational Perspective 

Individual factors

Ø Psychological resilience (O’Dowd et al., 2018; Tu,
2019);

Ø Mindfulness (Masuda & Tully, 2012; Montero-Marin et
al., 2015)



What can we do? Protective factors

Ø Social/Organisational factors

(Saavedra et al., 2018)
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