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Abstract

This descriptive qualitative study delves into thedemic factors contributingo the experience of the
phenomenon of Impostor Phenomenon (IP) among undergraduegesityistudents. Participants were selected
through careful screening using the Clance Impostor Phemom®nale (CIPS), ensuring that participants
represent a sample of individuals experiencing signifitanhtense impostor phenomenon. Data collection
involved in-depth semi-structured interviews, providing & nimderstanding of participants' experiences and
perceptions regarding the impostor phenomenon in #eatic context. Thematic analysis revealed several key
themes including challengesonline learning, dissatisfaction with grades, studytsainid self-evaluation, social
comparison and academic performance, transition to uitiyesis well as lack of validation and fear of failure.
These findings contribute to a deeper understanding of {hastor phenomenon and underscore the importance
of addressing academic factdrsinterventions aimedt supporting students' mental health and well-being.
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1. Introduction

The impostor phenomenon (IP), a psychological experience wheraiidirads believe they have
fraudulently attained their successes and fear being expasatipostors despite evidence of
competence, has garnered considerable attention over thefepasiecades, primarily through
guantitative investigations that have laid the groundworkufaterstanding its manifestations. One
significant context wherdP thrives is the university environment, characterizbg newfound
independence and exposure to novel experiences (Arnett, 2000; Nggdewkite, & Livingston,
2007). Within this setting, the interplay of stressors and ctwistics associated with IP becomes
particularly pronounced, with studies suggesting that the catiegkperience may heighten the risk of
experiencing IP (Bernard et al., 2017; Lane, 2015). Individuappding with IP often impose high
self-standards, striving counter negative self-perceptions and perceived judgmenisolthers (Leary
etal., 2000).

While much research has delved into the internal dynaniti®, aghere remains a critical gap in
understanding how academic factors intersect with and contributiee experience of IP among
university undergraduates. This gap prompts an exploration intousafiactors that may influence
feelings of intellectual incompetence. Gender differencesnftance, have been a topic of interest,
with conflicting findings regarding the prevalerafd P among females comparemimales (Clance &
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Imes, 1978; McGregor et al., 2008; Cokley et al., 2015; Cravdoed., 2016). Additionally, familial
influences have been implicated, with family achievenmei@ntation and perceived parental control
emergingassignificant predictorsf IP (King & Cooley, 1995; Sonnak & Towell, 2001; Castro, Jones,
& Mirsalmi, 2004). The impact of parenting styles, such as overlegtige or distant approaches, on
the development of adaptive feelings of competence als@amtarexploration (Li, Hughes, & Thu,
2014; Want & Kleitman, 2006

It is noteworthy that most of the studies conducted on IP aaatitptive in nature, utilizing
instruments like the Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale to méasuevel of impostorism. While
these quantitative approaches have provided valuable insights,hévey primarily focused on
individual traits and internal dynamics, leaving academitofa relatively unexplored. Specifically,
academic factors, especially those examined qualitatihelye received little attention despite their
potential significance in understanding the complex interplayd®t academic environments and the
experience of IP among university undergraduates. This highlights the need folitatjwe
investigations that delve deeper into the nuarmfemicademic factors and their role shaping
perception®f intellectual competence and impostor phenomenon among students.

Through qualitative analysis, this research sotgptovide understandingf the academic factors
contributing to the experience of impostor phenomenon from teofeihe participants. By exploring
experiences and perceptions of university undergraduates, thisaiimsl to uncover the academic
nature of impostor phenomenon within the university setting.

2. Theoretical Framework

The Social Comparison Theory, introduced by Festinger in 1954 s phait individuals have an
inherent tendency to evaluate themselves by comparing theireabitipinions, and attributes to those
of others. According to this theory, people engage in sooiabarison processes as a means of self-
evaluation, seeking information about their own abilities amdaatieristics through comparisons with
others. These comparisons can occur both upward, where individualsredimpmselves to others
perceived as more successful or competent, and downward, wbistiduals compare themselves to
those perceived as less successful or competent.

In the context of impostor phenomenon (IP), individuals experigni& often engage in constant
social comparisons with their peers. Despite objective evidehtteeio competence, they perceive
themselvessfalling short and fear being exposasfraudulent. This continual comparison with others
contributego feelingsof inadequacy and undermines their sasfsgelf-worth. The Social Comparison
Theory provides a theoretical framework for understanding haset comparison processes shape
individuals' perceptions of themselves and their academitiegili

For this study, the theory served as a guiding frameworkatkeraense of the data collected. By
examining how individuals with IP navigate social comparisoracatemic settings, the study aimed
to uncover the underlying mechanisms contributing to impostor phemsmAdditionally, the theory
informed the direction of the study by highlighting the imporéaatinvestigating various academic
factors intersecting with impostor phenomenon. This includedoergl how individuals with IP
perceive themselves in relation to their peers and how thesepgiens influence their academic
experiences.
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3. Methodology

3.1Research Design

This study utilized a descriptive qualitative research degigexplore the academic factors
contributingto impostor phenomenon among university undergraduate students. Desquatitetive
research was chosen due to its ability to provide in-diggights into complex phenomena, such as
impostor phenomenon, from the perspeativparticipants. Given the exploratory natoféhe research
guestions and the limited existing literature on the intdmeaif academic factors and impostor
phenomenon, a qualitative inquiry was deemed appropoiatelore this arei depth.As emphasized
by Tennyetal. (2022), onef the strengthsf qualitative researcis its ability to explain processes and
patterns of human behavior that can be difficult to gtyant

3.2Locale, Sampling, and Respondents

The research was carried out at a state university situralectloban City, Leyte, Philippines,
known for offering diverse Arts and Sciences programthe absencef a pre-determined sample size,
the study embraced the concept of saturation (Guest et al., 2066jng the data collection process
to continue until no new information or themes emergedsgect participants were selected through
an initial screening process utilizing the Clance Imposta@nBimenon Scale (CIPS), focusing on
individuals scoring significantly or intensely on the scallee Pparticipants were purposively chosen
hence, the interview inclusion criteria were strictly adti¢oe requiring participants to be enrolled in
the College of Arts and Sciences (CAS) Program of the tsiiyeunder study, exhibit significant to
intense impostor phenomenon results, and express willingness thepartae study. A total of six
students met these criteria and willingly participatetheresearch.

3.3Research Instrument and Data Collection Procedures

In gathering data for this study, the researchers utilizeesearcher-made semi-structured
interview guide which was written in English. This containgegiions designetb gather more
information about the academic factors contributing to IP épes. Before the commencement of
data collection, the tool was reviewed by three qualitatixperts to validate the contents ensuring its
alignmentto the research question. This was follovagpilot testingto identify if there’s ambiguityin
the questions. The outcome of the pilot testing revealedhbabolis ready for utilizatiorin the actual
data collection.

3.4.Data Analysis

This study is qualitative in nature hence the researchers usttkbthatic analysis by Braun
and Clarke (2006), which entails an iterative process camgisfi six steps starting with becoming
familiar with the data then generating cotiethemes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes,
and locating examples. This type of analysis identifiesepator themes within the qualitative data
which use these themes to address the research questidnghigvinethod, the researchers were able
to analyze the interview transcripts with comprehension, gaims@hts on therespondent’s
experiences and influences on impostor phenomenon.

3.5.Ethical Considerations

To ensure that the study is conducted in accordance with gheshiethical standards, the
researchers took several measures. First, they obtainedn@doconsent from all respondents,
explaining the study's purpose, procedures, and how their datbhewilsed. The respondents were
informed of their right to withdraw from the study at anyeiwithout penalty. The confidentiality of

participants was protectdyy using codesr pseudonymso identify them, and their personal
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information will be kept secure. The researchers also took sigpgvent harm or discomfort to the
participants, minimizing any potential risks. In additidre study complied with all relevant laws and
regulations governing research ethics. Finally, the researeheured that the results of the study are
reported accurately and transparently, without any manipulatidataor other unethical practices.

4. Results and Discussion

Through in-depth interviews, participants provided insights into theiperiences and
perceptions, shedding light on the multifaceted nattirapostor phenomenan the academic context.
The following paragraphs explore the key themes that emergedHmdata, including challenges of
online learning, dissatisfaction with grades, study habits af@wsduation, social comparison and
academic performance, transition to universigyvell as lackof validation and fear of failure.

4.1 Challenges of Online Learning

Participants expressed difficulties associated with onliagsels, such as internet connectivity
issues and the financial burden of purchasing internet loa$eTdhallenges often intensified feelings
of inadequacy and impostorism. This is evident in the rentsksvy:

“So, as a student, there are times that it’s hard for me because of, let’s say for example,
factors like online class, no money for internet, and aside fach factors, as a student,
I’m still cheerfulin my school activities and performandasschool andoon.” (Olivia)

Internet connectivity issues were a recurring concern amotigipants, disrupting their access
to online classes, course materials, and academic resotihiedarrier not only impeded their ability
to participate fully in virtual learning but also heightenedlihgs of frustration and isolation. The
COVID-19 pandemic has laid bare existing dispariiiesdigital infrastructure, exacerbating the
educational divide between students with reliable intemetss and those without (Azionya & Nhedzi,
2021). Moreover, the financial strain of maintaining internet cctiviy further marginalizes
economically disadvantaged students, hindering their academic ggagrd exacerbating feelings of
impostorism (McLean, 2016).

4 .2 Dissatisfaction with Grades

Despite obtaining satisfactory grades, participants continoegikperience self-doubt and
guestioned their abilities, reflecting the pervasive naturé’ dh their academic lives. This finding
aligns with existing literature on impostor phenomenon, whigjgests that individuals with IP often
struggle to internalize their accomplishments and attritheie success to external factors rather than
their own competence (Clance & Imes, 1978). The disconnect bepeeesived achievement and
internal validation contributes to a cycle of self-doubt andermines individuals' confidence in their
abilities.

“I don’t have specific strategy when it comes to coping with it aside from moving on and
askingmy classmates what their scores are ifiitdseems close my score it feelSOh! I
still passedit’s okay. All rightgo!” That grades fine. Nothingthat’s all.” (Ethan)

The discrepancy between external validation (e.g., gjadad internal beliefs about
competence underscores the complexity of impostor phenomenots ampact on individuals' self-
perception. Despite evidence of academic success, participargstgnt feelings of inadequacy
suggest underlying psychological barriers that transcend extaiidation. Dissatisfaction with grades
highlights the importance of addressing the internalizetefseand perceptions that contribute to
impostor phenomenon. While academic sucissssimportant milestone is not sufficiento alleviate
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feelingsof impostorismif individuals continu¢o doubt their abilities and attribute their sucdedsick

or external factors (Chakraverty, 2020). Interventions aiateddressing impostor phenomenon should
focus on fostering self-confidence, promoting a growth mindseti challenging negative self-
perceptions (Coklegtal., 2017)

4.3 Study habits and Self-evaluation

Participants' varying study habits and concerns about knowledg#ioat underscored their
persistent feelings of uncertainty and self-doubt regardieg academic performance. One notable
aspect of this theme is the prevalence of self-doubt amongieantie, despite their efforts to engage
in studying. Similar trend was observed by Bell et al. (2022)jlA4 al. (2022), and Bechtold (2015).
The participants' descriptions of feeling uncertain about kmaiwledge and abilities, even when they
had put in effort to study, highlight the subjective naturengbdstor phenomenon. Despite their
academic endeavors, participants continued to questiorctimafretence, suggesting that impostorism
can persist despite external evidenteffort and achievement.

“Ummbh, lack of study habits because I feel okay same, I can keep up even when I did not
study.That’s all.” (Ethan)

Participants' concerns about their study habits and knowledgdioeteeflect underlying
anxieties about their academic capabilities and competéhese concerns contribute to a cycle of
self-doubt and reinforce feelings of inadequacy, perpetuakiagekperience of impostorism. By
recognizing the role of study habits and self-evaluation inriboning to impostor phenomenon,
educators and mental health professionals can impleargeted interventiorts help individuals build
confidence, resilience, and a positive self-image (Caidey., 2017).

4.4 Social Comparison and Academic Performance

Participants frequently reported engaging in comparisons fgh-achieving peers, which
exacerbated feelingd inadequacy and impostorism. This finding aligns with social coisgratheory
(Festinger, 1954), which posits that individuals evaluate theiradilities and opinions by comparing
themselveso othersin similar situations.

“... When I was in junior high school, there were times that I was grade conscious and I
cansee thamy classmates’ performances, their scoreswhatsoevem school, they excel,
while I, onthe other hand, was struggling. | still iny best buttherewere times that trying
still won’t work.” (Olivia)

“I feel like an impostor when there are individual activities. Even my accomplished tasks
get a high grade, suddenly I feel. I will feel that my effort wasn’t enough because I could
have done better like others. So, in this experience, the factor is social comparison.”
(Isabella)

The pervasive nature of social comparisons among participantsscoer the influence of
peer perceptions and academic environments on impostor fedbiagEipants' perceptions of falling
short compared to their peers highlight the subjective naginenpostor phenomenon, wherein
individuals internalize external standards of success andetenge. These comparisons contribute to
a cycle of self-doubt and negative self-evaluation, pegbiety impostor feelings and undermining
academic confidence (Vergauwe et al., 2015). social comparisds §gat on the psychological
impact of peer interactions and social dynamics on individaedslemic experiences. The pressure to
measure upo high-achieving peers can create a sense of inadequacyfatolde, particularly among
students already grappling with impostorism. This suggestsetbe for interventions that address peer
comparisons and promote a supportive academic culture that vallegsoation over competition
(Bernardetal., 2002).
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4.5 Transitionto University

The transitionto university life represents a critical period characeetidy significant
academic and social adjustments, which can precipitaiadeedf impostor phenomenon (IP) among
undergraduate students. Consistent with previous research, pattidipahe current study reported
experiencing challenges associated with this transition, inclutiagting to the academic rigor and
navigating the complexities of university expectationse@@et al., 2010).

“For me the major event was like my entrance or like my acceptance in UP, it’s like the
people aroundne, they believe that | have the capabilities, | have sometbiognfidently
share and give but, deep inside, I know that I feel like I am not “at it”, like I don’t deserve
a spot. Because unlikay peers, | was having a hard time excellongrying to understand
or like keep up withhetopics.” (Jackson)

Studies have shown that the transition to university presentseusitessors and demands that
may exacerbate impostor feelings among students. For instaacgjdden shift from high school to
university often requires studemntscope with increased academic workload, greater imtkpee, and
heightened performance expectations (Robbins et al., 2004). Asigsanrts in the current study
highlighted, the pressure to meet these new academic demanidstearieelings of inadequacy and
self-doubt, particularly when coupled with the perceived achiemtsof their peers.

The transition to university may also entail psychological adjests related to identity
development and self-concept, further contributing to impogtelinigs. Research suggests that the
university environment offers opportunities for self-discovery atumlogation, but it can also pose
challenges to students' sense of identity and self-worth (Rolgbial., 2004). For some participants,
the discrepancy between their internal perceptions of commetmmd external expectations may
intensify impostor feelings, leading increased psychological distress.

4 .6Lack of Validation and Fear of Failure

The findings from this study underscore the profound impact of ipertéack of validation
and fear of failure on the experience of impostor phenomenonagii®ng university students.
Consistent with existing literature, participants identifieese factorassignificant contributorso their
impostor feelings, highlighting the pervasive nature of theser@xmes in academic settings (Clance
& Imes, 1978; Bernard et al., 2002).

“Okay, personally..umm lackof validation, fearof failure or high expectation and
comparison to others are some factors that contributedeling like an impostor as a
student.” (Isabella)

The notion of lack of validation resonates with previousassh that has explored the role of
social comparison and external feedback in shaping individualgeseptions and academic self-
concept (Woodcocket al., 2018). Participantsn this study reported feeling undervalued
unrecognized by their peers, contributing to feelings of inadgqgaiad self-doubt. This aligns thi
studies suggesting that external validation and recognitiongplaycial role in mitigating impostor
feelings and fostering a sense of belonging and acceptanga(Mer et al., 2015).
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5. Conclusion

This study has provided insights on impostor phenomenon (IP) amowersity students,
shedding light on the academic factors contributing to the exwperief the phenomenon in the
academic context. Through thematic analysis of qualitatite, deveral key themes have emerged,
including challenges associated with online learning, dissetisfewith grades, study habits and self-
evaluation, social comparison, the transitionniversity, and the lachf validation and feaof failure.

The findings highlight the significant impact of academic fescton impostor feelings,
emphasizing the need for measuiesupport studentis overcoming these challenges. The challenges
associated with online learning, such as internet connectsstyes and financial burdens, have
intensified feelings of inadequacy among students, which couddféeting those from economically
disadvantaged backgrounds. Despite obtaining satisfactory gradeg, padicipants continued to
experience self-doubt, reflecting the pervasive naifinmpostorismin their academic lives.

Variability in study habits and concerns about knowledge retentnderscored participants'
persistent feelings of uncertainty and self-doubt regarding thehdemic performance. Social
comparison emerged as a salient theme, with participanfseintdy comparing themselves to high-
achieving peers, leading to heightened feelings of inadequacymgubtorism. The transition to
university life also presented significant challenges, dioly adaptingto academic rigor and
navigating university expectations, contributingmpostor feelings among participants. Perceived lack
of validation and fearof failure emergedas significant contributorsto impostor phenomenon,
highlighting the importance of external feedback and recognitianitigating impostor feelings. By
recognizing and addressing these underlying factors, educatbnsieartal health professionals can
implement measures to support students in overcoming impostangieelnd achieving their full
potential in academic settings.

Future research should continue to explore the experiendegpo$tor phenomenon among
diverse student populations and investigate effective inteorentdo promote positive academic
outcomes and well-being. Ultimately, by raising awareness dffieding support, researchers can
empower student® navigate the complexitiadf academia with confidence and authenticity.
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