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Abstract

In successful and high-performing individuals, imposter syndrome is characterized by feelings of
inadequacy, self-doubt, and fear of being exposed as a fraud, despite success in their chosen field. The
present study aimed to discover the development of imposter syndrome in postgraduate students. This
research was conducted using a qualitative approach and grounded theory method through purposive
sampling, in which 30 masters and doctoral students participated in semi-structured interviews, and
interviews continued until theoretical saturation. The findings were then analyzed using Strauss and
Corbin's method through open, axial, and selective coding. The theoretical model of imposter syndrome
formation in postgraduate students included (1) contextual conditions included the role of the family
system (interaction between siblings, perception of parents' educational and occupational status, searching
for the mother, and the influence of the family system on children’s perceptions of their role and status), and
(2) intervening conditions included disciplinary system (a lawful family, substandard schooling, and
punishment) and debt to a supportive environment (compensating for social support, experiencing pressure
to maintain social capital, and feeling indebted to the academic supervisor). In general, the role of the family
system as a contextual condition emphasized the importance of creating secure attachment, implementing
fair upbringing for all children, and not comparing siblings with each other. The disciplinary system and
the belief in a supportive environment as intervening conditions are factors that can contribute to the level
of experience of imposter syndrome and emphasize the importance of the family and educational system,
the necessity of fair and realistic expectations of individuals, the necessity of teaching parenting methods,
raising awareness of the consequences of controlling methods and types of punishment, and the
importance of providing support to individuals in the family and educational environment.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Imposter syndrome was first described by Clance and Imes (1978) in their study of academically
successful women. Individuals with imposter syndrome often perceive themselves as frauds. Despite
their evident accomplishments and recognition, they fail to attribute their success to their own
abilities; instead, they internalize feelings of worthlessness and believe that their achievements are
not the result of competence (Hutchins, 2015). Such individuals tend to dismiss their capabilities
even when they have consistently earned high grades and received promotions, awards, and praise
from others. Nevertheless, their positions and achievements clearly indicate considerable ability
(Leary et al., 2000).

The inability to internalize academic success appears to peak during postgraduate studies, a period that
imposes particularly high standards and expectations (Sujon, 2023). To succeed, postgraduate students often
devote long hours to studying and working in isolation, conditions that can lead to significant mental health
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challenges within this critical academic community (Schmidt & Hanson, 2018). Despite their persistent
efforts, many students continue to question the value of their work or the legitimacy of their position, and
commonly experience heightened anxiety, perfectionism, procrastination, and overwork (Grenardo, 2021).

The academic environment further reinforces these challenges. Universities implicitly and explicitly impose
demanding expectations, fostering in postgraduate students an unrealistic drive for perfection as they strive
to meet institutional standards and achieve success (Cokley et al., 2017). This dynamic is strongly associated
with the experience of imposter syndrome and the subsequent decline of both academic and career
performance (Holden et al., 2024). A deeper understanding of the conditions contributing to this syndrome is
therefore essential.

Although imposter syndrome has been the subject of extensive international research for several decades,
investigations in our country remain limited. Most existing studies have focused narrowly on correlational
factors, rather than the broader contextual conditions that shape and intensify the experience of imposter
syndrome. Accordingly, there is a clear need for more comprehensive research into the contexts that
contribute to the emergence and exacerbation of imposter syndrome among postgraduate students.

Methods

Population and Sampling

This study employed a qualitative grounded theory approach, following the methodology developed by
Strauss and Corbin (1998). The study population consisted of master’s and doctoral students who
experienced imposter syndrome. Using purposive sampling, 30 participants were selected based on their self-
reported experiences of imposter syndrome.

Instruments

The Imposter Syndrome Scale (Clance, 1985) was used to identify participants. This instrument contains 20
items rated on a five-point Likert scale. A total score of 41 or higher indicates the presence of imposter
syndrome. In addition, qualitative data were collected through semi-structured interviews, which were
continued until theoretical saturation was reached. The interview guide was developed with input from
experts and relevant sources.

Procedure

The study aimed to explore the processes underlying the emergence of imposter syndrome using grounded
theory. Each interview lasted between 60 and 90 minutes. When necessary, follow-up sessions were
conducted via telephone. Data collection and analysis were carried out in a continuous, iterative “zigzag”
manner. Following each interview, transcripts were produced and analyzed manually in accordance with
Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) coding framework, which includes open, axial, and selective coding.

To ensure the rigor of the findings, the study employed multiple strategies to enhance trustworthiness,
namely credibility, transferability, and verifiability.

Results

From the data analysis and open coding process, 77 initial codes were identified. During axial coding, the initial
categories derived from open coding were compared and grouped around common axes, resulting in 10 main
categories. Subsequently, through selective coding, three overarching categories were developed, reflecting the
contextual and intervening conditions associated with imposter syndrome. For the contextual conditions, a
selective code was defined under the title “Role of the Family System.” This category encompassed four axial
codes: (1) interaction between siblings, (2) perceptions of parents’ educational and occupational status, (3)
searching for the mother, and (4) the influence of the family system on children’s perceptions of their role and
status. For the intervening conditions, two selective codes were identified: “Disciplinary System” and “Debt to a
Supportive Environment.” The Disciplinary System category included the axial codes of (1) a lawful family, (2)
substandard schooling, and (3) punishment. The Debt to a Supportive Environment category incorporated the
axial codes of (1) compensating for social support, (2) experiencing pressure to maintain social capital, and (3)
feeling indebted to the academic supervisor.

Discussion

The role of the family system refers to the experiences shaped by living within the family context and
interacting with family members, which can contribute to the development of imposter syndrome. This
category included four codes: interaction between siblings, perceptions of parents’ educational and
occupational status, searching for the mother, and the influence of the family system on children’s
perceptions of their role and status.
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Participants highlighted the influence of sibling relationships. While having siblings often provides
opportunities for both competition and intimacy (Roskowski, 2010), negative comparisons within the family
can intensify rivalry. In such cases, individuals may feel inadequate, strive excessively to prove themselves
to their family and others, and set unrealistically high standards, all of which are factors associated with the
emergence of imposter syndrome (Yaffe, 2020).

The participants reported that parents with higher levels of education often maintained elevated expectations
for their children, closely monitoring and following their academic progress (Mun & Hertzog, 2019; Nori et
al., 2020). Similarly, individuals whose parents held occupations with high social status described
experiencing intense pressure to achieve comparable success. These expectations fostered perfectionistic
tendencies, as participants felt obligated to meet or exceed parental aspirations (Barach, 2023; Whetsel,
2023). Overall, participants’ perceptions of their parents’ education and occupational standing emerged as a
critical precursor to imposter syndrome. Specifically, they believed that because their parents possessed
higher education or prestigious occupations, they were required to attain the same level of success.

In search of the mother was another code. Some interviewees stated that they had to go to kindergarten at a
young age because their mother was working and unavailable, that they experienced separation anxiety about
going to school and being away from their mother, and that they considered their relationships unstable in
later stages of life. According to Lane (2015), insecure attachment leads to the development of imposter
syndrome because of feeling rejected, trying to prove oneself to others, and compensating for emotional
problems through academic success.

Another code was related to the effect that the family system has on the perception of the role and status of
children. In fact, the perception that individuals have of their position in the family and among siblings plays
an important role socially and shapes their lifestyle. Although children have the same parents and live in the
same space, their social environment is not completely the same; as a result, being older or younger and the
different attitudes of parents towards children affect their personality and create expectations for themselves
and others (Leong et al., 2001). Bussotti (1990) and Kog (2023) also showed that birth order plays an
important role in individuals’ experience of imposter syndrome, which probably refers to individuals’
perception of their role and position in the family.

In the present study, the disciplinary system emerged as one of the key intervening conditions contributing to
imposter syndrome. This category included three codes: lawful family, substandard school, and punishment.
The disciplinary system within the home is closely related to parenting style and may play a significant role
in intensifying imposter syndrome.

Individuals with imposter syndrome often reported experiencing a strict disciplinary system at home,
characterized by authoritarian parenting, high parental expectations, and unilateral rule-making (Pinquart,
2016). Such parenting styles can engender feelings of shame, humiliation, and inadequacy in children
(Alvarado, 2015; Yaffe, 2020).

Imposter syndrome may also be reinforced through school disciplinary practices, particularly in environments
with high academic standards that encourage intense competition. Students in these settings may perceive their
own academic performance as inadequate compared to peers, fostering a sense of not belonging. These
perceptions were found to exacerbate feelings of imposterism (Lee et al., 2021; Makikalli, 2022).

Punishment was also highlighted by participants as a common educational method. Regardless of form,
punishment was described as unpleasant and consistently associated with feelings of shame and humiliation
(Ahmed et al., 2020). Holm (2022) argues that shame is closely linked to the exacerbation of imposter
syndrome, as individuals often engage in excessive efforts to compensate for these negative emotions.

Another intervening condition identified in this study was debt to a supportive environment, which
encompassed three codes: compensation for social support, pressure to maintain social capital, and
indebtedness to the supervisor. Participants acknowledged that, while they benefited from strong family and
social support, such support also created anxiety about reciprocating these favors. They expressed concern that
failure to meet others’ expectations would render the support meaningless. Consequently, they strove intensely
to achieve success—particularly in academic contexts—to make others proud. This mindset, however, was
found to aggravate their imposter experiences. Previous research has similarly shown that excessive parental or
social support can heighten imposter feelings among students (Li et al., 2014; Kumar, 2017).
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Social capital refers to networks of meaningful social connections both within and beyond the university context,
including those with spouses, families of origin, peers, classmates, and academic superiors (McCullough, 2020).
The findings of this study are consistent with Jensen et al. (2023), indicating that while social capital provides
valuable support, it simultaneously creates pressure for students to preserve these resources. Students reported
feeling anxious about the possibility of failing in their academic pursuits and, in turn, wasting the efforts and
expectations of those around them. Consequently, they often engaged in excessive efforts to safeguard these social
assets, which intensified their experiences of imposter syndrome.

Regarding the feeling of indebtedness to the supervisor, participants noted that the support provided by
supervisors motivated them to strive for academic success but also generated a sense of obligation. Several
students emphasized the importance of gaining their supervisor’s approval and the weight attached to the
supervisor’s evaluation of their performance, underscoring the constructive—yet demanding—tole of supervisory
relationships in academic life. However, this support was also described as a source of pressure. Chapman (2017)
found that some students fear negative judgment from their supervisors if their performance falls short of
expectations. This fear, in turn, diminishes self-confidence, increases anxiety, and exacerbates imposter syndrome.

Conclusion

The present study conceptually examined the contextual and intervening conditions contributing to the emergence of
imposter syndrome among postgraduate students. The findings related to contextual conditions underscored the
importance of fostering secure attachments in childhood, ensuring equitable treatment among siblings, and avoiding
intra-family comparisons. The findings related to intervening conditions highlighted the need for families to maintain
realistic expectations of their children, as well as the importance of educating parents on effective parenting
practices. Parents should also be informed about the potential consequences of control-oriented and punitive
approaches to child-rearing. For educational authorities, the results suggest the necessity of recognizing both the
short-term and long-term effects of comparative practices, excessive encouragement of competition, and the use of
punishment or humiliation. Such practices may reinforce feelings of inadequacy and significantly increase the risk of
imposter syndrome among students.
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