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Imposter Syndrome 
About this guide 

Why should I read this resource? 

Imposter syndrome is experienced by high achieving individuals and so is a common and challenging 
experience in an academic research environment.  This resource provides you with insight on the 
experience of imposter syndrome and strategies and advice on how to best deal with its impact. 

I encourage you to engage in activities to help overcome the negative impact of experiencing imposter 
syndrome and also to be in a better position to support others.  

 

What this resources does not cover 

This resource does not touch on resilience and stress management, yet they are natural bed fellows of 
imposter syndrome.    

I recommend that you access additional resources to encourage proactive maintenance of your general 
wellbeing.  All these approaches will support a positive approach to managing the experience of 
imposter syndrome. 

 

Resources: 

 University of Edinburgh Health & Wellbeing webpages: https://edin.ac/2oiRh2k 

 Thriving in your research position - online guide:  https://edin.ac/2Kf9F1V 

 Pop-up IAD, a library of online training and resources: https://edin.ac/3fLrzc6 

 Pop-up: A fresh look at resilience: https://edin.ac/39zwqNi 

 Pop-up: Resilience in trying times: https://edin.ac/33DPZ30 
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Imposter Syndrome 

What is Imposter Syndrome? 
Imposter syndrome is characterised by chronic feelings of self-doubt and fear of being discovered as an 

intellectual fraud. 

Despite evidence of abilities, those suffering from imposter syndrome are unable to internalise a sense 
of accomplishment, competence, or skill. 

Overall, they believe themselves to be less intelligent and competent than others perceive them to be. 

Ref: The descriptive study of imposter syndrome in medical students, 2018, Maqsood 

This experience was first described by Pauline Rose Clance and Suzanne Imes, both phycologists, in their 
paper ‘The Imposter Phenomenon in High Achieving Women: Dynamics and Therapeutic Intervention’ 
published in Psychotherapy Theory, Research and Practice Volume 15, #3, Fall 1978. 

Imposter syndrome is understood to occur among high achievers who are unable to internalise and 
accept their success. 

Click here for the Clance IP scale questionnaire  

 

What imposter syndrome is not 
People experience the phenomenon of being an imposter and the thoughts and feelings elicited by that 
experience.  Although it has been termed a syndrome, ‘a phenomenon of the mind’ is more accurate 
from a medical point of view.  

This is not to dimmish the impact of the experience of the imposter phenomenon (we will use imposter 
syndrome as the standard terminology in this resource).   

“Ring the Bells that can still ring, forget the perfect offering. 

There is a crack in everything, that’s how the light gets in” 

Anthem, Leonard Cohen 
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Imposter Syndrome 

The experience of imposter syndrome 

The experience of imposter syndrome means that you tend to attribute success to temporary causes like 
luck, effort or that you are liked.  You fear being ‘found out’ and exposed as a fraud and are unable to 
internalise your accomplishments. 

‘“Most people experience some self-doubt when facing new challenges”, says Carole Lieberman, MD, a 
Beverly Hills psychiatrist and author 

"But someone with [imposter phenomenon] has an all-encompassing fear of being found out to not have 
what it takes." Even if they experience outward signs of success — getting into a selective graduate 
program, say… they have trouble believing that they're worthy. Instead, they may chalk their success up 
to good luck. 

The impostor syndrome and perfectionism often go hand in hand. So-called impostors think every task 
they tackle has to be done perfectly, and they rarely ask for help.  

That perfectionism can lead to two typical responses, according to Clance.  An impostor may 
procrastinate, putting off an assignment out of fear that he or she won't be able to complete it to the 
necessary high standards. Or, he or she may overprepare, spending much more time on a task than is 
necessary.’ 

Ref: https://www.apa.org/gradpsych/2013/11/fraud  

 

It is generally understood that imposter syndrome is experienced by high achievers.  By default, you are 
surrounded by other high achievers and competition may feel strong. Individuals may have had the 
emphasis of achievement and a sense of self-worth mixed up. 

So what can you do to reduce the impact of the experience of imposter syndrome? 
www.ed.ac.uk/iad 

This can often lead to:  

 Repetitive negative self-talk  General feeling of never being good enough 

 Struggling to accept praise and recognition  Obsessing over mistakes and failures 

 Overwhelming anxiety of being “found out” or exposed  

The impact of these feeling and thoughts can lead to:   

 Judging yourself by only the highest standards  Perfectionism 

 Internalise all flaws, mistakes and criticisms  Dismiss all praise 

 Feel a fraud, which can manifest itself in: 

 Overworking 

 Self sabotage 

 Holding back 

 Procrastination 

 

https://www.apa.org/gradpsych/2013/11/fraud
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Imposter Syndrome 

What can you do to manage imposter syndrome? 
The inherent danger in establishing the thinking pattern that you are ‘not good enough’, is that you will 
undermine yourself to the point where it will become self-fulfilling.   

Creating new thought patterns – neural pathways, and challenging the old thinking patterns is a key way 
to reduce the experience of imposter syndrome.   

Here are a set of techniques, that if implemented consistently over time, can help. 

www.ed.ac.uk/iad 

Activity One: The impact of language 
 

Concrete, immovable language can create the feeling of succeed or fail and nothing in between.   
This is high pressure internal messaging. 

Over the next week, notice the language that you use in the context of your research activities. Is it 
fair (elements of work that are within your control) or supportive or is it pressurised language and 
creates the idea of succeed or fail? Once you notice the language you use, ask yourself, could it be 
different? And try to replace the old, potentially, unhelpful language.  For example: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Try to reduce the unnecessary use of words such as:   Try instead: 

 Should   Would be good if . . . 

 Must   Would like to . . . 

 Have to   Have the opportunity to . . . 

 Will   Will try . . . 
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Imposter Syndrome 

Your relationship with failure 

‘Failure is the only opportunity to start again more intelligently.’  Henry Ford 

Aristotle said ‘there is only one way to avoid criticism.  Do nothing; say nothing; and be nothing’.  It’s the 
same with failure.  It is a necessary part of scientific experimentation and is the same in professional 
development.  

Allow yourself the lenience to make mistakes and learn from them. 

Define competence as the ability to figure something out rather than having all the answers.  

www.ed.ac.uk/iad 

Activity Two: The implicit value in failure 

Note down a recent perceived failure.  Document all the benefits and value of that experience, both 
practical and personal.  

For instance: 

If I hadn’t have been rejected for that position, I would not have that lived experience to be a more 
compassionate supervisor  

Notes: 

 

Perceived Failure  
Benefits and value of the experiences  

Practical  Personal  
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Activity Three: Develop a professional mantra 

Develop a paragraph that describes the attributes and skills that show you to be a capable and 
developed researcher.   Describe what is within your abilities rather than what is outside of your 
control. 

I’ve provided some example statements below: 
 

‘I will drive a project forward even under resource and budget constraints’ 
 

‘I am persistent and committed, putting effort into my non research project obligations.  
 

‘I do my best to complete my research obligations.’ 
 

‘I have completed five applications for additional projects this year, created relationships with three 
key research institutes and still have my sense of humour.’ 
 

‘I am a parent, a carer and am still able to progress my specialist knowledge in my research area.’ 

 

My professional Mantra: 
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Activity Four: Aim for Excellence 

See this as a playful experiment to challenge your own status quo and as an experiment to break the 
habit of perfectionism. 

1. List all the elements of an upcoming research objective that are within your control  

2. Document what the output of each task needs to look like to meet that objective in terms of quality.  

3. Commit to a certain amount of time and effort for each individual task, creating a false limit.  

Once you have used up your allotted time for each task, look at the quality of the output. Is it good 

enough to meet expectations? What more do you need to do so that it is excellent but not perfect?  

You may need to allot more time, but still create limits on yourself to help reduce your commitment to 

perfectionism.  

Manage Perfectionism 

There is a lot of value in perfectionism in contributing to high quality work, however, it has it’s 
downsides, in the idea that if it isn’t perfect, it stops you from delivering altogether.   

Look instead at the opportunity of attaining Excellence, rather than perfect (which isn’t really possible to 
achieve, because you are not in control of every element of your research life).  

Research Objective:   

Elements within my control: 

   

   

  

 

Output  Time limit  

  

Elements out with my control: 

   

   

 

What good enough looks like  Time Limit  

 

 

 

 

 

 

What more could I have done to make it excellent, but not perfect:  



10  

Imposter Syndrome 

www.ed.ac.uk/iad 

Activity Five: Gather feedback on your research activites 

Write down three elements of your research activities that you believe are not good enough.  Then ask 
for some evidence of other people’s perspective.   

Good feedback is not just opinion, but evidence. Perhaps start with asking peers to take note of an 
element of your research activities and then ask them what they saw went well and what you might 
suggest they did differently.  

Think of it as data collection to challenge your imposter hypothesis.   

Feedback 

Imposter Syndrome is often a well kept secret.  Meaning that we do not challenge the assumptions that 
we make about how other people perceive us professionally  

Research Activities   

  1 

 

 

 

Feedback: 

 

 

 

2 

 

 

 

Feedback: 

 

 

 

3 

 

 

 

Feedback: 

 

 

 

Talk to someone 

You are not alone.  Talk to someone you trust.  Share your feelings and thoughts. If you have a mentor, 
talk to them.  You may be surprised at how common the experience of imposter syndrome is and how 
reassuring it is to share those experiences with others.   
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This resource was created by Caroline Broad, Broad Associates  
(http://www.broadassociates.co.uk/) 

Caroline Broad, caroline@broadassociates.co.uk, is a professional skills development trainer for 
researchers.  Caroline's interactive workshops focus on raising our self awareness and developing 
practical skills that will help you be a more productive, innovative researcher whilst 
maintaining wellbeing.  Broad Associates flagship programmes are in researcher resilience and 
innovation in academic industry partnerships.  She is the Entrepreneur in Residence for the Royal 
Veterinary College, owns a campervan called Nerys and volunteers for Action for Happiness.  

 

This work is licensed under a CC BY-NC-ND licence  

To view a copy of this license, visit: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/ 
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