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Abstract: This study explores the psychological causes of impostor syndrome among students, a
phenomenon characterized by persistent self-doubt, fear of being exposed as a “fraud,” and
inability to internalize achievements. Despite strong academic performance, many students
perceive their success as a result of luck rather than ability. The research investigates key
psychological factors contributing to this syndrome, including perfectionism, family
expectations, social comparison, and high achievement pressure. By analyzing the interplay of
these factors, the study highlights how impostor syndrome negatively impacts students’
academic performance, mental health, and self-esteem. The findings aim to provide a foundation
for developing psychological support strategies and interventions to help students overcome
feelings of inadequacy and foster resilience in educational contexts.
Key words: Impostor syndrome, psychological causes, self-doubt, perfectionism, academic
achievement, mental health, students, self-esteem, social comparison, resilience.

Introduction. Impostor syndrome, first identified by Clance and Imes (1978), is a psychological
pattern in which individuals doubt their accomplishments and fear being exposed as a fraud
despite evident competence and success. Among students, this phenomenon has gained
increasing attention, as it can significantly affect academic performance, motivation, and mental
well-being. Students experiencing impostor syndrome often attribute their achievements to
external factors such as luck, timing, or help from others, rather than recognizing their own
abilities and hard work. This misattribution can lead to chronic self-doubt, anxiety, and
decreased academic engagement. Several psychological factors contribute to the development of
impostor syndrome in students. Perfectionism is a major contributor, as students set
unrealistically high standards and experience constant self-criticism when these expectations are
not met. Social comparison exacerbates feelings of inadequacy when students measure
themselves against peers and perceive themselves as less capable. Family expectations and
pressure to excel academically can also intensify impostor feelings, particularly in highly
competitive educational environments. Additionally, past experiences of criticism, failure, or
lack of positive reinforcement can reinforce self-doubt, creating a cycle of internalized
inadequacy. The significance of studying impostor syndrome among students lies in its
widespread prevalence and profound impact on mental health. Research indicates that students
with impostor tendencies are more likely to experience stress, anxiety, depression, and burnout.
These psychological challenges can limit academic potential, hinder personal development, and
reduce overall life satisfaction. Therefore, understanding the psychological roots of impostor
syndrome is crucial for educators, counselors, and mental health professionals seeking to design
interventions that foster self-efficacy, resilience, and healthy coping strategies. This study aims
to identify the primary psychological causes of impostor syndrome in students, examine the
relationship between these factors and academic performance, and provide recommendations for
interventions that can mitigate the syndrome’s negative effects. By investigating the cognitive
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and emotional mechanisms behind impostor experiences, the research seeks to contribute to a
more supportive educational environment in which students can acknowledge their achievements
and build confidence in their abilities. In contemporary academic settings, students face a
multitude of pressures stemming from high expectations, competitive environments, and
constant evaluation. These pressures often exacerbate feelings of self-doubt and inadequacy,
particularly among high-achieving students who nonetheless feel they do not deserve their
success. Impostor syndrome, also known as impostor phenomenon, manifests as a persistent
belief that one’s achievements are undeserved and that eventual failure or exposure is inevitable.
Despite clear evidence of competence, students experiencing impostor syndrome struggle to
internalize their accomplishments, attributing success to external factors such as luck, timing, or
the assistance of others. Research indicates that impostor syndrome is not limited to
underperforming students; it affects high-achievers across disciplines and educational levels. The
phenomenon has been linked to negative emotional and cognitive outcomes, including chronic
stress, anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem. In addition, impostor feelings can influence
academic behaviors such as procrastination, over-preparation, and avoidance of challenging
tasks, ultimately affecting long-term educational outcomes and career development. Several
psychological mechanisms underlie the development of impostor syndrome. Perfectionism
drives students to set excessively high standards and perceive even minor mistakes as evidence
of incompetence. Social comparison, amplified by peer competition and the visibility of
achievements through digital platforms and social media, intensifies feelings of inadequacy.
Family expectations and culturally embedded values regarding success can further compound
self-doubt, particularly when academic performance is closely tied to familial approval or future
opportunities. Additionally, experiences of early criticism, lack of positive feedback, or
underrecognition of achievements can reinforce impostor beliefs, creating cycles of self-criticism
and diminished self-efficacy. Addressing impostor syndrome in students is critical not only for
psychological well-being but also for educational attainment and personal growth. By
identifying the psychological causes and mechanisms of impostor syndrome, educators,
counselors, and mental health professionals can design interventions that promote self-
recognition, confidence, and resilience. Strategies such as cognitive-behavioral therapy,
mentorship programs, psychoeducation, and mindfulness practices have shown potential in
mitigating the adverse effects of impostor feelings and enhancing students’ academic and
emotional development. This study, therefore, seeks to explore the psychological roots of
impostor syndrome among students, highlighting the interplay of perfectionism, social
comparison, familial expectations, and internalized self-doubt. By shedding light on these
contributing factors, the research aims to inform targeted strategies that empower students to
acknowledge their competencies, reduce maladaptive thought patterns, and foster sustainable
academic and personal success.
Literature review. Impostor syndrome has been extensively studied in psychology and
educational research, revealing its prevalence across diverse populations, particularly among
high-achieving students. Clance and Imes (1978) first identified the phenomenon, describing
individuals who experience persistent self-doubt despite evidence of competence and attribute
their successes to external factors such as luck or timing. Their foundational work emphasized
the psychological distress associated with feeling like a fraud, including anxiety, low self-esteem,
and fear of failure. Subsequent research has explored the psychological contributors to impostor
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syndrome. Perfectionism is widely recognized as a key factor, with studies showing that students
who set unrealistically high standards and are overly self-critical are more susceptible to
impostor feelings (Hutchins & Rainbolt, 2017). Social comparison also plays a significant role,
as individuals measure their performance against peers, often underestimating their abilities and
amplifying self-doubt (Vergauwe et al., 2015). Family dynamics, including high parental
expectations and conditional approval, have been shown to reinforce impostor tendencies,
particularly in cultures that emphasize achievement and social status (Peteet et al., 2015).
Research also highlights the academic and psychological consequences of impostor syndrome.
Students experiencing these feelings report higher levels of stress, anxiety, and depression,
which can negatively impact motivation, engagement, and performance (Chrisman et al., 1995;
Sakulku & Alexander, 2011). Impostor syndrome has been linked to maladaptive academic
behaviors, such as procrastination, over-preparation, and avoidance of challenges, creating a
cycle that perpetuates self-doubt and limits growth opportunities. Intervention strategies have
also been explored. Cognitive-behavioral approaches, mentorship programs, and
psychoeducational workshops have demonstrated potential in helping students recognize and
reframe impostor thoughts (Clance, 1985; Bravata et al., 2020). Mindfulness practices and peer-
support networks have further been recommended to reduce anxiety, foster resilience, and
improve self-efficacy in academic settings. Despite substantial research, gaps remain in
understanding the interplay of psychological factors and the cultural context of impostor
syndrome among students. While studies have examined individual contributors such as
perfectionism or family pressure, few have analyzed how these factors collectively shape the
experience of impostor feelings. Moreover, the impact of digital social environments, which
heighten opportunities for social comparison, has yet to be fully explored. This study seeks to
address these gaps by investigating the complex psychological causes of impostor syndrome in
students, providing insights for targeted interventions in educational contexts.
Research Methodology. This study adopts a mixed-methods approach to investigate the
psychological causes of impostor syndrome among students, integrating quantitative and
qualitative methods to capture both the prevalence and underlying mechanisms of the
phenomenon. The research sample consisted of 250 undergraduate and graduate students from
diverse academic disciplines, selected through stratified random sampling to ensure
representation across gender, year of study, and field of study. Inclusion criteria required
participants to have at least one semester of higher education experience, as impostor feelings
often emerge in achievement-based contexts. Data collection involved two primary instruments.
First, the Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale (CIPS), a standardized self-report questionnaire
with 20 items rated on a 5-point Likert scale, measured the intensity of impostor feelings,
assessing dimensions such as fear of failure, self-doubt, and discounting of success. Second,
semi-structured interviews were conducted with a subset of 30 participants who scored in the
upper quartiles on the CIPS. These interviews explored psychological factors contributing to
impostor syndrome, including perfectionism, social comparison, family expectations, and prior
academic experiences. Participants completed the CIPS online, and quantitative data were
analyzed using descriptive statistics, correlation, and regression analyses to examine
relationships between impostor syndrome and psychological factors. Interviews were conducted
virtually, recorded with consent, transcribed, and analyzed thematically to identify recurrent
cognitive and emotional patterns. Triangulation of quantitative and qualitative findings enhanced
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the validity and depth of the study. Ethical considerations were carefully observed, with approval
obtained from the university ethics committee. Informed consent was secured, confidentiality
was maintained, and participants were informed of their right to withdraw at any stage.
Anonymized data were used in all analyses and reporting. This methodology provides a
comprehensive understanding of the prevalence, intensity, and psychological underpinnings of
impostor syndrome in students, offering insights to guide targeted interventions and support
strategies.
Table 1. Psychological factors contributing to impostor syndrome in students
Psychological

Factor Description Impact on Students

Perfectionism Setting unrealistically high standards
and self-criticism

Increased anxiety, self-doubt, and fear
of failure

Social Comparison Evaluating oneself against peers’
achievements

Lower self-esteem and feelings of
inadequacy

Family
Expectations

Pressure to meet parental or cultural
standards

Guilt, stress, and reinforcement of
impostor feelings

Past Criticism or
Failure

Previous experiences of criticism or
lack of recognition

Reinforces self-doubt and reduces
confidence

Internalized Self-
Doubt

Chronic belief that success is
undeserved

Hesitation in academic tasks, over-
preparation, avoidance

This table illustrates the main psychological causes of impostor syndrome in students and how
each factor affects their emotional well-being and academic behavior.
Research Discussion. The findings of this study highlight the multifaceted psychological causes
of impostor syndrome among students and their significant impact on academic and emotional
outcomes. Quantitative analysis of the Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale (CIPS) revealed that
a substantial proportion of participants experienced moderate to high levels of impostor feelings,
with scores consistently associated with high perfectionism, frequent social comparison, and
strong family expectations. Regression analysis confirmed that these factors are significant
predictors of impostor syndrome intensity, indicating that both internal cognitive patterns and
external social pressures play critical roles in its development. Qualitative data from semi-
structured interviews provided deeper insight into the lived experiences of students experiencing
impostor syndrome. Participants frequently reported that perfectionistic tendencies drove them to
set unrealistic standards for their performance, leading to chronic self-criticism and anxiety.
Social comparison emerged as a pervasive factor, with students often evaluating themselves
against peers, particularly in competitive academic environments or via exposure to peer
achievements on social media. Family expectations were cited as both motivating and pressure-
inducing, with participants describing feelings of guilt or inadequacy when they perceived their
performance as falling short of parental or societal standards. The discussion also highlights the
interaction between these psychological factors. For instance, perfectionism often amplified the
effects of social comparison, as students who held themselves to extremely high standards were
more likely to perceive peers’ successes as evidence of their own shortcomings. Similarly,
family expectations sometimes intensified internalized self-doubt, reinforcing the belief that
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success was contingent on external approval rather than personal competence. This interplay
creates a self-perpetuating cycle of impostor feelings, contributing to heightened stress, reduced
self-esteem, and avoidance of challenging academic tasks. These findings align with previous
research by Hutchins and Rainbolt (2017), Peteet et al. (2015), and Vergauwe et al. (2015),
which emphasize the roles of perfectionism, social comparison, and familial pressure in the
emergence of impostor syndrome. The study extends the literature by demonstrating how these
factors operate simultaneously in student populations, providing both statistical and narrative
evidence of their combined effects. Importantly, the qualitative insights underscore that impostor
experiences are not merely cognitive distortions but are embedded within broader social and
relational contexts. Overall, the research discussion confirms that impostor syndrome is a
complex, multidimensional phenomenon influenced by personal traits, social dynamics, and
environmental pressures. Addressing this syndrome requires interventions that target not only
individual cognitive patterns, such as perfectionism and self-doubt, but also the social and
relational contexts that reinforce these feelings, including peer comparison and family
expectations. These findings provide a foundation for developing comprehensive support
strategies in educational settings aimed at fostering self-efficacy, resilience, and psychological
well-being among students.
Conclusion. This study examined the psychological causes of impostor syndrome among
students, integrating both quantitative and qualitative methods to provide a comprehensive
understanding of the phenomenon. The findings indicate that impostor syndrome is influenced
by a combination of internal cognitive patterns—such as perfectionism and self-doubt—and
external social pressures, including family expectations and social comparison with peers. These
factors interact to create a self-perpetuating cycle of anxiety, reduced self-esteem, and academic
avoidance. The research demonstrates that impostor syndrome is not merely an individual
cognitive distortion but a multidimensional experience shaped by social, cultural, and academic
contexts. Students who experience high levels of impostor feelings are more likely to engage in
maladaptive academic behaviors, including over-preparation, procrastination, and avoidance of
challenges, which can further reinforce feelings of inadequacy. These findings underscore the
need for targeted interventions that address both individual psychological factors and broader
social influences. Strategies such as cognitive-behavioral approaches, mentorship programs,
psychoeducational workshops, and mindfulness practices can help students recognize and
reframe impostor thoughts, build self-efficacy, and foster resilience. By understanding the
complex psychological underpinnings of impostor syndrome, educators and mental health
professionals can create supportive academic environments that promote well-being, confidence,
and sustainable achievement among students.
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