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1. Abstract 

Many people have felt that in some instances their success was a factor of luck, 

error, or oversight rather than a reflection of their own abilities. Often this can 

lead to a fear of being ‘found out’, even in highly capable individuals. The 

feeling of intellectual fraudulence is termed ‘Imposter Phenomenon’. This study 

utilised a correlational design to examine imposter phenomenon (IP), perceived 

stress, academic motivation levels, and academic hassles & uplifts in first-year 

law, business, and psychology undergraduate students (n=112). Support was 

found for some hypotheses, but not all. Female participants self-reported 

significantly higher levels of imposterism than their male classmates. The results 

also indicated that with increased age, feelings of imposterism decline. Lastly, a 

positive relationship between feelings of imposterism and extrinsic academic 

motivation levels was observed. The findings were interpreted in accordance 

with previous studies, with both the impact and the potential direction for future 

research discussed. 

 

 

Keywords: Imposter Syndrome, Imposter Phenomenon, Stress, Eustress, 

Distress, Intrinsic, Extrinsic, Motivation, Hassles, Uplifts, Students, Attribution 
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2. Introduction 

Many people, at one time or another in their lives, are faced with the feeling that they are not 

as capable as others perceive them to be. Sometimes this can be transient, and sometimes the 

feeling can be more persistent. Sometimes it can be situational, and sometimes generalised. 

This could be following a promotion, starting a new job or college course, becoming a parent, 

starting a new business venture, or even when entering a new romantic relationship. Whatever 

the context in which it is experienced, this is best considered as the feeling that one’s own 

success is a factor of luck, error, or oversight instead of their own abilities. Often this can 

lead to a fear of being ‘found out’, even in highly capable individuals. The feeling of 

intellectual fraudulence or the inability to internalise success is more common than might 

first be assumed and can have far reaching effects on the lives of those who experience it. 

2.1 Imposter Phenomenon 

In 1978, Dr. Pauline Clance and Dr. Suzanne Imes published a seminal paper 

examining a recurring feeling of intellectual fraudulence among female undergraduates. To 

describe this, they applied the name ‘Imposter Phenomenon’. More commonly known today 

as ‘Imposter Syndrome’, this is the, “internal experience of intellectual phonies” (Clance & 

Imes, 1978). Although the term ‘Imposter Syndrome’ has found its way into more common 

parlance than ‘Imposter Phenomenon’, it is important to clarify that this is not a diagnostic 

measure, but rather a measure of subjective experience. Interestingly, this inability to 

internalise success or self-attribute one’s own achievements is made more notable by findings 

which have found a higher prevalence among high achievers (Clance & Imes, 1978; Clance, 

1985). These individuals are inclined instead to look for external factors or influences (e.g. a 

drop in required standards, quotas, or good luck) as a more acceptable or believable 

explanation of their success. Therefore, it can be offered that Imposter Phenomenon is more 
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accurately described as the suspicion of one’s own intellectual phoniness, sometimes in the 

face of clear evidence to the contrary, rather than intellectual phoniness in earnest. 

The tendency to externally attribute one’s own successes has regularly been presented 

as a predominantly female experience. According to the 1978 Clance and Imes study, the 

original research on imposter phenomenon surveyed 110 female undergraduates, 20 female 

faculty members, and 22 professional working women. The participant group was exclusively 

female, consisting primarily of white middle- to upper-class women between the ages of 20 

and 45. From their findings, Clance and Imes suggested that as societal expectations are lower 

for women, the natural inclination is for women to internalise this gender stereotype in their 

self-assessments, electing instead to find external explanations for their success. Historical 

accuracy aside, there is a debate regarding the contemporary accuracy of this interpretation. 

More recent studies have certainly supported the positioning of this as a female-typical 

phenomenon (Pedler, 2011; Gibson‐ Beverly & Schwartz, 2008; Reis, 2002). Several studies 

have suggested that this is a significant factor in the underrepresentation of females in certain 

male-dominated fields, such as computer science and programming (Falkner, Szabo, Michell, 

Szorenyi, & Thyer, 2015), physics (Lavender, 2013) and astronomy (Ivie & Ephraim, 2009). 

However, many of these studies were conducted using female-only cohorts, replicating a 

shortcoming acknowledged in the original Clance and Imes study, and the bias in self-report 

has been demonstrated (Ludeke & Carey, 2015). Multi-variate analyses appear to evidence 

imposter phenomenon in both males and females (Vergauwe, Wille, Feys, De Fruyt, & 

Anseel, 2015; Clark, Vardeman, & Barba, 2014; Kumar & Jagacinski, 2006; Langford & 

Clance, 1993), with some even suggesting a higher prevalence in males than females in 

certain working environments (Topping, 1984). It has also been suggested that consistent 

with other measures such as stress, depression, and general health, men are more likely to 

under-report perceived weaknesses due to societal expectations around gender-roles and 
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masculinity (Boerma, Hosseinpoor, Verdes, & Chatterji, 2016; Mayor, 2015; Hobza, Walker, 

Yakushko, & Peugh, 2007; Matud, 2004). 

Harvey and Katz (1985) proposed that in professions where there is an over-

representation in one gender, individuals of the other gender were more susceptible to 

feelings of imposterism. This held true for both males and females. Consistent with this, a 

study by Peteet, Montgomery, and Weekes (2015) found that feelings of imposterism were 

more prevalent among students belonging to ethnic minorities in a predominately white 

American university setting. However, this study utilised African-American (73%) and 

Hispanic (27%) students exclusively, possibly cofounding the findings as the reader is not 

given a clear picture of the participants’ minority status as a percentage of their overall college 

population. An earlier study by Ewing, Richardson, James-Myers, and Russell (1996) had 

found no correlation between race alone and imposter phenomenon. Langford and Clance 

(1993) found that in some situations, an individual’s familial or domestic environment can 

play a significant role in the tendency towards self-doubt. Miller and Kastberg (1995) found 

that in a professional academic setting, female persons-of-colour from blue-collar 

backgrounds were the most likely to be faced with feelings of imposterism. These studies 

suggest that it is perhaps the subjective experience of being in a minority group situationally 

that induces feelings of intellectual fraudulence. 

A 2018 study by Badawy, Gazdag, Bentley, and Brouer found that whilst imposter 

phenomenon had higher incidence in female participants, the detrimental effects of imposter 

phenomenon were more observable in male participants, resulting in both poorer overall 

performance and higher stress levels when receiving negative feedback. Conversely, female 

participants who self-reported high levels of imposterism actually increased effort and 

improved performance when presented with negative feedback. The researchers postulated 

that a possible explanation was a concern over violating gender-norms, supporting the 
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original study by Clance and Imes (1978). Collectively, this offers to support claims that the 

experience of imposter phenomenon is based on a more diverse range of factors than the 

unidimensional dynamic of gender alone, implying a more complicated relationship than the 

initial research would have suggested. 

2.2 Stress 

A stressor can be defined as, “any stimulus that challenges homeostatic balance, and 

the stress-response (as) the adaption (the) body mobilises to re-establish homeostasis” 

(Sapolsky, 2015). Unlike less cognitively advanced species, humans have the largely unique 

ability to activate the physiological stress response based on the anticipation of psychological 

stressors, rather than the stressors themselves (Sapolosky, 2015). College is a period of 

heightened stress (Walsh et al., 2010; Sharma & Wavare, 2013; Jamieson, Peters, 

Greenwood, & Altose, 2016). As a group, college students self-report higher stress levels 

than the general population (Saleh, Camart, & Romo, 2017; Roberts, Golding, Towell, & 

Weinreb, 1999), although the reasons for this remain the subject of much debate. A perceived 

lack of control has been directly correlated with perceived stress levels (Marmot et al., 1991; 

Sapolsky, 2004), and it is well understood that stress can have far reaching negative impacts 

on both body and mind (Selye, 1936; Baum, 1990; Sapolsky, 2004). Gardiner (2006) found 

no significant correlation between gender and stress, and whilst age had a significant 

influence on stress levels, personality type was likely to be the most significant contributing 

factor to stress levels among psychology students. However, there is very little research in 

circulation relating to stress levels in mature students, potentially because mature students 

are a minority. 

There are many far-reaching implications when looking at prolonged stress. It has 

been observed that with continuous activation, the stress-response can be more damaging 

than the stressor itself, especially when the stressor is purely psychological (Sapolsky, 2004), 
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and so with prolonged stress response, the side effects can be devastating. This is the 

underlying concept of many stress-related diseases. Hans Selye (credited with discovering 

the negative effect of stress on the body) observed in his own studies that rodent test subjects 

exposed to high degrees of stress developed peptic ulcers, enlarged adrenals glands, and 

shrunken immune tissues (Selye, 1936). Further animal studies have demonstrated that, as 

glucocorticoids aid angiogenesis, increased stress levels can help cancer cells grow faster 

(Northcott, Dean, Mouw, & Weaver, 2018). With the increase in cardiovascular activity, the 

risk of heart failure increases. The constant mobilisation of energy reserves means that the 

storage of surplus energy is drastically reduced. As a result, fatigue sets in more rapidly, 

sometimes chronically (Dhalia et al., 2000). In females, menstrual cycles can become 

irregular or cease entirely. In males, sperm count and testosterone levels decline, and both 

sexes will see a decreased interest in sexual behaviour (Laumann, Paik, & Rosen, 1999). 

Research by Kessler, McLeod, and Wethington (1985) and Xu et al. (2015) found that 

females self-reported higher psychological stress levels than males, citing societal pressures, 

additional familial commitments, and gender stereotypes. Selye’s 1936 study showed that by 

changing the way a rat perceives the environment, the susceptibility to disease increases. 

Humans experience and understand stress in a way that the rodent does not. But if 

humans have the unique (dis)advantage of being able to turn on the stress-response based on 

anticipation of a stressor, then perhaps humans have also been granted the unique 

evolutionary advantage of perceiving or managing those stressors in a way reflective of the 

dominance of the species. 

2.2.1 Good Stress vs. Bad Stress 

In fact, this has been shown to be the case. Despite the previously discussed definition 

of stress as a challenge to homeostasis (Sapolsky, 2004), the colloquial use of the term ‘stress’ 

usually infers exclusively negative connotations. However, this is not fully accurate. In 1984, 
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Lazarus and Folkman published their seminal ‘Stress, appraisal, and coping’, unveiling a 

Transactional Model of stress that suggested an ongoing cycle of cognitive appraisal that 

could discriminate between stress as a positive or negative influence. There is an important 

distinction to be drawn regarding stress as ‘good’ or ‘bad’. The common use of the word 

stress usually refers to an unpleasant state of fear, anxiety, heightened concern, or lack of 

perceived control. This type of stress is better described as distress. However, not all stress 

is ‘bad’, and different people will react in different ways to difficult situations. The 

Transactional Model (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) suggests that the effect of a potential 

stressor is dependent on a subjective system of appraisal, response, and adaptation. 

Specifically, there is a two-tiered approach to appraising a stressor. Firstly, the individual 

assesses the threat that the stressor poses. Secondly, there is an assessment regarding the 

amount of effort or energy required to reduce or eliminate that threat. If the threat posed is 

deemed to be insignificant in comparison with the effort required to negate it, then the 

individual may not be motivated to act at all! If the stressor is perceived as having a negative 

connotation, it can be considered a hassle. If however the stressor has the potential to motivate 

towards achievement or success, then it can be considered an uplifting experience. Some 

experiences (for example, an exam) can be both a hassle and an uplift, but the extent to which 

it is perceived one way or the other is a factor of subjectivity. In this case, the system of 

cognitive appraisal is of paramount significance in the eventual performance in the task at 

hand (Kahneman, 2011; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). 

If a person is situationally experiencing too little stimulation whilst performing a task, 

they are under-motivated to perform (i.e. bored) and will likely either give up or 

underperform. If the task is too challenging, then the individual will experience a heightened 

level of stress or panic, but with the same outcome: underperformance or disengagement from 

the activity altogether. Where the balance is just right (a.k.a. the Goldilocks Effect), and the 
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optimal level of arousal is achieved, performance will be also be optimised (Vygotsky, 1978; 

Yerkes & Dodson, 1908). As discussed, in some scenarios, the presence of stress can be a 

motivator, and so is regarded as ‘good stress’, or eustress. According to the Yerkes-Dodson 

Law (Yerkes & Dodson, 1908), eustress is the optimal balance between stress and 

performance. Supporting this, researchers have found that the negative effect of stress can be 

transient, reduced by reflection and introspection (Prata & Gietzen, 2007; Nadal, 2017). 

Consistent with this idea, and supporting the Lifespan Theory of Control (Heckhausen & 

Shulz, 1995), a paper by Chapman (2013) found that the initial, ‘renegotiation of identity’ 

that mature students face could be a barrier to acceptance and increase the likelihood of them 

falling victim to the imposter phenomenon. Simultaneously, reframing themselves as ‘novice 

academic’ instead of ‘mature student’ decreased the feeling of intellectual fraudulence 

(Chapman, 2013). Dedicated programmes to enhance the transition back into academia and 

improvements in the assessment process have shown to be successful at increasing student 

retention, lowering stress levels, and decreasing feelings of unsuitability (Preece & Godfrey, 

2004; Chapman, 2013; 2015). 

2.3 Attribution Theory & Motivation 

Attribution theory is an area within phenomenological psychology that deals with the 

extent to which people are inclined to perceive an event or outcome as being controlled by or 

resultant of their own actions. This is better discussed in terms of their perceived ‘locus of 

control’ (Rotter, 1954). Rotter discussed the predisposition that an individual may have to 

consider an outcome as contingent on their own faculties or characteristics as opposed to 

chance or fate (Rotter, 1990). These heuristics can be broadly divided into two types: external 

(or situational) attribution and internal (or dispositional) attribution. Given the example of a 

poor grade on a college assignment, an individual prone to external attribution will generally 

try to find someone or something else to blame for the result (perhaps the lecturer, a classmate 
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who gave them bad advice, or an IT-related mishap), whereas an individual prone to internal 

attribution will generally shoulder their own culpability (they should have studied harder, put 

more work in, been better prepared etc.). A study by Kormanik and Rocco (2009) found that 

those with an increased sense of internal attribution generally reported lower levels of stress, 

and Bernardi (2001) reported that a sense of control in a given context reduced the likelihood 

of that situation being perceived as stress-inducing. Attribution style has also been found to 

influence the type of emotional responses, with internal attribution styles leading to increased 

shame or guilt, and external attribution leading to anger or resentment (Martinko, Gundlach, 

& Douglas, 2002). Goyzman (2010) found no difference in task performance based on 

attribution style. Deaux (1976) proposed that the retrospective attribution of causation was 

dependent on the desirability of the outcome. Expected outcomes are often attributed to 

predictable, stable causes. Conversely, unexpected outcomes are generally attributed to 

unpredictable causes. 

2.4 Academic Motivation 

Deci and Ryan (2000) offered that to better understand human motivation, it is 

necessary to consider the manner and level to which psychological needs are fulfilled. 

Maslow, Frager, Fadiman, McReynolds, and Cox (1970) suggested that motivation was a 

significant factor in effort appraisal and level of achievement. In this respect, mature or part-

time students represent something of a paradox. Despite the fact that the time and financial 

commitments of returning to education whilst potentially maintaining a job or family could 

introduce a mental or emotional drain that may not be a consideration for younger, full-time 

students, multivariate analyses have found that increased age generally acts as a significant 

predictor of lower perceived stress levels (Bayram & Bilgel, 2008; Zhao, 2015). This has 

been attributed to both developmental maturation and moderated contextual appraisal, 

implying a more balanced approach to workload and work-life balance (Folkman et al., 
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1987). Collins, Hanges, and Locke (2004) found that motivation levels were the most reliable 

predictor of academic success. Koestner, Zuckerman, and Olsson (1990) had found that 

students who attributed success to internal causes reported higher levels of intrinsic 

motivation. As mature and part-time students are in a minority, more research is needed. In 

Ireland, according to the Higher Education Authority, mature students (aged 23+) represent 

just 13% of new full-time undergraduates, and just 19% of higher education students enter 

on a part-time or flexible basis (Higher Education Authority, 2015). Want & Kleitman (2006) 

found that students dealing a high degree of extrinsic motivation have an increased tendency 

towards imposter phenomenon. Parental influence can also negatively affect academic 

motivation in this regard (Castro, Jones, and Mirsalimi, 2004). 

2.5 Proposed Research 

As discussed, the prevalence of feelings of intellectual fraudulence, described as 

‘Imposter Phenomenon’, has been shown to have far reaching detrimental effects in the 

realms of stress and motivation in professional, academic, and recreational situations. Many 

studies into Imposter Phenomenon have neglected to sufficiently examine the factors which 

can influence overall stress or motivation in undergraduates (for example, commitments 

outside of college). A review of the existing literature in these areas suggests that the 

differences observed in the feelings and effect of Imposter Phenomenon are based on a 

diverse range of demographic factors, which the present study proposes to explore. 

In psychological research, it must be noted that psychology undergraduates are an 

obvious convenience sample, owing to both access and interest. Based on the studies 

previously highlighted, the temptation to take the resultant findings as being indicative of the 

undergraduate population generally must be met with caution. Psychology students, due to 

familiarity with both the concepts measured and, in some cases, the actual measures 

themselves, can be granted a degree of insight, familiarity, or introspection not truly 
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representative of either the general student population, or the population at large, as should 

be the aim. In addition, demonstrable individual personality differences between students in 

different academic disciplines should counter the inclination to regard psychology students 

as being representative of students generally in psychological research (Vansteenkiste, 

Duriez, Simons, & Soenens, 2006; Vedel & Thomsen, 2017, Litten et al., 2018). Therefore, 

in an effort to mitigate this, the proposed research will be conducted using undergraduates 

across the disciplines of psychology, law, and business. Participant cohorts will be comprised 

of first-year students exclusively, both full- and part-time, as the different workloads and 

course durations, as well as the coping mechanisms learned over time, make this a suitable 

common marker and exemplify best efforts to mitigate the risk of confounding variables. 

2.5.1 Research Hypotheses 

This aim of the current study was to examine the following hypotheses: 

1. An individual belonging to the gender-minority within their academic discipline will 

experience higher levels of imposter phenomenon than those is the gender-majority. 

2. There will be a significant correlation between age and Imposter Phenomenon scores 

3. There will be a significant negative correlation between intrinsic academic motivation 

levels and imposter phenomenon score. 

4. There will be a significant positive correlation between intrinsic academic motivation 

levels and academic uplift ratings. 

5. There will be a significant positive correlation between extrinsic academic motivation 

levels and imposter phenomenon score. 

6. There will be a significant positive correlation between extrinsic academic motivation 

levels and academic hassles ratings. 

7. There will be a significant main and interaction effects in perceived stress levels based 

on students’ study schedule, and hours worked per week.  
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3. Method 

3.1 Design 

The researcher constructed a 70-item questionnaire based on four separate existing 

scales. The demographics measured were age, gender, academic discipline, study schedule 

(i.e. full-time or part-time), and hours worked per week. For the purposes of this study, the 

researcher utilised the Clance Imposter Phenomenon Scale (CIPS) (Clance, 1985), the 

National Student Survey (Stress Index) (NSS-SI) (National Student Survey, 2011), Perceived 

Stress Scale (PSS-4) (Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983), and the Academic Motivation 

Scale (AMS) (Vallerand et al., 1992).  

3.2 Participants 

The participants were formed of a purposive sample consisting of first-year Law (n= 

16), Psychology (n= 37), and Business (n= 59) undergraduate students enrolled at Dublin 

Business School, Dublin, Ireland. The participants were drawn from both full- and part-time 

students, aged between 17 and 56 (M= 24.16, SD= 7.65) over the sample (n= 112, male= 54, 

female= 57, missing= 1). The participating students did so of their own accord and did not 

partake in the study for either monetary compensation, course credit, or any other form of 

compensation. The study was conducted during the students’ regularly scheduled class times. 

3.3 Materials 

The researcher used a questionnaire printed double-sided on white A4 paper and 

distributed to the participants, consisting of a Cover Letter/Information Sheet (Appendix A), 

the Question Pack (Appendix B), and a Debrief Sheet (Appendix C). The nature of the Cover 

Letter/Information Sheet and the Debrief Sheet is discussed in more detail in the Ethics 

section. The questionnaire was comprised of questions from the CIPS (Clance, 1985), the 

NSS-SI (National Student Survey, 2011), PSS-4 (Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983), 

and AMS (Vallerand et al., 1992). SPSS v.25 was used for data analysis. 
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3.3.1 Clance Imposter Phenomenon Scale 

Developed by Clance (1985), the Clance Imposter Phenomenon Scale is a 20-item non-

diagnostic measure used to assess the extent to which participants experience intellectual 

fraudulence or the inability to internalise personal. Participants are asked to indicate on a 5-

point Likert style response scale the extent to which various statements pertaining to their 

reasons for attending college are currently accurate (1 = Not True at All; 2 = Rarely; 3 = 

Sometimes; 4 = Often; 5 = Very True). Examples of the statements include, “I can give the 

impression that I’m more competent than I really am”, “When people praise me for something 

I’ve accomplished, I’m afraid I won’t be able to live up to their expectations of me in the 

future”, “I’m often afraid that I may fail at a new assignment or undertaking even though I 

generally do well at what I attempt”, and, “If I receive a great deal of praise and recognition 

for something I’ve accomplished, I tend to discount the importance of what I’ve done”. The 

participants’ score is then totalled. The higher the score, the more frequently and seriously 

the Impostor Phenomenon is considered to interfere in a person’s life. The instrument 

measurement is included in Appendix D. For this study, α= .9 

3.3.2 National Student Survey - Stress Index 

The National Student Survey (NSS) is a widely recognised authoritative survey issued 

annually throughout England, Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland since 1995 to gather 

opinions from undergraduate students in relation to their subjective experience in higher 

education. The NSS asks questions relating to eight aspects of the student experience. The 

current study uses 13 questions extracted from the NSS Stress Index (NSS-SI) (2011), with 

a hassles and uplifts scoring rubric applied and validated by Dr. C Gibbons (2015; 2012a; 

2012b). The questionnaire instructs participants to consider that some of the demands 

experienced as a student may have led to a level of stress that actually enhances their 

performance, increases satisfaction and encourages achievement. These are considered 
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‘uplifting’ experiences. Some experiences lead to distress, and so are considered ‘hassles’. 

The same experience can sometimes be both a hassle and an uplift. Examples of the 

statements include, “Course deadlines and the pressure this puts on me”, “The opportunities 

there are to interact socially with outer students on my course”, and, “The extent to which 

teaching staff explain things”. Participants are asked to rate each item twice; once as a hassle 

and once as an uplift. When rating the item as a hassle, 0 represents no hassle, 5 represents a 

significant source of distress. Scores are totalled to give separate hassles and uplifts scores 

for each question. The instrument measurement is included in Appendix E. For this study, 

the NSS-Uplift Measure α= .75, and for NSS-Hassle α= .84. 

3.3.3 Perceived Stress Scale (4-Item) 

First developed by Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein (1983), PSS-4 is a non-diagnostic 

measure comprised of a 5-point Likert style response scale and was designed to assess the 

degree to which people perceive their own lives as stressful. To do this, participants are 

offered various statements and asked to indicate how often they have found their lives 

unpredictable, uncontrollable, or overloaded in the last month (1 = Never; 2 = Almost Never; 

3 = Sometimes; 4 = Fairly Often; 5 = Very Often). Items 2 and 3 are reverse-scored. High 

levels of stress are associated with poor self-reported health, elevated blood pressure, 

depression, and susceptibility to infection, and PSS-4 correlates in a predicted way with other 

measures of stress (for this study, α= .81). The coding and rescoring instructions are included 

in Appendix F. 

3.3.4 Academic Motivation Scale 

Developed by Vallerand et al. (1992), the Academic Motivation Scale is a 28-item scale, 

comprised by three sub-scales: Intrinsic Motivation, Extrinsic Motivation, and Amotivation. 

Participants are asked to indicate on a 5-point Likert style response scale the extent to which 

various statements pertaining to their reasons for attending college are currently accurate (1 
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= Does Not Correspond at All; 2 = Corresponds a Little; 3 = Corresponds Moderately; 4 = 

Corresponds a Lot; 5 = Corresponds Exactly). Consistent with the different regulatory styles, 

examples of the statements include, “Because with only a Leaving Cert (or equivalent) I will 

not find a high-paying job”, “Because my studies allow me to continue to learn about many 

things that interest me”, and, “I once had good reasons for going to college, but now I wonder 

whether I should continue”. The instrument measurement is included in Appendix G. For this 

study, α= .89 

3.4 Procedure 

The research was carried out during class time, at a class that students would normally 

attend at that time. The time of day at which the test was conducted varied between daytime 

and evening-time as the participants sample consisted of both full- and part-time students 

attending Dublin Business School. Participants were verbally informed that they would be 

asked to complete a short anonymous questionnaire regarding their student experience, and 

that the total time required would be approximately fifteen minutes. Participants were also 

advised of the non-mandated nature of their participation, the conditions regarding right to 

withdrawal, and that contact information for support services would be provided in the 

debrief sheet should they be required. The questionnaires were then distributed by the 

researcher, the responses to which would form the data used. Participants’ were required to 

indicate their consent before they were permitted to complete the questionnaire. Participants 

were also asked to indicate their Age, Gender (i.e. male or female), Academic Discipline (i.e. 

law, psychology, or business), Study Schedule (i.e. Full-time or Part-time), and Hours 

Worked per week (i.e. job commitment). 

3.5 Ethics 

The study was approved by the ethics committee of Dublin Business School, and was 

conducted to form the basis of the researcher’s undergraduate thesis. The researcher declares 
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not conflict of interest or additional funding of the research. Participants did not receive nor 

were promised any form of compensation (i.e. monetary compensation, benefit-in-kind, or 

course credit) for participation in the study. In accordance with the Psychological Society of 

Ireland’s code of ethics, all relevant considerations were made in the development and 

implementation of this study to ensure the research was consistent with the highest standards 

of ethical conduct and integrity.  Respect for the rights and dignity of the participants was 

maintained at all times. This was achieved through the design of the study, the debrief sheet, 

and the nature of the questions. Due to the introspective nature of the questions, the debrief 

sheet provided information on how the participant could access emotional support services, 

the student services offered by the college in question, and contact details for both the 

researcher and thesis supervisor. The linguistic structure of the questionnaire was free of any 

priming language, and to the researcher’s best estimates took into account personal, 

emotional, moral, and cultural differences that un-regarded may have caused harm or offence 

to participants (i.e. gender-neutral terminology).   

This study was not knowingly conducted using any vulnerable groups or persons of 

diminished capacity, and therefore the special consideration or additional supervision 

consistent with research concerning these groups was not required. There was no requirement 

for audio, video, or photographic records of research participants, and therefore none was 

collected. The questionnaire was fully anonymous, with no information being gathered that 

would allow a participant to be uniquely identified. Other than the base criteria (i.e. that the 

participant be a student within one of the appropriate disciplines), the recruitment and 

selection process for participants is offered as impartial and free of unnecessary selection 

criteria that would introduce a confounding effect on the research findings. Free and informed 

consent was a key consideration within the study design. After reading a short statement 

designed to honestly inform the participant of the aims and length of the questionnaire, the 
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participant was required to indicate their willingness to participate in the study by way of a 

non-coercive disclaimer, which was mandatory for participation. Participants were made 

fully aware of the right to withdraw without prejudice at any stage of the survey. However, 

participants were also advised that due to the design of the study, it would not be possible 

to retrospectively withdraw consent after the survey had been completed, as by design it 

would be impossible to identify a specific respondent within the data collected. 
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4. Results 

Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests of normality were carried out, revealing that whilst the data for 

CIPS and NSS-SI were normally distributed, the data for PSS-4 and AMS were not. The 

inferential statistics were obtained using both parametric and non-parametric testing. 

Hierarchical multiple regressions were conducted between significantly correlated variables. 

4.1 Descriptive Statistics 

112 participants took part in this study. The sample consisted of 54 males (48.6%) 

and 57 females (51.4%), as illustrated by Table 1. Of these, 65 were studying full-time (58%) 

and 47 were studying part-time (42%). The majority of participants were studying Business 

(52.7%), followed by Psychology (33%), and finally Law (14.3%). The distribution of 

academic discipline distribution by study schedule is illustrated in Figure 1. Descriptive 

statistics of Age, Hours Worked, Academic Motivation Scale, Clance Imposter Phenomenon 

Scale, Perceived Stress Scale (4-Item), and National Student Survey (Stress Index) are shown 

in Appendix H. 

 Table 1: Gender of Respondents 

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent 
Cumulative 

Percentage 

Valid Male 54 48.2 48.6 48.6 

 Female 57 50.9 51.4 100 

 Total 111 99.1 100  

Missing -9 1 .9   

Total  112 100   
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Figure 1: Academic Discipline Distribution by Study Schedule 

 

 

4.2 Hypothesis 1: Imposter Phenomenon and Gender 

It was hypothesised that an individual belonging to the gender-minority within their 

academic discipline would experience higher levels of imposter phenomenon than those in 

the gender-majority. A two-way between-groups analysis of variance was conducted to 

explore the impact of gender and subject of study on Imposter Phenomenon scores. The 

interaction effect was not statistically significant, F (2, 105) = .27, p = .763. 

Following this, an independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare the Imposter 

Phenomenon scores for males and females studying Psychology. Despite females 

representing 70.3% of the cohort, there was no significant difference in IP scores for males 

(M = 2.65, SD = .74) and females (M = 3.07, SD = .83) (t(35) = -1.43, p = .16). 

An independent-samples t-test was also conducted to compare the Imposter 

Phenomenon scores for males and females studying Business. Despite males representing 
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61% of the cohort, there was no significant difference in IP scores for males (M = 2.87, SD = 

.73) and females (M = 3.11, SD = .46) (t(56) = -1.34, p = .19). 

A third independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare the Imposter 

Phenomenon scores for males and females studying Law. Despite females representing 

56.3% of the cohort, there was no significant difference in IP scores for males (M = 2.69, SD 

= .44) and females (M = 3.16, SD = .61) (t(14) = -1.64, p = .12). 

A final independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare the Imposter 

Phenomenon scores for males and females irrespective of academic discipline. Despite there 

being a highly satisfactory gender balance in the participant sample (males = 48.2%, females 

= 51.4%), a statistically significant difference was found between genders, with females (M 

= 3.1, SD = .67) reporting higher levels of Imposter Phenomenon than males (M = 2.81, SD 

= .7) (t (109) = -2.23, p = .028, CI (95%) -.54 to -.03). 

Therefore, it can be concluded that the factor of an individual belonging to a gender-

majority (as was the case for females in both Psychology (70.3%) and Law (56.3%)) does 

not necessarily equate to statistically significant higher levels of imposter phenomenon, and 

as such the null hypothesis cannot be rejected. However, gender alone appears to have an 

effect, with females overall more likely to experience imposter phenomenon than males (M 

= 2.81, SD = .7) (t (109) = -2.23, p = .028). It can also be observed that, whilst not statistically 

significant, the highest reports of Imposter Phenomenon in males was in the Business cohort, 

where males represented a majority (61%).  

4.3 Hypothesis 2: Imposter Phenomenon and Age 

 It was hypothesised that there would be a significant correlation between age and 

Imposter Phenomenon scores. A Pearson correlation coefficient found that there was a small 

negative correlation between age (M = 24.16, SD = 7.65) and Imposter Phenomenon scores 
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(M = 2.95, SD = .7) (r(109) = -.24, p = .012), with increased age associated with lower 

Imposter Phenomenon scores. Therefore, the null hypothesis can be rejected. 

4.4 Hypothesis 3: Intrinsic Academic Motivation and Imposter Phenomenon 

It was hypothesised that there would be a significant negative correlation between 

intrinsic academic motivation levels and imposter phenomenon score. Preliminary analyses 

were conducted to test for violations of assumptions of normality, linearity, or 

homoscedasticity. Having inspected the scatter plot (Figure 2), it was discovered that the data 

was not normally distributed, with non-parametric testing utilised as a result. A Spearman’s 

Rho correlation found that there was no significant correlation between intrinsic academic 

motivation levels and imposter phenomenon score (rs(112) = -.08, p = .384). Therefore, the 

null hypothesis cannot be rejected. 

 
 Figure 2: Scatter Plot showing CIPS by AMS Intrinsic Motivation 

 

4.5 Hypothesis 4: Intrinsic Academic Motivation and Academic Uplift Ratings 

It was hypothesised that there would be a significant positive correlation between 

intrinsic academic motivation levels and academic uplift ratings. Preliminary analyses were 

conducted to test for violations of assumptions of normality, linearity, or homoscedasticity. 
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Having inspected the scatter plot (Figure 3), it was discovered that the data was not normally 

distributed, with non-parametric testing utilised as a result. A Spearman’s Rho correlation 

found that there was no significant correlation between intrinsic academic motivation levels 

and academic uplift ratings (rs(108) = .05, p = .642). Therefore, the null hypothesis cannot 

be rejected. 

 
 Figure 3: Scatter Plot showing NSS Uplifts by AMS Intrinsic Motivation 

 

 

4.6 Hypothesis 5: Extrinsic Academic Motivation and Imposter Phenomenon 

It was hypothesised that there would be a significant positive correlation between 

extrinsic academic motivation levels and imposter phenomenon score. Preliminary analyses 

were conducted to test for violations of assumptions of normality, linearity, or 

homoscedasticity. Having inspected the scatter plot (Figure 4), it was discovered that the data 

was not normally distributed, with non-parametric testing utilised as a result. A Spearman’s 

Rho correlation found that there was a significant moderate positive correlation between 

extrinsic academic motivation levels and imposter phenomenon score (rs(112) = .33, p = < 

.001). Therefore, the null hypothesis can be rejected. 
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Figure 4: Scatter Plot showing CIPS by NSS Hassles 

 

  

 Table 2: Regression Model Summary 

R R2 Adjusted R2 Std. Error of 

the Estimate 

.500 .250 .207 .62025 

a. PV: Age, Gender, Academic Discipline, Hours Worked per Week, Study 

Schedule, AMS_Extrinsic 

b. DV: CIPS 

 

 

To better understand this, hierarchical multiple regressions were performed to explore 

the relationship between extrinsic academic motivation levels and imposter phenomenon 

score by controlling for the influences of age, gender, academic discipline, study schedule, 

and hours worked per week (regression model summary shown in Table 2). The process 

outlined by Baron and Kenny (1986) was used to arrive at the most parsimonious regression 

model. In the first round of testing, it was found that gender significantly predicted higher 

imposter phenomenon scores (β = .12 p = .03). Though not statistically significant in itself, 

the introduction of hours worked per week as a variable in the second round of testing 

rendered gender no longer significant, suggesting that hours worked have a mediating effect 
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on gender as a predictor of imposter phenomenon. In the final regression model, it was 

discovered that extrinsic academic motivation levels still account for 15% of the variation in 

imposter phenomenon scores (R2 = .15, F(3, 106) = 7.58, p = < .001). 

4.7 Hypothesis 6: Extrinsic Academic Motivation and Academic Hassles Ratings 

It was hypothesised that there would be a significant positive correlation between 

extrinsic academic motivation levels and academic hassles ratings. Preliminary analyses were 

conducted to test for violations of assumptions of normality, linearity, or homoscedasticity. 

Having inspected the scatter plot (Appendix K), it was discovered that the data was not 

normally distributed, with non-parametric testing utilised as a result. A Spearman’s Rho 

correlation found that there was no significant correlation between extrinsic academic 

motivation levels and academic hassles ratings (rs(99) = .19, p = .062). Therefore, the null 

hypothesis cannot be rejected. 

 
Figure 5: Scatter Plot showing NSS Hassles by AMS Extrinsic Motivation 

 

 

4.8 Hypothesis 7: Study Schedule, Hours Worked Per Week, and Perceived Stress 

It was hypothesised that there would be a significant main and interaction effects in 

perceived stress levels based on students’ study schedule, and hours worked per week. A two-
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way, between groups analysis of variance was conducted to examine the interaction effects 

of study schedule and hours worked per week on perceived stress levels. Subjects were 

divided into five groups according to the number of hours they worked per week (Group 1: 

0-9, Group 2: 10-19, Group 3: 20-29, Group 4: 30+). The interaction effect between study 

schedule and hours worked per week on perceived stress was not found to be statistically 

significant (F (3, 102) = .5, p = .685). Therefore, the null hypothesis cannot be rejected. 

Descriptive statistics for hours worked by study schedule are included in Appendix I. 
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5. Discussion 

The present study set out to examine the Imposter Phenomenon in first-year undergraduates. 

Specifically, this study was an attempt to better understand the factors that could influence 

feelings of intellectual fraudulence, including perceived stress levels, the nature of that stress, 

academic motivation, and various demographic features, as will be discussed below. 

5.1 Imposter Phenomenon 

Firstly, it had been hypothesised that an individual belonging to the gender-minority 

within their academic discipline would experience higher levels of imposter phenomenon 

than those is the gender-majority. This emerged from a review of existing literature which 

suggested that despite the proposition of imposter phenomenon as a primarily female 

experience, it was in fact the subjective experience of belonging to a minority group that 

would cause this (Harvey & Katz, 1985; Peteet et al., 2015). Many previous studies had used 

female-only cohorts in typically male-heavy environments, making it very difficult to accept 

their findings as being free from confounding variables or researcher bias. This limitation 

was alluded to in the original study by Clance and Imes (1978), where they acknowledged 

objections from colleagues to this element of their research. As studies had since 

acknowledged that imposter phenomenon was possibly just a feature of the human condition, 

regardless of gender, there was a strong indication that the experience of feeling outnumbered 

based on some immutable demographic feature could play a role. However, the current study 

did not find that being in a gender minority within a group (in this case, the subjects’ chosen 

academic discipline) had a significant impact of feelings of intellectual fraudulence. This 

offers initially to contradict the findings of Harvey and Katz (1985) among others. However, 

this study did not measure other demographic features that are typically associated with 

minority status, such as ethnicity, religion, or membership of the LGBT community. Future 

research could address this, with a view to offering a more inclusive overview of students.  
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A subsequent analysis did find that regardless of whether they were in a majority or 

minority within their student group, female participants reported a significantly higher 

experience of imposter phenomenon than their male fellow students. This finding supports 

much previous research (Falkner et al., 2015; Lavender, 2013; Pedler, 2011; Ivie & Ephraim, 

2009; Gibson et al., 2008; Reis, 2002). Previous studies had indicated that this was due to the 

internalisation of gender stereotypes in male-dominated environments. Considering that in 

2015, 51% of new undergraduate enrolments were female (Higher Education Authority, 

2015), and that females made up 50.9% of the respondents in the current study, that reason 

does not seem to hold up to scrutiny. Hierarchical regression analyses suggested that as 

working hours increased, the significance of gender as a predictor of imposter phenomenon 

disappeared. This is potentially due to a stronger self-concept as a result of experience in a 

working environment. Future research could explore this using qualitative measures, 

allowing a richer insight. 

This is also not to say that male participants reported no feelings of intellectual 

fraudulence, and as men have been shown to under-report hardships with an inclination to 

internalise problems (Boerma et al., 2016, Mayor, 2015), there could still be an aspect of this 

experience that remains unilluminated. Additionally, Baday et al. (2018) found that whilst 

feelings of intellectual fraudulence were more prevalent in females, the negative impact and 

internalisation was more evident in males. It is recommended therefore that future research 

also address the impact of gender and imposter phenomenon on student academic 

performance, especially when considering that feelings of intellectual fraudulence are more 

prevalent in high achievers (Clance & Imes, 1978; Clance, 1985). It has been the implicit 

assumption of previous research that imposter phenomenon is a generalised experience. 

However, future research could examine the impact of situational confidence, or lack of the 

same. 
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As hypothesised, a significant negative correlation was observed in an analysis of age 

and imposter phenomenon. In this, it was found that as age increased, self-reported levels of 

imposter phenomenon decreased. This appears to support much previous research regarding 

an increased degree of resilience with age (Folkman et al., 1987). As previously discussed, 

the Transactional Model (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) provides for a system of appraisal, 

response, and adaptation when faced with a potential stressor. Throughout the lifetime, the 

natural challenges which an individual faces will accumulate. The Lifespan Theory of 

Control (Heckhausen & Shulz, 1995) suggests that with experience (often a natural by-

product of the aging process) comes increased resilience, and with it an ability to appraise a 

situation less emotionally and more objectively.  

Imposter phenomenon has been shown to be a factor of poor faith in one’s own 

capability, with the denial of observed performance and efficacy in order to preserve the 

damaging self-schema (Langford & Clance, 1993). This lack of situational confidence can be 

overcome. Although he has gained criticism for invoking oft-criticised homunculi, Daniel 

Kahneman (2011) wrote of heuristics, and the cognitive errors that an individual can 

overcome simply by focusing on and working through the problem using ‘System 2’ thinking 

instead of the quick and easy ‘System 1’.  

5.2 Stress 

It had been hypothesised that there would be significant main and interaction effects 

in perceived stress levels based on students’ study schedule, and hours worked per week. Of 

the full-time cohort, 40% had less than a nine-hour work commitment per week, with just 

6.2% working over 30 hours per week whilst studying full-time. Of the part-time cohort, 83% 

worked over 30 hours per week. Despite this the overall time demands on an individual (i.e. 

a combination of study schedule and work commitment) did not yield a significant difference 

in stress levels. The reasons for this remain unclear, despite the fact that mature student intake 
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has increased significantly, with almost ten-thousand more mature students enrolling in part 

time courses in 2015 than in 2005. However, as they represented just 13% of new entrants to 

the third-level education sector in 2015, mature students are still a drastically under-studied 

group. Students as a group will report higher stress levels than the general public (Saleh et 

al., 2017; Roberts et al., 1999), and the needs of mature students are substantially different 

from younger students due to a variety of factors. Looking again at the Transactional Model 

of Cognitive Appraisal (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), it could be suggested that as mature 

students make the decision to engage with higher education for very different reasons than 

school-leavers, and will often do so later in life, the added factor of employment or personal 

fulfilment outside of college could negate the additional stresses offered by balancing work, 

college, and family. Future research could look to ascertain whether additional factors (such 

as marital status or number of children) could offer any mediating effects to the relationship 

between study schedule and stress. 

5.3 Motivation 

In total, four hypotheses were tested to assess the impact of intrinsic and extrinsic 

motivation on both feelings of imposterism and the degree to which the participants would 

rate various academic challenges as sources of eustress or distress. This was based largely on 

a review of existing literature regarding attribution styles. Existing literature had indicated 

that individual who internally attributed their success were also more likely to be intrinsically 

motivated and frame challenges more positively (Koestner, Zuckerman, and Olsson, 1990). 

Kumar and Jagacinski (2006) found in a study of male and female undergraduates that whilst 

females self-reported higher levels of imposterism, the students that tended to regularly 

compare their performance to their peers suffered from feelings of intellectual fraudulence to 

a much higher degree. As a result, it was hypothesised that there would be a significant 

negative correlation between intrinsic academic motivation levels and imposter phenomenon 
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score, that there would be a significant positive correlation between intrinsic academic 

motivation levels and academic uplift ratings, and that there would be a significant positive 

correlation between extrinsic academic motivation levels and academic hassles ratings. The 

current study was unable to offer support for these hypotheses. However, it was also 

hypothesised that there would be a significant positive correlation between extrinsic 

academic motivation levels and imposter phenomenon score, for which there was support. 

That is to say that the participants who were primarily motivated by extrinsic factors (i.e. 

money, career, and praise or recognition from others) were more likely to suffer from feelings 

of intellectual fraudulence, supporting the findings of Want & Kleitman (2006). The same 

did not hold true for intrinsic motivation, which had no significant bearing on imposter 

phenomenon scores one way or the other, nor on the way problems were framed, 

contradicting the findings of Koestnor et al. (1990). Research around the previously 

mentioned attribution models suggests that where external markers are equated with 

accomplishment or success, the self-attribution of causation will likely diminish. Maslow et 

al. (1970) found that the nature of motivation was a significant factor in effort appraisal, a 

concept that this study can offer some support to. Where extrinsic motivation is high, feelings 

of imposterism will rise, as the people that are extrinsically motivated are more likely to 

experience lower levels of core confidence. However, this did not appear to have any impact 

on the way problems are framed, as there was no significant correlation between extrinsic 

academic motivation levels and academic hassles ratings. This offers to supports Goyzman 

(2010), who reported that attribution style made no difference to task performance or 

approach.  

5.4 Limitations and Observations  

Deaux (1976) proposed that the retrospective attribution of causation was dependent 

on the desirability of the outcome. That is to say that when the outcome is expected, it is often 
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attributed to predictable, stable causes. Conversely, unexpected outcomes are generally 

attributed to unpredictable or external causes. This could have introduced a confounding 

variable in the study, but one that is common among self-report (Ludeke & Carey, 2015). 

Self-report has the potential to misrepresent or misattribute objective facts, as the concept of 

control over one’s own faculties or environment is an important one. 

As the present study was conducted using first-year undergraduates exclusively, it is 

suggested that this could be re-tested longitudinally, perhaps with a repeat test in the student’s 

final year. As students adjust to the various demands of academic life, effective coping 

mechanisms are certainly formulated which could offer to moderate the effect of attribution 

styles, or perhaps change them completely. As motivations can change over time, it is also 

suggested that there may be an observable difference in academic motivation in first-year 

undergraduates compared with award-stage undergraduates. In this study, age was not 

normally distributed, with an underrepresentation of older students. It would be hoped that 

future studies could place a larger emphasis on mature students to ensure a balanced picture. 

Considering that as per the 2015 report, the Higher Education Authority is working 

to increase the entry figures for mature students and ethnic minorities into Higher Education, 

it would seem prudent for future research to address the impact of factors such as the feeling 

of intellectual fraudulence, stress, or a lack of motivation with particular focus on ethnic 

minorities and international students. 

Lastly, although it was suggested that psychology students may not have been 

indicative of the general student population, no significant differences were observed 

between academic disciplines. However, personality types have been shown to mediate 

differences in several areas, including gender and age (Litten et al., 2018; Vedel & Thomsen, 

2017). Future research should examine personality types as an influence on imposter 

phenomenon levels and motivation. 
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5.5 Conclusion 

The world of perception is largely one of subjective construction, and each person 

bears an element of performance anxiety or outcome dependency. Most people that operate 

in the real world have hopes, desires, and dreams that can cause disappointment when not 

realised. The feeling of intellectual fraudulence can be extremely challenging, as it can 

prevent the achievement of these aspirations for fear of being ‘outed as an imposter’, or 

prevent achievements from being enjoyed fully due to an unfounded preoccupation with the 

ill-gotten fruits of unearned success. Furthermore, an individual’s self-schema (the 

mechanism by which to identify, describe, and differentiate themselves to or from others) 

will always be biased, and people are often inaccurate in their self-perceptions (Chapman, 

2013). The concept of control over one’s own environment is an important one, as is social 

congruence (Sapolsky, 2011) and so the inclination to regard oneself as an intellectual 

imposter can be deeply unnerving. 

It is naïve to expect students to become a beacon of self-confidence, and as 

appropriate sources of anxiety or eustress can motivate students towards greatness, perhaps 

this should not be the goal anyway. The ‘Goldilocks Effect’; the art of getting the balance 

‘just right’, is the holy grail of academic institutions the world over. As per the work of Yerkes 

and Dodson (1908) and Vygotsky (1978), too little stress, or too high a degree of 

complacency, will lead to underperformance or abandonment of the task at hand. This study 

has found evidence to support previous research showing that females self-report higher 

levels of imposterism than their male classmates, though employment status may mediate the 

effects of this, and with age feelings of intellectual fraudulence decline. Extrinsic sources of 

motivation may also increase the experience of the imposter phenomenon. With additional 

research, specifically regarding the influence of these factors on student performance and 

dropout rates, the student could be afforded a more rounded view of college life and the 
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challenges they may face. This would provide them with a more appropriate toolkit to allow 

their academic achievements to be internalised, celebrated, and not merely a factor of the 

success with which they reacted to or endured adverse conditions, unproductive schemas, or 

the pure good fortune of not having yet been outed as an intellectual fraud. 
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7. Appendices 

Appendix A: Cover Letter/Information Sheet 
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Appendix B: Question Pack 
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Appendix C: Debrief Sheet 
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Appendix D: Clance IP Scale (Clance, 1985) 

Using the scale below, please circle the number that best indicates how true the statement 

is of you for each question. It is best to give the first response that enters your mind rather 

than dwelling on each statement and thinking about it over and over. 

  

    1           2               3             4               5 

(Not at all True)  (Rarely)   (Sometimes)   (Often)  (Very True) 

 

 

1. I have often succeeded on a test or task even though I was afraid that I would not do 

well before I undertook the task. 

2. I can give the impression that I’m more competent than I really am. 

3. I avoid evaluations if possible and have a dread of others evaluating me. 

4. When people praise me for something I’ve accomplished, I’m afraid I won’t be able 

to live up to their expectations of me in the future. 

5. I sometimes think I obtained my present position or gained my present success 

because I happened to be in the right place at the right time or knew the right people. 

6. I’m afraid people important to me may find out that I’m not as capable as they think 

I am. 

7. I tend to remember the incidents in which I have not done my best more than those 

times I have done my best. 

8. I rarely do a project or task as well as I’d like to do it. 

9. Sometimes I feel or believe that my success in my life or in my job has been the result 

of some kind of error. 

10. It’s hard for me to accept compliments or praise about my intelligence or 

accomplishments. 

11. At times, I feel my success has been due to some kind of luck. 

12. I’m disappointed at times in my present accomplishments and think I should have 

accomplished much more. 

13. Sometimes I’m afraid others will discover how much knowledge or ability I really 

lack. 

14. I’m often afraid that I may fail at a new assignment or undertaking even though I 

generally do well at what I attempt. 

15. When I’ve succeeded at something and received recognition for my accomplishments, 

I have doubts that I can keep repeating that success. 
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16. If I receive a great deal of praise and recognition for something I’ve accomplished, I 

tend to discount the importance of what I’ve done. 

17. I often compare my ability to those around me and think they may be more intelligent 

than I am. 

18. I often worry about not succeeding with a project or examination, even though others 

around me have considerable confidence that I will do well. 

19. If I’m going to receive a promotion or gain recognition of some kind, I hesitate to tell 

others until it is an accomplished fact. 

20. I feel bad and discouraged if I’m not “the best” or at least “very special” in situations 

that involve achievement. 

 

Scoring: 

The Impostor Test was developed to help individuals determine whether or not they have IP 

characteristics and, if so, to what extent they are suffering. After taking the Impostor Test, 

add together the numbers of the responses to each statement. 

 If the total score is 40 or less, the respondent has few Impostor characteristics; 

 If the score is between 41 and 60, the respondent has moderate IP experiences; 

 If the score is between 61 and 80, the respondent frequently has Impostor feelings; 

 If the score is higher than 80, the respondent often has intense IP experiences. 

The higher the score, the more frequently and seriously the Impostor Phenomenon interferes 

in a person’s life. 

  



IMPOSTER PHENOMENON: DO DEMOGRAPHICS & FEELINGS OF INTELLECTUAL 

FRAUDULENCE IMPACT UNDERGRADUATES’ STRESS AND MOTIVATION LEVELS?  61 

 

 

Appendix E: The National Student Survey (Stress Index) (2011) 

About: Stress index taken National Student Survey (2011). Findings and trends 2006 to 

2010. NSS-SI Scores are totalled to give hassle and uplifting scores. 

 

Validation: The hassle and uplifting scoring rubric has been validated by Dr C Gibbons: 

Gibbons, C (2015) Stress, eustress and the National Student Survey, Psychology 

Teaching Review, Special Edition – Psychological literacy, Vol. 21 (2) 86-92. 

Gibbons, C (2012) Stress, positive psychology and the National Student Survey, 

Psychology Teaching Review, Vol. 18 (2), 22-30. 

Gibbons, C (2012) How satisfied are students with their course and should we 

care? First Annual Conference on the aiming for excellence in STEM learning 

and teaching. Conference Proceedings, April. 

Stress is any demand that leads to a physiological and psychological response. Some of the 

demands you have experienced while you have been a student have led to a level of stress 

that actually enhances your performance, increases your satisfaction and helps you achieve, 

such as producing a good essay. We call these ‘uplifting’ experiences. 

 

Some experiences, however, lead to distress, for example, the difficulties you might have had 

in understanding some of the core reading. We call these sources of stress ‘hassles’. 

 

The same experience can often be a source of distress, a hassle, and an uplift, an experience 

that helps you to achieve. An essay, for example, may be distressing but also an experience 

where you consolidated your learning and achieved. 

 

You are likely to have had a number of experiences that relate to each item you will be asked 

about, but it is your overall response that we are asking you to consider in your reply.  

 

If the item asks about an experience that does not apply to you please do not add any 

numerical value under hassle or uplift and tick the ‘non-applicable’ option. 

 

You will be shown a series of items and we would like you to rate each twice – once as a 

hassle and once as an uplift. When rating the item as a hassle, 0 represents no hassle, 5 

represents a significant source of distress.  

 

When rating the item as an uplift, 0 indicates that the item represents no source of satisfaction 

or influence that helps you achieve, 5 represents an influence that really helps you achieve 

and gives you a strong sense of satisfaction. For example: 

 

Hassle  Uplift Non-

applicable 0-5 Item 0-5 
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3 The extent to which teaching staff explain things. 5  

 

  

Hassle  Uplift Non-

applicable 0-5 Item 0-5 

 
The extent to which teaching staff explain things. 

 
  

 

The extent to which the teaching staff make the 

subject interesting. 

 

  

 
Course deadlines and the pressure this puts on me as 

a student. 
  

 
Making sure time is spent effectively on academic 

study. 
  

 
The opportunities there are to interact socially with 

other students on my course. 
  

 
The extent to which assessment tests me on what I 

have understood not what I have memorised. 
  

 
How my course is helping me improve my career 

prospects. 
  

 
The advice available for making further study and 

career choices. 
  

 
How the course has helped me to improve my 

presentation skills. 
  

 
How the course has helped me to improve my 

communication skills. 
  

 
Using opportunities to engage with the range of clubs 

and societies available at the university. 
  

 The workload on my course   

 
Course deadlines and the pressure this puts on me as 

a student. 
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Appendix F: Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-4) (Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983) 

Instructions: 

The questions in this scale ask you about your feelings and thoughts during the last month. 

For each question choose from the following alternatives, indicating for each how often you 

felt or thought a certain way. 

  Never 
Almost 

Never 
Sometimes Fairly Often Very Often 

All 

questions 
0 1 2 3 4 

 

1. In the last month, how often have you felt that you were unable to control the important 

things in your life? 

2. In the last month, how often have you felt confident about your ability to handle your 

personal problems? 

3. In the last month, how often have you felt that things were going your way? 

4. In the last month, how often have you felt difficulties were piling up so high that you could 

not overcome them? 

 

Scoring: 

PSS-4 scores are obtained by reverse coding items #2 and #3 and then summing across all 4 

items.  

 

Purpose: 

To assess the degree to which people perceive their lives as stressful. High levels of stress 

are associated with poor self-reported health, elevated blood pressure, depression, and 

susceptibility to infection.  

 

Psychometrics:  

Reliability: alpha = .78  

Validity: Correlates in a predicted way with other measure of stress (Job Responsibilities 

Scale, life events scales).  
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Appendix G: Academic Motivation Scale (Vallerand et al., 1992) 

WHY DO YOU GO TO COLLEGE? 

Using the scale below, indicate to what extent each of the following items presently 

corresponds to one of the reasons why you go to college 

 Does Not     

 Correspond Corresponds Corresponds Corresponds   Corresponds 

 At All a Little Moderately a Lot Exactly  

 1                    2  3                         4  5 

 

WHY DO YOU GO TO COLLEGE? 

  

1.  Because with only a leaving cert (or equivalent), I will not find a high-paying job. 

2.  Because I experience pleasure and satisfaction while learning new things. 

3.  Because I think that a college education will help me better prepare for the career I have 

chosen. 

4.  I enjoy the experience of communicating my own ideas to others. 

5.  Honestly, I don't know; I really feel that I am wasting my time in college 

6.  I get pleasure from exceeding my own expectations in my studies 

7.  To prove to myself that I am capable of completing a college degree. 

8.  In order to obtain a more prestigious job later on. 

9.  For the pleasure I experience when I discover new things never seen before.  

10.  Because eventually it will enable me to enter the job market in a field that I like. 

11.  For the pleasure that I experience when I learn interesting things. 

12. I once had good reasons for going to college however, now I wonder whether I should 

continue. 

13. For the pleasure that I experience while I am exceeding my own expectations in one of 

my personal accomplishments. 

14. Because when I succeed in college I feel important.  

15. Because I want to live ‘the good life’ later in life. 

16. For the pleasure that I experience in broadening my knowledge about subjects which 

appeal to me. 

17. Because this will help me make a better choice regarding my career orientation. 
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18. For the pleasure that I experience when I feel completely absorbed by what certain 

authors have written. 

19. I can't see why I go to college and frankly, I couldn't care less. 

20.  For the satisfaction I feel when I am in the process of accomplishing difficult academic 

activities. 

21. To show myself that I am an intelligent person. 

22. In order to have a better salary later on. 

23. Because my studies allow me to continue to learn about many things that interest me. 

24. Because I believe that a few additional years of education will improve my competence 

as a worker. 

25. For the ‘high’ feeling that I experience while reading about various interesting subjects. 

26. I don't know; I can't understand what I am doing in college. 

27. Because college allows me to experience a personal satisfaction in my quest for 

excellence. 

28. Because I want to show myself that I can succeed in my studies. 

 

Item Scoring: 

# 2, 4, 6, 9, 11, 13, 16, 18, 20, 23, 25, 27 Intrinsic Motivation 

# 1, 3, 7, 8, 10, 14, 15, 17, 21, 22, 24, 28 Extrinsic Motivation 

# 5, 12, 19, 26     Amotivation 

 

Cronbach's α .78 
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Appendix H: Descriptive Statistics of Age, Hours Worked, AMS, CIPS, PSS4, and NSS-

SI 

 Age 
Hours 

Worked 
AMS CIPS PSS4 

NSS-SI 

Hassles 

NSS-SI 

Uplift 

N 111 110 106 108 106 61 68 

Range 39 50 65 68 14 49 31 

Min 17 0 48 22 2 5 29 

Max 56 50 113 90 16 54 60 

Mean 24.16 21.83 91.3 58.91 9.31 29.08 44.57 

SD 7.65 16.51 14.9 14.15 3.4 11.05 8.36 

Variance 58.54 272.59 222 
200.1

2 
11.59 122.04 69.89 

Skewness 1.91 -.02 -1.02 0 -.12 -.09 .07 

Kurtosis 4.03 -.17 .83 -.17 -.9 -.54 -.72 
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Appendix I: Descriptive Statistics of Hours Worked by Study Schedule 

Hours Worked Full-Time N Full-Time % Part-Time N Part-Time % 

0-9 26 40 3 6.7 

10-19 20 30.8 2 4.4 

20-29 15 23 1 2.2 

30+ 4 6.2 39 86.7 

Total 65 100 47 100 

 


