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ABSTRACT

IP is a psychological disorder that a person attributes his/her success to chance or fate and doesn’t believe
in his/her success. The person, also , acts as an intelligent and deserving person. The present research
studies the relationship between this syndrome with two variables-self-esteem and emotional intelligence
components.

The purpose of this research was to study the relationship between self-esteem and emotional intelligence
components with imposter syndrome among medical students. The statistical community of this research
is all the medical students of Guilan university and all the Iranian medical students of Heratsi university
of Yerevan(Armania) which 200 students out of 419 students in both universities were chosen by
proportional stratified random sampling as the research sample group. Schutte’s emotional intelligence
scale, Coopersmith’s self-esteem test and Clance’s imposter phenomenon scale (CIPS) were used as
research instruments.

Results showed that there was a negative significant correlation between self-esteem and imposter
syndrome, also, there was a significant correlation between “appraisal and expression of emotion” and
“utilization of emotion”. But the difference between self-esteem and imposter syndrome correlation
coefficients was not statistically significant. When studying the differences between “emotional intelligence
components” and “imposter syndrome” correlation coefficients of Guilan’s and Yerevan’s students, a
statistically significant difference in utilization of emotion component was found. When studying the
differences between self-esteem” and “emotional intelligence” correlation coefficients of Guilan’s and
Yerevan’s male and female students, a statistically significant difference in self-esteem was found.

In spite of the existence of success external instances, people with imposter syndrome are incapable of
internalizing their successes ; thus, an uncertain self-esteem is a characteristic of an impostor person.
Hence, emotional intelligence control would be helpful for people with imposter syndrome.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The imposter syndrome is known as a set of feeling guilty about success, lack of introjections of success, fear of
evaluation, a feeling of unworthiness and a feeling of vocational and educational inefficiency (Clance&Imes,1978;
Clance&O’To0l1,1988; Young,2003). For the first time, Clance and Imes (1978) used the term of “Imposter
phenomenon” and Harvey(1990; form Kats & Harvey,1995) and Kolligian and Sternberg(2000) presented it as a
personality construct. In Kolligian’s and Sternberg’s(2000) opinion, “perceived fraudulence” is a scientifically better
and more understandable term than “imposter”. They suggested to categorize this mental fraudulence experience as
a category in personality disorder or pervasive mental disorder for it’s known not as a symptom but a “self-
perception” or “self-referral ideation” with cognitive and emotional-affective components.

Some of the researches indicated that when imposters face a competitive situation, show two anxiety reactions:
they become negligent and make up excuses for doing the given task or spend excessive energy doing it (Cromwell,
Brown, Sanchez-Huceles&  Adaire, 1990; Clance, Dingman, Reviere&Stober,1995; Thompson,
Foreman&Martin,2000; Cowman&Ferrari,2006). If there’s any success, the first group attribute it to luck and the
second attribute it to their excessive diligence. Thereby, Gediman (2005) describes imposter or perceived
fraudulence as a personality characteristic in which individuals think that their competence is not real. Therefore,
this syndrome is a set of fear, doubt, worry and defective cycle of post-success anxiety which doesn’t allow
individuals to develop and benefit from all of their latent abilities(Holmes, Kertay, Adamson, Hulland &
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Clance,1993; Young,2003). Rothman(2000) and Piedmont(2002) state that success congregation is one the ways to
increase self-esteem. But in contrast, there are individuals who don’t internalize their successes and in fact deny them
which leads to low self-esteem. Aside from weakening self-image and self-esteem, Imposter causes negative
perfectionism (Thompson, Foreman & Martin,2000). Various researches show that successful individuals intentionally
or unintentionally may strive to create some barriers to their goals, because they’re scared of being recognized,
privileged and responsible (Fried-Bachalter,1997; Cowman & Ferrari,2006&2008). Imposter syndrome may have
relatively various impacts in different societies. Thus, in Lew et al.’s opinion, it’s best that imposter is studied based on
the certain culture of the society . Therefore, it shows the necessity of this research in Iranian society.

Gilligan(1982, from Reis,2002) alludes to gender differences in attachment and development domain, as in TAT ,
men make up violent stories for intimity and attachment and are scared of success and intimity, while women tell
stories about their fear of success and they avoid success. In her researches regarding women’s interpretations of
success, Young (2003) relates it to “Blanche dubois syndrome” in which imposter women attribute their success to
the “kindness of strangers”. Robinson and Goodpaster (2000), Thompson(2004) and Kumar and Jagacinski (2006)
showed in their researches that women are more exposed to imposter syndrome than men.

In some researches, failure avoidance behaviors such as lack of self-worth protection, self-handicapping,
negligence, imposter fears and defensive pessimism are mentioned as symptoms of imposter syndrome (Dinnel,
Hopkins &Thompson, 2004). In their studies on a group of male and female students, Kumar and Jagacinski (2006)
concluded that imposter fears are related to achievement goals and imposters have a distinct attitudinal pattern to
intelligence, capability and goal selection.

The etiology of imposter syndrome includes many factors such as: the connection link between family variables,
personality variables, destructive beliefs and the unpleasant consequences of progress(Thompson,2004), family and
child rearing  method(Thompson,Davidson&Barber,1995; Leung&Kwan,1998; Ferrari&Olivette,2000;
Thompson,2004; Want&Klietman,2006), attribution styles (Smith&Harris,2002; Lord,2004; Deaux,2005; Frieze,
Whitley, Hanusa&McHugh,2009), gender differences(Mead,1949 form Clance&Imes,1978; McCobby,1963 form
Clance&lImes,1978; Gilligan ,1982 form Reis,2006; Feried-Buchalter,1997; Reis,2002; Reis,2002; Young,2003;
Richardson,2003; Sassen,2006; Ludwing,2006).

Vallerie Young (2003) discovered five psychological profile such as perfectionists, experts, chester fields,
natural geniuses and rugged individuals. Studies show that imposter syndrome is positively correlated with
anxiety(Clace&Imes,1978; Mathews&Clance,1985; Topping&Kimmel,1985; Thompson et al.,1998; Lauderdale et
al.,2002; Chae et al.,2002; Lester&Moderki,2006; Okoth et al.,2007; Caselman&Self,2011).Chrisman et al.(1995)
report a high correlation between depression and imposter fears and Ross et al.(2007)’s findings indicate that
imposters may show two kinds of personality diorders: avoidance personality disorder and dependent personality
disorder and found a positive correlation between imposter syndrome and a number of “self-defeating” personality
disorders which may lead to inconsistencies in behavioral characteristics and life style.

An individual’s feelings, thoughts and evaluations of his abilities in social, educational, familial and body image
domains are called “self-esteem”. William James (1980, form Bednar et al., 1989) states that self-esteem consists of
two components: global self-esteem and specific self-esteem. Global self-esteem includes all the things that an
individual attributes to himself, such as physical appearance, abilities and material belongings. Specific self-esteem
includes all the things which an individual achieve through social relations during his life and they are exclusively
his experiences which he doesn’t share with anyone else. Overall, self-esteem can decrease or increase by the rate of
feeling worthwhile, respectable, competent and internally satisfied (Franken, 2008).

Coopersmith(1967) describes “the values which a child receives from others”, “child’s experiences from his
achievements “, “child’s definition of failure and success” and “child’s coping methods with negative feedbacks or
criticisms” as the main factors of forming self-esteem. Biabangard(2004) studied all kinds of children’s and
teenagers’ self-esteem whithin social, educational, familial, body image and general self-esteem domains.
Rosenberg (1979) divides self-esteem into “real self”, “ideal self” and “public self”.

French(1989; Wargo,1972 form Biabangard,2004) calls self-esteem as a cultural shield against anxiety and Stang
(2005) confirms the reciprocal relationship between self-esteem and individual’s image of his abilities. Self-esteem
is an affective feeling of self acceptance and self-worthiness and it is different from self-confidence. Self-confidence
is more related to Bandura’s (1977, form Bednar et al.,1989) “self-efficacy”. Franken (1998, form Biabangard
,2004) suggests “self-evaluation”(Swann,2006), “success in valued domains”’(Heatherton & Polivy, 2004) and
“social values” as the main sources of self-esteem. According to researches performed by Coopersmith (1967), he
deduced that losing sense of control and producing a sense of dissatisfaction is one of the distinguished aspects of
low self-esteem.

Studies show that there are some relationships between locus of control and self-esteem(Seif,2002; Epistein,2001;
Brrant,1972 form Biabangard,2004), depression and self-esteem(Beck,1995 form Biabangard,2004), self-esteem and
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creativity(Biabangard, 2004), individual and collective self-esteem(Lahtanen&Crocker,1989 form Biabangard,2004;
Crocker,1989 form Biabangard,1382; Tajfel& Turner,2000; Jennifer et al.,2001; Torki,2002), social support and self-
esteem (Kelly,1995). According to a number of researches, it appears that there is a high negative correlation between
low self-esteem and imposter syndrome(Esmaeil-khani,2006; Imes,1979; Topping & Kimmel, 1985; Chrisman et
al.,1995; Thompson et al.,1998; Thompson et al., 2000; Sonnak & Towell, 2001; Ross& Krukowski, 2002;C
ozzarelli&Major, 2005; Want&Klietman,2006). In contrast, a number of researches show that imposters may still have
a positive global self-esteem, but because of having uncertain self-esteem and doubts about their capabilities, they are
not able to internalize their achievements and therefore cannot utilize all of the educational and vocational
achievements to improve their own self-esteem(Ferrari,1999; Snyder & Higgins,2000; Thompson,2004). According to
results of the research done by Pinar Erturgut and Ramazan Erturgut(2009), it was found out that academic self esteem
levels of students differ according to level of education of their parents, economic condition of their families and the
number of the years in which they received education. Other findings show the existence of a reverse and significant
relationship between academic self-esteems and stress levels of the students.

Mayer and Salovay (1999) suggest the emotional intelligence as a construct which consists of : the ability of
correct perception, emotional expression and evaluation , distinction and generalization of feelings in order to
facilitate thinking, the ability of understanding emotions and emotional information and the ability of regulating
emotions in step with the elevation in rational, emotional and health improvement. Steve Heins (1998) adds the two
aspects of “inherent” and “acquired” to this definition and thus infers that emotional intelligence includes cognition,
perception, expression of emotion, emotional facilitation, understanding emotion, management and regulation of
emotion in order to improve and develop emotional intelligence(Asakere,2006) and Vizinger (1972) states that
emotional intelligence is the application of emotions intelligently; it means applying the emotions intelligently in
order to direct the behaviors to achieve better results(Akbar-zade,2003). Golman (1996) mentions self-awareness,
self-control, social-awareness, social skills and self-regulating as the emotional intelligence components and states
that self-awareness is the basis of all the other components of the emotional intelligence. He believes that in order to
excel in the life challenges, individuals should rear the emotional intelligence components in themselves. Gardner
(1948) divides the emotional dimension of his multi-dimensional intelligence into two general components:
“internal capabilities” and “interpersonal skills”. In Bar-on(1997) opinion, emotional intelligence comprises a set of
no cognitive capabilities, qualities and skills which influence an individual’s ability to success when facing
incidents and environmental stresses and includes components such as emotional self-awareness, self-assertiveness,
self-regard, self-actualization, independence, interpersonal relationship, social responsibility, empathy, problem
solving, reality testing, flexibility, stress tolerance, impulse control, happiness and optimism. Bar-on’s (1997)
intelligence is similar to Wechsler’s(1930) and Sassen’s (2006) definition of intelligence.

Researches relating to the emotional intelligence training which were performed on students with general and
mental deficiency showed that social interaction abilities of these students were increased (Song, Huang, Peng &
Law, 2010). In researches related to the experimental study of emotional intelligence and relationship skills
performed on medical students, they found out that increasing the emotional intelligence has a positive impact on
students’ relationship skills(Fletcher et al.,2009). Carolyn MacCann , Gerard J. Fogarty, Moshe Zeidner and Richard
D. Roberts(2010) stated that there was a significant relationship between coping styles and emotional intelligence
with academic achievement.

Bash-ghereh and Mohammad-khani (2007) in their study regarding the relationship between emotional
intelligence and coping styles with general health among students found a significant relationship between them.

Therefore according to different theories that each tries to describe the barriers in the way of achieving success
and their relationship with different variables, this paper studies the relationship between self-esteem and emotional
intelligence components with imposter syndrome among medical students of Guilan university and university of
Heratsi of Yerevan (Armania). So, we are trying to answer these questions: Is there a relationship between self-
esteem and emotional intelligence components with imposter syndrome? Is there a relationship between self-esteem
and imposter syndrome among medical students of university of Guilan and Iranian students of Heratsi medical
university significantly different? Is there a relationship between emotional intelligence components and imposter
syndrome among medical students of university of Guilan and Iranian students of Heratsi medical university
significantly different? Is there a relationship between self-esteem and imposter syndrome among students of both
genders significantly different? Is there a relationship between emotional intelligence components and imposter
syndrome among students of both genders significantly different?
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2. METHOD

The statistical community of this research includes all the medical students of Guilan university (306) and all the
medical students of Heratsi university in Yerevan(Armania) in 1388-1389(2009-2010) and sampling was performed
via proportional stratified random sampling and according to Morgan & Krejcie‘s sample size table(1973, from Seif-
Naraqi & Naderi,2004),sample size is 200 (146 from Guilan university and 54 from Heratsi university).

This is a correlational research and its purpose is to identify variables related to imposter syndrome and to present
a clear sketch of the relationship between predictor variables with criterion variable and finally understanding
complicated behavioral models.

Students were asked to categorize their condition by their responses on each scale of the questionnaire through
self-reporting in a definite period time (12-15 minutes per hour, break),thus the intensity of their emotional
intelligence, imposter and self-esteem could be measured in a certain period of time.

The following questionnaires were used for gathering required data:

1.The Schutte Self Report Emotional Intelligence Test (SSEIT) is a 33 item self-report measure of emotional
intelligence developed by Schutte et al. (1998). Items of the test relate to the three aspects of EI: (1) appraisal and
expression of emotion,(2) regulation of emotion,(3) utilization of emotion. This test has been applied in so many
researches and has an acceptable validity. For instance Ciarrochi et al.(2000; from Azizi,1386) calculated the
validity of the entire scale to be 0.84 and the calculated validity for subscales are as followed: “appraisal and
expression of emotion”:0=0.76 , “regulation of emotion” : «0=0.66 , “utilization of emotion” : ©=0.55. In order to
assess the reliability of the research instruments , Cronbach’s a(alpha) coefficient was used which for the entire
scale was calculated to be 0.73 and the calculated validity for subscales are as followed: : “appraisal and expression
of emotion”:0=0.67 , “regulation of emotion” : c©0=0.63 , “utilization of emotion” : ©0=0.58 .

2.“Coopersmith’s self-esteem test” consists of 58 items: 50 self-esteem items, and 8 items that make up the lie
scale .This scale has been used in so many researches including Shekar-shekan (1983), Zirani (1997), Abdollahi
(1994), Pour-Ashouri (1998), Miller et al. (1975), Dweck (1978 from Azizi,2005) with a proper reliability and its
Cronbach’s a(alpha) is c0=0.72.

3.“Clance’s imposter phenomenon scale (CIPS)” is the best scale to measure imposter syndrome in a student
sample which consists of 20 items. In order to compute the internal similarity of this scale, Cronbach’s a (alpha)
was used and the estimated reliability is 00=0.81.

In order to analyze the data, descriptive statistics ( mean, standard deviation, frequency, frequency percentage)
was used and in order to test the hypothesis, inferential statistics such as multiple regression (to relate multiple
variables and determining the share of each of the predictor variables in predicting the criterion variable) and
Pearson’s correlation coefficient test(to study the relationship between variables) and Fischer’s Z test (to study the
significance of correlation coefficient of the two independent groups was used. For this purpose, all the required
calculations were performed by SPSS18 software.

3. Findings
Is there a relationship between self-esteem and emotional intelligence components with imposter syndrome?

Table 1 The matrix of the correlation between self-esteem, emotional intelligence components and imposter
syndrome

Self-esteem Appraisal and Regulation of Utilization of emotion Imposter syndrome
expression of emotion emotion

Self-esteem 1 0.071 *0.18 -0.01 **.0.542
Appraisal and 0.071 1 **0.75 **0.68 **0.175
expression of
emotion
Regulation of *0.18 **0.75 1 **0.67 0.061
emotion
Utilization of -0.01 **0.68 **0.67 1 **0.299
emotion
Imposter syndrome **_0.542 **0.175 0.061 **(.,299 1

According to the above table, there’s a correlational relationship between: self-esteem and regulation of emotion,
self-esteem and imposter syndrome, appraisal and expression of emotion and regulation of emotion, appraisal and
expression of emotion and utilization of emotion, appraisal and expression of emotion and imposter syndrome,
regulation of emotion and utilization of emotion.
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Table 2 Standard and nonstandard coefficient of imposter syndrome prediction via predictive variables

Model F Level of Multiple Square of the Square of the Standard Durbin-
significance correlation multiple modified error of Watson error
coefficient correlation estimation
Simultaneous  27.247 0.0001 0.620 0.385 0.37 10.22 1.95

According to Durbin-Watson statistic (d=0.62), the assumption of the lack of correlation between errors is
confirmed and regression was used. The validity of the model was also confirmed by F=27.247 in p<0.0001. In
regard to the obtained correlation(r=0.62), it can be concluded that self-esteem and emotional intelligence
components can explain 39% of the imposter syndrome variance.

Table 3 Standard and nonstandard coefficient of imposter syndrome prediction via predictive variables

Coefficients Nonstandard coefficients Standard coefficients

Predictive variables B Standard error Beta t Level of significance
of estimation

Constant 61.65 6.84 9 0.0001

Self-esteem -0.9 0.11 -0.521 -8.47 0.0001

Appraisal and expression 0.17 0.18 0.093 0.97 0.23

of emotion

Regulation of emotion 0.23 0.18 0.125 -1.28 0.2

Utilization of emotion 0.74 0.21 0.314 3.59 0.0001

4. DISCUSSION

The results of this research show a negative significant correlation (r=-0.542) between self-esteem and imposter
syndrome which represents a relationship between the two variables. That is to say any increase in self-esteem is
accompanied by a decrease in imposter syndrome and vice versa. These findings support the results of the
researches done by Esmaeil-khani (2006), Clance and Imes (1978), Clance and O’Toole(1988), Harvey and
Kats(1995), Thompson et al.(1998), Ferrari(1999), Rothman(2000), Kolligian and Sternberg(2000), Sonnak and
Towell (2001), Chae et al.(2002), Piedmont(2002), Ross and Krukowski (2002), Young (2003), Dinnel et al.(2004),
Thompson et al.(2004), Cozzarelli and Major(2005), Want and Klietman (2006), Caselman et al.(2011), but do not
support the results of researches done by Topping (1985) and Harvey(1995) which reported that there was no
significant correlation between self-esteem and imposter syndrome and only 9% of imposter scores could be
predicted by low self-esteem.

An individual with imposter syndrome attributes his success to luck and personal attractiveness and is not
confident about his self-worthiness, and he doesn’t tend to maintain his achievements because of his uncertain self-
esteem and his fear of being recognized and facing his real capabilities and feeling guilty (Rothman,2000;
Piedmont,2002). According to Caselman’s(2003) researches, individuals with imposter syndrome, tend to self-
criticism severely and are involved in a negative perfectionism; Therefore therapeutic approaches such as “cognitive
therapy” and “gestalt therapy” can be useful for these kind of people. Also, since there is a strong relationship
between low educational self-esteem and imposter syndrome(Dinnel et al.,2004), there’s a possibility that it causes
the individuals to be uncertain regarding their values in the public eye and act differently in educational and
competitive environments.

Among emotional intelligence components, a significantly positive correlation was found between “appraisal and
expression of emotion” and “ utilization of emotion” with imposter syndrome , but there was no significant
correlation between regulation of emotion and imposter syndrome; meaning an increase in “appraisal and expression
of emotion” and “ utilization of emotion” can cause an increase in the likelihood of the vulnerability of an
individual of the community under study to this syndrome. Emotional intelligence and skill can improve or
change(Bar-on,2000); but if this improvement and change is in a negative direction, it may lead the individuals with
higher intelligence and emotions to give more importance to others’ evaluations of them because of the lack of self-
awareness towards their own emotions, lack of emotional control, lack of the recognition and comprehension of
others’ feelings towards them and lack of understanding the prediction of emotional transition to others. This may
lead the individuals to excessive concentration on causal factors of the problems like failures and successes and
consequently underlies the imposter syndrome. On the other hand, imposters think that their cognitive and personal
intelligence are different from each other (Holmes et al.,1993), therefore they may evaluate their inherent
intelligence to be less than what others think and their emotional intelligence, which is developed in a positive
direction and know it as the secret of their success ,to be more than what others think. Gardner(1948) states that
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social skills must be balanced with intellectual comprehension of an individual’s feelings and needs and results from
an individual’s self-realization. Therefore utilization of these skills must be a result of high self-esteem , not the
mastery of using what people think and creating a immediate appeal .

Regarding the correlation coefficients between self-esteem and imposter syndrome of Guilan students(r=-0.7) and
Yerevan students(r=-0.59), no significant difference was found; thus this variable has a similar effect on both
groups’ imposter syndrome and this result supports Young’s(2003) researches which indicate that individuals’
beliefs towards success is influenced by culture of the society they live in. The imposter syndrome causes a
reduction of self-esteem in eastern societies and a negative attitude towards success in western societies, thus it
should be taken to consideration that the subjects of this research (Iranian students of Heratsi university of Yerevan
in Armania and students of Guilan university) have culturally so many things in common.

Since the correlation coefficients between ‘utilization of emotion” and “imposter syndrome” of these two groups
are statistically significant(Guilan students=-0.11 and Yerevan students=-0.53), it can be concluded that despite
having a relatively high emotional intelligence and because of not being accepted in the interior general medical test
in Iran and being dispatched abroad to educate in medicine , their self-confidence was lessened and they didn’t
internalize their success and consequently the probability of being affected by imposter syndrome increases; but
regarding Guilan students, the relationship between utilization of emotion and imposter syndrome is significantly
negative; meaning students with a relatively low emotional intelligence, are more affected by imposter syndrome.
Therefore Thompson’s(2004) opinion regarding “the possible reasons of imposter syndrome appearance are
:parents’ perfectional child rearing practices and their irrational expectations of children without regard to their
capabilities and parents’ contradictive messages in regard to achievements without presenting any correct pattern”,
is confirmed. According to Mayer and Salovey (1997) model, one of the secondary skills of the appraisal and
expression of emotion component is the ability to determine the verity or untruth of the expression of feelings. Thus
there’s a possibility that individuals who are stronger in this component, acted better in answering the questions and
as a result, the imposter syndrome is better diagnosed in them. Other reasons for the difference between correlation
coefficients of “utilization of emotion” and “imposter syndrome” are as follows: insufficient social support, poor
relationship between students and professors, poor consultative relationship between university professors as a result
of cultural differences, students’ nostalgia and being away from family and finally being affected by emotional
dysphoria.

Findings show that there is a significant difference between self-esteem and imposter syndrome among girls(r=-
0.49) and boys(r=-0.72). The results of this research support findings of Sassen (2006) in regard to describing
imposter according to gender, Clance and Imes (1985), Robnson and Goodpaster (2000), Kolligian and Sternberg
(2000), Thompson (2004) and Kumar and Jagacinsk 1(2006) in regard to “imposter incidents happens more in
women than men”, Whitley, Hanusa and McHugh (1982), Frieze and Lord(1997), Smith and Harris bond(2002),
Deaux (2005) regarding different attributions towards success and failure according to gender, but these results
doesn’t show any alignment with the findings of Topping and Kimmel (1985) and Cozzarelli and Major (2005)
regarding lack of any difference between imposter scores according gender.

In Franken’s (2008) opinion, imposter women establish barriers so that they can justify their expected failure and
Reis (2002) believes that girls struggle between their womanly characteristics on one hand, and achieving
independence on the other hand, which cause self-esteem to have a less influence on imposter syndrome in women.
Some other reasons regarding imposter syndrome in women are: underestimation of their own abilities by women in
comparison with men (Sassen, 2006), the difference between women’s and men’s attitude towards women’s
socialization (Fried-Buchalter, 1997) and the conflict between girls’ educational methods (rearing a sense of
affiliation, attachment and fostering) and achieving high educational and vocational grades and as a result, rearing a
sense of insecurity towards independence and self-determination in them (Clance & O’Toole,1998). According to
the results obtained from this research, it can be concluded that emotional intelligence components are relatively
similar in both male and female. Fried-Bachalter (1978) and Vance(2002) state that one of the behavioral
characteristics of imposters is that they avoid to opine in intera-personal relationships and elude others’ appraisal
and judgment in interpersonal relationships; thus, there’s still this possibility that the individuals understudy avoid to
give their correct and real opinion , therefore, more studies in this regard is needed.
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