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ABSTRACT 

 

 

When Feeling Like a Fake Take a Toll on Your Work: Examining the Moderating Effect of Task 

Characteristics on the Relationship Between Impostorism and the Use of Dysfunctional Work 

Strategies 

 

by 

 

Alexandra M. Tumminia 

 

Advisor: Dr. Kristin L. Sommer 

 

Impostor phenomenon refers to an experience of hidden feelings of intellectual fraudulence held 

in achievement domains. While research on the subject is limited, impostors are reasoned to use 

dysfunctional performance strategies marked by overworking and withdrawing (Clance & Imes, 

1988). In the present studies, the relationship between impostorism and the use of overworking 

strategies (i.e., overpreparation, unnecessary rework) and withdrawing strategies (i.e., 

procrastination, self-handicapping) were explored among a sample of college students with work 

experience. These studies were designed to test whether task characteristics including autonomy 

(Study 1; N = 128) and the anticipation of feedback (Study 2; N = 129) moderate the relationship 

between impostorism and strategy use. I found mixed support for predictions that those higher in 

impostorism would be more likely to use dysfunctional strategies and that such effects would be 

exacerbated under conditions of high autonomy and feedback anticipation. In Study 1, 

impostorism was related to greater use of overpreparation (overworking) across both low and 

high autonomy conditions. Impostorism was also related to greater use of self-handicapping 
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(withdrawing), but only when autonomy was high. In Study 2, impostorism was related to 

greater use of procrastination (withdrawing) and unnecessary rework (overworking), but only 

when feedback was anticipated. Collectively, the findings suggest that high autonomy and 

anticipation of feedback may be threatening to impostors who, in turn, engage in greater use of 

dysfunctional yet self-protective work strategies. By showing that impostors tend to use certain 

dysfunctional strategies when autonomy is high and feedback is anticipated, the present research 

provides insight into how impostorism – increasingly acknowledged as a phenomenon at work – 

interacts with common characteristics of work tasks to influence behavior in suboptimal ways. 

These results can inform recommendations on how to frame tasks in ways that mitigate 

impostors’ use of dysfunctional, self-protective work strategies. 

Keywords: Impostor phenomenon, self-worth protection, self-regulation, task characteristics 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

At an event promoting her autobiography, former First Lady of the United States 

Michelle Obama confessed to a live audience that she “still [has] a little impostor syndrome” 

(Hignett, 2018). Despite being a graduate of Princeton University and Harvard Law School, a 

storied public servant, and a best-selling author, she went on to state, “it doesn’t go away, that 

feeling that you shouldn’t take me that seriously.” Other renowned figures have similarly 

professed experiencing impostor feelings. Sonia Sotomayor, an Associate Justice of the Supreme 

Court, stated in an interview that despite her accomplishments she constantly wonders if she 

“measure[s] up” (Lewis, 2014). In a radio interview, two-time Academy Award-winning actor 

Tom Hanks admitted wondering, “How did I get here? When are they going to discover that I 

am, in fact, a fraud and take everything away from me?” (Gross, 2016). In a commencement 

speech, New York Times bestselling author Neil Gaiman discussed feeling like he had “[gotten] 

away with something” after early successes and waiting for the “fraud police” to knock on his 

door (Gaiman, 2012). 

Despite objective successes in their respective fields, these prominent figures share the 

feelings of fraudulence associated with impostor phenomenon. Impostor phenomenon describes 

an internal experience of fraudulence resulting from a firmly held belief that one is not as 

capable as others believe. That is, impostors feel that they are not as capable as others perceive 

them to be, believing that they have somehow fooled everyone into perceiving them as more 

competent than they truly are. 

Within the past year, several popular media publications have acknowledged impostor 

phenomenon. Numerous pieces regarding impostorism have been published in outlets like The 

New York Times, The Washington Post, Forbes Magazine, and Psychology Today. These 
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publications include articles titled “How to Overcome ‘Impostor Syndrome” (Bennett, 2019), 

“Yes, Impostor Syndrome is Real: Here’s How to Deal with it” (Abrams, 2018), “I Might Seem 

Impressive, but I Feel Inferior at Work” (Bonoir, 2018), and “5 Ways to Break Free of Impostor 

Syndrome” (Keller, 2018). The recent trend of work on impostor phenomenon in publications 

oriented toward the general public and business audiences suggests that impostor feelings are of 

concern to both business leaders and the wider public. 

One such business leader, former Chief Operating Officer Sheryl Sandberg of Meta 

(formerly Facebook), publicly discussed her impostor feelings in her best-selling book Lean In: 

Women, Work, and the Will to Lead. In her book, Sandberg (2013) stated, “Every time I didn’t 

embarrass myself — or even excelled — I believed that I had fooled everyone yet again. One 

day soon, the jig would be up.” (p. 28). This book – the book in which Sandberg stated feeling 

like she had faked her competence – topped the New York Times Best Sellers list for six 

consecutive weeks and remains popular today. The popularity of Sandberg’s book suggests that 

the experience of impostor feelings resonates with a wide audience and serves as a reminder that 

even people who are successful by objective measures can experience impostor feelings. 

Since the release of Lean In, impostor feelings have become an increasingly popular topic 

of interest in organizations and universities. Professional organizations like the American 

Psychological Association (2018) and the American Bar Association (2018) have released 

statements regarding the negative impact of impostor feelings in their respective fields. 

Organizations have begun taking steps to mitigate the consequences of impostor feelings, with 

management consultancies like McKinsey & Company offering to “debunk impostor syndrome” 

through scholarship programs aimed at women in leadership (McKinsey & Company, 2020), 

leadership consultancies offering paid courses like “Beating the Impostor Syndrome” (Center for 
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Creative Leadership, 2015) and well-known companies like Boeing, Meta, IBM, Intel, 

McDonald’s, Merck, Microsoft, and Proctor & Gamble offering seminars to employees on how 

to overcome impostor feelings (Young, 2020). Similarly, higher education institutes across the 

country have offered sessions to help students suffering from impostor feelings such as “To Stop 

Feeling Like an Impostor You Have to Stop Thinking Like an Impostor” at Boston University 

(2018) and “Feeling Like a Fake: Overcoming the Impostor Phenomenon” at Penn State (2017). 

Impostor feelings are being acknowledged in both work and academic contexts, with time and 

resources being invested to address these feelings. 

Organizations, educational institutions, and the public have demonstrated a growing 

interest in impostor phenomenon. This growing interest suggests that impostor phenomenon is 

pervasive: whether directly affected by the phenomenon or having observed it in a colleague or 

companion, the experience of impostorism resonates widely. Despite this interest, scientific 

research on impostorism remains limited by three major features. 

First, while impostorism is framed by those who speak about experiencing and managing 

impostor feelings as an obstacle to performance at work, very little research on impostor 

phenomenon has been conducted by industrial-organizational (I-O) researchers. Despite having 

clear workplace implications, most research on impostor phenomenon has been conducted by 

scholars in personality, educational, and social psychology. A recent search of top I-O 

psychology journals (i.e., Journal of Applied Psychology, Journal of Organizational Behavior, 

Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology, Journal of Business and Psychology, 

Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, Journal of Vocational Behavior, Personnel 

Psychology, Academy of Management Journal) showed fewer than ten peer-reviewed journal 

articles addressing impostor phenomenon have been published in these journals. As such, the 
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implications of impostor phenomenon remain understudied by I-O psychology scholars with the 

expertise to consider the individual-, team-, and organizational-level factors that may influence 

(or be influenced by) impostorism. 

A second limitation of impostorism research is the reliance on qualitative and self-report 

survey data to provide evidence for the relationship between impostorism and performance- 

related behaviors. Impostorism has been shown to be positively related to behavioral tendencies 

that could undermine performance including perfectionistic tendencies like rumination, concern 

over mistakes, and avoiding displays of imperfection (Dudău, 2014; Ferrari & Thompson, 2006; 

Rohrmann et al., 2016) and self-sabotaging tendencies like self-handicapping and procrastination 

(Cowman & Ferrari, 2002; Ferrari & Thompson, 2006; Rohrmann et al., 2016; Ross et al., 2001; 

Want & Kleitman, 2006). However, evidence for these relationships was gathered through 

qualitative and self-report measures. The accuracy of self-reported behavioral data can be 

influenced by response biases (e.g., memory effects, social desirability; Podsakoff & Organ, 

1986) and data collection instruments (e.g., response format and context; Schwarz, 1999). It is 

critical to supplement this body of evidence with behavioral data that demonstrates how 

impostors’ behaviors in performance settings differ from the behaviors of non-impostors. 

A third notable limitation in the impostorism literature is the lack of research on variables 

that could mitigate (or exacerbate) impostors’ use of dysfunctional, self-protective strategies in 

performance settings. While researchers have shown that impostorism is related to behavioral 

tendencies that undermine performance, to date there is no research examining the conditions 

under which impostors engage in (or refrain from engaging in) these behaviors. Given the lack of 

research on variables that moderate the relationship between impostorism and the use of 
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dysfunctional performance strategies, the literature fails to address the factors that could inform 

practical strategies for mitigating the negative effects of impostorism in the workplace. 

For example, Ferrari and Thompson (2006) demonstrated that impostorism is related to 

self-handicapping, with those high in impostorism reporting a greater tendency to self-handicap. 

Although this finding provides some insight into the dysfunctional way impostors approach 

work, the impact of this finding is limited without information on the factors that increase or 

decrease impostors’ use of self-handicapping. With a better understanding of the factors that lead 

impostors to self-regulate successfully when performing a task, scholars can make more effective 

recommendations regarding interventions to alleviate the negative effects of impostorism in the 

workplace. 

Goals of the Present Investigation 

The extant research on impostorism underscores the need for additional research 

examining impostors’ observable behaviors in work-relevant contexts. Thus, one goal of this 

research is to go beyond self-reported measures of behavior to investigate a set of behavioral 

mechanisms by which impostorism may lead to unfavorable work-related outcomes: the 

dysfunctional, self-protective behaviors impostors engage in when performing tasks. A second 

goal of this research is to investigate the characteristics of a task that may strengthen or attenuate 

the relationships between impostorism and these dysfunctional behaviors. Specifically, I 

examined the moderating effects of autonomy and the expectation of feedback on the 

relationship between impostorism and the use of strategies marked by self-regulatory failure. 

Both high autonomy (as it increases the responsibility for one’s performance) and the 

expected receipt of feedback (as it suggests someone will evaluate and provide information about 

the quality of one’s work) may cause impostors to feel threatened. Thus, while autonomy and 
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feedback may promote strong and effective performance motivation among non-impostors (Deci 

& Ryan, 2008; Oldham & Hackman, 2010) these factors may have the opposite effect of causing 

self-regulatory failure among impostors. 

In the present set of studies, samples of students with work experience were asked to 

complete an online in-basket task. The in-basket task was chosen for two reasons: (1) it simulates 

a work context, allowing for the study of the behavioral implications of impostorism in a work-

like setting and (2) it presents what will likely be a novel task for most students, providing the 

opportunity to study the behaviors impostors engage in the absence of familiarity and/or prior 

experience with the task. Understanding how impostors behave in work settings and how 

impostors react to novel tasks is critical, as a primary goal of the study is to understand how 

impostorism affects employees in the modern workplace, where employees are continuously 

faced with novel tasks due to changes in role, organization, and environment.  

Through the present set of studies, I explored (1) whether those high in impostorism are 

more likely than those low in impostorism to engage in strategies marked by self-regulatory 

failure while completing tasks and (2) whether task characteristics affect the extent to which 

impostors engage in these dysfunctional behaviors. In the sections that follow, I describe the 

impostor cycle, which refers to the psychological experiences and dysfunctional behaviors that 

perpetuate impostor feelings. I then discuss the theoretical underpinnings of impostors’ use of 

dysfunctional performance strategies, including self-worth threat. Next, I discuss two 

characteristics of tasks that may affect whether impostors engage in dysfunctional behaviors 

marked by self-regulatory failure – autonomy and feedback. Finally, I discuss the 

methodological details, results, and implications of two experiments that examine the 
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relationships between impostorism, task characteristics, and the use of maladaptive performance 

strategies. 

Impostor Phenomenon 

Impostor phenomenon (IP) refers to intense, hidden feelings of fraudulence experienced 

by people who believe they have fooled others into perceiving them as more capable than they 

truly are. Clance and colleagues (1978, 1988, 1995) uncovered IP in the late 1970s while 

working in clinical settings with high achieving women. Through interviews and group therapy, 

the researchers found that many objectively successful women in esteemed positions harbored a 

secret feeling of being undeserving of their success. Despite performance attainments and clear 

indicators of success including coveted jobs, records of exceptional achievement, and praise 

from respected colleagues and peers, these women believed they had unintentionally fooled 

others into believing they were more intelligent or capable than they were. 

While initially derived from the experiences of women, data from subsequent studies 

have shown no significant gender relationship in samples of college students (Bernard et al., 

2002; Ferrari & Thompson, 2006), graduate students (Castro et al., 2004), or working adults 

(Clark et al., 2014; Fried-Buchalter, 1997), suggesting that both men and women are susceptible 

to impostor feelings. Additionally, while initially believed to be a phenomenon specific to high 

achievers, subsequent research has revealed mixed findings on the relationship between 

impostorism and ability and achievement (e.g., Brauer & Proyer, 2022; Cokley et al., 2015; King 

& Cooley 1995). This suggests that while impostorism among high achievers may be particularly 

surprising, people across the ability and achievement spectrum could be susceptible to impostor 

feelings.  
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People affected by impostor phenomenon hold a personal belief that they are 

incompetent. Impostorism has been shown to be negatively related to self-efficacy (Jöstl, et a., 

2003; McDowell et al., 2015; Rohrmann et al., 2016; Royse-Roskowski, 2010; Vergauwe et al., 

2014), self-estimated ability (Thompson et al., 1998; Thompson et al., 2000), and core self-

evaluations (Neureiter & Traut-Mattausch, 2017; Rohrmann et al., 2016). As a result of firmly 

held views of their own incompetence, impostors often feel the recognition they receive is 

unwarranted and thus struggle to internalize positive feedback. 

While the average person would gain efficacy from successful performance, impostors 

discount evidence of their competence, attributing success to unstable factors such as luck, 

charm, a fluke, or excessive effort (Clance & Imes, 1978). Supporting the idea that impostors 

externalize their successes, Thompson et al. (1998) demonstrated in a vignette experiment that 

individuals with higher levels of impostorism were more likely to attribute successful 

performance to external factors rather than internal factors. In another study, impostorism was 

positively related to the tendency to attribute success to random events (e.g., performance 

situation, luck) as opposed to ability (Chae et al., 1995).  

Impostors fail to experience the benefits of internalizing success, eventually coming to 

view praise and success as undesirable and burdensome (Cowman & Ferrari, 2002; Kets de 

Vries, 2005) and reporting greater fear of success than non-impostors (Fried-Buchalter, 1997; 

Neureiter & Traut-Mattausch, 2016a). Despite viewing success as a burden, impostors are often 

compelled to perform at a level that brings about further recognition, feeling pressured to 

produce quality work to prevent others from uncovering their lack of ability (Cokley et al., 

2013). However, these continuous successes fail to increase impostors’ perceptions of their 

competence. 
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To date, many aspects of impostor phenomenon are understudied and, thus, many details 

regarding impostorism remain unclear. For example, there is a lack of clarity regarding precisely 

what impostor phenomenon is and what the construct of impostorism captures. A notable amount 

of research on impostorism explores its relationship with other traits, some of which are largely 

stable (e.g., personality traits) and others which might fluctuate based on events (e.g., self-views, 

anxiety). Self-reported impostorism is correlated with several personality traits (e.g., 

neuroticism, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness; Chae et al., 1995), self-views (e.g., 

self-worth, perceived sociability, perceived competence, perceived dependability; Caselman et 

al., 2006), and aspects of psychological well-being (e.g., depression, anxiety; Chrisman et al., 

1995). Researchers studying impostorism and its psychological correlates generally demonstrate 

that impostors report greater emotional instability, less self-discipline, lower perceived 

competence, and lower psychological well-being (Chae et al., 1995; Caselman et al., 2006; 

Chrisman et al., 1995). Together, this research suggests impostorism is an individual difference 

that involves self-perceptions of ability, others’ perceptions of one’s ability, and anxiety that 

others will recognize that one’s accomplishments are not grounded in ability. 

A large body of research suggests that impostorism is a stable individual difference 

experienced to different degrees across both students (e.g., Bernard et al., 2002; Castro et al., 

2004; Ferrari & Thompson) and working adults (e.g., Clark et al., 2014; Fried-Buchalter, 1997; 

Neureiter & Traut-Mattausch, 2016a; Neureiter & Traut-Mattausch, 2016b). However, it is likely 

that impostorism also varies within people. For example, through qualitative research Hutchins 

(2015) identified events that trigger impostorism feelings; these include achieving success, 

submitting work for feedback, having one’s expertise questioned, and being compared to 

colleagues. This suggests that impostorism feelings can be transient and heightened by 
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workplace events. Relatedly, research demonstrates that state impostorism can be induced even 

in those who do not experience impostorism regularly (Tewfik, 2022). For the purposes of this 

research, I defined impostorism as a stable individual difference and focused on between-person 

variation in impostorism. 

Another understudied aspect of impostorism is the domain-specificity of impostor 

feelings. No research has been conducted exploring whether individuals who feel like impostors 

experience these feelings only in specific achievement domains or if these feelings generalize 

across domains. As achievements are central to impostor phenomenon (e.g., feeling like they are 

undeserved, attributing them to non-ability factors; Chrisman et al., 1995; Clance & O’Toole, 

1978, Clance & O’Toole, 1988; Langford & Clance, 1993), it seems likely that impostor feelings 

are specific to the domain in which an individual has achievements. As a primary goal of this 

research is to understand how impostorism affects employees at work, I examined work-specific 

impostorism (versus more a general sense of impostorism). 

Impostorism in the Workplace 

While most research on impostor phenomenon has been conducted using student samples 

in academic or laboratory settings, researchers have started to demonstrate an interest in studying 

impostor phenomenon among employees. The preponderance of studies investigating 

impostorism in the workplace are cross-sectional. For example, Crawford and colleagues (2016) 

found that impostorism is positively related to emotional exhaustion and work-family conflict, 

and negatively related to perceived organizational support. Grubb and McDowell (2012) found 

that employees with impostor feelings report performing fewer organizational citizenship 

behaviors, experiencing less affective commitment, and experiencing more continuance 

commitment. Neureiter and Traut-Mattausch (2016b) found that among employees, impostorism 
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is negatively related to optimism, adaptability, knowledge of the job market, job satisfaction, 

career satisfaction, subjective career success, perceived internal marketability, and perceived 

external marketability. Together, these findings demonstrate an association between impostorism 

in employees and unfavorable outcomes in the workplace. 

Researchers have also studied impostorism among leaders. In one study, Rohrmann et al., 

(2016) demonstrated that managers with impostor feelings are higher in neuroticism, 

perfectionism, procrastination, and work-related strain and lower in core self-evaluations and 

conscientiousness. In another study, Leonhardt and colleagues (2017) demonstrated that 

impostors in leadership roles can be reliably differentiated from non-impostors using cluster 

analysis. The authors identify the presence of two types of leaders in their sample: leaders who 

are low in impostorism, anxiety, perfectionism, procrastination, and strain with high core-self 

evaluations and leaders who are high in impostorism, anxiety, perfectionism, procrastination, and 

strain with low core self-evaluations. Their findings suggest that leaders with impostor feelings 

tend to have unpleasant affective experiences, approach tasks in dysfunctional ways, experience 

greater work-related strain, and hold more unfavorable self-evaluations than non-impostors. 

To date, few researchers have employed research methods beyond surveys to investigate 

impostorism. As an exception, the authors of one study employed the critical incident technique 

to explore the experiences of academic faculty members with impostor feelings (Hutchins & 

Rainbolt, 2016). These authors demonstrated that numerous events could provoke impostor 

feelings included achieving a success, having one’s expertise questioned (e.g., by colleagues, 

students, or oneself), being compared to colleagues, and engaging in common scholarly activities 

(e.g., working on research or grant proposals, submitting work for review, receiving negative 

feedback on submissions). The authors suggest that work tasks with an evaluative component – 
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whether the tasks be mundane or novel – caused faculty members to doubt their expertise, 

question their professional legitimacy, distort comparisons to their peers, and question their 

scholarly efficacy. 

As another exception, Bechtoldt (2015) implemented a vignette study in which managers 

were asked to assign a task to one of two employees: a self-assured employee and an employee 

with impostor feelings. The author found that managers higher in impostorism were more likely 

to assign both challenging and routine tasks to the employee described as an impostor. Managers 

lower in impostor feelings assigned tasks to self-assured employees and impostor employees at 

similar rates. These findings suggest that leaders with impostor feelings may be particularly 

likely to be affected by a like-me bias (i.e., a preference for people similar to oneself) when 

delegating tasks and may assign subordinates with impostor feelings more work than more self-

assured subordinates. 

The Impostor Cycle 

The impostor cycle describes how impostor feelings are maintained (Clance, 1985; 

Clance et a., 1995; Clance & O’Toole, 1988). The cycle begins when an individual is assigned a 

task where the product will be seen and/or evaluated by others. Because an individual 

experiencing impostor phenomenon believes he or she lacks competence, this individual begins 

to wonder whether he or she can perform adequately on the task. According to Clance and 

O’Toole (1988), anxiety and fear ensue in these evaluative situations as the impostor begins to 

worry that someone might uncover their incompetence. 

Supporting the proposition that impostors respond to task assignment with worry, 

impostors report unpleasant affective reactions to achievement tasks in laboratory (Thompson et 

al., 1998) and academic settings (Cozzarelli & Major, 1990). Additionally, impostors report 
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greater test anxiety (Cusack et al., 2013; Kumar & Jagacinski, 2006), greater fear of negative 

evaluation (Chrisman et al., 1995; Thompson et al., 2000), and greater fear of failure (Chrisman 

et al., 1995; Fried-Buchalter, 1992; Neureiter & Traut-Mattausch, 2016a; Ross, et al., 2001) than 

non-impostors. 

To reduce the risk of having their cover blown, impostors might engage in one of two 

types of strategies to ensure the façade is maintained: overworking to compensate for a perceived 

lack of ability or withdrawing so that a potential failure is not attributed to lack of ability (Clance 

& O’Toole, 1988). Overworking involves devoting excessive resources toward a task, working 

beyond what is necessary to perform successfully. Withdrawing involves avoiding the task, 

dedicating insufficient resources toward a task, and/or sabotaging one’s own performance. While 

both working excessively and working insufficiently can have negative consequences for 

performance and well-being, the use of these dysfunctional strategies allows impostors to ensure 

their lack of competence is not discovered. 

Having avoided being exposed as an impostor, the individual feels relief. However, this 

relief is temporary, lasting only until the individual faces his or her next task. Having attributed 

success to non-ability factors such as effort or luck, impostor feelings remain intact, and the 

cycle begins again when the individual is faced with a new task (Clance & O’Toole, 1988). 
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Chapter 2: Impostorism and Performance Strategies 

The impostor cycle is the proposed model explaining how impostor feelings are 

maintained through task performance. Dysfunctional performance strategies are posited to be a 

key driver in the impostor cycle, allowing impostors to perform tasks without having their 

impostorism exposed. To date, the predicted relationships between impostorism and the use of 

overworking and withdrawing strategies have only been tested to a limited extent. These studies 

are described below.  

Overworking Strategies 

Impostors are often described as over-workers, compelled to compensate for a perceived 

lack of competence (Caselman et al., 2006; Chayer & Bouffard, 2010; Clark et al., 2014; 

Cowman & Ferrari, 2002; Parkman, 2016; Sakulku & Alexander, 2011). Overworking involves 

putting forth resources beyond what is necessary to complete a task (e.g., excessively checking 

one’s work, persisting on a task or with a course of action when doing so is not necessary to 

perform adequately, preparing excessively ahead of a task). 

Qualitative work reveals a picture of impostors as employees who tend toward starting 

projects far in advance, continuing to work on sufficiently completed tasks, and tirelessly 

revisiting works in progress (Clance & O’Toole, 1988; Hutchins, 2015; Hutchins & Rainbolt, 

2016; Lane, 2015). For example, in one qualitative study by Clark and colleagues (2014), 

participants with high levels of self-reported impostorism reported frequently thinking about and 

revisiting their completed work before submitting it. In another qualitative study, one teaching 

faculty member high in self-reported impostorism reported working relentlessly in his lab to 

prove to himself that he could successfully execute a routine task in his area of expertise before 

being comfortable teaching it to students (Hutchins & Rainbolt, 2016). 
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The idea that impostors prepare excessively is supported by cross-sectional work where 

higher levels of impostorism were found to be related to self-reported time spent preparing for 

academic tasks outside the classroom (King & Cooley, 1995). Additional survey research has 

demonstrated that among employed adults and students with work experience, impostorism is 

positively related to overpreparation and working compulsively (Tumminia, 2018; Tumminia et 

al., 2018). Together, these results suggest that impostors are more likely than non-impostors to 

engage in overworking behaviors like excessive preparation and being unable to resist the urge to 

continue working. 

While there have been limited studies investigating impostors’ tendency to overwork, 

several studies have demonstrated links between self-reported impostorism and personal factors 

that may drive impostors to overwork. For example, impostors report higher standards for their 

work than non-impostors (Thompson et al., 1998), standards which may necessitate 

overworking. Additionally, impostorism has been shown to be related to perfectionism in both 

samples of students (Ferrari & Thompson, 2006) and managers (Rohrmann et al., 2016), 

suggesting impostors may overwork in an attempt to reach perfection. 

Evidence suggests that impostors not only hold themselves to difficult-to-reach standards, 

they also tend to be hypercritical of their own work (Chrisman et al., 1995). Impostors report 

greater levels of self-evaluative perfectionism, marked by concern over mistakes and a tendency 

to ruminate about imperfect performance (Dudău, 2014). Because impostors have high 

expectations of their own performance and tend to be critical about their work, they may be more 

likely to overwork. That is, impostors may allocate significant resources to meeting their self-

imposed work standards and perfecting their work, resulting in putting forth over-sufficient 

effort toward tasks. 
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Withdrawing Strategies 

Rather than overworking, impostors may instead use an alternative set of strategies 

marked by reduced effort and task avoidance (Clance et al., 1985; 1988). Clance et al. (1995) 

suggest that an impostor might reduce task-related effort and subsequently become paralyzed by 

fear of failure and impending deadlines. Others have similarly described impostors as tending to 

withdraw, adopting an ‘if I don’t try, then I can’t fail’ perspective (Rohrmann et al., 2016). These 

theoretical descriptions suggest that impostors withdraw from tasks by creating obstacles to 

performance (i.e., self-handicapping), putting off tasks until the last minute (i.e., procrastinating), 

and generally withholding effort (i.e., shirking, neglect, disengagement). In using these 

strategies, impostors ensure that in the event of failure their impostor façade is maintained. 

Researchers have demonstrated a relationship between impostor feelings and strategies 

that involve task withdrawal and avoidance, including self-reported self-handicapping (Cowman 

& Ferrari, 2002; Ferrari & Thompson, 2006; Ross et al., 2001; Want & Kleitman, 2006), 

psychological and behavioral procrastination (Flett et al., 2012; Rohrmann et al., 2016), 

disengagement, and withholding effort (Tumminia, 2018). These findings suggest that impostors 

create and claim impediments to their performance and tend to avoid thinking about and starting 

tasks. 

While there remains limited work on the relationship between impostorism and the use of 

withdrawing strategies in the workplace, descriptions of impostors at work suggest that 

impostors may attempt to ‘fly under the radar’ by reducing their visibility, recoiling from 

support, and declining new responsibilities (Kets de Vries, 2005; Parkman, 2016; Seritan & 

Mehta, 2016). As an example of this tendency to reduce visibility, a participant in a qualitative 

study (identified as an impostor via self-report items) reported remaining silent in meetings and 
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discussions in hopes that no one would ask for his opinion on a topic about which he did not feel 

he was an expert (Hutchins & Rainbolt, 2016). Additionally, Neureiter and Traut-Mattausch 

(2016a) found that impostorism was negatively related to self-reported career striving and 

motivation to lead, suggesting that impostors may stifle their ambitions in an attempt to reduce 

their visibility and their subsequent risk of being exposed. 

Additional qualitative research supports the proposition that impostors withdraw at work. 

In one study, a participant (identified as an impostor via self-report items) discussed 

experiencing feeling paralyzed by impostor feelings, succumbing to inaction due to fear of 

negative evaluations from colleagues (Clark et al., 2014). This suggests that in the workplace, 

impostors may become so consumed by a fear of being exposed they are unable to put necessary 

effort toward their tasks. 

Researchers have also found evidence to support a relationship between impostorism and 

work-related outcomes that may be driven by a tendency to withhold effort, avoid tasks, and self-

sabotage at work. For example, researchers demonstrate that impostorism is negatively related to 

salary and promotion (Neureiter & Traut-Mattausch, 2016b) which may result from impostors’ 

tendency to recoil from the challenging tasks and roles at work that would result in the 

recognition and development that leads to career progression. Additional studies have 

demonstrated a negative relationship between impostor feelings and reported organizational 

citizenship behaviors (Grubb & McDowell, 2012; Vergauwe et al., 2014), suggesting that 

impostors may withdraw effort from tasks even when they are not directly related to their job 

duties. 

On the surface, the strategies impostors are purported to use in performance settings – 

overworking and withdrawing – seem to oppose each other. Overworking strategies are marked 
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by excess effort, the use of which likely has positive consequences for performance on the task at 

hand. Withdrawing strategies, on the other hand, are marked by too little effort and risk negative 

consequences for the task at hand. Both strategies share a common underlying feature (i.e., self-

regulatory failure) and common purpose (i.e., self-protection). To understand the relationship 

between impostorism and these two sets of seemingly opposing strategies, I will discuss these 

relationships in the context of literature on self-regulation, self-worth threat, and self-worth 

protection in performance settings. 

Theoretical Underpinnings of Impostors’ Strategy Use 

To understand why impostors use dysfunctional strategies when performing tasks, we can 

draw from work addressing the ways in which people react when their self-worth is at risk. This 

includes the literature on defensive reactions to threat (e.g., Jonas et al., 2014) and self-worth 

theory (Covington & Berry, 1976; Covington, 1984). These bodies of work share a similar set of 

predictions regarding how people will react when threatened with the possibility that their 

incompetence may be revealed. 

Reactions to Threat 

In a review of the threat and defense literature, Jonas and colleagues (2014) note that 

various threats – like loss of control, perceptual surprises, uncertainty, mortality salience, and 

goal conflict – lead to a similar set of defensive reactions. Viewing performance situations as 

threats and strategy use as reaction to threat can provide an explanation for why impostors use 

dysfunctional performance strategies. 

Theories of threat and defense begin with the proposition that people have psychological 

needs they want to protect (e.g., certainty, control, self-consistency, self-worth; Jonas et al., 

2014). When these needs are threatened, anxiety is aroused. This anxiety motivates people to use 
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defensive strategies to either alleviate the anxiety or to address the cause of anxiety. These 

defensive strategies are intended to restore or protect the threatened need. 

When performing tasks, impostors’ need for self-worth is likely threatened, as every task 

presents the possibility that one’s perceived incompetence might be exposed. Self-worth is one 

of the fundamental resources that people protect with defensive strategies (Beauregard & 

Dunning, 1998; Dunning & Hayes, 1996; Sedikides, 1993; Tesser, 2000). As such, impostors 

likely feel threatened when asked to perform a task, leading to anxiety. The idea that impostors 

experience anxiety before tasks is delineated in the impostor cycle (Clance & O’Toole, 1988) 

and evidenced by studies demonstrating high state anxiety in impostors (Cozzarelli & Major, 

1990, Oriel et al., 2004, Thompson et al., 2000). 

When threat arouses anxiety, a person becomes motivated to use defensive strategies to 

either palliate the anxiety or directly address the cause of the anxiety (Jonas et al., 2014). 

Defensive strategies that palliate anxiety include efforts to suppress, distract, or distance oneself 

from anxious thoughts and/or the situation. When impostors respond to tasks by deliberately 

avoiding thinking about or planning for the task and putting off their work until the last minute, 

they are using a defensive strategy that allows them to quell their anxiety. 

Defensive strategies that address the cause of the anxiety are ones that involve eager 

engagement with the conflict. When impostors overwork, spending an excessive amount of time 

preparing, reviewing, and completing their work, they are using a defensive strategy that allows 

them to compensate for the belief that they are not capable enough to do well. In putting in 

notable effort, impostors make up for a perceived lack of competence. 

Self-worth Protection 
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Self-worth theory provides another self-worth-driven explanation for why impostors – 

with heightened concern about perceptions of their ability – may engage in behaviors that 

undermine performance. Self-worth theory begins with the proposition that an individual’s worth 

is largely determined by his or her accomplishments (Covington, 1984). Ability is seen as a 

critical component of success, largely believed to drive the accomplishments that determine a 

person’s worth. Inability, on the other hand, is viewed as a cause of failure and lack of 

achievement. Given the close ties between ability, achievement, and personal worth, perceptions 

of ability play a key part in one’s self-definition. 

According to Covington and colleagues (1976; 1984), ability perceptions – both self-

perceptions and other’s perceptions – are key drivers of behavior in achievement settings. 

Because being perceived as high in ability leads one to experience a greater sense of self-worth, 

behavior in achievement settings is best understood in terms of attempts to bolster or sustain 

perceptions of one’s ability and, thus, one’s worth. 

When a person believes he or she can succeed, he or she will likely behave in ways that 

are effective for bringing about success in an attempt to maximize performance. However, when 

success seems unlikely, sustaining perceptions of one’s ability becomes the primary goal. In such 

situations, an individual may use performance strategies that preserve perceptions of ability and 

protect self-worth over ones that maximize performance attainment (Covington & Berry, 1976; 

Covington, 1984). These strategies – known as self-protective strategies – are effective in 

protecting self-worth as they confound the relationship between ability and performance, making 

it difficult to determine whether a performance outcome should be attributed to an individual’s 

ability level or to non-ability factors (Covington & Berry, 1976; Covington, 1984). 
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Evidence suggests that impostors would be the kind of people who use self-protective 

strategies, as their self-views leave them feeling that they are unlikely to have the level of 

competence required to perform well. Specifically, impostorism is negatively related to self-

efficacy (Jöstl et al., 2012, McDowell et al., 2015, Neureiter & Traut-Mattausch, 2017, 

Vergauwe et al., 2014), self-confidence (Kumar & Jagacinski, 2006), self-appraisals (McElwee 

& Yarak, 2007), core self-evaluations (Rohrmann et al., 2016, Vergauwe et al., 2014), and 

expected performance (Cozzarelli & Major, 1990). Given that one of the most consistent 

findings about impostors is that they report having unfavorable views of their own ability, 

impostors likely often feel uncertain about their ability to succeed. 

Impostors’ uncertainties about performing tasks have been noted across a variety of tasks. 

Results from qualitative studies suggest that impostor feelings can be made salient by tasks 

ranging from mundane and routine to novel and challenging (e.g., Hutchins & Rainbolt, 2016; 

Lane, 2015). For example, employees with impostorism referenced novel tasks as triggers 

anxiety (Clark et al., 2014) and advanced undergraduate students with impostorism referenced 

commonly occurring tasks where their academic performance would be evaluated (e.g., tests, 

papers) as triggers (Lane, 2015). Given evidence that both routine and novel tasks can make 

feelings of uncertainty salient, impostors are regularly in situations where success seems unlikely 

to them and, as such, can be expected to choose self-protective strategies over striving for 

optimal performance. 

One example of a self-protective strategy is what Covington (1984) describes as over-

striving; a strategy where individuals work excessively hard as a defense against failure. By 

working excessively hard they succeed on a task, however, it is impossible to tell whether their 

success was driven by ability or effort. This parallels the overworking impostors have been 
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described to use when performing tasks. From a self-worth theory perspective, impostors 

overwork as a defense against failure but, in doing so, blur the line between ability and 

performance, thus maintaining the impostor belief even in the event of success (i.e., “I’m not 

talented; I had to work hard to do well”). 

While obscuring the relationship between ability and performance is the defining factor 

of a self-protective strategy, most of these strategies work by shifting the blame for potential 

failure from one’s ability to external factors. For example, setting unrealistically high 

achievement goals may be a self-protective strategy, as failing to meet a challenging goal that 

many would fail to reach creates ambiguity about whether failure should be attributed to one’s 

ability or to the goal (Covington, 1984). Given this, some of the perfectionistic tendencies that 

impostors exhibit could be a means of self-protection. That is, by setting impossibly high 

standards, impostors ensure that in the event of failing to meet these standards, failure will not be 

attributed to incompetence, but to a challenging goal. 

Like the strategy of setting unattainable goals, procrastination, withholding effort, and 

self-handicapping are strategies that provide non-ability causes for failure, allowing individuals 

to maintain others’ perceptions of their high ability in the event of failure (Covington, 1984). For 

example, when an individual procrastinates and fails, it is unclear whether he or she failed 

because of an inability to perform the task or because he or she failed to put enough time and 

effort into the task. In addition to using self-protective strategies involving overworking, 

impostors may use the aforementioned withdrawal-related strategies to ensure that a possible 

failure will not be attributed to a lack of ability. 

Self-regulatory Failure 
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The dysfunctional performance strategies identified by Clance and O’Toole (1988), Jonas 

and colleagues, and Covington (1984) share a key component – self-regulatory failure. Self-

regulation is the process by which people manage their resources when pursuing goals in the 

absence of immediate external constraints (Baumeister, 2014).  

Effective self-regulation is demonstrated when an individual independently manages his 

or her own resources, performing tasks in a way that is both sufficient for the task at hand and 

sustainable over time (Roe, 1999). Self-regulatory failure occurs when people fail to engage in 

the behavior that would bring them closer to their goals or engage in behaviors that are 

ineffective in bringing them closer to their goals (Heatherton & Baumeister, 1996). Put another 

way, self-regulatory failure can involve underregulation (i.e., failing to act) or misregulation 

(i.e., taking action that is ineffective) when attempting to initiate, alter, or inhibit behavior 

(Heatherton & Baumeister, 1996). 

The dysfunctional performance strategies noted in research on impostor phenomenon and 

self-worth threat illustrate both underregulation and misregulation. For example, disengagement 

– quitting or avoiding tasks that a person perceives as being too challenging – is a form of 

underregulation as it involves failing to act. Over-striving – spending time and resources on a 

task beyond what is necessary for task performance – is a form of misregulation as it involves 

expending resources in a way not effective for goal attainment (Heatherton & Baumeister, 1996). 

While theoretical and empirical evidence suggests that impostors are likely to use 

dysfunctional performance strategies marked by self-regulatory failure in an attempt to self-

protect, scholars have little understanding of when impostors will choose to employ these 

strategies. To date, no studies have examined the conditions under which impostors use such 

dysfunctional strategies to a greater (or lesser) extent. Studying the factors that impact whether 
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impostors use strategies marked by self-regulatory failure is critical for understanding how 

impostors bring about the success that plagues them. That is, given that many impostors are 

objectively successful, there are likely some conditions under which impostors perform well and 

others that bring about the use of dysfunctional strategies that risk short-term and long-term 

performance detriments. To examine what leads to lesser (or greater) use of such strategies 

among impostors, I will examine two task characteristics that may affect impostors’ use of 

dysfunctional strategies: autonomy and feedback from others. 
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Chapter 3: Task Characteristics and Impostors’ Strategy Use 

 Theoretical work suggests that impostors will use self-protective strategies when they 

feel perceptions of their ability and, thus, self-worth are threatened. While people are faced with 

innumerable threats to self-worth (Sherman & Cohen, 2006), for people who feel like impostors 

at work, substandard performance on a work task driven by one’s own task approach and the 

receipt of negative feedback associated with poor performance at work are constantly looming 

threats. As such, two characteristics of a performance situation – autonomy and feedback from 

others – likely have implications for impostors’ use of strategies marked by self-regulatory 

failure.  

Autonomy and feedback from others are two characteristics that are ever-present in the 

modern world of work. Modern jobs largely involve choosing how one approaches one’s work 

tasks (i.e., autonomy) and consistently having one’s work reviewed and evaluated by others (i.e., 

feedback from others). However, the amount of autonomy an individual has and whether he or 

she expects to receive performance feedback can vary across tasks and time. As such, 

understanding the effects that various levels of autonomy and expected feedback receipt have on 

impostors’ use of dysfunctional strategies is critical for understanding the ways in which 

impostors’ use of strategies may vary in the workplace. 

Autonomy 

In the workplace, autonomy is the degree of control an individual has over how to 

conduct his or her work (Hackman & Oldham, 1976). Autonomy involves an employee’s 

discretion over the methods used to complete work, the order in which to perform components of 

work, and how much time is spent on each component of work (Dodd & Ganster, 1996; Farh & 

Scott, 1983). 
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Autonomy impacts the way in which an individual performs a task. For example, if 

tasked with creating a presentation for an internal meeting, the process by which individuals 

complete this task may differ depending on how much autonomy they have. Under conditions of 

high autonomy, the individual has the freedom to choose the method and procedures by which he 

or she completes work. The individual might choose to brainstorm with colleagues, conduct 

research, develop the presentation content, perfect the presentation design, ask for feedback from 

others, or to forgo any of these steps that are deemed by the individual as unnecessary. He or she 

might also have the discretion to decide how much time to spend on each component; if the 

employee is knowledgeable on the topic, he or she may not need to do much research or if he or 

she believes design will be important to the audience he or she might allocate significant time to 

design work. Additionally, the employee can choose the order of operations; he or she might 

choose to do significant research, content creation, and design work before soliciting feedback. 

Alternatively, he or she might commit to less work before soliciting feedback, using the early-

stage feedback to craft the presentation. 

The way a task is performed may look markedly different under conditions of low 

autonomy. In a low autonomy setting, individuals have little control over how their work is 

performed (Zhou, 1998). In the example of creating a presentation, an individual might be given 

a standard procedure for developing presentations that is followed throughout the business or be 

told precisely how to carry out the task by a manager. This might include being given a list of 

subtasks to complete in a certain order with time estimates for each task (e.g., conduct research 

for five hours, then create content for seven hours, then spend three hours designing the 

presentation, then set up an hour-long meeting with peers for feedback). This situation is marked 
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by low autonomy, as the individual has little control over the steps taken to create the 

presentation, the order in which to carry out the steps, or how much time is spent on each step. 

Both self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2008; Ryan & Deci, 2000) and the 

job characteristics model (Hackman & Oldham, 1976; Oldham & Hackman, 2010) predict that 

autonomy will have a positive impact on performance. The authors of these theories posit that 

conditions of high autonomy lead to greater motivation, work effectiveness, performance, and 

well-being. Conditions that thwart the need for autonomy include rigid instructions, deadlines, 

incentives, punishments, surveillance, competition, and threats. In general, lack of autonomy 

leads people to feel that their behavior is less self-determined, reducing their motivation, the 

effectiveness of their efforts, and, subsequently, their performance (Vansteenkiste et al., 2004). 

In general, researchers have linked higher levels of autonomy with favorable outcomes as 

theorized by Deci and Ryan (1985; 2001) and Hackman and Oldham (1976; 2010). Autonomy 

support has been shown to be related to greater work satisfaction (Deci et al. 1989), engagement 

(Deci et al. 2001), effort (De Cooman et al., 2013), and performance (Baard et al. 2004). A meta-

analysis by Spector (1986) found that autonomy was positively related to job satisfaction ( r = 

.37), commitment (r = .28), involvement (r = .23), performance (r = .26), and motivation (r = 

.33). Together, these findings lend support to the proposition that autonomy has a positive 

Impact on motivation and performance. 

 However, there is reason to question whether the positive impacts of autonomy hold for 

all individuals and across all situations. Discussions of “the tyranny of freedom” (Schwartz, 

2000) and the downsides to having too much choice (Iyengar & Lepper, 2000) suggest the 

possibility that an excess of autonomy can have negative consequences for employees. 

Additionally, empirical evidence shows that the effects of autonomy on performance are 
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equivocal, with some studies failing to replicate the positive autonomy-performance relationship 

(Godard, 2001) and others demonstrating an inverse relationship (Farh & Scott, 1983). For 

example, an experiment by Farh and Scott (1983) revealed that autonomy had no relationship 

with work quality and a negative relationship with work quantity. This work suggests that 

autonomy may not always have the positive impacts proposed by the job characteristics model 

(Hackman & Oldham, 1976) and self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985). 

One reason for the inconsistent effect of autonomy on task performance may lie with 

individual differences among employees. For example, Hackman and Oldham (1976) suggest 

that people low in growth need strength (i.e., the degree to which an individual values personal 

growth) will not experience increased intrinsic motivation as a result of autonomy, as autonomy 

increases the perceived challenge of completing a task. Additionally, the authors suggest that 

people who lack knowledge or skills to perform a given task will not experience increased 

intrinsic motivation under conditions of high autonomy because they will perceive that without 

external instruction, they are likely to fail. Langfred and Moye (2004) suggest that people high in 

(1) need for autonomy (i.e., need to be self-determining and self-initiating), (2) need for 

achievement (i.e., desire to achieve success through one’s efforts and take personal responsibility 

for outcomes), and (3) self-efficacy (i.e., personal judgment of one’s ability to complete a task 

successfully) will feel more equipped to carry out a task autonomously and will be more 

motivated by autonomy; this in turn, will lead to improved performance. Together, this work 

suggests several individual differences that may impact the expected effect of autonomy on 

motivation, work effectiveness, and performance. 

One individual difference that may interact with autonomy to affect task performance is 

impostorism. According to Hackman and Oldham (1976), autonomy increases the felt 
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responsibility for work outcomes, as individuals with control over how their work is completed 

have more accountability for the outcome of their work. For most people, this increased 

accountability fosters greater motivation and leads them to work more effectively. For impostors, 

this increased accountability may be threatening. This proposition is supported by accounts that 

for some people, very high levels of autonomy increase work pressure, workload, work intensity, 

and work ambiguity, and place greater responsibility on the individual for achieving results 

(Kalleberg et al., 2009). 

Autonomy may also be threatening because it creates a situation where one’s 

impostorism can be exposed. As such, autonomy may pose a risk to self-worth. Because a high 

autonomy setting provides employees with discretion over their work, the product of their work 

is more clearly linked to their ability as they have control over the process by which the task is 

completed. With the heightened threat of knowing that performance will likely be attributed to 

ability level, impostors – who anticipate failure – will engage in the self-protective, 

dysfunctional performance strategies that allow them to avoid being exposed. 

In high autonomy settings, we may see impostors engaging in behaviors indicating 

underregulation and misregulation, including delaying the start of tasks (i.e., procrastination), not 

putting in enough effort (i.e., self-handicapping), tackling easy tasks and leaving difficult tasks 

unfinished (i.e., structured procrastination), spending too much time on some task components 

(i.e., overworking) and not enough time on other task components (i.e., shirking or 

disengagement). However, impostors who are given less autonomy may be able to regulate more 

effectively. That is, when provided with boundaries on how to perform the task, task 

performance will be perceived as less dependent on one’s ability and, thus, should reduce 

impostors’ need to use dysfunctional performance strategies. As such, while non-impostors 
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should thrive under conditions of autonomy, impostors may find more success with less 

autonomy. 

Feedback 

Another characteristic of performance situations that could influence impostors’ use of 

strategies is whether feedback from others is anticipated. In their initial work establishing the job 

characteristics model, Hackman and Oldham (1976) identified feedback from the task as a work 

characteristic that positively influences motivation, work effectiveness, and performance. The 

authors describe feedback from the task as the degree to which carrying out the task provides 

direct and clear information about performance effectiveness. 

Recently, Oldham and Hackman (2010) revisited their job characteristics model, noting 

that their original model neglects the social characteristics that are present across most 

workplaces and affect employees’ work experiences. In their expanded job characteristics 

models, the authors include a second kind of feedback that can be present in a performance 

situation – feedback from others. This involves being provided information about the 

effectiveness of one’s performance from people who have reviewed and evaluated one’s work 

(Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006). As compared to feedback from the task, feedback from others 

involves social interaction (Humphrey et al., 2007). 

According to Hackman and Oldham (1976; 2010), receiving feedback – from either the 

task or from an individual – increases intrinsic motivation and work effectiveness and, thus, 

improves performance (Hackman & Oldham, 1976). Major theories of motivation, such as goal-

setting theory (Locke & Latham, 1990), control theory (Carver & Scheier, 1982), and social 

cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986) all propose that feedback enhances performance. However, 

researchers have provided inconsistent evidence regarding the effect of feedback on 
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performance. In a meta-analysis, Kluger and DeNisi (1996) found a positive relationship 

between the use of feedback interventions and performance. However, this same meta-analysis 

found that one-third of feedback interventions decreased performance (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996). 

In another study, feedback from supervisory and organizational sources was positively related to 

job performance, but feedback from peers and oneself was not (Becker & Klimoski, 1989). 

Together, these studies suggest that feedback does not consistently have the effect on 

performance posited by the job characteristics model (Hackman & Oldham, 1976; Oldham & 

Hackman, 2010) and theories of motivation and goal setting (Bandura, 1986; Carver & Scheier, 

1982; Locke & Latham, 1990). 

One reason feedback may have inconsistent effects on performance is because, for some, 

knowing that one will receive feedback from others may be threatening. While some may be 

unfazed (or, perhaps, motivated) by the knowledge that they will be receiving feedback on their 

work, others such as those with low self-efficacy, fear of failure, or fear of negative evaluation 

may be focused on the potential negative implications of feedback for perceptions of their 

ability. These individuals may be more likely to engage in the dysfunctional strategies associated 

with self-protection. For example, Thompson (1997) found that students with low self-esteem 

performed more poorly under conditions of evaluative threat than those with high self-esteem, 

suggesting that self-views can interact with the knowledge that one will receive evaluative 

feedback to affect performance. 

Theoretical and empirical evidence suggests that the threat of critical feedback can lead 

to destructive, maladaptive behaviors that negatively impact performance like procrastination, 

self-sabotage, withdrawal, and avoidance (Jackman & Strober, 2003). For impostors, every task 

in which performance will be evaluated holds the risk of exposing their perceived lack of ability 
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to others, ruining the impostor façade. Coupled with the unfavorable self-views of ability that 

impostors hold, fear of failure (Fried-Buchalter, 1992, 1997) and fear of negative evaluations 

(Thompson et al., 2000) likely leave impostors feeling threatened when they know someone is 

going to evaluate their work and provide feedback. 
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Chapter 4: The Present Research 

This research was designed to examine impostors’ behaviors at the start of the impostor 

cycle (i.e., how impostors behave when performing a task after it has been assigned). 

Specifically, in this research I explored impostors’ use of dysfunctional, self-protective strategies 

when performing work-related tasks and whether certain task characteristics commonly found in 

work settings (i.e., autonomy and feedback) affect the use of these strategies. While Clance and 

O’Toole (1988) delineated two classes of strategies impostors tend to use when performing tasks 

(i.e., overworking and withdrawing), there has been no systematic investigation of impostors’ 

use of these strategies. Thus, the first goal of this research is to determine the extent to which 

impostors use the strategies posited to be a key part of the impostor cycle. 

Of the limited research addressing the relationship between impostorism and the use of 

dysfunctional strategies that exists, researchers have primarily relied on self-report measures. 

Thus, a second goal of this research is to apply behavioral measures within a work simulation to 

examine whether impostors truly use – and not merely claim to use – such strategies. 

To date, no studies have considered the ways in which characteristics of a task or 

performance setting might increase or decrease impostors’ use of strategies marked by self-

regulatory failure. Thus, a third goal of this research is to begin exploring the characteristics of 

tasks that may moderate the relationship between impostorism and ineffective self-regulation. 

Given the theoretical relationship between self-views and the use of self-protective 

strategies in achievement settings (e.g., Covington & Berry, 1976; Covington, 1984) and the 

empirical evidence regarding the relationship between impostorism and general behavioral 

tendencies that undermine performance (e.g., Cowman & Ferrari, 2002; Dudău, 2014; Ferrari & 



IMPOSTORISM, WORK STRATEGIES, AND TASK CHARACTERISTICS  

 

 

34 

Thompson, 2006; Rohrmann et al., 2016), I predict that when performing a task, impostors will 

engage in greater use of dysfunctional strategies than non-impostors.  

Hypothesis 1a: Impostorism will be positively related to the use of overworking 

strategies (i.e., overpreparation and unnecessary reworking). 

Hypothesis 1b: Impostorism will be positively related to the use of withdrawing strategies 

(i.e., procrastination and self-handicapping). 

While impostors may use strategies marked by self-regulatory failure more than non-

impostors, the factors that mitigate or exacerbate the use of these strategies remains unclear. To 

examine what leads to greater (or diminished) use of dysfunctional strategies among impostors, I 

will examine the moderating effects of two task characteristics – autonomy and feedback from 

others. For impostors, tasks marked by high autonomy and the expectation of feedback come 

with an increased opportunity to have one’s impostor façade exposed. As such, I predict that 

high autonomy and expecting that feedback will be given in a performance setting will lead 

impostors to feel greater threat and a greater need to self-protect, making it more likely that they 

will use dysfunctional strategies. 

Hypothesis 2a: Autonomy will moderate the relationship between impostorism and the 

use of overworking strategies such that when autonomy is high, people high (compared to 

low) in impostorism will engage in greater use of overworking strategies than when 

autonomy is low.  

Hypothesis 2b: Autonomy will moderate the relationship between impostorism and the 

use of withdrawing strategies such that when autonomy is high, people high (compared to 

low) in impostorism will engage in greater use of withdrawing strategies than when 

autonomy is low.  
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Hypothesis 3a: The expectation of feedback will moderate the relationship between 

impostorism and the use of overworking strategies such that when told feedback will be 

given after performance, people high (compared to low) in impostorism will engage in 

greater use of overworking strategies than when no performance feedback is expected. 

Hypothesis 3b: The expectation of feedback will moderate the relationship between 

impostorism and the use of withdrawing strategies such that when told feedback will be 

given after performance, people high (compared to low) in impostorism will engage in 

greater use of withdrawing strategies than when no performance feedback is expected. 

To test these hypotheses, I conducted two experimental studies. Both studies employed 

the same general method, designed to examine the early part of the impostor cycle where 

individuals are assigned and are performing a task. These studies featured an in-basket task 

where impostorism was measured in advance of the experimental task, strategy use was 

measured during the experimental task, and a task characteristic was manipulated.  

In Study 1, I examined the effect of having discretion and accountability over one’s work 

on use of dysfunctional work strategies by manipulating the extent to which participants had 

autonomy over how they carried out the task. In Study 2, I examined the effect of knowing one 

will receive feedback on use of dysfunctional work strategies by manipulating whether 

participants were (or were not) told they would receive feedback on their performance. By 

exploring these questions, the present research aims to fill theoretical and methods-related gaps 

in the impostor phenomenon literature. 
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Chapter 5: Study 1 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were 150 undergraduate students who were currently enrolled in a United 

States-based undergraduate institution. Participants were recruited from two sources: Baruch 

College’s psychology and management participant pool (accessed using Sona Systems; N = 106) 

and Prolific (an online research platform; N = 44). Participation in the study was voluntary, with 

students receiving course credit or monetary compensation (up to $10) for their participation. A 

student sample was chosen as prior research has demonstrated the notable presence of impostor 

feelings in samples of students and emerging adults (Lane, 2015). 

To ensure participants have had the opportunity to develop and experience work-related 

impostor feelings, participation was restricted to those who were 18 years of age or older and 

who were currently employed or had been employed in the last year for at least three consecutive 

months. Three months of work experience was chosen to ensure that individuals who worked as 

interns were eligible to participate. To be eligible for the study, participants could have part-time 

or full-time experience and could be employed by an organization or self-employed. 

Twenty-two participants (Sona N = 20; Prolific N = 2) were excluded from analyses for 

repeatedly failing an attention check, leaving 128 participants in the final sample. Most 

participants were women (65.6% women, 32.0% men, 2.4% non-binary) with a mean job tenure 

of 13.65 months (SD = 13.57). The majority were in entry level/analyst roles (n = 51) and were 

employed by organizations (n = 111). See Table 1 for the full set of sample characteristics. 
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Table 1  

Sample characteristics, Study 1 

 SONA   Prolific 

n %  n % 

Gender      

 Woman 57  66.3%   27 64.3% 

 Man 29 33.7%  12 28.6% 

    Non-binary - -  3 7.1% 

College Level           

 Freshman 18 20.9%  6 14.3% 

 Sophomore 8 9.3%  8 19.0% 

 Junior 37 43.0%  16 38.1% 

 Senior 23 26.7%  11 26.2% 

    Other - -  1 2.4% 

Job level      

 Intern 28 32.6%  6 14.3% 

 Entry level/Analyst 31 36.0%  20 47.6% 

 Associate/Specialist 10 11.6%  9 21.4% 

    Manager 6 7.0%  4 9.5% 

    Director 1 1.2%  1 2.4% 

    Vice President 1 1.2%  - - 

    Executive - -  1 2.4% 

    Other 9 10.5%  1 2.4% 

Employment type      

 Employed by an organization 74 86.0%  37 88.1% 

 Self-employed 11 12.8%  5 11.9% 

 Other 1 1.2%  - - 

      

Note: Sona N = 86; Prolific N = 42 

 

Procedure 

Participants signed up for a two-part study conducted via Qualtrics, an online data 

collection platform. In Part 1 of the study, participants first answered screener questions based on 

the inclusion criteria (i.e., 18 years of age or older and at least three consecutive months of work 

experience in the past year). If participants met the inclusion criteria, they were told that the 
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study was about the factors that influence decision-making at work, informed of the voluntary 

nature of the study, and asked to check a box indicating consent to participate. After providing 

consent, participants were asked to create a unique six-digit code and to store this code to be 

used in Part 2 of the study for data linking purposes. Participants were then prompted to 

complete a questionnaire assessing impostorism and demographic variables. After completing 

the questionnaire, participants were informed that Part 2 of the study would become available to 

them after 48 hours (to provide participants time to plan their completion of Part 2). Participants 

were told that once Part 2 became available, they would have 48 hours to begin and complete 

this part of the study, which they should complete in one sitting. Upon exiting Qualtrics, 

participants were assigned course credit or monetary compensation for participation in Part 1 of 

the study. 

In Part 2 of the study, participants completed a work simulation (i.e., an in-basket task) 

hosted on Qualtrics. Participants were told that they would be assuming a role in a major 

marketing company and that their task was to review and respond to five company emails. Each 

email presented a work problem for participants to respond to with a recommendation for next 

steps. After receiving task instructions, participants were provided a description of the company 

at the center of the work simulation and the role they would be assuming during the task. Before 

moving forward, participants were given two attention check questions to ensure they read the 

instructions. If the participant failed the attention check, the participant was asked to re-read the 

instructions and answer the attention check again. 

Upon reading the instructions and passing the attention check questions, participants were 

given the option to complete a set of practice items or begin the in-basket task. Participants were 

instructed that completing practice items was entirely optional, not necessary to perform the in-
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basket task, and that their responses to these practice items would not be recorded. Time spent 

practicing and number of practice items completed were intended to serve as measures of the 

overworking strategy of overpreparation (see Table 2 below for a complete list of the study’s 

dependent variables). If the participant chose to begin with optional practice items, they were 

asked after each completed practice item to choose between completing another practice item (up 

to 10 items) or moving on to the in-basket task. See Appendix A, Section 12 for practice items. 

Table 2 

Original operationalizations of dependent variables 

Operationalization Construct Hypotheses 

Number of seconds spent practicing Overworking 
(overpreparation) 

H1a, 2a, and 3a 

Number of practice items completed Overworking 
(overpreparation) 

H1a, 2a, and 3a 

Number of seconds spent completing riddles Withdrawing 
(procrastination) 

H1b, 2b, and 3b 

Number of riddles completed Withdrawing 
(procrastination) 

H1b, 2b, and 3b 

Number of seconds spent watching video Withdrawing  
(self-handicapping) 

H1b, 2b, and 3b 

Number of seconds responding to in-basket emails Overworking and 
withdrawing 

Exploratory 

Number of words responding to in-basket emails Overworking and 
withdrawing 

Exploratory 

Number of seconds revising in-basket responses Overworking 
(unnecessary rework) 

H1a, 2a, and 3a 
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After making a choice regarding practice items, participants were given the option to 

complete a set of riddles or begin the in-basket task. Participants were instructed that the riddles 

were entirely unrelated to the focal task, and that completing the riddles would delay the start of 

the focal task. Time spent completing riddles and number of riddles completed were intended to 

serve as measures the withdrawing strategy of procrastination. If the participant chose to 

complete optional riddles, he or she was asked after each completed riddle (up to 10 riddles) to 

choose between completing another riddle or moving on to the in-basket task. See Appendix A, 

Section 14 to review riddles. 

After making a choice regarding riddles, participants were given the option to watch a 

video or begin the in-basket task. Participants were instructed that the video would include a 

brief, popular stand-up comedy routine and that while many participants find this video 

enjoyable, some find it difficult to concentrate on the task after watching the video. Time spent 

watching the video were intended to serve as a measure of the withdrawing strategy self-

handicapping. If the participant chose to watch the video, after watching as much of the video as 

they wanted to watch they would then proceed to the in-basket task. 

In the in-basket task, participants were presented with a series of email-style 

communications requiring them to recommend an action or decision. Participants were asked to 

respond to five emails, each with a unique work problem (see Appendix A, Sections 17-21 for all 

email prompts). Participants were asked to respond with their recommendation about how to 

proceed with several work situations including resolving interpersonal conflict, nominating an 

employee for a development opportunity, making a recommendation for a client, making a hiring 

recommendation, and providing input on product development. The amount of time spent 

responding to these five emails and the amount of content (i.e., words written) in response to 
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each email were intended to serve as exploratory measures of overworking and withdrawing. 

Theoretically, strong deviations in either direction reflect inefficient regulation of resources and 

hence self-regulatory failure in the form of over- or under-sufficient resource expenditure.  

After responding to all five emails, participants were told that while spelling and 

grammar were not an important part of their responses and that their responses would be 

reviewed and edited via software, they can choose to personally edit their responses before 

submitting. If participants chose to edit their responses, they were provided their original 

responses along with space to edit these responses. If they chose not to edit their responses, they 

moved on to exit the study. Time spent revising responses were intended to serve as a measure of 

the overworking strategy unnecessary rework. Participants were then directed to a debriefing 

page. Upon exiting Qualtrics, participants were assigned course credit or monetary compensation 

for participation in Part 2 of the study. 

Autonomy Manipulation 

Autonomy was manipulated at the start of Part 2 of the study via the in-basket 

instructions. While all participants were told that they are assuming the role of a manager, 

participants in the low autonomy condition were told that their recommendations would be taken 

into consideration by upper management who will make the final decision on what action to take. 

They were also told that they must respond to the emails in the order they are presented. Those in 

the high autonomy condition were told that their recommendations will be final decisions carried 

out by the team. They were also told that they can respond to emails in the order of their 

choosing, with the ability to move back and forth between emails. All features of the autonomy 

manipulation are presented in bold in Appendix A, Sections 1 – 5. This autonomy manipulation 
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was pilot tested prior to use in the main study to ensure participants perceived differences in 

autonomy. See Appendix B, Section 1 for details. 

Measures 

All self-report impostorism and demographic items used in the focal studies can be found 

in Appendix C, Section 1. 

Impostorism 

IP was measured using the 20-item Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale (CIPS; Clance, 

1985) with the permission of Dr. Pauline Rose Clance. This scale was developed to assess the 

extent to which an individual exhibits impostor characteristics. Participants were instructed to 

rate the extent to which each statement is representative of oneself at work. Sample items include 

“I can give the impression that I’m more competent than I really am” and “Sometimes I’m afraid 

others will discover how much knowledge or ability I really lack.” Scores on this measure 

demonstrated acceptable reliability by traditional standards (α = .89). Responses were made 

using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree). 

Based on its psychometric properties, the CIPS was chosen over other measures 

developed to assess impostorism-like constructs. According to French et al. (2008), scores on the 

CIPS demonstrate internal consistency reliability and sufficient item discrimination. Scores on 

the CIPS demonstrate convergent validity, correlating with scores on the Perceived Fraudulence 

Scale (PFS; Kolligan & Sternberg, 1991) and the Harvey Impostor Phenomenon scale (HIPS; 

Harvey, 1981). Scores on the CIPS also demonstrate discriminant validity; while scores on the 

CIPS are moderately correlated with scores on measures of self-esteem, depression, and social 

anxiety, scores on multiple measures of these constructs were more highly correlated with each 

other than with scores on the CIPS (Chrisman et al., 1995). Additionally, items on the CIPS were 
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developed to reduce social desirability effects (Bernard et al., 2002), and researchers using the 

scale have found no significant relationship between scores on the CIPS and socially desirable 

responding (Ferrari, 2005). 

Demographics 

Demographic information collected included participant gender, college status (i.e., 

freshman, sophomore, junior, senior), employment type (i.e., employed by an organization, self-

employed), organizational tenure, and organizational level. 

Attention check questions 

 To ensure that participants paid sufficient attention to the instructions that contained the 

autonomy manipulation, participants were asked two questions. The correct answer to each 

question was dependent on the condition to which the participant was assigned. The first 

question was “What will happen with the recommendations you make regarding each situation 

you are presented with?” Participants chose from the following response options: “My 

recommendations are final and will be carried out by the team” and “My recommendations will 

be reviewed by a leadership team who will make the final decision about which course of action 

to carry out”. The second question was “In what order will you respond to the in-basket task 

emails?” Participants chose from the following response options: “In the order I choose” and “in 

the order presented”. If participants failed either attention check question, they were asked to re-

read the instructions and answer the question a second time. If they failed the second attempt, 

they were asked to exit the study. 

Overworking 

Overworking (i.e., putting forth more effort than required to perform successfully) was 

measured in several ways: (1) time spent completing practice items (i.e., overpreparation), (2) 
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number of practice items completed (i.e., overpreparation), and (3) time spent revising responses 

(i.e., unnecessary rework). 

Withdrawing 

Withdrawing (i.e., putting in less effort than required to perform successfully) was 

measured in several ways: (1) time spent completing riddles (i.e., procrastination), (2) number of 

riddles completed (i.e., procrastination), and (3) time spent watching the video (i.e., self-

handicapping). 

Exploratory measures of overworking and withdrawing 

 Two additional exploratory measures of overworking and withdrawing were incorporated 

in the study: (1) amount of time spent on the in-basket task and (2) number of words generated in 

responses to in-basket emails. Extreme responses in either direction could be interpreted as self-

regulatory failure. Therefore, time-spent and words-written were separately standardized and 

converted to absolute values, such that higher numbers reflect stronger deviations from the mean 

in the form of either overworking or withdrawing. 

Results 

Preliminary analyses 

Descriptive Statistics for the Total Sample 

See Table 3 for descriptive statistics and correlations for all study variables.
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Table 3 

Descriptive statistics and correlations, Study 1 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. Impostorism 4.29 .92 —          

2. Autonomya — — -.02 —                   

3. No. of practice items .74 1.42 .14 .04 —        

4. Choice to practiceb — — .17  .01 .71**  —       

5. No. of riddles          .34 1.11 -.06 -.10  .29**  .15 —           

6. Choice to complete riddlesc — — .02 -.05 .33**  .36** .67**  —     

7. Choice to watch videosd — — -.01 -.08 .23**  .19* .38** .31* —    

9. Total words written 208.06 138.18 .04 .08 -.02 -.05 .01 .08 -.12  —   

10. Choice to revisee — — -.00 -.03 .26**  .19* .13 .19* .02 .09 —  

11. Job tenuref 13.57 13.72 -.01 .03  .03  .02 .06 .06 .06 .20* -.06 — 

aAutonomy dummy coded (1 = high autonomy; 0 = low autonomy). bChoice to practice dummy coded (1 = yes; 0 = no). cChoice to 

complete riddles dummy coded (1 = yes; 0 = no). dChoice to watch video dummy coded (1 = yes; 0 = no). eChoice to revise dummy 

coded (1 = yes; 0 = no). fTenure in months. **p < .01 level. *p < .05 level.
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Demographics and Impostorism 

First, I examined the relationship between impostorism and demographic variables. One-

way analysis of variance tests revealed no differences in impostorism as a function of gender, 

F(2, 125) = 1.71, p = .19., college level, F(4, 123) = 1.32, p = .27, job level, F(6, 120) = .43, p = 

.86, or employment type, F(2, 125) = 1.00, p = .91. Additionally, impostorism was not 

significantly correlated with job tenure (r = -.01, p = .91). 

Assumption Tests 

Multiple regression assumptions. To test hypotheses regarding time-based dependent 

variables, I planned to use multiple regression. One assumption of multiple regression is 

normality (i.e., that the residuals of the regression are normally distributed). To test this 

assumption, I reviewed the P-P plot of the error terms and found that the error terms were not 

normally distributed (i.e., there were notable deviations from the normality line indicated in the 

plot), suggesting the assumption of normality was violated. I followed up on this finding by 

looking at the distributions of the time-based dependent variables. Skewness test results revealed 

that each of the time-based variables were positively skewed (ranging from 2.25 to 5.52). 

Skewness values 2.25 and above are considered extremely to very extremely skewed (Blanca et 

al., 2013). 

To address this skewness, I attempted two approaches to normalizing the data. First, for 

each of the time-based variables, I replaced any values more than three standard deviations 

above the mean with the highest value below three standard deviations from the mean. While this 

approach reduced skewness, the data associated with each time-based variable remained highly 

to very extremely positively skewed (ranging from 1.55 to 4.10). 
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Next, I subjected the time-based variables to a log (10) transformation. The transformed 

data were still moderately to very extremely positively skewed (absolute skewness values ranged 

from .85 to 3.29). Given this difficulty transforming the data to fit a normal distribution, I 

decided not to use the time-based dependent variables to test my hypotheses. I proceeded by 

dichotomizing the time-based variables, moving from testing hypotheses with time spent on each 

optional activity to choice to complete each optional activity. Dichotomizing continuous 

variables is appropriate when the distribution of a variable is highly skewed due to a large 

number of observations at the most extreme score on a measure (e.g., a large number of zeros, 

MacCallum et al., 2002). See Table 4 for revised operationalizations of the dependent variables. 

Table 4 

Revised operationalizations of dependent variables 

Operationalization Construct Hypotheses 

Choice to practice Overworking 
(overpreparation) 

H1a, 2a, and 3a 

Number of practice items completed Overworking 
(overpreparation) 

H1a, 2a, and 3a 

Choice to complete riddles Withdrawing 
(procrastination) 

H1b, 2b, and 3b 

Number of riddles completed Withdrawing 
(procrastination) 

H1b, 2b, and 3b 

Choice to watch video Withdrawing  
(self-handicapping) 

H1b, 2b, and 3b 

Number of words responding to in-basket emails Overworking and 
withdrawing 

Exploratory 

Choice to revise in-basket responses Overworking 
(unnecessary rework) 

H1a, 2a, and 3a 
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 Binary logistic regression assumptions. To test hypotheses using binary choice data, I 

used binary logistic regression. The first two assumptions of binary logistic regression address 

the measurement of variables: the dependent variable is dichotomous (e.g., choice to practice or 

skip practicing, choice to complete riddles or skip riddles, choice to watch a video or skip the 

video, choice to revise or skip revising) and the independent variables are continuous or 

categorical (e.g., impostorism, level of autonomy), both of which were met. Another assumption 

involves independence of observations (i.e., each observation is independent and not influenced 

by or related to any other observation in the data set). This assumption is met, as participants are 

only allowed to participate in the study one time and one participant’s responses would not be 

expected to affect another participant’s responses. 

 The final assumption of binary logistic regression is linearity between continuous 

independent variables and the logit of the binary dependent variable(s). To test this assumption, I 

conducted a series of Box-Tidwell tests. The relationships between impostorism and the logit of 

choice to practice (b = -.29, S.E. = 1.66, p = .86), choice to complete riddles (b = 1.43, S.E. = 

1.90, p = .44), and choice to revise (b = -.46, S.E. = 2.86, p = .87) met this assumption while the 

relationship between impostorism and the logit of choice to watch the video did not meet the 

assumption (b = 4.04, S.E. = 1.94, p = .04).  

A significant Box-Tidwell test suggests that the relationship between the independent 

variable and the logit of the dependent variable is non-linear and, therefore, the model underlying 

binary logistic regression may not appropriately fit the data. As a follow up to the Box-Tidwell 

test, I examined the results of the Hosmer and Lemeshow test to understand whether the model 

reasonably fits the data. The results of this test were not significant, χ2 (8) = 4.44, p = .82, 
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suggesting the model does reasonably fit the data and that there is less cause for concern 

regarding the significant Box-Tidwell test result. 

 Poisson regression assumptions. To test hypotheses using count data, I conducted 

Poisson regression analyses, as using other forms of regression to analyze count data can 

produce biased results (Coxe et al. 2009). The first two assumptions of Poisson regression 

address the measurement of variables: the dependent variable consists of count data (e.g., integer 

data that is zero or great) and the independent variables are continuous or categorical (e.g., 

impostorism, level of autonomy), both of which were met. Another assumption involves 

independence of observations which is met, as participants are only allowed to participate in the 

study one time and one participant’s responses would not be expected to affect another 

participant’s responses.  

 A final assumption of Poisson regression is that the data follow a Poisson distribution. In 

a theoretical Poisson distribution, the mean and variance of the distribution are equal and the data 

are equidispersed. To test whether the count dependent variables follow a Poisson distribution, I 

examined their means and variances and checked for over- or underdispersion. The two main 

count dependent variables – practice item count (M = .74, ratio of deviance to df = 1.89) and 

riddle count (M = .34, ratio of deviance to df = 1.39) – showed minor but acceptable violations of 

this assumption. While these data could be considered overdispersed by traditional standards, 

which suggest the ratio of deviance to degrees of freedom should equal one, more contemporary 

approaches suggest that this value can be higher (~2) with little impact on analyses, especially in 

relatively small samples (Field, 2018). 

Sample differences 
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Prior to testing hypotheses, I examined the data for differences among participants 

recruited through Sona and Prolific to determine whether the data from the two sample sources 

could be combined. Table 5 provides descriptive statistics and t-test results for all continuous and 

count-based study variables. The groups did not significantly differ on measures of impostorism, 

number of practice items completed, or number of riddles completed. However, the groups did 

significantly differ in length of emails (words written), with Prolific participants writing more 

words than Sona participants. 

While I made the decision not to move forward with time-based variables, I examined 

these variables for differences among the different participant sources. Sona and Prolific 

participants did not significantly differ in time spent practicing, completing riddles, watching the 

video, or revising. They did, however, differ in time spent responding to emails, with Sona 

participants spending more time responding to emails than Prolific participants. 
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Table 5 

Sample differences for continuous and count variables, Study 1 

 Mean SD t(126) p Cohen’s d 

Impostorism      

      Sona 4.20 .92 -1.50 .14 .28 

      Prolific 4.46 .91    

No. of practice items      

      Sona .79 1.53 .55 .58 .10 

      Prolific .64 1.19    

Time spent practicing1      

      Sona 39.69 94.37 1.64 .10 .35 

      Prolific 15.31 28.30    

No. of riddles      

Sona .41 1.31 1.04 .30 .22 

Prolific .19 .46    

Time spent on riddles1      

      Sona 32.62 105.20 1.26 .21 .27 

      Prolific 11.60 32.02    

Time spent on video1      

      Sona 33.95 106.61 1.56 .12 .33 

      Prolific 7.35 38.73    

Total words written      

Sona 188.03 142.63 -2.39 .02 .46 

Prolific 249.07 120.03    

Time spent on emails1      

      Sona 1304.00 1116.11 2.99 <.01 .64 

      Prolific 775.36 350.53    

Time spent revising1      

      Sona 4.24 16.78 .69 .49 .13 

      Prolific 2.19 13.65    
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1Time in seconds. 

Next, I examined whether the sample sources differed on binary choice variables (i.e., 

choice to practice, choice to complete riddles, choice to watch the video, choice to revise). As 

shown in Table 6, chi-square tests revealed no significant differences between samples in choice 

to practice, choice to complete riddles, or choice to revise. There was a significant difference 

between samples in choice to watch the video, however, such that a higher percentage of Prolific 

than Sona participants watched the video.  

Table 6 

Sample differences for binary choice variables, Study 1 

 Yes No   χ2(1)          p 

Practice     

      Sona 37.2% 
(n = 32) 

62.8% 
(n = 54) 

.49 .49 

      Prolific 30.9% 
(n = 13) 

69.1% 
(n = 29) 

  

Riddles     

      Sona 17.4% 
(n = 15) 

82.6% 
(n = 71) 

.01 .91 

      Prolific 16.7% 
(n = 7) 

83.3% 
(n = 35) 

  

Video     

      Sona 
 

17.4% 
(n = 15) 

82.6% 
(n = 71) 

3.94 <.05 

      Prolific 4.8% 
(n = 2) 

95.2% 
(n = 40) 

  

Revise     

      Sona 12.8% 
(n = 11) 

87.2% 
(n = 75) 

1.99 .16 

      Prolific 
 

4.8% 
(n = 2) 

95.2% 
(n = 40) 
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Hypothesis tests 

To test whether impostorism was positively related to the use of overworking strategies 

(Hypothesis 1a) and withdrawing strategies (Hypothesis 1b), I conducted a series of binary 

logistic and Poisson regression analyses. Before conducting hypothesis tests, I mean-centered 

impostorism scores (centering around the mean of each sample source, then combining), dummy 

coded autonomy level (1 = high autonomy, 0 = low autonomy), and dummy coded participant 

source (1 = Sona, 2 = Prolific) to use in tests of main and interaction effects on the study’s 

dependent variables. Given the aforementioned sample differences in some dependent variables 

(i.e., choice to watch video and email words written), I included a term representing sample 

source in each analysis to ensure any variance accounted for by sample source is captured. 

To test my hypotheses, I entered impostorism, autonomy level, and sample source into 

Step 1 of each regression model as a test of main effects. Two-way interaction terms (i.e., 

impostorism x autonomy level, impostorism x sample source, and autonomy level x sample 

source) were entered into Step 2. A three-way interaction term (i.e., impostorism x autonomy 

level x sample source) was entered into Step 3.1 

Tests of Main Effects 

In Hypothesis 1a, I predicted that impostorism would be positively related to the use of 

overworking strategies (operationalized as choice to complete practice items, number of practice 

 
1 To have sufficient power (.80) to test for a three-way interaction, a sample of at least 250 participants is required 

(Dawson & Richter, 2006). Given the study’s sample size (N = 128), tests of three-way interactions were 

underpowered. To deal with this issue, I set a high alpha of .20 to explore whether the predicted pattern of findings 

varied according to sample source. However, none of the three-way interaction tests approached this threshold. 
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items completed, and choice to revise in-basket responses). In support of Hypothesis 1a, higher 

impostorism scores were associated with an increased likelihood in choosing to practice, B = .43, 

SE = .22, Wald χ2 (1) = 3.89, p = .049. For each unit increase in impostorism, the odds of 

choosing to practice were 54% higher than the odds of choosing not to practice (OR = 1.54). 

Impostorism scores also significantly predicted the number of practice items completed, B = .34, 

SE = .12, Wald χ2 (2) = 7.64, p = .01. For each unit increase in impostorism, there is a 40.3% 

increase in the number of practice items completed (OR = 1.40). However, impostorism was not 

significantly related to choice to revise in-basket responses, B = .06, SE = .33, Wald χ2 (1) = .03, 

p = .86, OR = 1.06. Thus, mixed support was found for Hypothesis 1a. 

In Hypothesis 1b, I predicted that impostorism would be positively related to the use of 

withdrawing strategies (operationalized as choice to complete riddles, number of riddles 

complete, and choice to watch the video). Contrary to expectations, impostorism was not 

significantly related to choice to complete riddles, B = .06, SE = .26, Wald χ2 (1) = .06, p = .81, 

OR = .11, number of riddles completed, B = -1.37, SE = .38, Wald χ2 (2) = 1.02, p = .31, OR = 

.85, or choice watch the video, B = .07, SE = .29, Wald χ2 (1) = .05, p = .82, OR = 1.07. Thus, 

Hypothesis 1b was not supported. 

Results showed no main effects for experimental condition. Autonomy level was not 

significantly related to choice to practice, B = -.06, SE = .38, Wald χ2 (1) = .02, p = .88, OR = 

.95, number of practice items completed, B = .18, SE = .21, Wald χ2 (2) = .80, p = .37, OR = 

1.20, choice to revise, B = .17, SE = .59, Wald χ2 (1) = .08, p = .78, OR = 1.18, choice to 

complete riddles B = .25, SE = .47, Wald χ2 (1) = .29, p = .59, OR = 1.29, number of riddles 

completed, B = -.62, SE = .32, Wald χ2 (2) = 3.71, p = .054, OR = .54 or choice to watch the 

video, B = .41, SE = .54, Wald χ2 (1) = .57, p = .45, OR = 1.50.  
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For differences in count dependent variables by experimental condition, see Table 7. For 

differences in binary choice dependent variables by experimental condition, see Table 8. 

Table 7 

Descriptives for count dependent variables by experimental condition, Study 1 

     Mean           SD   

No. of practice items   

High autonomy .80 1.34 

Low autonomy .68 1.51 

No. of riddles   

High autonomy .23 .61 

Low autonomy .44 1.46 
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Table 8 

Descriptives for binary choice dependent variables by experimental condition, Study 1 

 Yes No 

Practice   

     High autonomy 35.4% 
(n = 23) 

64.6% 
(n = 42) 

     Low autonomy 34.9% 
(n = 22) 

65.1% 
(n = 41) 

Riddles   

     High autonomy 15.4% 
(n = 10) 

84.6% 
(n = 55) 

     Low autonomy 19.1% 
(n = 12) 

80.9% 
(n = 51) 

Video   

     High autonomy 10.8% 
(n = 7) 

89.2% 
(n = 58) 

     Low autonomy 15.4% 
(n = 10) 

81.6% 
(n = 53) 

Revise   

     High autonomy 9.2% 
(n = 6) 

90.8% 
(n = 59) 

     Low autonomy 11.1% 
(n = 7) 

88.9% 
(n = 56) 

 

Tests of Interaction Effects 

 I used binary logistic and Poisson regression to test whether autonomy moderated the 

relationship between impostorism and overworking (Hypothesis 2a) and withdrawing 

(Hypothesis 2b).  

Contrary to predictions, autonomy did not moderate the relationship between 

impostorism and choice to practice, B = .52, SE = .45, Wald χ2 (1) = 1.30, p = .26, OR = 1.68, 

number of practice items completed B = .38, SE = .25, Wald χ2 (2) = 2.39, p = .12, OR = 1.47, 
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choice to revise, B = .39, SE = .67, Wald χ2 (1) = .33, p = .57, OR = 1.47, choice to complete 

riddles, B = .29, SE = .55, Wald χ2 (1) = .29, p = .59, OR = 1.33, or number of riddles completed, 

B = .26, SE = .35, Wald χ2 (2) = .54, p = .46, OR = 1.30. 

However, autonomy did moderate the relationship between impostorism and choice to 

watch the video, B = 1.69, SE = .74, Wald χ2 (1) = 5.27, p = .02, OR = 5.43. To understand the 

nature of this interaction, I conducted two additional logistic regression analyses to examine the 

effects of impostorism on choice to watch the video in each experimental condition. Although 

the relationships did not reach significance, the direction of effects varied across experimental 

conditions. In the low autonomy condition, impostorism was negatively related to choice to 

watch the video, B = -.49, SE = .37, Wald χ2 (1) = 1.75, p = .19, OR = .61; in the high autonomy 

condition, impostorism was positively related to choice to watch the video, B = 1.20, SE = .64, 

Wald χ2 (1) = 3.55, p = .06, OR = 3.32 (see Figure 1 for a visualization of this finding). In the 

high autonomy condition, for each unit increase in impostorism, the odds of choosing to watch 

the video were 232% higher than the odds of choosing not to watch the video. While not 

statistically significant, these findings provide some support for Hypothesis 2b and suggest that 

impostorism may be related to greater withdrawing behaviors when autonomy is high and less 

withdrawing when autonomy is low. 

Ancillary analyses 

Ancillary analyses were conducted to ensure participant source did not have a statistically 

meaningful influence on the results. Findings suggest that participant source did not have a 

notable influence on results found regarding the relationships between impostorism and work 

strategies (i.e., overworking and withdrawing). 



IMPOSTORISM, WORK STRATEGIES, AND TASK CHARACTERISTICS  

 

 

58 

Participant source and impostorism did not interact to influence choice to practice, B = 

.37, SE = .54, Wald χ2 (1) = .47, p = .49, OR = 1.45, number of practice items completed B = -

.62, SE = .33, Wald χ2 (2) = 3.58, p = .06, OR = .54, choice to revise, B = -.29, SE = 1.14, Wald 

χ2 (1) = .07, p = .80, OR = .75, choice to complete riddles, B = 1.04, SE = .67, Wald χ2 (1) = 

2.41, p = .12, OR = 2.81, number of riddles completed, B = -.62, SE = .48, Wald χ2 (2) = 1.72, p 

= .19, OR = .54, or choice to watch the video, B = 2.82, SE = 2.00, Wald χ2 (1) = 1.99, p = .16, 

OR = 16.85. 

Participant source and condition did not interact to predict choice to practice, B = -.97, SE 

= .88, Wald χ2 (1) = 1.23, p = .27, OR = .38, number of practice items completed B = -.66, SE = 

.50, Wald χ2 (2) = 1.74, p = .19, OR = .52, choice to revise, B = -19.48, SE = 9187.45, Wald χ2 

(1) = .00, p = 1.00, OR = .00, choice to complete riddles, B = .25, SE = 1.09, Wald χ2 (1) = .05, p 

= .82, OR = 1.28, number of riddles completed, B = .02, SE = .85, Wald χ2 (2) = .00, p = .99, OR 

= 1.02, or choice to watch the video, B = -.88, SE = 2.07, Wald χ2 (1) = .18, p = .67, OR = .42. 

Finally, no three-way interaction effects were found on choice to practice, B = -.25, SE = 

1.09, Wald χ2 (1) = .05, p = .82, OR = .78, number of practice items completed B = .46, SE = .66, 

Wald χ2 (2) = .48, p = .49, OR = 1.58, choice to revise, B = .27, SE = 9924.87, Wald χ2 (1) = .00, 

p = 1.00, OR = 1.30, choice to complete riddles, B = -.39, SE = 1.45, Wald χ2 (1) = .07, p = .79, 

OR = .68, or number of riddles completed, B = -.88, SE = 1.19, Wald χ2 (2) = .55, p = .46, OR = 

.42. Given the absence of responses in some cells (likely due to a low number of participants 

sourced through Prolific), results regarding the three-way interaction effect of impostorism, 

condition, and participant source on choice to watch the video were uninterpretable. 

Exploratory analyses 
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As an exploratory measure of overworking and withdrawing, I examined the total number 

of words an individual wrote in response to the in-basket emails as a dependent variable. Like 

the time-based variables I collected, email word count was positively skewed, but only 

moderately (skewness = .76). By replacing the one value that was three standard deviations 

above the mean with the highest value below three standard deviations from the mean, I was able 

to successfully reduce the skewness (skewness = .42), making the email word count data close 

enough to normally distributed that it could be analyzed. After this minor transformation, I 

standardized the variable and transformed the standardized scores into absolute scores to 

determine whether deviation from the mean was related to impostorism. Because the transformed 

data were normally distributed and there were few participants with a word count of zero, I used 

linear regression to analyze the data (which is more appropriate than Poisson regression for 

analyzing normally distributed data). Using multiple linear regression, I found that impostorism 

(B = -.22, SE = .16, p = .16), autonomy (B = -.13, SE = .09, p = .16), and the interaction between 

impostorism and autonomy (B = .10, SE = .10, p = .33) did not significantly predict deviation 

from the mean total word count.  

Discussion 

One purpose of Study 1 was to test the relationship between impostorism and the use of 

dysfunctional work strategies. Results showed that people higher in impostorism were more 

likely to choose to practice and completed more practice items than those lower in impostorism. 

The results support the hypothesis that impostors are more likely to engage in overworking 

strategies – specifically, overpreparation. These findings align with prior research on the 

relationship between impostorism and task preparation (King & Cooley, 1995, Tumminia, 2018; 

Tumminia et al., 2018) and suggest that in work-related scenarios, people high in impostorism 
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resemble the descriptions of impostors as over-workers who put forth significant effort preparing 

for tasks to compensate for a perceived lack of competence (Sakulku & Alexander, 2011). When 

looking across experimental conditions, impostorism was not related to the other overworking 

strategy tested in this study – unnecessary rework  – operationalized by the decision to revise 

one’s responses. Across conditions, impostorism was also not related to the use of 

procrastination by completing riddles or the use of self-handicapping by watching a distracting 

video. Thus, no support was found for the hypothesis that people high in impostorism are 

generally more likely to engage in withdrawing strategies. 

A second purpose of this study was to test whether task autonomy amplified impostors’ 

use of dysfunctional work strategies. Results showed that under conditions of high but not low 

autonomy, people higher in impostorism were more likely to watch a distracting video. Thus, the 

hypothesized use of self-handicapping among those higher in impostorism was supported, but 

only when task autonomy was high. This finding suggests that autonomy may, in fact, be 

threatening to impostors and that under the kind of threat introduced by autonomy, impostors 

turn to withdrawing strategies. This aligns with previous research showing that when made to 

feel highly accountable for a work outcome (as one may when autonomy is high), those high in 

impostorism experience more anxiety, put in less effort, and show worse performance than those 

low in impostorism (Badawy et al., 2018). No evidence was found to support the hypotheses that 

autonomy moderates the relationship between impostorism and overworking strategy use (i.e., 

overpreparation, unnecessary rework) or procrastination. 

The results of this study show that impostors tend to engage in overpreparation (a form of 

overworking) regardless of the amount of work autonomy they have and preserve the use of self-

handicapping (a form of withdrawal) for when autonomy is high. These findings represent one of 
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the first behavioral demonstrations of impostors’ use of dysfunctional strategies within a work 

context. The study also provides one of the first tests of the influence of task characteristics on 

impostors’ use of these strategies. It may be that overworking is the “default” strategy among 

people high in impostorism. Withdrawing strategies, on the other hand, may be used only under 

certain conditions, such as when individual accountability for task performance is greater (e.g., 

when autonomy is high).  

  



IMPOSTORISM, WORK STRATEGIES, AND TASK CHARACTERISTICS  

 

 

62 

Chapter 6: Study 2 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were 135 undergraduate students who were currently enrolled in a United 

States-based undergraduate institution, recruited from Baruch College’s psychology and 

management participant pool (N = 104) and Prolific (N = 31). All recruitment procedures were 

consistent with the methods described in Study 1. 

Six Sona participants were excluded from analyses for repeatedly failing an attention 

check, leaving 129 participants in the final sample. Most participants were women (58.9% 

women, 40.3% men, .8% non-binary) with a mean job tenure of 15.94 months (SD = 16.58). The 

majority were in intern (n = 27) or associate/specialist roles (n = 27) and were employed by 

organizations (n = 84). See Table 9 for the full set of sample characteristics. 
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Table 9 

Sample characteristics, Study 2 

 Sona   Prolific 

n %  n % 

Gender      

Woman 60  61.2%   16 51.6% 

Man 37 37.8%  15 48.4% 

Non-binary 1 1.0%  -      - 

College Level           

Freshman 23 23.5%  3 9.7% 

Sophomore 16 16.3%  3 9.7% 

Junior 46 46.9%  10 32.3% 

Senior 11 11.2%  15 48.4% 

Other 2 2.0%  -      - 

Job level      

Intern 27 27.6%  4 12.9% 

Entry level/Analyst 21 21.4%  11 35.5% 

Associate/Specialist 27 27.6%  9 29.0% 

Manager 6 6.1%  5 16.1% 

Director 1 1.0%  -      - 

Vice President 3 3.1%  1 3.2% 

Executive - -  -      - 

Other 13 13.3%  1 3.2% 

Employment type      

Employed by an 

organization 

84 85.7%  29 93.5% 

Self-employed 11 11.2%  2 6.5% 

Other 3 3.1%  -      - 

Note. Sona N = 98. Prolific N = 31. 
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Procedure 

All procedural steps and operationalizations of study variables were primarily the same as 

those described in Study 1. As in Study 1, participants who met the study’s inclusion criteria and 

consented to participation completed a two-part study conducted via Qualtrics. In Part 1 of the 

study, participants completed a survey measuring impostorism and collecting demographic 

information. In Part 2 of the study (made available 48 hours after completion of Part 1), 

participants completed the experimental task featuring an in-basket exercise where the study’s 

dependent variables were measured. Following completion of the study, all participants were 

debriefed regarding the purpose of the study.  

Study 2 differed from Study 1 in a few ways. First, autonomy level was designed to be 

moderate and held constant throughout conditions of the study. To create a state of moderate 

autonomy, participants were informed that they were assuming a director role, but not informed 

of whether they had final decision-making power. Additionally, participants were told that they 

could move backward and forward throughout the task – implying that they could choose the 

order in which they responded to emails – but were not explicitly told that they can or cannot 

choose the order in which they respond to emails. The second difference is that a feedback 

manipulation was introduced (see below). 

Feedback Manipulation 

The expectation of receiving feedback was manipulated via the in-basket instructions. 

Participants in the feedback expected condition were told they would receive feedback on their 

responses which would be reviewed and assessed by experts for completeness, quality, and 

potential for future career success potential, implying that an individual will evaluate their 

performance on dimensions with implications for their career success (for the full instructions 
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used in the feedback expected condition, see Appendix A, Section 7). Those in the no feedback 

expected condition were told that their responses would be kept anonymous and confidential and 

that their responses would only be used to advance scientific knowledge (for the full instructions 

used in the no feedback condition, see Appendix A, Section 8). This feedback manipulation was 

pilot tested prior to use in the main study. See Appendix B, Section 2 for details. 

Measures 

All self-report impostorism and demographic items used were the same as those used in 

Study 1 and can be found in Appendix C, Section 1. Internal consistency for the Impostorism 

measure was high (α = .90), and sample characteristics can be found in Table 9. 

 To ensure participants paid sufficient attention to the feedback manipulation, participants 

were asked one question immediately after reading the feedback instructions: “After you have 

completed the task, what will happen with your responses?”. Participants chose from the 

following response options which corresponded to the feedback and no feedback condition, 

respectively: “They will be evaluated by experts who will provide personalized feedback on 

quality and potential for career success” and “they will be reviewed anonymously by researchers 

for scientific purposes”. If participants failed the attention check question, they were asked to re-

read the instructions and answer the question a second time. If they failed the second attempt, 

they were asked to exit the study. 

Results 

Preliminary analyses 

Descriptive Statistics for the Total Sample 

See Table 10 for descriptive statistics and correlations for all study variables.
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Table 10 

Descriptive statistics and correlations, Study 2 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. Impostorism 4.34 .99 —          

2. Feedback — — -.14 —              

3. No. of practice items .62 1.21 -.07  -.12 —        

4. Choice to practiceb  — — -.00  -.11 .75** —       

5. No. of riddles          .29 .82 .06  -.10 .29** .35** —      

6. Choice to complete riddlesc  — — .08 -.14 .30** .42** .80** —     

7. Choice to watch videosd — — .06  .07 .16 .23** .37** .33** —    

8. Total words written 206.23 149.84 -.04 .04 .06 .04 .13 .03 -.13 —    

9. Choice to revisee — — .02  -.02 .03 .08 .17 .08 .05 .22* —  

10. Job tenuref 15.94 16.58 -.02 -.14 .18* .11 .19* .14 .02 .09 -.01   — 

aFeedback dummy coded (1 = feedback; 0 = no feedback). bChoice to practice dummy coded (1 = yes; 0 = no). cChoice to complete 

riddles dummy coded (1 = yes; 0 = no). dChoice to watch video dummy coded (1 = yes; 0 = no). eChoice to revise dummy coded (1 = 

yes; 0 = no). fTenure in months. **p < .01 level. *p < .05 level.
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Demographics and Impostorism 

First, I examined the relationship between impostorism and demographic variables. One-

way analyses of variance revealed no differences in impostorism as a function of gender, F(2, 

126) = 1.55, p = .22, college level, F(4, 124) = .77, p = .55, job level, F(6, 122) = .27, p = .95, or 

employment type, F(2, 126) = 2.66, p = .07. Additionally, impostorism was not significantly 

correlated with job tenure (r = -.02, p = .80). 

Assumption tests 

 Multiple regression assumptions. To test hypotheses regarding time-based dependent 

variables, I planned to use multiple regression and began by testing assumptions. The P-P plot of 

the error terms showed notable deviations from the normality line, suggesting the assumption of 

normality was violated. I followed up on this finding by looking at the distributions of the time-

based dependent variables. As in Study 1, the time-based data in Study 2 were highly positively 

skewed (skewness ranged from 2.09 to 10.55). 

 To address this skewness, I attempted to normalize the data. While replacing values more 

than three standard deviations above the mean with the highest value below three standard 

deviations from the mean reduced skewness, the data remained highly positively skewed 

(skewness ranged from 1.16 to 3.33). I also subjected the time-based variables to a log (10) 

transformation, which reduced skewness but left the data moderately to highly positively skewed 

(skewness ranged from .95 to 3.85). Like in Study 1, I moved forward by dichotomizing the 

time-based variables into binary choice variables (i.e., choice to practice, to complete riddles, to 

watch the video, and to revise).  

Binary logistic regression assumptions. Given the choice to dichotomize the time-based 

data, I conducted binary logistic regression analyses to test hypotheses using choice data. The 
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data met assumptions regarding measurement and independence as the dependent variable is 

dichotomous, the independent variables are continuous or categorical, and participants’ 

responses are independent of each other.  

To test the assumption of linearity between continuous Ivs and the logit of the binary 

dependent variable(s), I conducted a series of Box-Tidwell tests. The relationships between 

impostorism and the logit of choice to practice (b = 1.49, S.E. = 1.21, p = .22), choice to 

complete riddles (b = -2.17, S.E. = 1.77, p = .22), choice to watch the video (b = -1.39, S.E. = 

1.90, p = .46), and choice to revise (b = -.94, S.E. = 1.81, p = .60) met this assumption. 

 Poisson regression assumptions. To test hypotheses using count data, I conducted 

Poisson regression analyses. The data met assumptions regarding measurement level (i.e., a 

count-based dependent variable and continuous or categorical independent variables) and 

independence (i.e., each occurrence is unrelated). Next, I tested whether the data followed a 

Poisson distribution. The two count-based dependent variables – practice item count (M = .62, 

ratio of deviance to df = 1.65) and riddle count (M = .29, ratio of deviance to df = 1.15) – showed 

minor but acceptable violations of this assumption as the ratio of deviance to degrees of freedom 

for both variables was under 2 (Field, 2018). 

Sample differences 

Prior to testing hypotheses, I examined the data for differences among participants 

recruited through Sona and Prolific. Sona and Prolific participants significantly differed in 

impostorism, with Prolific participants reporting greater impostorism than Sona participants. 

Participants from each source did not significantly differ on any other continuous or count-based 

variables. See Table 11 for descriptive statistics and t-test results for all continuous and count-

based study variables separated by sample. 
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Table 11 

Sample differences for continuous and count variables, Study 2 

 Mean SD t(127) p Cohen’s d 

Impostorism      

Sona 4.23 1.01 -2.44   .02 .50 

Prolific 4.72 .80    

No. of practice items      

Sona .63 1.22 .21   .84 .04 

Prolific .58 1.21    

Time spent practicing1      

        Sona 29.48 73.83 1.17 .25 .24 

        Prolific 13.58 29.00    

No. of riddles      

Sona .29 .86 -.03   .98 .01 

Prolific      .29 .69    

Time spent on riddles1      

      Sona 26.44 157.34 .56 .58 .12 

      Prolific 10.62 27.27    

Time spent on video1      

      Sona 32.29 81.95 1.52 .13 .31 

      Prolific 8.61 47.96    

Total words written      

Sona 194.45 155.87 -1.60   .12 .33 

Prolific 243.48 124.10    

Time spent on emails1      

      Sona 1306.95 1211.89 1.53 .13 .32 

      Prolific 957.50 652.58    

Time spent revising1      

      Sona 16.03 112.36 .77 .45 .16 

      Prolific .53 1.82    

1Time in seconds. 
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Additionally, a series of chi-square tests showed that there were no significant differences 

between samples on binary variables. See Table 12 for frequencies and chi-square test results for 

all binary choice study variables separated by sample. 

Table 12 

Sample differences for binary choice variables, Study 2 

 Yes No   χ2(1)          p 

Practice     

      Sona 34.7% 
(n = 34) 

65.3% 
(n = 64) 

1.59 .21 

      Prolific 22.6% 
(n = 7) 

77.4% 
(n = 24) 

  

Riddles     

      Sona 15.3% 
(n = 15) 

84.7% 
(n = 83) 

.28 .60 

      Prolific 19.4% 
(n = 6) 

80.6% 
(n = 25) 

  

Video     

      Sona 
 

16.3% 
(n = 16) 

83.7% 
(n = 82) 

3.53 .06 

      Prolific 3.2% 
(n = 1) 

96.8% 
(n = 30) 

  

Revise     

      Sona 14.3% 
(n = 14) 

85.7% 
(n = 84) 

.44 .51 

      Prolific 
 

9.7% 
(n = 3) 

90.3% 
(n = 28) 
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Hypothesis tests 

To test whether impostorism was positively related to the use of overworking strategies 

(Hypothesis 1a) and withdrawing strategies (Hypothesis 1b), I conducted a series of binary 

logistic and Poisson regression analyses. Impostorism (mean centered to address the sample 

difference in impostorism), feedback (dummy coded; 1 = feedback, 0 = no feedback), and 

sample source (dummy coded; 1 = Sona, 2 = Prolific) were entered into Step 1 of the regression 

models, two-way interaction terms were entered into Step 2, and a three-way interaction term 

was entered into Step 3.2 While there were no significant differences between sample sources on 

any of the dependent variables, I included sample source in the models to ensure any variance 

due to sample source was accounted for. 

Tests of Main Effects 

In Hypothesis 1a, I predicted that impostorism would be positively related to the use of 

overworking strategies (operationalized as choice to complete practice items, number of practice 

items completed, and choice to revise in-basket responses). However, impostorism was not 

significantly related to choice practice B = .02, SE = .20, Wald χ2 (1) = .01, p = .94, OR = 1.02, 

number of practice items completed, B = -.16, SE = .11, Wald χ2 (2) = 1.99, p = .16, OR = .85, or 

choice to revise in-basket responses, B = .09, SE = .27, Wald χ2 (1) = .10, p = .75, OR = 1.09. 

Thus, Hypothesis 1a was not supported. 

 
2 To have sufficient power (.80) to test for a three-way interaction, a sample of at least 250 participants is required 

(Dawson & Richter, 2006). Given the study’s sample size (N = 129), tests of three-way interactions were 

underpowered. To deal with this issue, I set a high alpha of .20 to explore whether the predicted pattern of findings 

varied according to sample source. However, none of the three-way interaction tests approached this threshold. 
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In Hypothesis 1b, I predicted that impostorism would be positively related to the use of 

withdrawing strategies (operationalized as choice to complete riddles, number of riddles 

completed, and choice to watch the video). Contrary to expectations, impostorism was not 

significantly related to choice to complete riddles, B = .17, SE = .26, Wald χ2 (1) = .44, p = .51, 

OR = 1.19, number of riddles completed, B = .14, SE = .17, Wald χ2 (2) = .62, p = .43, OR = 

1.15, or choice watch the video, B = .33, SE = .28, Wald χ2 (1) = 1.37, p = .24, OR = 1.39. Thus, 

Hypothesis 1b was not supported. 

In testing for the main effect of experimental condition, results showed that feedback was 

not significantly related to choice to practice, B = .55, SE = .39, Wald χ2 (1) = 2.00, p = .16, OR 

= 1.74, choice to revise, B = .14, SE = .53, Wald χ2 (1) = .07, p = .79, OR = 1.15, choice to 

complete riddles B = .75, SE = .51, Wald χ2 (1) = 2.16, p = .14, OR = 2.11, number of riddles 

completed, B = -.57, SE = .35, Wald χ2 (2) = 2.68, p = .10, OR = .56, or choice to watch the 

video, B = -.40, SE = .55, Wald χ2 (1) = .54, p = .46, OR = .67. However, feedback level was 

significantly related to number of practice items completed, B = -.54, SE = .23, Wald χ2 (2) = 

5.44, p = .02, OR = .58, suggesting that when feedback is expected, people complete fewer 

practice items than when no feedback is not expected. 

To see differences in count dependent variables by experimental condition, see Table 13. 

To see differences in binary choice dependent variables by experimental condition, see Table 14. 

  



IMPOSTORISM, WORK STRATEGIES, AND TASK CHARACTERISTICS  

 

 

73 

Table 13 

Descriptives for count dependent variables by experimental condition, Study 2 

      Mean          SD 

No. of practice items   

Feedback .47 .87 

No feedback .77 1.47 

No. of riddles   

Feedback .20 .82 

No feedback .37 .82 

 

Table 14 

Descriptives for binary choice dependent variables by experimental condition, Study 2 

 Yes No 

Practice   

       Feedback 26.6% 
(n = 17) 

73.4% 
(n = 47) 

       No feedback 36.9% 
(n = 24) 

63.1% 
(n = 41) 

Riddles   

       Feedback 10.9% 
(n = 7) 

89.1% 
(n = 57) 

       No feedback 21.5% 
(n = 14) 

78.5% 
(n = 51) 

Video   

       Feedback 15.6% 
(n = 10) 

84.4% 
(n = 54) 

       No feedback 10.8% 
(n = 7) 

89.2% 
(n = 58) 

Revise   

       Feedback 12.5% 
(n = 8) 

87.5% 
(n = 56) 

 No feedback 13.8% 
(n = 9) 

86.2% 
(n = 56) 
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Tests of Interaction Effects 

I used binary logistic and Poisson regression to test whether feedback moderates the 

relationship between impostorism and overworking (Hypothesis 3a) and withdrawing 

(Hypothesis 3b). Contrary to predictions, feedback did not moderate the relationship between 

impostorism and choice to practice, B = .58, SE = .42, Wald χ2 (1) = 1.98, p = .16, OR = 1.78, 

choice to complete riddles, B = 1.03, SE = .61, Wald χ2 (1) = 2.83, p = .09, OR = 2.80, or choice 

to watch the video, B = -.08, SE = .58, Wald χ2 (1) = .02, p = .90, OR = .93. However, significant 

interactions were obtained the remaining dependent variables.  

First, feedback condition moderated the relationship between impostorism and number of 

practice items completed, B = .53, SE = .25, Wald χ2 (2) = 4.47, p = .03, OR = 1.69. To elucidate 

the nature of this interaction, I tested the effects of impostorism on each dependent variable 

within each experimental condition. In the feedback condition, impostorism was not significantly 

related to number of practice items completed, B = .19, SE = .21, Wald χ2 (2) = .87, p = .35, OR 

= 1.21; in the no feedback condition, impostorism was significantly and negatively related to 

number of practice items completed, B = -.33, SE = .14, Wald χ2 (2) = 5.72, p = .02, OR  = .72 

(see Figure 2 for a visualization of this finding). In the no feedback condition, a one-point 

increase in impostorism was associated with a 28% decrease in practice items completed. While 

I predicted that the expectation of feedback would lead people high in impostor feelings to 

complete more practice items, the findings indicated that the absence of feedback led those high 

in impostorism to complete fewer practice items. 

Second, feedback interacted with impostorism to predict choice to revise, B = 1.43, SE = 

.63, Wald χ2 (1) = 5.17, p = .02, OR = 4.20. Although the relationship between impostorism and 

choice to revise failed to reach statistical significance in either feedback condition, the direction 
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(slopes) of these effects differed. In the feedback condition, impostorism was positively related 

to choice to revise, B = .97, SE = .51, Wald χ2 (1) = 3.57, p = .06, OR = 2.64, whereas in the no 

feedback condition, impostorism was negatively related to choice to revise, B = -.47, SE = .37, 

Wald χ2 (1) = 1.60 p = .21, OR = .63 (see Figure 3 for a visualization of this finding). In the 

feedback condition a one-point increase in impostorism was associated with a 164% increase in 

the odds that an individual would choose to revise, while in the no feedback condition a one-

point increase in impostorism was associated with a 37% decrease in the odds an individual 

would choose to revise. These findings generally align with Hypothesis 3a and suggest the 

expectation of feedback may lead people high in impostor feelings to overwork more. 

Finally, feedback condition and impostorism interacted to predict number of riddles 

completed, B = .91, SE = .41, Wald χ2 (2) = 5.01, p = .03, OR = 2.42. In the feedback condition, 

impostorism was significantly, positively related to number of riddles completed, B = .79, SE = 

.35, Wald χ2 (2) = 5.04, p = .03, OR = 2.20, whereas in the no feedback condition impostorism 

was not significantly related to number of riddles completed, B = -.12, SE = .20, Wald χ2 (2) = 

.35, p = .56, OR = .89 (see Figure 4 for a visualization of this finding). In the feedback condition, 

a one-point increase in impostorism was associated with a 11% increase in riddles completed. 

These findings suggests that those high in impostorism are more likely to use withdrawing 

strategies (i.e., procrastination and self-handicapping), but only when they anticipate receiving 

performance feedback. 

Ancillary analyses 

Ancillary analyses were conducted to ensure participant source did not have a statistically 

meaningful influence on results. Participant source and impostorism also did not interact to 

influence choice to practice, B = -.45, SE = .62, Wald χ2 (1) = .54, p = .47, OR = .64, number of 
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practice items completed, B = .33, SE = .34, Wald χ2 (2) = .94, p = .33, OR = 1.38, choice to 

revise, B = -.09, SE = .92, Wald χ2 (1) = .01, p = .93, OR = .92, choice to complete riddles, B = -

24, SE = .69, Wald χ2 (1) = .12, p = .73, OR = .79, number of riddles completed, B = .23, SE = 

.48, Wald χ2 (2) = .23, p = .63, OR = 1.26, or choice to watch the video, B = -.48, SE = 1.36, 

Wald χ2 (1) = .13, p = .72, OR = .62. 

Participant source and condition did not interact to predict choice to practice, B = -.96, SE 

= .99, Wald χ2 (1) = .94, p = .33, OR = .38, number of practice items completed, B = -.36, SE = 

.57, Wald χ2 (2) = .40, p = .53, OR = .70, choice to complete riddles, B = -.96, SE = 1.18, Wald 

χ2 (1) = .66, p = .42, OR = .38, or number of riddles completed, B = .02, SE = .91, Wald χ2 (2) = 

.00, p = .99, OR = 1.02. Given low base rates of participants sourced from Prolific choosing to 

watch the video and revise their responses, results regarding the effects of the interaction 

between participant source and condition on choice to revise and choice to watch the video were 

uninterpretable and, therefore, not reported here. 

Finally, no three-way interaction effects were found on choice to practice, B = .38, SE = 

1.24, Wald χ2 (1) = .09, p = .76, OR = 1.46, number of practice items completed B = .66, SE = 

.68, Wald χ2 (2) = .95, p = .33, OR = 1.94, choice to complete riddles, B = 1.77, SE = 1.48, Wald 

χ2 (1) = 1.43, p = .23, OR = 5.87, or number of riddles completed, B = .99, SE = 1.14, Wald χ2 

(2) = .77, p = .38, OR = 2.71. Given the aforementioned low base rates of Prolific participants 

choosing to watch the video and revise, results regarding three-way interaction effects on choice 

to revise and choice to watch the video were uninterpretable and, therefore, not reported here. 

These nonsignificant effects – found where data was sufficient to investigate – suggest 

that participant source did not have a notable influence on results found regarding the 

relationships between impostorism and work strategies (i.e., overworking and withdrawing). 
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Exploratory analyses 

I examined total email word count as an exploratory measure of overworking and 

withdrawing. The variable was moderately positively skewed (skewness = .91) but was made 

less skewed (skewness = .55) by replacing the two values that were three standard deviations 

above the mean with the highest value below three standard deviations from the mean. After this 

transformation, I standardized the variable and transformed the Z-scores into absolute scores to 

conduct the analysis. As the data were normally distributed, I used multiple linear regression (as 

opposed to Poission regression) and found that impostorism (B = -.00, SE = .18, p = .99), 

feedback (B = .11, SE = .10, p = .30), and the interaction between impostorism and feedback (B 

= -.03, SE = .11, p = .79) did not significantly predict deviation from the mean total word count. 

Discussion 

As with Study 1, a central goal of Study 2 was to test whether those high in impostorism 

show greater behavioral use of dysfunctional work strategies than those low in impostorism. 

Contrary to expectations, no support was found for the hypotheses that people high in 

impostorism are generally (i.e., across experimental conditions) more likely to engage in 

overworking or withdrawing strategies. This was surprising, as a relationship between 

impostorism and overworking across autonomy conditions was observed in Study 1. I return to 

this issue regarding the discrepancy between Study 1 and Study 2 findings in the General 

Discussion section. 

One reason for the unexpected null findings may be that the feedback manipulation 

overpowered the influence of impostorism on strategy use. Supporting this possibility, 

participants who anticipated feedback completed significantly fewer practice items than those 

who did not anticipate feedback. Additionally, although the relationships did not reach 
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significance, participants in the feedback condition completed fewer riddles and were less likely 

to choose to practice, complete riddles, and to revise their work. It is possible that when 

participants expect feedback, they become more narrowly focused on focal task performance 

(which will be the subject of feedback) and less interested in optional, non-focal tasks. This 

aligns with research showing that task performance is stronger when participants expect 

proximate feedback on their performance (Kettle & Häubl, 2010). Receiving feedback about 

one’s work-related performance and potential for career success may be particularly motivating 

for working students, many of whom are early in their careers. 

While no main effects of impostorism were found, results did reveal that the expectation 

of feedback significantly moderated the relationship between impostorism and two measures of 

overworking (amount of overpreparation and choice to unnecessarily rework) and one measure 

of withdrawing (procrastination). However, the patterns of these interaction effects were not 

consistent. Contrary to predictions, there was no relationship between impostorism and number 

of practice items completed when participants expected feedback on their performance. 

However, when not expecting feedback, those low in impostorism completed significantly more 

practice items than those high in impostorism. While not hypothesized, this finding could be 

interpreted in line with the aforementioned research regarding the performance enhancing effect 

of feedback anticipation (Kettle & Häubl, 2010). The finding may indicate that the focusing 

effect of expecting performance feedback is more prominent for those low in impostorism, who 

would otherwise spend time on non-focal tasks like completing practice items. 

As predicted, feedback anticipation moderated the relationship between impostorism and 

procrastination (number of riddles completed). The results showed that those higher in 

impostorism engaged in more procrastination by completing more riddles, but only when told to 
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expect feedback on their performance. These results align with work suggesting that the 

anticipation of feedback can lead to procrastination, especially for individuals high in 

perfectionism and fear of failure (Kearns et al., 2008) which impostors have been shown to be 

higher in (Dudău, 2014; Fried-Buchalter, 1997). 

Also, in line with predictions, feedback anticipation moderated the relationship between 

impostorism and choice to revise. The findings showed that the relationship between 

impostorism and choice to revise was positive when feedback was expected (p < .06) but slightly 

negative when no feedback was expected (p = .21). When expecting that experts would be 

evaluating the quality of their work and potential for career success, people higher in 

impostorism were more likely to choose to unnecessarily revise their work compared to when 

they thought their work would be reviewed anonymously and no feedback would be provided. 

These findings align with research showing that people who fear negative evaluation (as 

impostors have been shown to; Thompson et al., 2000) put in more effort completing tasks when 

they believe their performance is being evaluated (Maresh et al., 2017). The specific choice of 

revision over other reworking strategies may indicate that expecting feedback leads impostors to 

focus on strategies that minimize errors over ones that maximize performance. This aligns with 

research showing that when one’s performance is being evaluated, people who fear negative 

evaluation (like impostors do) take longer to complete tasks, but do so with more accuracy and 

fewer errors (Maresh et al., 2017). While the overall pattern was consistent with predictions, this 

interaction should be interpreted with caution as neither of the slopes reached significance. 

While the results of this study do not provide support for the idea that impostorism is 

generally related to greater use of dysfunctional work strategies, they provide some evidence that 

the expectation of feedback influences whether impostors will engage in strategy use. The 
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finding that those high in impostorism do not consistently use dysfunctional strategies at a 

greater rate than those low in impostorism but are more likely to procrastinate and unnecessarily 

revise work when feedback is expected supports the notion that feedback might be threatening to 

people high in impostorism. This threat may, in turn, cause impostors to engage in strategies that 

reduce anxiety such as pushing off tasks and attempting to catch errors. Other strategies may not 

be as effective at reducing anxiety. For example, completing practice items may induce more 

anxiety if the individual finds them difficult to complete. Self-handicapping may also fail to 

reduce anxiety when feedback is expected, as contemplating whether to sabotage one’s own 

performance and how to defend that choice to the person providing feedback could be worrying. 

As such, impostors are less likely to choose these strategies when anticipating feedback. 

Together, these results suggest that not all overworking and withdrawing strategies are 

interchangeable and more attention should be given to understanding the evaluative, 

motivational, and emotional determinants of impostors’ choice of strategies. 
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Chapter 7: General Discussion 

Early studies uncovering impostor phenomenon date back to the 1970s, where impostors 

were described as high achieving individuals who reported an experience of intellectual 

inauthenticity and a fear of having this inauthenticity found out (Clance & Imes, 1978; Clance & 

O’Toole, 1988). In even this early work, impostors were described as using two types of 

strategies to mitigate feelings of incompetence in performance settings: ones marked by 

overworking and ones marked by withdrawing. To date, there is only a small body of research 

investigating impostors’ use of these dysfunctional strategies, much of which relies on 

qualitative methods and survey research. While these studies reveal that impostors report 

tendencies to use both overworking and withdrawing strategies, behavioral evidence for this 

relationship is nascent, particularly in the work domain (c.f., Bechtoldt, 2015; Gutierrez, 2020). 

Further, the existing work fails to examine the situational factors that mitigate or exacerbate 

dysfunctional strategy use among impostors.  

This gap in empirical work led me to explore whether (1) in a work-related context, 

impostors exhibit elevated levels of overworking and withdrawal and (2) whether characteristics 

of the task influence the magnitude of these relationships. Based on theory and research 

regarding impostor phenomenon, self-regulation, and the influence of task characteristics on 

performance, I hypothesized that impostors would be more likely to engage in the use of 

overworking and withdrawing strategies, particularly when autonomy is high and when feedback 

is expected. Autonomy and feedback anticipation were chosen as they (1) are increasingly 

present in the modern workplace and (2) increase the threat of having one’s level of competence 

revealed which should lead impostors to engage in more dysfunctional strategy use when either 

task characteristic is present. 
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To test these hypotheses, I recruited students with work experience to complete an in-

basket task which involved assuming the role of a manager and responding to a series of emails 

with a recommendation for next steps. Four optional activities were presented before and after 

this focal task. Half of the optional activities offered the opportunity to devote extra effort to the 

task by practicing (overpreparation) and revising responses (unnecessary rework). These were 

conceptualized as overworking because both activities were described as unnecessary to 

sufficient focal task performance. The remaining optional activities offered opportunities to 

complete time-consuming riddles (procrastination) and watch a distracting video (self-

handicapping). These were treated as indicators of withdrawal as they diverted attention away 

from the focal in-basket task. 

In the sections that follow, I summarize the results of the present studies which shed light 

on the kinds of dysfunctional strategies impostors tend to use and under what conditions they use 

them. I then discuss limitations, possibilities for future research, and practical implications of the 

studies’ findings. 

Impostorism and Use of Dysfunctional Strategies 

Impostorism and Overworking 

Overall, I found mixed support for hypotheses regarding impostors’ use of overworking 

strategies. In this set of studies, overworking was construed as the choice to practice 

(overpreparation), number of practice items completed (overpreparation), and the choice to 

revise responses (unnecessary rework) when doing so was described as unnecessary to focal task 

performance. 

Some support was found for the general use of overworking strategies among those high 

in impostorism. In Study 1, those higher in impostorism were more likely than those lower in 
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impostorism to choose to practice and completed more practice items, regardless of autonomy 

level. These findings align with prior research showing that impostorism is positively related to 

self-reported overpreparation (Rudenga & Gravett, 2020; Tumminia, 2018; Tumminia et al., 

2018) and actual time spent preparing before a task (King & Cooley, 1995). Surprisingly, this 

pattern did not emerge in Study 2. 

One possibility for the inconsistent findings regarding impostors’ general use of 

overworking strategies is that the strength of the feedback manipulation in Study 2 may have 

masked the relationship between impostorism and overpreparation. That is, feedback anticipation 

may have created a focusing effect (Kettle & Häubl, 2010) that discouraged participants from 

engaging in optional, non-focal tasks. In support of this explanation, the percentage of 

participants choosing to practice was the lowest in the feedback condition (27% compared to 35-

37% in conditions where feedback was not expected). As such, it may be that impostorism is 

related to overpreparation, but expecting to receive career-related feedback is motivating enough 

to mask this relationship, driving those both low and high in impostorism to focus on focal task 

performance and bypass the option to practice. It is important to note that when feedback was not 

anticipated, those lower in impostorism completed more practice items than those higher in 

impostorism. This suggests that the focusing effect of feedback anticipation may be particularly 

notable for those low in impostorism.  

Results also showed that those higher in impostorism were more likely to unnecessarily 

rework, but only when they were told to expect feedback on their performance. This finding 

aligns with research showing that the pressure of having to answer to someone for your 

performance is one facilitator of task revision (Staw & Boettger, 2017). For impostors 

specifically, choosing to unnecessarily rework by revising responses may be an attempt to hide 
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their incompetence using a method they have prior experience with, correcting errors that could 

tip off a feedback-giver to their lack of competence. In the absence of the social pressure 

feedback creates, impostors may feel less compelled to minimize errors with unnecessary 

rework. In support of this, impostorism was negatively related to likelihood of choosing to revise 

when feedback was not anticipated. 

Surprisingly, I did not find a relationship between impostorism and choice to 

unnecessarily rework in Study 1, even when autonomy (and thus, threat of being exposed) was 

high. One reason for this may be that in Study 1 (unlike in Study 2), those higher in impostorism 

engaged in greater overpreparation prior to completing the focal task. As such, they may not 

have had the energy to revise by the end of the task. By exerting energy oversufficiently 

preparing for and completing the focal task, they may have been too fatigued or burnt out by the 

time they had completed the task to dedicate further resources to overworking via unnecessary 

revision. In support of this explanation, researchers have found that those higher in impostorism 

also report greater burnout (Bravata et al., 2020; Clark et al., 2021; Legassie et al., 2008).  

Impostorism and Withdrawing 

Overall, I did not find support for the hypothesis that higher impostorism is related to 

greater use of withdrawing strategies in general. I did find some evidence that this relationship 

emerges under certain conditions, however. In the present set of studies, I construed withdrawal 

as choice to complete time-consuming riddles (procrastination), number of riddles completed 

(procrastination), and choice to watch a distracting video (self-handicapping) before beginning 

the focal task. 

Results showed that under some specific conditions, impostorism is related to greater use 

of withdrawing strategies. First, impostors were more likely to choose to self-handicap by 
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watching a distracting video, but only when autonomy was high and not when it was low (Study 

1) or moderate (Study 2). It may be that the increased personal responsibility for the task 

performance felt when autonomy is high without the pressure of someone to answer to for your 

performance (as is present when feedback is anticipated) creates a situation in which self-

handicapping becomes a viable strategy for impostors. Impostors may not want to self-handicap 

knowing that they will have to discuss their performance with someone evaluating their work, as 

they might not want to admit their self-sabotage to another.  

Second, impostorism was related to more procrastination (i.e., more riddles completed) 

but only when participants were told that their work will be evaluated by experts who will 

provide feedback. This finding aligns with prior research showing that people high in trait 

procrastination (like impostors; Rohrmann et al., 2016) procrastinate more when evaluation 

threat is present compared to absent (Bui, 2007). 

Despite these hypothesis-confirming moderation effects, the lack of evidence linking 

impostorism to the general use of withdrawing strategies (across task characteristic conditions) is 

surprising, as several studies show those higher in impostorism report greater use of strategies 

marked by withdrawal like procrastination (Rhormann et al., 2016) and self-handicapping 

(Cowman & Ferrari, 2002; Ferrari & Thompson, 2006; Ross et al., 2001). One explanation for 

the discrepancy between findings in the present studies and prior research is that impostors may 

only use withdrawing strategies under certain conditions and these conditions are not captured in 

the self-report measures used in prior research. 

Another possibility is that impostors reserve withdrawing strategies for when impostor 

feelings are heightened or made acutely salient. The current studies were designed as two-part 

studies to reduce the possibility that answering questions about impostorism would 



IMPOSTORISM, WORK STRATEGIES, AND TASK CHARACTERISTICS  

 

 

86 

unintentionally heighten impostor feelings and impact strategy use. However, a recent study 

showed that participants engaged in more self-handicapping only when impostor thoughts were 

intentionally heightened (via experimental manipulation; Tewfik, 2022). The findings of this 

study suggest that “state” impostor feelings can be induced (even in those who do not experience 

dispositional impostorism) and that these state impostor feelings are related to greater self-

handicapping. The idea that having heightened doubts about ones’ ability ahead of performing a 

task leads people to self-handicap more aligns with research in other domains that suggest when 

state self-confidence is low, participants self-handicap more (Coudevylle et al., 2011; Ryska, 

2002). In the future, researchers should explore the impact of impostor feeling salience on 

strategy use to test whether impostorism-triggering events influence the use of withdrawing 

strategies. Researchers should also consider testing hypotheses regarding impostors’ strategy use 

in high fidelity contexts where work tasks have real consequences for employees and are more 

likely to heighten or trigger feelings of impostorism. 

A final possibility is that participants decided to forego optional withdrawing tasks to 

complete the study more quickly, and not because they do not typically use withdrawing 

strategies. In attempts to save time, participants may have decided to skip the riddles and video 

as they were described as wholly unrelated to the focal task. In contrast, the overworking options 

were described as related to the focal task, but unnecessary for sufficient performance. When 

deciding how to use their time, participants – including those higher in impostorism – may have 

decided that the riddles and videos could be safely skipped whereas the overworking options 

were integral to optimal performance.   

Limitations 
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The current set of studies had a few noteworthy limitations. First, results derived from a 

controlled experiment with a student sample might not generalize to behavior in actual 

organizations. Several steps were taken to increase external validity. These included use of an in-

basket exercise to mimic the tasks knowledge workers face in organizational settings (e.g., 

responding to emails on a smartphone, laptop, or desktop) and the option to complete the task 

remotely – paralleling the increased flexibility in where and when knowledge workers complete 

their work (Charalampous et al., 2019). The studies were also limited to participants with work 

experience. Despite these efforts to enhance external validity, students may not share the same 

experiences, skills, and motivations as employees in real organizational settings and, thus, may 

not exhibit the same behaviors. Additionally, a work simulation may not share all the features of 

real work environments.  

Second, due to challenges with data collection, participants were recruited from two 

populations. The originally intended sample – Baruch College’s psychology and management 

participant pool – was supplemented with participants from Prolific. While all participants met 

the same eligibility criteria (e.g., age threshold, work experience, college status), as a precaution, 

I included sample source as a factor in all analyses to account for its effect. However, in Study 2, 

there were not enough participants from each source in each experimental condition who chose 

to watch the video and revise responses to appropriately conduct analyses by sample source. As 

such, it is possible that participant source-related patterns existed that I could not detect due to 

insufficient sample size. Future researchers should ensure sufficient participation from a single 

population or, if using multiple populations, sufficient sample sizes within each to better account 

for any sample differences. 
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A third research design-related limitation pertained to the initial choice to operationalize 

the use of dysfunctional strategies as time spent engaging in strategy use. The study’s time-based 

operationalizations of strategy use were highly skewed; even after transforming the data, the 

time-based variables could not be leveraged to test the extent to which impostors use 

dysfunctional strategies. Future researchers looking to investigate strategy use among impostors 

should consider measures of strategy use that are less likely to produce skewed data, allowing 

them to better understand not only choice to engage in dysfunctional strategies, but also the 

degree to which these strategies are used by impostors. 

Additionally, I was unable to counterbalance the study’s dependent variables due to (1) 

limitations in the software used to carry out the study and (2) the context of the study. 

Limitations of the software made it so that measures of dysfunctional strategy use that came 

before the in-basket task (i.e., overpreparation, procrastination, and self-handicapping) could not 

be counterbalanced and were presented in the same order to all participants. Use of the remaining 

strategy – unnecessarily reworking by choosing to revise responses – was measured at the end of 

the study as it was dependent on completion of the in-basket. Given these design limitations, it 

remains possible that order effects may have had some influence on the results of the study. For 

example, it is possible that impostors are, in fact, more likely to use withdrawing strategies, but 

the results did not reflect this as opportunities to use withdrawing strategies were never presented 

as the first optional activity. Future researchers should consider ways to measure behavioral use 

of overworking and withdrawing strategies that can be effectively counterbalanced to rule out the 

influence of order effects. 

Another issue with the studies’ dependent variables is the possibility that participants 

may not have considered engaging in the optional activities as an insufficient allocation of their 
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resources. It is possible that some people engaged in the optional activities because they were 

interested in exploring the activities, not because they were inefficiently allocating resources or 

experiencing self-regulatory failure. In the future, researchers might consider ways to better 

define inefficient allocation of resources and make this definition clearer to participants. For 

example, instead of allowing as much time as an individual wants to complete the task, future 

researchers could impose task deadlines, making it clearer that engaging in optional tasks will 

detract from time spent on the focal task, thus risking task performance. 

Finally, the current study did not include an actual measure of performance. As such, the 

question remains: Are their circumstances under which extra efforts or reduced efforts are 

beneficial (or necessary) for performance and, therefore, not dysfunctional? That is, there may be 

performance benefits from engaging in strategy use. For example, putting forth extra time or 

effort could be necessary for a person who legitimately lacks ability to successfully perform a 

certain task and must work extra hard to reach the same standard as others. As another example, 

use of withdrawing strategies could reduce anxiety such that the individual can perform better. 

Alternatively, if use of dysfunctional strategies has a negative impact on performance, a self-

fulfilling prophecy effect may occur where impostor fears drive dysfunctional strategy use which 

leads to worse performance and, ultimately, affirms impostor fears. Future researchers exploring 

impostorism and strategy use should consider including a measure of actual performance to 

explore the potentially nonlinear relationship between strategy use and performance among those 

high in impostorism. 

Future Directions  

In addition to the remedying the methodological limitations described above, a primary 

avenue for future research involves expanding the repertoire of dysfunctional strategies used by 
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impostors. For example, researchers might look to the workplace for possible work-relevant 

operationalizations of strategy use, like measuring overworking as the choice to work through an 

offered task break. Researchers might also look to research outside of work contexts for 

measures of strategy use. For example, procrastination might be operationalized as the amount of 

time before starting a task (Ackerman & Gross, 2005), and self-handicapping as the choice to 

cite internal (e.g., lack of focus) or external (e.g., lack of clear instructions, McCrea, 2008) 

excuses for performance. Additionally, researchers might consider conducting work in real 

organizational settings to allow for more work-contextualized operationalizations of strategy use 

such as measuring overworking as communications sent outside of work hours, measuring 

procrastination as number of days waited to respond to an email, or measuring self-handicapping 

as citing external excuses as rebuttals to negative feedback. Doing so would help to elucidate 

whether the findings of this study generalize to employee behavior in work contexts.  

Another potential area of future research could be to explore the different and 

multiplicative impacts of state (i.e., temporarily heightened feelings) and trait (i.e., characteristic 

patterns of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors) impostorism on the use of dysfunctional strategies. 

Tewfik (2022) showed that workplace impostor thoughts can be induced and, when induced, lead 

to more self-handicapping. Future researchers might consider whether (1) state impostor feelings 

lead to different strategy use than trait impostor feelings and (2) whether people high in trait 

impostorism use different strategies than those low in trait impostorism when state impostor 

thoughts are induced. 

Additionally, future researchers might seek to understand the role emotions play in 

impostors’ use of strategies. In describing the impostor cycle, Clance and O’Toole (1988) argued 

that much of impostors’ strategy use is driven by fear and anxiety, suggesting that by using 
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dysfunctional work strategies, impostors can palliate their anxiety. Researchers should overtly 

consider the role of anxiety and its palliation through strategy use by employing a measure of 

state anxiety. For example, researchers can measure state anxiety both before and after people 

are given the opportunity to use dysfunctional strategies to understand whether strategy use 

reduces anxiety for impostors. 

Researchers might also consider exploring better ways to capture impostorism by 

revisiting the psychometric properties of commonly used tools for measuring impostorism. The 

CIPS is the most commonly used measure of impostorism (Mak et al., 2019), yet there is mixed 

evidence for its underlying factor structure (Chrisman et al., 1995; French et al., 2008; Mak et 

al., 2019). Thus, while the recommendation is to use a total score when measuring impostorism 

with the CIPS (French et al., 2008), it remains possible that the scale has multiple dimensions. 

Understanding these dimensions would allow researchers to better test relationships between 

aspects of impostorism (e.g., anxiety/fear, external causal attribution for success, unfavorable 

self-views) and outcome variables of interest. 

As researchers reconsider ways to capture impostorism, there is an opportunity to 

consider how we might use different measurement strategies to separately assess impostor 

feelings and ability. In doing so, researchers can better understand the impostor phenomenon as 

experienced by the group of people largely thought of as affected by it: those who have 

unfavorable self-views, believe others see them favorably, and who are high in ability and/or 

achievement. Today, the majority of measures of impostorism including the CIPS, the HIPS 

(Harvey, 1981), and the PFS (Kolligian & Sternberg, 1991) include items measuring peoples’ 

perceptions of their own ability and achievements, but do not measure actual ability or 

achievement. As a next step, researchers should consider creating a measure of impostorism that 
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taps into actual ability or achievement or combine measures of impostorism with measures of 

ability or achievement. 

Untangling the relationship between impostorism and actual ability will allow for a better 

understanding of when additional time preparing, revising, time spent before beginning a task, 

and time spent on distracting oneself is truly detrimental. One might argue that the use of 

“dysfunctional” strategies is only dysfunctional when they are unnecessary to perform 

sufficiently given someone’s ability level or negatively impact performance. For example, 

someone high in impostorism and ability might not need to overprepare to perform well. 

However, if someone is high in impostorism and moderate in ability, extra preparation might be 

warranted. 

Practical Implications 

The present investigation adds to the current literature on impostorism by behaviorally 

measuring dysfunctional strategy use (1) in a work-like context and (2) under different 

conditions that mimic characteristics of workplace tasks. The results offer some clarification on 

which dysfunctional strategies impostors tend to use and under which conditions they tend to use 

them. Research suggests 20% to 45% of employees experience moderate to severe impostor 

feelings (Clark et al., 2014; Vergauwe et al., 2014), and, as such these findings can be useful for 

the potentially notable number of individuals experiencing impostorism and for organizations 

they work for. 

Today, much is known about the personality, well-being, and work correlates of 

impostorism (Chae et al., 1996; Crawford et al., 2016; Neureiter & Traut-Mattausch, 2016a; 

Neureiter & Traut-Mattausch, 2016b). However, little is known about the most effective ways to 

overcome impostorism or its deleterious effects on behavior and performance. Despite little 
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research informing what impostors can do to overcome their impostor feelings and thoughts, 

many affected by impostorism cite learning about the existence of impostorism phenomenon as a 

key step toward managing their feelings, helping to normalize their experience and bring a sense 

of relief (Hutchins, 2015; Lane, 2015). As such, sharing the results of studies like those 

presented here can help people with impostorism by (1) showing them the types of strategies 

they might not be aware they rely on and (2) helping them begin to recognize the impact of their 

impostor feelings on their working style and, potentially, their work outcomes.  

To help alleviate employees’ work-related impostor feelings, organizations should 

educate managers on the impostor phenomenon and the signs to look for in their team members. 

For example, talented team members who dismiss praise and recognition, downplay 

achievements, turn down new opportunities, or seem to fear evaluation may be experiencing 

work-related impostorism. By recognizing impostorism in team members, managers can then 

help these employees understand how their impostor feelings influence performance and 

motivation at work. Further, managers can work with these employees to help mitigate the work-

related effects of impostorism, including lower salary (Neureiter & Traut-Mattausch, 2016b), 

less career planning and career striving (Neureiter & Traut-Mattausch, 2016a), and greater 

burnout and work family conflict (Crawford et al., 2016). 

Much of the existing advice for people experiencing impostorism is to attempt to 

overcome their feelings of inadequacy (Dickerson, 2019; Zanchetta et al., 2020). These 

recommendations are important, but put the onus on the individual to “fix” something within 

themselves. The advice also fails to consider the ways an individual’s environment might 

influence the impact of their impostor feelings. The findings of these studies reveal that context 

does play a role in how impostors perform work tasks.  
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Results showed that under some circumstances impostors overprepare, unnecessarily 

rework, procrastinate, and self-handicap. Understanding the conditions that trigger the use of 

these dysfunctional strategies is an important first step for managers. Managers can use this 

information to determine how to best support employees experiencing impostorism to work in 

optimal, sustainable ways. For example, impostors may overprepare for tasks (when feedback is 

not expected) and may generally need coaching on understanding the optimal amount of effort to 

invest in preparing for different kinds of tasks. They may also tend to self-handicap more when 

they perceive that they have personal discretion over how their work gets done. In these 

instances, managers may help to develop impostors through task reframing (e.g., “while you’re 

the owner of this work, you have the support and guidance of our whole team available to you”) 

or providing additional support (to reduce the feeling of being solely responsible for results). 

Additionally, because impostors may expend excessive effort revising their work when they 

anticipate receiving feedback, managers may want to find ways to make employees with 

impostorism feel safe enough ask for feedback throughout the work completion processes. This 

may counteract impostors’ tendencies to procrastination and/or excessively revise their work 

once the work is nearly complete. 

Conclusion 

The findings from these studies reveal that those high in impostorism may engage in 

greater use of dysfunctional performance strategies and that strategy use can depend on 

characteristics of the task. However, impostors’ behavioral use of strategies was not entirely 

consistent with strategy use described in prior literature, suggesting that more research is 

necessary to understand the conditions under which impostors use (or do not use) certain 

strategies and what motivates strategy use. Overall, the results suggest that impostors tend more 
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toward the use of overworking strategies than withdrawing strategies but may use withdrawing 

strategies when autonomy is high or when feedback is expected. Understanding the strategies 

impostors use and the circumstances under which they tend to use them is critical to individuals 

who experience impostorism, their team members, and managers whose role is to support and 

develop their employees. 
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Figures 

  
 

Figure 1. Interaction Between Impostorism and Autonomy on Probability of Choosing to Watch a 

Distracting Video (Self-Handicapping) (Study 1) 

 

Click here to return to text. 
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Figure 2. Interaction Between Impostorism and Feedback on Number of Practice Items 

Completed (Overpreparation) (Study 2) 

 

Click here to return to text. 
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Figure 3. Interaction Between Impostorism and Feedback on Probability of Choosing to Revise 

(Unnecessary Rework) (Study 2) 

 

Click here to return to text. 
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Figure 4. Interaction Between Impostorism and Feedback on Number of Riddles Completed 

(Procrastination) (Study 2) 

 

Click here to return to text. 
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Appendix A, Section 1 

General Instructions (Study 1, Low Autonomy Condition) 

Click here to return to text 

In this study you will be asked to complete a work simulation. You will be presented with a 

series of work scenarios and asked to respond with the action you would recommend taking and 

an explanation of why you recommend taking it. 

 

In this work simulation you will assume the role of a manager in the sales department of Horizon 

Solutions, a marketing and research firm. As a manager, you report to a leadership team who will 

take your recommendations into consideration before deciding on how to address each situation. 

 

Your responses will contribute towards scientific knowledge by allowing researchers to improve 

their understanding of workplace behavior. All responses will be de-identified and kept 

confidential. 

 

Next, you will learn more about the company (Horizon Solutions) and your role. 

 

Click “Next” to proceed to Horizon Solutions company background. 
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Appendix A, Section 2 

General Instructions (Study 1, High Autonomy Condition) 

Click here to return to text 

In this study you will be asked to complete a work simulation. You will be presented with a 

series of work scenarios and asked to respond with the action you would recommend taking and 

an explanation of why you recommend taking it. 

 

In this work simulation you will assume the role of a manager in the sales department of Horizon 

Solutions, a marketing and research firm. As a manager, you are solely responsible for deciding 

how to address each situation and your recommendations will be carried out by your team. 

 

Your responses will contribute towards scientific knowledge by allowing researchers to improve 

their understanding of workplace behavior. All responses will be de-identified and kept 

confidential. 

 

Next, you will learn more about the company (Horizon Solutions) and your role. 

 

Click “Next” to proceed to Horizon Solutions company background. 

 



IMPOSTORISM, WORK STRATEGIES, AND TASK CHARACTERISTICS  

 

 

102 

Appendix A, Section 3 

Horizon Solutions Company Background (Studies 1 and 2) 

Click here to return to text 

Horizon Solutions is a marketing and research firm that provides marketing services to large 

corporations across the globe. Horizon Solutions uses cutting-edge technology and customer data 

to provide clients with customized solutions to a variety of marketing challenges. Horizon 

Solutions is seen as an industry-leading firm and is routinely recognized for having a creative 

and results-oriented work environment. 

 

Next, you learn more about the context of the task you are completing. 

 

Click “Next” to proceed to task introduction. 
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Appendix A, Section 4 

Task Introduction (Study 1, Low Autonomy Condition) 

Click here to return to text 

It is the start of a hectic work week at Horizon Solutions. You have just returned to your office 

after an early morning meeting. It is now 10:00 a.m. and you will need to look in your inbox and 

reply to those messages requiring an immediate response. These items requiring your attention 

range from the unexpected to the very routine. It is critical that you respond comprehensively 

and efficiently to your messages because you will need to leave the office soon to attend an 

offsite meeting with a client. 

 

As a manager, your task is to complete the work simulation by reading and replying to the e-

mails in your inbox, addressing all concerns in the emails with professional judgment. 

• You will respond to five emails. 

● You will respond to each email in a written, free response format. 

● You must respond to the emails in the order they are presented. You will not be permitted 

to return to an email once you have moved on to the next email. 

 

In response to each email, be sure to include a statement about (1) how the situation should be 

addressed and (2) the logic behind your decision. 

 

Click “Next” to proceed. 
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Appendix A, Section 5 

Task Introduction (Study 1, High Autonomy Condition) 

Click here to return to text 

It is the start of a hectic work week at Horizon Solutions. You have just returned to your office 

after an early morning meeting. It is now 10:00 a.m. and you will need to look in your inbox and 

reply to those messages requiring an immediate response. These items requiring your attention 

range from the unexpected to the very routine. It is critical that you respond comprehensively 

and efficiently to your messages because you will need to leave the office soon to attend an 

offsite meeting with a client. As a manager, your task is to complete the work simulation by 

reading and replying to the e-mails in your inbox, addressing all concerns in the emails with 

professional judgment. 

 

Your task is to complete the work simulation by reading and replying to the emails in your 

inbox, addressing all concerns in the emails with professional judgment. 

● You will respond to five emails. 

● You will respond to each email in a written, free response format. 

● You are free to respond to the emails in any order. You will be able to skip forward to 

emails and return to previous emails. 

 

In response to each email, be sure to include a statement about (1) how the situation should be 

addressed and (2) the logic behind your decision. 
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Click “Next” to proceed.  
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Appendix A, Section 6 

Attention Check (Study 1) 

Before moving on to the in-basket task, please answer the following questions to demonstrate 

that you have read the task instructions. 

1. What will happen with the recommendations you make regarding each situation you are 

presented with? 

a. My recommendations will be carried out by the team. 

b. My recommendations will be reviewed by a leadership team who will make the 

final decision about which course of action to carry out. 

 

2. In what order will you respond to the in-basket task emails? 

a. In the order presented 

b. In the order I choose 
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Appendix A, Section 7 

Click here to return to text 

General Instructions (Study 2, Feedback Expected Condition) 

In this study you will be asked to complete a work simulation. You will be presented with a 

series of work scenarios and asked to respond with the action you would recommend taking and 

an explanation of why you recommend taking it. 

 

In this work simulation you will assume the role of a manager in the sales department of Horizon 

Solutions, a marketing and research firm. 

 

In companies, work simulations are often used to assess career-related competence. After 

completing the simulation, your work will be reviewed by industrial-organizational psychology 

experts. These experts will be assessing your work for completeness, quality, and potential for 

future career success. After your work is evaluated, you will receive feedback on your 

performance. 

 

Next, you will learn more about the company (Horizon Solutions) and your role. 

 

Click “Next” to proceed to Horizon Solutions company background. 
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Appendix A, Section 8 

General Instructions (Study 2, No Feedback Condition) 

Click here to return to text 

In this study you will be asked to complete a work simulation. You will be presented with a 

series of work scenarios and asked to respond with the action you would recommend taking and 

an explanation of why you recommend taking it. 

 

In this work simulation you will assume the role of a manager in the sales department of Horizon 

Solutions, a marketing and research firm. 

 

While you will not receive feedback on your responses, your responses will contribute towards 

scientific knowledge by allowing researchers to improve their understanding of workplace 

decision-making. All responses will be de-identified and confidential. 

 

Next, you will learn more about the company (Horizon Solutions) and your role. 

 

Click “Next” to proceed to Horizon Solutions company background. 
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Appendix A, Section 9 

Task Introduction (Study 2) 

It is the start of a hectic work week at Horizon Solutions. You have just returned to your office 

after an early morning meeting. It is now 10:00 a.m. and you will need to look in your inbox and 

reply to those messages requiring an immediate response. These items requiring your attention 

range from the unexpected to the very routine. It is critical that you respond comprehensively 

and efficiently to your messages because you will need to leave the office soon to attend an 

offsite meeting with a client. 

 

As a manager, your task is to complete the work simulation by reading and replying to the e-

mails in your inbox, addressing all concerns in the emails with professional judgment. 

● You will respond to five emails. 

● You will respond to each email in a written, free response format. 

 

In response to each email, be sure to include a statement about (1) how the situation should be 

addressed and (2) the logic behind your decision. 

 

Click “Next” to proceed. 
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Appendix A, Section 10 

Attention Check (Study 2) 

Before moving on to the in-basket task, please answer the following question to demonstrate you 

have read the task instructions. 

1. After you have completed the task, what will happen with your responses? 

a. They will be reviewed anonymously by researchers for scientific purposes only. 

b. They will be evaluated by experts who will provide personalized feedback on 

quality and potential for career success.  
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Appendix A, Section 11 

 Choice to Complete Practice Items (Studies 1 and 2) 

Before proceeding, you can choose to complete optional practice items. These practice items 

measure the same basic abilities required to perform the in-basket task. While completing 

practice items is optional and not necessary to perform the task, they provide an opportunity for 

extra preparation before the main task. 

  

 While you will be provided the correct answer after choosing your answer, your answers will 

not be recorded. After each practice item, you will be asked if you would like to complete 

another practice item or proceed to the next task. 

 

Please choose an option: 

● I would like to complete practice items. 

● I would like to proceed without completing practice items.  
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Appendix A, Section 12 

Practice Items (Studies 1 and 2) 

Click here to return to text 

On the next page you will see the first practice item. Please read the practice item and determine 

which of the responses is the best response. While many answer options may seem right, you are 

looking to identify the best response. After submitting your answer, you will be shown the 

correct answer. Your answers will not be recorded.   

 

 After each practice item, you will be asked if you would like to complete another practice item 

or proceed to the main task. As this task is optional, feel free to proceed to the main task 

whenever you wish. 

 

1. While checking your emails, you see an invite for an event that the head of a team you 

would like to work for will be attending. While you see this as an opportunity to network, 

you’ve never been to an event like this before. What do you do? 

a. Attend the event and speak to as many people as possible 

b. Send the email invite to a colleague and arrange to go together 

c. Research the team you are interested in before the event, then approach the team 

lead at the event 

d. Go to the event with your current manager and let your manager do the talking 

2. At work, you volunteered to support another team part-time alongside your existing role. 

However, your performance in your existing role has begun to slip. What do you do? 
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a. Review your workload and arrange a meeting with both of the team leads to 

discuss your workload conflicts 

b. Plan and prioritize your workload more efficiently to keep on top of your work 

c. Avoid speaking the team leads by speaking to your colleagues to see if they can 

support you 

d. Make the directors aware of your workload conflict so they can decide what to do 

3. You’re working to a tight deadline and need to print copies of a client presentation as 

soon as possible. However, your manager has sent some comments through, and the 

changes requested will cause you to miss the print deadline. What do you do? 

a. Make all the presentation changes even if you miss the print deadline 

b. Make as many changes as can be completed in the available time 

c. Make only necessary changes and explain the rest during the presentation 

d. Consult with your manager to understand what to prioritize 

4. You’re leading a small team for the first time on a project with a two-week deadline. 

Your manager has emailed asking why the project timeline has slightly slipped. What do 

you do? 

a. Admit that you over-promised on the deadline and promise to do better next time 

b. Commit to speaking to the rest of the team to find out what’s been happening 

c. Propose a plan of action that identifies areas where additional support can help 

d. Reassure the manager that there are no issues and the final deadline will be met 

5. You’re experiencing a busy period at work where you’re working at maximum capacity. 

You’ve just received an email from a senior colleague asking you to complete additional 

tasks. What do you do? 
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a. Work longer hours to complete all the work 

b. Focus on what needs to be delivered without allowing yourself to become 

overwhelmed 

c. Avoid bothering your manager by asking a colleague for support 

d. Ask your manager to help you prioritize your work and the new tasks to complete 

tasks based on importance and urgency 

6. You’re gathering information for a client proposal. You’ve made multiple attempts to 

contact two colleagues for information, but they haven’t responded. You need the 

information by tomorrow. What do you do? 

a. Send follow-up emails marked high importance 

b. Explore whether the deadline can be extended 

c. Move on with the information you already have 

d. Give the two colleagues a call and, if they don’t answer, find out when they are in 

the office and ask for an update in person 

7. You’re working on a report using a template your manager gave you. You believe some 

changes to the template will make the report easier to read. Your manager is currently 

unavailable. What do you do? 

a. Finish the presentation using the original template 

b. Make improvements to the template, then use it to finish the presentation 

c. Produce the presentation in both formats and let your manager decide which is 

best for the client 

d. Ask a colleague and get their advice, then use their advice to make a decision 
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8. You’re about to dial in to a client call when you receive a message from your project 

manager saying they can’t attend. The project manager usually takes notes and sends 

them out after the call. What do you do? 

a. Suggest everyone takes their own notes 

b. Explain the importance of the note taker role, then let the meeting attendees 

discuss who’s best suited to take notes 

c. Wait to see if anyone else volunteers to take notes 

d. Decide not to volunteer as you know it’s critical that the notes are accurate 

9. You’ve just received an email from your manager asking you to conduct research. 

You’ve already researched this topic, so you don’t think you’ll learn much from it. What 

do you do? 

a. Ask another colleague who enjoys research to split the task with you 

b. Inform your manager that you’ve already researched the topic, but that you’re 

happy to research the topic again with a new approach to make it more interesting 

c. Use old research you gathered previously 

d. Ask whether there’s another task you can do instead 

10. Your company has a norm of taking meeting notes by hand. In meetings, you have a hard 

time keeping up with handwritten notes. What do you do? 

a. Switch to taking notes on a laptop 

b. Continue to take notes by hand, but try to take them more quickly 

c. Ask around to understand where the tradition of handwritten notes come from and 

assess whether taking notes by another format is possible 

d. Use shorthand, nicknames, and acronyms to make note-taking faster 
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Appendix A, Section 13 

 Choice to Complete Riddles (Studies 1 and 2) 

Before proceeding, you can choose to complete optional riddles. These riddles are optional and 

not related to the current study. Completing riddles will require a bit of time, after which you 

will proceed to the next task.  

 

 After each riddle, you will be asked if you would like to complete another riddle 

 or proceed to the main task. 

 

Please choose an option: 

● I would like to complete riddles. 

● I would like to proceed without completing riddles.  
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Appendix A, Section 14 

Riddles (Studies 1 and 2) 

Click here to return to text 

Below is a riddle. Please read the riddle and provide your best answer. Your answers are 

anonymous and will only be used for scientific research. 

  

 After each riddle, you will be asked if you would like to complete another riddle or proceed to 

the main task. As this task is optional, feel free to proceed to the main task whenever you wish. 

 

1. I am a 7-letter word. I become longer when my third letter is removed. What am I? 

a. Answer: Lounger 

2. A painting and a sculpture cost $1,500 in total. The painting costs $1,000 more than the 

sculpture. How much does the sculpture cost? 

a. Answer: $250 

3. You enter a dark room. In the room there is a gas stove, a kerosene lamp, and a candle. 

You have a matchbox in your pocket. What should you light first? 

a. Answer: A match 

4. What has a head and a tail, but no body? 

a. Answer: A coin 

5. What 10-letter word starts with gas? 

a. Answer: Automobile 

6. Two men are playing chess. They’ve already played five games. Each has already won 

three games. How is this possible? 
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a. Answer: They’re playing different opponents 

7. Mr. and Mrs. Mustard have 6 daughters and each daughter has one brother. How many 

people are in the Mustard family? 

a. Answer: 9 (6 daughters, 1 brother, and 2 parents) 

8. If you put me in a bucket of water, I’ll make it lighter. What am I? 

a. Answer: A hole 

9. What goes up, but never comes down? 

a. Answer: Age 

10. What has one eye, but cannot see? 

a. Answer: A needle 
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Appendix A, Section 15 

Choice to Watch Video (Studies 1 and 2) 

Before you begin the in-basket task, you may choose to watch a brief video. The video is a stand-

up comedy routine by a popular comedian. Watching the video is optional. Participants find the 

video entertaining, but it may be difficult to concentrate completely on the task after watching 

the video. 

  

 If you choose to watch the comedy video, you’ll have the option to proceed to the in-basket task 

which you can take at any point in the video. 

 

Please choose an option: 

● I would like to watch the video. 

● I would like to proceed without watching the video 
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Appendix A, Section 16 

Video (Studies 1 and 2) 

Below is a comedy video. To watch the video, press play. If at any point you would like to 

proceed to the in-basket task, click ‘Next’ below the video. 

 

Note. A short comedy video will be embedded in the Qualtrics page. 
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Appendix A, Section 17 

Click here to return to text 

Email 1 (Studies 1 and 2) 

Hi – I was hoping you could give me some advice on how to manage some of my interns. You 

may not have met Brian yet, but he’s been a member of our team for about 3 months and has 

been a great addition. We recently hired Christian, another intern. Brian and Christian both do 

very good work separately, but they have a terrible time collaborating. At first, I thought nothing 

of the issue, but I’ve noticed that their relationship has become increasingly competitive and 

combative. In our last weekly meeting when I told Brian to run some analyses for a client project 

Christian muttered, “just don’t muck it up,” under his breath. Brian heard him and was so 

bothered by this comment that afterwards he left the meeting room a bit angry and brushed by 

Christian with his shoulder in what I thought was an aggressive manner. I’ve never dealt with 

anything like this and was really hoping you could give some advice on how to handle the 

situation. 
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Appendix A, Section 18 

Email 2 (Studies 1 and 2) 

Click here to return to text 

The Human Resources department will be piloting a new development initiative called GROW 

where employees will work to improve their skills and abilities. We’re asking leaders to choose 

one team member for this opportunity. We’ve attached your team member’s most recent 

performance reviews for you to consider when nominating a team member. 

● Alyssa Russo – Alyssa made a terrific start when she joined us fresh from graduate 

training, but after a few years her performance and attitude have slowly deteriorated. She 

often puts in requests for training opportunities, but due time constraints and limited 

resources she’s been asked to skip trainings to prioritize client work. 

● Rosa Metz – Rosa is the newest member of the team but joins us with sales experience. 

She is very personable and shows willingness to learn and improve. She spends lots of 

time helping customers but is having difficulty closing sales. She will be working closely 

with her manager to improve her sales technique. 

● Reese Gunderson – Reese has been with the team for quite some time and the knowledge 

she has developed over years makes her a very valuable team member. However, her 

performance is average. She never seems to be one of our top performers. She did attend 

a training last year and afterward we saw small improvements in her sales numbers. 

 

We thank you in advance for your time and input! 
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Appendix A, Section 19 

Email 3 (Studies 1 and 2) 

Click here to return to text 

Hi there! I wanted to get your opinion on the Plug-in-Car account. 

 

As you know we’re very excited to have won this piece of business, as Plug-in-Car looks poised 

to be the premier provider of 100% electric vehicles to North America. Per our agreement we 

were to provide Plug-in-Car with a traditional print marketing campaign including ads for 

magazines and newspapers. However, I’ve just met with their senior leadership team and they 

have made it clear that they would now like to pursue a more modern social media marketing 

campaign (e.g., twitter, Facebook, Instagram etc.) to market to a younger audience. 

 

Plug-in-Car’s senior leadership doesn’t seem to understand that what they are now requesting is 

far out of the scope of the original contract and much more expensive than the marketing plan 

they had originally requested. If we do the social media campaign, we’ll spend more money and 

hurt our profit margin.  

 

I’m not sure how to approach this and was hoping you might have some input.  
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Appendix A, Section 20 

Email 4 (Studies 1 and 2) 

Click here to return to text 

Hello – As you know, a Team Lead role will be opening up on your team. As the Human 

Resources department prepares to fill this vacancy, we wanted to ask for your input on whether 

one of your team members might be ready to be promoted to this role. We pulled the 

performance reviews of a few individuals who may be ready for this promotion. Please review 

and let us know if you would like to recommend someone for the role, or if you would like us to 

begin recruiting from outside the company for the position. 

 

● Dan Petro, Account Executive – Dan is a star performer on the Sales team, consistently 

exceeding his sales targets. He is resilient and tenacious – he doesn’t take no for an 

answer and will try to sell to just about anyone. However, some team members find him 

difficult to work and he has been described by others as aggressive and overly critical. 

 

● Tom Triola, Team Leader – Tom’s sales results are consistent, but he has seen a slight 

decline in sales performance lately. He has mentioned that other members of the team 

have been selling to some of his long-standing customers, impacting his sales. As the 

longest serving member of our team, Tom has excellent relationships with colleagues 

throughout the Sales and Research teams.  
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Appendix A, Section 21 

Email 5 (Studies 1 and 2) 

Click here to return to text 

The Product team has come up with proposals for three new potential products to add to our 

offerings. We are asking all leaders in Sales, Research, and Marketing to vote for the product 

they would like to see added to our offerings. Please review the following proposal and vote for 

the product you believe would be of most value to our organization and to our clients. 

 

● Targeted loyalty programs – Collect and analyze consumer data to help clients create 

targeted loyalty and rewards programs for their customers. This will include offering 

coupons and rewards to customers at the right time through the right channel (e.g., email, 

social media ad, mail flier) based on each customer’s individual consumer behavior. 

 

● Social media analysis – An online dashboard that summarizes social media data allowing 

clients to understand the people engaging with their brand. This dashboard will help 

clients understand who their audience is, how their audience overlaps with competitors’ 

audiences, which topics grab their audience’s attention, and which social media 

influencers would be most effective to partner with. 
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● Branded gaming – Branded app games for mobile devices that allow consumers to play 

games to win badges related to the client’s brand, to share their wins on social media, and 

to exchange earned points for coupons and prizes related to the client’s brand. 
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Appendix A, Section 22 

Choice to Revise (Studies 1 and 2) 

Click here to return to text 

You have now responded to all five emails. Before submitting your final responses, you have the 

option of reviewing and revising your work. Reviewing your work before submitting it is not 

required. 

 

Please choose an option: 

● I would like to review and revise my responses before submitting my answers. 

● I would like to submit my answers now. 
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Appendix A, Section 23 

Revision (Studies 1 and 2) 

Click here to return to text 

You have chosen to review your responses. Your responses appear below. If you would like to 

revise a response or add any notes regarding a response, feel free to do so using the textbox 

below each response. When you are finished, please click “next” to submit your final responses. 
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Appendix B, Section 1 

Study 1 Pilot Test Summary 

Click here to return to text 

The autonomy manipulation embedded in the Study 1 in-basket materials was pilot tested 

among a small sample of college students with work experience to ensure the manipulation 

successfully elicited differences in perceived autonomy and to ensure that time spent, perceived 

task difficulty, perceived task importance, and task engagement were similar across autonomy 

conditions. Participants were told that the purpose of the research was to learn about how self-

views influence the behaviors people exhibit in work settings and were randomly assigned to low 

(n = 8) and high (n = 9) autonomy conditions. Participants completed the full in-basket task as 

described in the main studies. Immediately following the in-bask task, participants completed 

two-item measures of perceived autonomy (“I was allowed to decide how to go about 

completing the task” and “In this task, I was allowed to decide on the order in which I 

completed the work.”; α = .80), perceived difficulty (“The task was difficult” and “The task was 

challenging.”; α = .75), perceived importance (“The task was important” and “The task was 

significant”; α = .94), and task engagement (“The task was engaging” and “The task was 

interesting.”; α = .94). Participants rated the extent to which they agreed with the statements 

presented along a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree). Time spent 

was calculated as the number of seconds spent responding to emails. See Table 15 below for 

descriptive statistics. 
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Table 15 

Descriptive statistics for pilot variables by autonomy condition 

    Mean     SD Cohen’s d 

Perceived autonomy    

High autonomy 5.89 1.08 1.14 

Low autonomy 4.06 1.99  

Perceived difficulty    

High autonomy 2.94 1.47 .42 

Low autonomy 3.50 1.17  

Engagement    

High autonomy 5.72 .83 .07 

Low autonomy 5.63 1.58  

Perceived importance    

High autonomy 5.78 1.06 .32 

Low autonomy 5.34 1.62  

Time spent on emails (seconds)    

High autonomy 1378.19 1196.61 .05 

Low autonomy 1432.73 1104.11  

 

While sample sizes were insufficient to conduct inferential tests, condition means 

revealed that participants in the high autonomy condition reported greater perceived autonomy 

than those in the low autonomy condition. The effect size (d = 1.14) was large according to 

accepted standards (Sawilowsky, 2009) and suggests that the autonomy manipulation 

successfully elicited different levels of perceived autonomy. 

While differences between participants in each condition were very small in regard to 

time spent (d = .05) and task engagement (d = .07), there were small to moderate differences in 

perceived importance (d = .32) and perceived difficulty (d = .42). The high (compared to low) 
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autonomy group perceived the task to be relatively more important, which aligns with research 

showing job autonomy is positively related to psychological meaningfulness (Hackman & 

Oldham, 1976, Sung et al., 2022). However, the low (compared to high) autonomy group 

perceived the task to be more difficult, aligning with the perspective that low autonomy can be a 

constraint on performance (Acar et al., 2019). 
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Appendix B, Section 2 

Study 2 Pilot Test Summary 

Click here to return to text 

The feedback manipulation embedded in the Study 2 in-basket materials was pilot tested 

among a sample of college students with work experience (N = 19). Participants were told that 

the purpose of the research was to learn about how self-views influence the behaviors people 

exhibit in work settings and were randomly assigned to feedback expected (n = 10) and no 

feedback expected (n = 9) conditions to ensure perceived threat to self, time spent, perceived task 

difficulty, perceived task importance, and task engagement were similar across conditions.  

Participants completed the full in-basket task as described in the main studies. 

Immediately following the in-bask task, participants completed a five-item measure of self-threat 

(“I feel good about myself”, “My self-esteem is high”, “I feel liked”, “I feel satisfied”, and “I 

feel insecure”; α = .87). Participants completed two-item measures of perceived difficulty (“The 

task was difficult” and “The task was challenging.”; α = .88), perceived importance (“The task 

was important” and “The task was significant”; α = .93), and task engagement (“The task was 

engaging” and “The task was interesting.”; α = .71). For all self-report items, participants were 

asked the extent to which they agreed with the statements presented and asked to respond to each 

item on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree). Time spent was 

calculated as the number of seconds spent responding to emails. See Table 16 for descriptive 

statistics. 
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Table 16 

Descriptive statistics for pilot variables by feedback condition 

    Mean     SD Cohen’s d 

Perceived self-threat    

Feedback 3.12 1.49 .22 

No feedback 2.84 1.07  

Perceived difficulty    

Feedback 3.40 1.17 .08 

No feedback 3.28 1.84  

Engagement    

Feedback 5.60 .99 .38 

No feedback 5.94 .77  

Perceived importance    

Feedback 5.25 1.01 .32 

No feedback 5.61 1.24  

Time spent on emails (seconds)    

Feedback 1714.24 1154.23 .10 

No feedback 1576.28 1359.31  

 

While differences between conditions in time spent (d = .10) and perceived difficulty (d = 

.08) were very small, there were small to moderate differences in perceived threat (d = .22), 

perceived importance (d = .32), and task engagement (d = .38). The finding that the group 

expecting feedback had a higher mean self-threat (compared to the no feedback expected group) 

generally aligns with research on self-handicapping, which suggests expecting to receive 

feedback on one’s performance can be a threatening event (Higgins, 1990). 
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The group not expecting feedback reported higher mean perceived task importance and 

engagement (compared to the group expecting feedback). This pattern contradicts what the job 

characteristics model would predict, specifically, that the presence of feedback should increase 

task meaningfulness, thus, increasing motivation (Hackman & Oldham, 1976). However, it may 

be that the no feedback group found the alternative explanation – that their results would be used 

to advance the scientific literature – to be a meaningful outcome. 
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Appendix C, Section 1 

Self-report Impostorism and Demographic Measures (Studies 1 and 2) 

Click here to return to Study 1 text; click here to return to Study 2 text 

 

Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale (Clance, 1985) 

Please indicate your level of agreement with each item with respect to yourself at work. 

1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree 

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 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 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. I 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. I feel my success has been due to some kind of luck. 
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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. 

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 have 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 an 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. 

 

Demographics 

Please indicate your gender: 

1. Woman 

2. Man 

3. Other (if chosen, please specify): __________________ 
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4. Prefer not to say 

 

Please indicate your college status: 

1. Freshman 

2. Sophomore 

3. Junior 

4. Senior 

5. Other (if chosen, please specify): __________________ 

 

Please report how long you have worked at your current or most recent job in months (i.e., 1 

year = 12 months; 1.5 years = 18 months; 2 years = 24 months). 

Months: ______________ 

 

Please indicate which best describes your position: 

1. Employed by an organization 

2. Self-employed 

3. Other (please specify): ______________ 

 

Please indicate your job level: 
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1. Intern 

2. Entry level/Analyst 

3. Associate/Specialist 

4. Manager 

5. Senior manager 

6. Director 

7. Vice President 

8. Other (if chosen, please specify): __________________ 
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