
Do you ever feel like your PhD is a sham? That your current position is just the product of blind
luck? That your achievements are worthless, you don’t really know much, and it’s only a matter of
time before someone finds out? If so—you’re not alone. Estimates vary, but some studies suggest
that up to 80% of doctoral students experience at least a moderate level of impostor-like beliefs[1].

The impostor syndrome (or phenomenon) isn’t a medical diagnosis. Rather, it refers to a cluster of
thoughts and feelings centered around self-doubt and perceived incompetence, often in people
who have already reached some level of achievement - like being admitted to a doctoral school.
While occasional self-doubt is normal, in around 30% of students the impostor syndrome reaches
levels that cause real distress. Strong impostor feelings are linked to higher risk of depression,
anxiety, sleep problems, burnout, and even suicidal thoughts (though it’s not always clear which
comes first)[2].

To illustrate the patterns of thinking that make up the impostor syndrome, let’s look at the CIPS-10
(Short Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale)[3]. It’s a short questionnaire that can give you a first
impression of how strong your impostor feelings might be.
For each item, answer the question: How often do you feel this way?
 1 = never; 2 = rarely; 3 = occasionally; 4 = sometimes; 5 = frequently; 6 = usually; 7 = always
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The “Fake” Dimension

This domain reflects a sense of incompetence, fear of being “found out,” constant comparisons
with others, a feeling of inferiority and fear of failure even when success is likely.

1.  “I’m afraid people important to me may find out that I’m not as capable as they think I am.”
2. “I’m afraid that I may fail at a new assignment or undertaking even though I generally do well at
what I attempt.”
3. “I compare my ability to those around me and think they may be more intelligent than I am.”
4. “I worry about not succeeding with a project or on an examination, even though others around
me have considerable confidence that I will do well.”

The “Discount” Dimension

This set of beliefs is about downplaying your own successes, struggling to accept praise, and
remembering failures more than achievements.

5. “When I’ve succeeded at something and received recognition for my accomplishments, I have
doubts that I can keep repeating that success.”
6. “I tend to remember the incidents in which I have not done my best more than those times I have
done my best.”
7. “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.”
8. “It’s hard for me to accept compliments or praise about my intelligence or accomplishments.”

The “Luck” Dimension
Finally, these questions reflect the belief that success is mostly due to luck or external
circumstances rather than skill.

9. “I feel or believe that my success in my life or in my job has been the result of luck instead of
ability.”
10. “I feel my success was due to some kind of luck rather than competence”
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Scoring and Interpretation

Each question is scored from 1 to 7, so the total score ranges from 10 to 70.
While the authors of the CIPS-10 didn’t propose official cutoffs, they can be estimated based on
the original longer scale:

10–30 points → Few impostor traits
31–45 points → Moderate impostor traits
46–60 points → Frequent impostor traits
61–70 points → Intense impostor traits

What Does It All Mean?
If these descriptions sound familiar - remember, you’re in good company. Most PhD students deal
with these thoughts at least sometimes, and in most cases, they don’t reflect reality. Simply
knowing about the impostor phenomenon - and its surprising prevalence - can already bring
some relief. Research also suggests that impostor feelings tend to fade with age and experience.

Still, if your impostor thoughts are very strong or cause significant suffering, it’s worth reaching out
for support. The most effective way to challenge these patterns is through psychotherapy. 

PhDWELL

3/3

PhD Well – Integrated actions for mental well-
being and the development of the doctoral
environment" - Task funded by the Ministry of
Science and Higher Education.

AUTHOR:

Marek Kotas, MD


