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Abstract
The impostor phenomenon refers to an experience whereby individuals believe that others overestimate their abilities, prompt-
ing fears of being exposed as impostors. Research has predominantly conceptualized impostorism as a trait-based phenomenon
and focused on examining individual-level predictors. This offers a limited understanding of how organizational contexts fuel
impostorism. To address this gap, we examine the role of organizations’ work climates in eliciting employees’ impostorism.
Across six studies, using experimental, single- and multi-waved survey methods (N = 1,288) we demonstrate that when an orga-
nization’s work climate emphasizes competition, employees’ impostorism increases. We further show that this effect is partly
explained by employees’ tendency to compare themselves to higher-performing colleagues in such competitive work climates.
These findings have important implications for how we conceptualize and understand the impostor phenomenon—suggesting it
is a feature not just of particular individuals, but of particular work climates.
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Many employees struggle with the conviction that they are
impostors—believing that others overestimate their compe-
tence, and therefore worry that they will be exposed as
frauds. This so-called impostor phenomenon (Clance &
Imes, 1978), also known as impostor syndrome or impos-
torism, emerges in a wide range of occupations and ranks
(Bravata et al., 2019) and has detrimental consequences for
individuals’ mental health (e.g., McGregor et al., 2008;
Sonnak & Towell, 2001) and career success (e.g., Hudson
& González-Gómez, 2021; Neureiter & Traut-Mattausch,
2016). Moreover, given that this phenomenon is commonly
associated with women and minoritized ethnic groups
(Cokley et al., 2024; Price et al., 2024), it is considered a
potential threat to workplace diversity (Chrousos &
Mentis, 2020).

Despite these negative consequences and increased atten-
tion toward the phenomenon in recent decades (Kark et al.,
2021; Tewfik et al., 2025), our understanding of what
causes impostorism remains constrained by theory and
research primarily conceptualizing the phenomenon as a
stable trait that individuals bring to the workplace (Harvey,
1981; Vergauwe et al., 2014) instead of a state triggered by
the organizational context in which individuals are working
(Feenstra et al., 2020; Gullifor et al., 2023). This long-
standing trait-based approach to the impostor phenomenon

has primarily focused on identifying individual-level predic-
tors, such as perfectionistic tendencies (Dudău, 2014) and
personality traits (Bernard et al., 2002).

By comparison, there is far less empirical research exam-
ining whether and how organizational contexts fuel impos-
torism. However, initial findings indicate that these
contextual factors can play a crucial role (Muradoglu
et al., 2022). Feenstra et al. (2022), for instance, found that
women’s negative work experiences, such as gender dis-
crimination and lack of mentoring, are associated with
increased impostorism. Moreover, Vial et al. (2022)
demonstrated that high masculinity-contest cultures
(MCCs)—characterized by norms of showing no weakness,
prioritizing work above all else, and viewing others’ losses
as personal gains—elicit greater impostorism.
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Here we build on these findings by examining whether
an organization’s motivational work climate—specifically,
one that emphasizes competition among employees—is
more likely to induce impostorism. We also extend previous
work by testing a key psychological mechanism underlying
this relationship, to better understand why competitive
work climates elicit impostorism. We propose that competi-
tive work climates prompt employees to engage in more
upward (self-threatening) social comparisons (Garcia et al.,
2013; Muller & Fayant, 2010). These comparisons, we
argue, in turn, increase the fear of not being able to live up
to others’ expectations, thereby directly fueling impostor-
ism. By illustrating the role of upward social comparisons
as a key mechanism, our work not only deepens the under-
standing of how organizational climates shape impostorism
but also shifts the focus from solely identifying the environ-
ments that fuel impostorism, to explaining the processes
through which these environments influence impostorism.

Competitive Work Climates and the
Impostor Phenomenon

Building on achievement goal theory (AGT; Ames, 1992;
Nicholls, 1989), we consider the role of motivational work
climates in shaping the impostor phenomenon. AGT states
that a motivational work climate (i.e., the perceived
achievement criteria for success and failure in a particular
workplace; Nerstad et al., 2013), signals to employees what
is valued and expected in that working environment, with
important implications for work-related attitudes, motiva-
tion and behavior (Carr et al., 2003; Parker et al., 2003).

According to AGT, a motivational climate emphasizes
one of two potential approaches to fostering employee
motivation. On one hand, an organization can focus on
cooperation in an attempt to motivate its employees, by
emphasizing learning, mastery, and skill development
(a.k.a. mastery climates; Ames, 1992). On the other hand,
a company can rely on competition as a basis for motivat-
ing employee performance, by focusing on intra-team com-
petition (a.k.a. performance climates; Ames & Archer,
1988; Nerstad et al., 2013). We propose that such competi-
tive (but not cooperative) work climates are likely to evoke
impostorism among employees.

This argument is rooted in evidence that individuals in
competitive work climates focus on outperforming their co-
workers (Malhotra, 2010; Yip et al., 2018) and the highest-
achieving employees are publicly recognized for their com-
petence (Roberts et al., 2007). We argue that such a focus
on outperforming one’s colleagues and social exposure
enhances impostorism, as it heightens the fear that one’s
failures will be publicly displayed, and others will discover
one’s lack of ability (Hudson & González-Gómez, 2021)

While an empirical understanding of whether and how
competitive work climates shape impostorism is limited,
initial empirical evidence suggests a link between

competition and impostorism. Canning and colleagues
(2020), for instance, found that perceived classroom com-
petition predicted greater impostorism among students.
Similarly, Vial et al. (2022) demonstrated that MCCs elicit
impostorism. Notably, while MCCs conceptually include
multiple cultural components—including showing no
weakness, putting work above all else, and viewing others’
losses as personal gains—collectively these components
reflect, at least in part, certain features that parallel com-
petitive work climates. These findings thus suggest that
competitive work climates may elicit greater imposterism.
We hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): More competitive work climates
increase impostorism among employees.

The Mediating Role of Social Comparisons

We further aim to understand why competitive work cli-
mates increase impostorism. We propose that competitive
work climates increase impostorism in part because of how
they shape employees’ social comparison tendencies.
Specifically, we argue that competitive work climates
prompt more frequent, self-threatening, upward, social
comparisons as employees are encouraged, and even pres-
sured, to focus on outperforming their colleagues (Brown
et al., 1998; Garcia et al., 2013; Muller & Fayant, 2010). In
fact, such competitive working climates have previously
been characterized as ‘‘situations of forced comparison’’
(Ames & Ames, 1984, p. 537).

Research suggests that competition is especially likely to
elicit upward social comparisons (a.k.a. ‘‘upward drive’’;
Festinger, 1954), because people are expected and pressured
to compare themselves to others who are doing better than
themselves to obtain a competitive advantage over them
(Černe et al., 2014; Garcia et al., 2013). Tesser’s (1988) self-
evaluation maintenance model, in turn, indicates that such
upward comparisons (with self-relevant others, such as
one’s colleagues) is threatening for individuals’ self-image
and self-worth (Shepperd & Taylor, 1999; Tesser et al.,
1988). In fact, in work settings upward social comparisons
tend to often result in contrast (‘‘that person is not like
me’’) instead of assimilation (i.e., that person could be me;
Brown et al., 2007).

Together, this suggests that competitive work climates
prompt employees to more frequently engage in
self-threatening—or contrast-based—upward social compar-
isons, and that these comparisons, in turn, make employees
question their abilities and worth (Buunk et al., 2001;
Ntoumanis & Biddle, 1999; Treasure & Robert, 2001). In
this way, competitive work environments may elicit greater
impostorism via more frequent upward social comparisons.
We hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2 (H2): The relationship between competi-
tive work climate and impostorism is mediated by
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upward social comparisons, such that employees in
more competitive work climates more frequently engage
in upward social comparisons, which in turn increases
impostorism.

Transparency and Openness

We tested our predictions across six studies. We report all
studies, measures, manipulations, data/participant exclu-
sions (if any), and how we determined sample sizes. All
data, analysis code, and research materials are available at:
https://osf.io/3v928/?view_only=bb8a7c886c80449aa70aa3
9f1a2972ea. Studies 1a, 2 and 3 were not preregistered.
Preregistration for Study 1b, 4, and 5 are available at:
https://osf.io/udyx5?view_only=d49e7470459e4b8e9a008
d32484cf3e2 and https://osf.io/d5rhm?view_only=d49e74
70459e4b8e9a008d32484cf3e2 and https://osf.io/sn9b3/?vie
w_only=a5de93fca4634616939efd8b9dae0c12.

Studies 1a and 1b

In Studies 1a and 1b, we examined the association between
competitive work climates and impostorism in organiza-
tional field settings. In Study 1a, we also examined whether
only a working climate focused on competition, not coop-
eration, predicts greater impostorism. To address the issue
of common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003), in Study
1b, we measured our key constructs at different time peri-
ods in a two-waved survey.

Method

Procedure and Participants. An a priori power analysis using
G*Power indicated we required 191 participants to detect
a small to medium effect of .02 with a = .05 and power
= .80. In Study 1a, we recruited 161 adults working in
organizations via email and social media. After exclu-
sions (n = 24; failed attention checks) there were 137
participants (Mage = 29.12, SD = 7.39; 51% female).
Most worked in the computing/IT (31%), business, con-
sultancy, & management (12%), or the industrial sector
(12%) and were located in The Netherlands (52%) and
United Kingdom (24%).

For Study 1b, we recruited UK-based working adults
via Prolific Academic. Of the 186 participants who com-
pleted the first survey (included measures of competitive
work climate and control variables), 167 participated in the
second survey (included measure of impostorism) 1 week
later. After exclusions (n = 12; failed attention checks or
duplicate submission at Time 1) there were 155 participants
(Mage = 36.27, SD = 9.31; 50% female) for analyses.
Most participants worked in education and training
(13.5%), information technology (12.3%), or government
& public administration (11.6%).

Measures. All key measures were rated on a 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale.

Competitive Work Climate. It was measured with eight-
items from Nerstad et al. (2013; Study 1a/b, a ø .83; from
the performance climate dimension of the motivational cli-
mate scale; e.g., In my organization rivalry between
employees is encouraged).

Cooperative Work Climate. It was measured (in Study 1a)
with eight-items from Nerstad et al. (2013; a = .83; from
the mastery climate dimension of the motivational climate
scale; e.g., In my organization cooperation and mutual
exchange of knowledge are encouraged).

Impostorism. It was measured with 7 items from the
impostorism scale (Leary et al., 2000; Study 1a/b, a ø .92;
e.g., I’m afraid that people in my organization will discover
how much knowledge or ability I really lack).

Control Variables. We considered participants’ age, gen-
der, educational level, tenure in their position, and trait
competitiveness (Houston et al., 2002; Study 1a/b, a ø

.90), as covariates in the main analysis as previous research
has shown they are related to impostorism (Bravata et al.,
2019; Muradoglu et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2022).

Results

Table 1 and 2 reports descriptive statistics. As expected,
regression analyses revealed that a competitive climate was
positively associated with impostorism, both in Study 1a
(B = .63, SE = .14, p \ .001, 95% confidence interval
[CI] = [.36, .90]) and 1b (B = .32, SE = .14, p = .02,
95% CI [.05, .58]). In Study 1a, a cooperative climate was
not associated with impostorism (B = .13, SE = .14, p =
.34, 95% CI [2.14, .40]). Conducting these analyses with
control variables did not meaningfully change the results
and neither trait competitiveness, gender, nor organiza-
tional tenure moderated this relationship (See Tables S1–8
of Supplementary Materials [SM]).

Discussion

Studies 1a and 1b demonstrated that a work climate
focused on competition (but not cooperation) is associated
with increased impostorism. We found no evidence that
individuals’ trait competitiveness, gender, or tenure moder-
ated this relationship. Although the two-wave survey
design adopted in Study 1b reduced some concern regard-
ing common method bias, we can still not argue for causal-
ity. Therefore, in Study 2, we adopted an experimental
design.
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Study 2

Method

Participants and Procedure. An a priori power analysis using
G*Power indicated we required 204 participants to detect a
small to medium effect (d= .35) with a = .05 and power =
.80. We recruited 240 UK-based working adults via Prolific
Academic.1 After exclusions (n = 24; failed attention checks
and/or comprehension check), there were 216 participants
for analyses (Mage = 36.84, SD = 11.95; 51% female). We
randomly assigned participants to a description of an organi-
zation with a competitive versus non-competitive working
climate and then measured impostorism.

Manipulation and Measures. Unless indicated otherwise,
items were rated on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree) scale.

Work Climate (Competitive vs. Non-competitive). It was
manipulated via two videos, based on scenarios from
Wisse and colleagues (2019; see SM for video links). In the
(non-) competitive work climate condition, the video asked

participants to imagine that they worked in a (not) very
competitive climate, where (most employees) only the top
achievers get rewarded and promoted and are often singled
out as heroic examples of excellent performance and where
internal competition among employees is (discouraged)
encouraged, and there is (no) substantial competitive riv-
alry among employees at all levels.

Impostorism. Was measured using six items (Leary et al.,
2000; a = .96), modified to fit the experimental design.

Comprehension and Manipulation Check. To ensure atten-
tiveness to the video, we asked participants what types of
tasks they worked on in the workplace situation. Analyses
included those who correctly indicated working on knowl-
edge tasks. As a manipulation check, participants com-
pleted the same measure of competitive work climate used
in Study 1a/b (alongside a cooperative work climate mea-
sure; see SM for details).

Control Variables. We again considered participants’ age,
gender, educational level, and trait competitiveness (a =
.91), as covariates in the main analysis.

Table 2. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations among Variables for Study 1b

Variable name M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Gender .51 .51 — — — — — —
2. Age 36.27 9.31 2.03 — — — — —
3. Educational level 3.79 1.00 .06 2.12 — — — —
4. Organizational tenure 6.44 6.47 2.05 .60*** 2.23** — — —
5. Trait competitiveness (Wave 1) 3.93 1.18 2.29*** 2.08 .07 .01 — —
6. Competitive work climate (Wave 1) 3.34 1.28 2.14 2.00 2.17* 2.08 .10 —
7. Impostorism (Wave 2) 3.38 1.68 .08 2.20* .17* 2.27** 2.24** .19*

Note. N = 155. For gender, 0 = male, 1 = female. For educational level, 0 = no formal education, 1 = primary, 2 = secondary, 3 = associate/college, 4 =

bachelor, 5 = master, 6 = PhD.

*p \ .05. **p \ .01. ***p \.001.

Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations among Variables for Study 1a

Variable name M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Gender .54 .53 — — — — — — —
2. Age 29.12 7.39 2.05 — — — — — —
3. Educational level 5.42 .73 2.04 2.11 — — — — —
4. Position tenure 1.74 1.23 2.06 .50*** 2.01 — — — —
5. Trait competitiveness 4.10 1.08 2.39*** 2.03 .18* .03 — — —
6. Cooperative work climate 5.68 .94 2.07 2.15 2.01 2.11 .11 — —
7. Competitive work climate 3.11 1.08 2.15 2.04 2.02 .13 .05 2.37*** —
8. Impostorism 3.05 1.61 .17 2.19* 2.03 2.14 2.22** 2.06 .37***

Note. N = 135-137. For gender, 0 = male, 1 = female. For position tenure, 1 = \ a year, 2 = 1 to 2 years, 3 = 2 to 4 years, 4 = 4 to 6 years, 5 = 6 to 8 years, 6 = 8

to 10 years, 7 = . 10 years. For educational level, 1 = no formal education, 2 = primary, 3 = secondary, 4 = associate/college, 5 = bachelor, 6 = master, 7 = PhD.

*p \ .05. **p \ .01. ***p \.001.
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Results

Table 3 provides means and mean differences by condition.
As expected, participants in the competitive work climate
condition perceived higher levels of competition than parti-
cipants in the non-competitive condition, t(214) = 228.16,
p \ .001, d = 23.84. Moreover, participants in the com-
petitive work climate condition reported higher levels of
impostorism than participants in the non-competitive con-
dition, t(214) = 25.28, p \ .001, d = 2.72. Conducting
these analyses with control variables did not meaningfully
change the results and neither trait competitiveness nor
gender moderated the relationship (see SM, Tables S9–11).

Discussion

Study 2 complemented Studies 1a/b by demonstrating the
causal, adverse effects of a competitive work climate on
employees’ impostorism, Again, we found no evidence that
individuals’ trait competitiveness or gender moderated this
relationship. Studies 3 to 5 extend these findings by exam-
ining the mediating role of upward social comparisons.

Study 3

Method

Participants and Procedure. An a priori power analysis using
G*Power indicated we required 125 participants to detect
a small to medium effect (f2 = .10) with a = .05 and
power = .80. Our sample consisted of 209 psychology
students who voluntarily completed a survey about their
experience working in a team for a consultancy company
as part of a university course (participants were provided
with a consultancy case and asked to develop and present
advice). We administered the survey after their first meet-
ing. The majority of participants were Dutch (58%; 79%
women; Mage = 21.22, SD = 3.30; see SM for additional
information).

Measures. Unless indicated otherwise, items were rated on
a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale.

Competitive Work Climate. The competitive work climate
within their team was measured with three-items from
Nerstad et al., (2013; a = .64).

Cooperative Work Climate. The cooperative work climate
within their team was measured with three-items from
Nerstad et al., (2013; a = .79).

Impostorism. It was measured with three-items from
Leary et al. (2000; a = .87).

Social Comparisons. The social comparisons were mea-
sured following Buunk and colleagues (2005). We measured
frequency of upward comparisons with the item ‘‘How
often did you compare yourself to group members who
were performing better than you?’’ and downward compari-
sons with the item ‘‘How often did you compare yourself to
group members who were performing worse than you?’’ on
a scale from 1 (never) to 5 (often).

Control Variables. We considered participants’ age and
gender as covariates in the main analysis.

Results

Table 4 reports descriptive statistics. We tested our hypoth-
eses using PROCESS Model 4 in SPSS (Hayes, 2012), with
10,000 resamples (see Figure 1). As expected, results
revealed that a competitive working climate was positively
associated with making upward social comparisons (B =
.19, SE = .08, p = .01, 95% confidence interval [CI] =
[.04, .34]) and that upward social comparisons, in turn, were
positively associated with impostorism (B = .73, SE = .07,
p \ .001, 95% CI [.60, .86]); indirect effect: .14, SE = .07,
95% CI [.01, .27]; when accounting for upward social

Table 3. Means (Standard Deviations) per Condition, Study 2.

Variable name
Condition, Competitive

work climate
Condition, Non-competitive

work climate M difference p 95% CI d

Manipulation Check

Level of Perc. Competition 6.18 (.90) 2.17 (1.19) 4.02 \ .001 3.74, 4.30 23.84
DV

Impostorism 3.65 (1.53) 2.65 (1.22) 1.00 \ .001 .63, 1.38 2.72

Additional Variables

Cooperative work climate 3.65 (1.16) 5.20 (.91) 21.55 \ .001 21.84, –1.28 1.48

Trait competitiveness 3.63 (1.10) 3.57 (1.07) .06 .87 2.23, .35 2.06

Note. N = 216. Results from independent-samples t-tests. CI = confidence interval.
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comparisons, the direct effect in mediation model was no
longer significant: 2.10, SE = .07, p = . 15, 95% CI
[2.25, .04]).

We note that conducting these analyses with control vari-
ables did not meaningfully change the results and gender
did not moderate the indirect effect (see SM, Tables S12–
13). As a robustness check, we also simultaneously exam-
ined downward social comparisons (using PROCESS Model
4) and found that while downward social comparisons were
positively associated with impostorism, they did not mediate
the relationship between a competitive working climate and
impostorism (see SM, Table S14). Furthermore, we found
that perceptions of a cooperative climate were negatively
associated with making upward social comparisons, and
observed a negative indirect effect (see SM, Table S15).

Discussion

Study 3 provided initial evidence for the mediating role of
upward social comparisons in explaining the link between a
competitive work climate and impostorism. Similar to pre-
vious studies, a cooperative climate was not a significant
predictor of impostorism, and downward social compari-
sons did not mediate the relationship between a

competitive work climate and impostorism. Studies 4 and
5 extend this evidence by demonstrating causality by
manipulating a competitive work climate and upward
social comparison, respectively.

Study 4

Method

Participants and Procedure. An a priori power analysis using
G*Power indicated we required 204 participants to
detect a small to medium effect (d = .35) with a = .05
and power = .80. We recruited 251 UK-based working
adults via Prolific. After exclusions (n = 28; failed the
attention or recall check, or did not follow instructions
for the recall task), there were 223 participants for analy-
ses (Mage = 37.96, SD = 11.45; 51% female). We ran-
domly assigned participants to either recall a time when
they were working in a competitive or non-competitive
work climate, followed by measures assessing frequency
of social comparisons and impostorism.

Measures and Manipulations. Unless indicated otherwise, all
items were rated on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree).

Competitive Work Climate Manipulation. In the (non-) com-
petitive work climate condition we asked participants to
recall a time they worked in an environment that was
(not) very competitive. We explained that with a (not so)
competitive work environment we meant an environment
in which internal competition among them and their col-
leagues was (discouraged) encouraged by, for example,
(judging their performance on its own merits) comparing
their performance to that of others in the company and/
or by (giving most employees a chance to get rewarded
and promoted) only promoting the top-achievers. We
then asked participants to think of such a situation and
shortly describe it in their own words in the space
provided.

Table 4. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations Among Variables for Study 3

Variable name M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Gender .82 .38 — — — — — —
2. Age 21.22 3.30 2.13 — — — — —
3. Competitive work climate 2.58 1.00 2.01 .11 — — — —
4. Cooperative work climate 5.68 .82 .01 .07 2.18** — — —
5. Upward social comparisons 2.18 1.10 .16* 2.08 .17* 2.30** — —
6. Downward social comparisons 1.82 .93 .06 .04 .10 2.42** .44** —
7. Impostorism 2.22 1.30 .11 2.11 .03 2.30** .61** .15*

Note. N ranges from 197 to 209. *p \ .05, **p \ .01, ***p \.001. For gender, 0 = male, 1 = female.

Upward social 
comparisons

ImpostorismCompetitive work 
climate 

.19 (.08)*** .73 (.07)***

Direct effect = -.10 [-.25, .04]

Indirect effect = .14 [.01, .27]

Figure 1. Results of the Mediation Analysis of Upward Social
Comparison in the Relationship Between Competitive Work Climate and
Impostorism for Study 4
Note. N = 209. Coefficients are unstandardized regression
coefficients. The indirect relationship is based on bootstrapping
procedure (10,000 samples).
***p \ .001.
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Social Comparisons. The social comparisons were mea-
sured with the same items as in Study 3 on a scale from 1
(never) to 5 (often).

Impostorism. It was measured with five items similar to
Studies 1 to 3 (a = .95).

Comprehension Check. To check comprehension of parti-
cipants’ assigned recall task, we asked what type of work-
place situation they were asked to describe. We also
reviewed participants’ responses to the recall task to ensure
general adherence to instructions. We only included parti-
cipants whose responses passed these checks.

Control Variables. We considered participants’ age, gen-
der, educational level as covariates in the main analysis.

Results

We tested our hypotheses using PROCESS Model 4 in
SPSS (Hayes, 2012), with 10,000 resamples (see Figure 2).
As expected, results revealed that compared with those in
the non-competitive condition, individuals in the competi-
tive work climate condition engaged in more frequent
upward social comparisons (B = 1.23, SE = .14, p \
.001, 95% CI [.94, 1.50]), which in turn predicted greater
impostorism (B = .45, SE = .10, p \ .001, 95% CI [.25,
.64]; indirect effect = .55 (SE = .13, 95% CI [.30, .82]);
direct effect = .56, SE = .24, 95% CI [.09, 1.02].

Conducting these analyses with covariates included did
not meaningfully change the reported results and gender
did not moderate the indirect effect (see SM, Tables S16–
17). We also simultaneously examined the role of down-
ward social comparisons (using PROCESS Model 4, not
preregistered) and found that while individuals in the com-
petitive climate condition also engaged in more downward
social comparisons, frequency of downward social

comparisons were unrelated to impostorism and did not
mediate the effect of competitive work climate on impos-
torism (see SM, Table S18).

Discussion

Study 4 replicates the findings of Study 3 by showing that
the adverse effects of a more competitive work climate on
impostorism emerge because this type of climate affects
individuals’ tendency to engage in (more frequent) upward
social comparisons (and not because of more frequent
downward social comparisons). Similar to Studies 1 to 3,
we found no evidence that these processes varied by parti-
cipant gender. In Study 5, we aim to extend this evidence
by experimentally manipulating our key mediator, upward
social comparisons, and testing its (causal) effect on
impostorism.

Study 5

Method

Participants and Procedure. An a priori power analysis using
G*Power indicated we required 350 participants to detect
a small to medium effect (d = .35) with a = .05 and
power = .95. We recruited 385 UK-based working adults
via Prolific, of whom 364 completed all key measures.
After excluding 30 participants who failed the compre-
hension check (see below), our final sample consisted of
334 individuals (Mage = 39.69, SD = 11.29; 50% female).
Most worked in the education & training (16%), medical
& health science (11%), or marketing, sales & service
(9%). We randomly assigned participants to a workplace
situation in which they either compared themselves to a
colleague who was performing better (upward social com-
parison) or worse (downward social comparison) than
themselves, and then measured impostorism. We included
two filler questions prior to our dependent variable in
which we asked participants how much they liked and
trusted their colleague.

Measures and Manipulations. Unless indicated otherwise, all
items were rated on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree).

Social Comparison Manipulation. In both conditions, we
asked participants to place themselves in a workplace situa-
tion in which they recently started a new job at a medium-
sized consulting firm with a very dynamic and competitive
work environment, and where their performance would
play a key role in determining future opportunities for pro-
motion and salary increases. Similar to previous social
comparison manipulations (e.g., Gibbons & Gerrard, 1989;
Yip & Kelly, 2013), in the upward (vs. downward) compar-
ison condition, we informed participants that one of their
team members consistently performed at a higher (lower)

Upward social 
comparisons

ImpostorismCompetitive 
climate condition

1.23 (.14)*** .45 (.10)***

Direct effect = .56 [.09, 1.02]

Indirect effect = .55 [.30, .82]

Figure 2. Results of the Mediation Analysis of Upward Social
Comparison in the Relationship Between Competitive Work Climate and
Impostorism for Study 5
Note. N = 223. Coefficients are unstandardized regression
coefficients. The indirect relationship is based on bootstrapping
procedure (10,000 samples). For competitive climate condition, 0 =
non-competitive climate, 1 = competitive climate.
***p \ .001.
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level than them and, compared with themselves, this team
member did noticeably better (worse).

Impostorism. It was measured with six items similar to
Study 2 (a = .96).

Comprehension Check. To check participants’ comprehen-
sion, we asked participants how their performance com-
pared with that of their colleague. We did not include
participants who falsely stated how they performed com-
pared with their colleague or indicated they did not know.

Control Variables. We considered participants’ age, gender,
and educational level as covariates in the main analysis.

Results

In line with our theorizing, an independent t-test revealed
that participants in the upward social comparison condi-
tion reported higher levels of impostorism (M = 3.92;
SD = 1.51) compared with participants in the downward
social comparison condition (M = 2.50; SD = 1.37),
t(332) = 29.04, p \ .001, d = 1.44. Including control
variables did not meaningfully impact the results and
participant gender did not moderate this effect (See SM,
Table S19–20).

Discussion

Study 5 provides further empirical support for our theoriz-
ing by demonstrating the causal role of upward social com-
parisons in driving impostorism. These findings extend our
previous studies by isolating the effect of social compari-
sons in a controlled setting, strengthening the argument
that competitive work environments elicit impostorism
through increased engagement in upward social
comparisons.

General Discussion

This research set out to empirically examine the impact of
the organizational environment for employees’ impostor-
ism. Across six studies, we showed that working climates
focused on competition elicit impostorism. We further
identified a key mechanism underpinning this effect by
showing that competitive work environments fuel impos-
torism partly because they breed upward social compari-
sons. Moreover, we provide evidence that these adverse
implications: (1) do not emerge in work climates focused
on cooperation, (2) are not explained by, and remain while
accounting for, downward social comparisons, and (3)
stand independent of other relevant factors including indi-
viduals’ trait competitiveness and gender.

Altogether, our work makes several important contribu-
tions to the literature. First, our findings have important
implications for research on the impostor phenomenon.

This line of research has predominantly examined
individual-level predictors. While our findings show that
trait competitiveness is negatively associated with impos-
torism (in line with this trait-based approach to under-
standing the impostor phenomenon), our findings also
consistently demonstrate that impostorism increases when
employees find themselves in particular (competitive) con-
texts. In fact, the empirical evidence we provide here heeds
the call raised in recent, non-empirical literature to contex-
tualize this phenomenon—contending that the importance
of context for understanding impostorism has long been
neglected (Feenstra et al., 2020; Kark et al., 2021).

This research also extends these calls in meaningful ways
by identifying the role of upward social comparisons in
explaining why competitive climates generate adverse
effects on employees’ impostorism. Our findings more
broadly underscore that the impostor phenomenon is not
simply a ‘‘syndrome’’ that individuals bring to their work-
places. Instead, these insecurities are formed and shaped by
the discernible values of one’s organization and their con-
comitant experiences within that environment.

Third, our findings add to the long-standing debate
about the extent to which the impostor phenomenon is
gendered (Rackley et al., 2024). Traditionally, the phenom-
enon was considered unique to women (Clance & Imes,
1978). More recent research shows, however, that both
men and women are prone to feel like impostors. While
some studies show that women experience higher impostor-
ism (e.g., Cokley et al., 2015; Kumar & Jagacinski, 2006;
Li et al., 2014), other studies observe no such gender effects
(e.g., Cokley et al., 2013; Cowman & Ferrari, 2002; Fried-
Buchalter, 1997). Scholars have also pointed out differ-
ences in how men and women react to impostorism
(Badawy et al., 2018) and identified certain working con-
texts in which gender differences are likely to occur
(Muradoglu et al., 2022; Vial et al., 2022). Our findings
nuance this gendered perspective as we find no evidence
that women report higher levels of impostorism and/or
that competitive work climates differently impact men’s
versus women’s impostorism.

Our findings also have important practical implications.
The impostor phenomenon is a common experience that
has many detrimental consequences (e.g., Hudson &
González-Gómez, 2021; Liu et al., 2022). Our research is an
important step forward in understanding the organizational
determinants of this persuasive phenomenon and its under-
lying psychological mechanism. Thereby, our findings can
help support efforts to create effective interventions aimed
at reducing impostorism at work. Our research suggests
that instead of focusing on how individuals (often women)
should overcome their struggles with the impostor phenom-
enon, organizations could play a vital role in mitigating this
problem by setting out policies and organizational values
that discourage internally competitive practices. Thereby,
organizations could foster healthier and more inclusive
workplaces.
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Limitations and Future Research Directions

The current research is not without limitations. Specifically,
our cross-sectional, single-source survey-designs were sus-
ceptible to common method bias. Our experimental studies,
which included manipulations of both a competitive work
climate and upward social comparisons, address this by
allowing us to make causal inferences, but also came with
their own respective limitations (e.g., external validity).
Nevertheless, while we believe our mixed-method approach
helped address key limitations of each individual study, we
recommend that future research includes field surveys with
multiple sources or utilize intervention studies to further
corroborate the effects.

Second, future research could expand our theorizing by
further examining the impact of cooperative and other sup-
portive work climates that may help reduce impostorism
among employees. In our studies, we operationalized coop-
erative work climate using the mastery climate dimension
from Nerstad et al. (2013), which focuses on—but is not
limited to—cooperation. Future research would benefit
from using alternative or multidimensional measures that
more directly capture cooperation to further examine its
potential unique effects on impostorism (Chatman & Flynn,
2001). More broadly, future studies could explore whether
and how inclusive work climates, which emphasize shared
responsibility, equality, and the integration of diverse per-
spectives (Nishii, 2013), may help reduce impostorism.

Finally, future research could examine additional
mechanisms linking competitive work climates to impos-
torism. One such mechanism may be self-presentation con-
cerns. Individuals in competitive work climates focus on
concealing their weaknesses and highlighting successes
(Nicholls, 1989; Reinboth & Duda, 2006), suggesting that
they are more likely to maintain an unrealistic presentation
of themselves among colleagues. If employees are more
compelled to present themselves in unrealistic and aggran-
dized forms, this may lead to beliefs that others at work
have inaccurate and overestimated perceptions of their true
abilities and worth. In this way, being in a more competi-
tive work climate may elicit impostorism via self-
presentation concerns as well.

Conclusion

The impostor phenomenon is a pervasive problem in orga-
nizations and has harmful consequences for individuals,
organizations, and societies as a whole. The present
research demonstrates an organizational determinant and
underlying mechanism of this phenomenon and shows that
a working climate that focuses on competition elicits a ten-
dency among employees to compare themselves to higher-
performing colleagues, which, in turn, elicits impostorism.
By doing so, we demonstrate the important role that

organizations can play in shaping the impostor phenom-
enon in the workplace.
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Černe, M., Nerstad, C. G. L., Dysvik, A., & Škerlavaj, M.
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