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ABSTRACT

Imposter syndrome is a troubling behavior that affects people who regard their success as accidental
and express unhealthy doubts about their competence. despite its high occurrence, information and
prevention tools are scarce. this theoretical essay aims to: broaden the understanding of the cognitive
dimension of this syndrome in teachers and to highlight the emotional distress and negative self-
image associated with it. the study also aims to raise awareness about this behavior and provide
strategies for coping with the syndrome. this includes fostering rational thinking about teaching,
reducing the need for external approval, setting more realistic performance expectations, and
encouraging self-acceptance. understanding and addressing imposter syndrome is an important step
toward promoting teachers' mental health and well-being and improving the educational
environment.
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RESUMO

A sindrome do impostor é um comportamento preocupante que afeta pessoas que consideram o seu
sucesso como acidental e expressam duvidas doentias sobre sua competéncia. Apesar de sua alta
ocorréncia, as informacdes e as ferramentas de prevengio sdo escassas. Este ensaio tedrico tem como
objetivo: ampliar a compreensdo da dimensao cognitiva dessa sindrome em professores e destacar o
sofrimento emocional e a autoimagem negativa associados a ela. O estudo também visa a aumentar
a conscientizagdo sobre esse comportamento e fornecer estratégias para lidar com a sindrome. Isso
inclui promover o pensamento racional sobre o ensino, reduzir a necessidade de aprovacio externa,
definir expectativas de desempenho mais realistas e incentivar a autoaceitagdo. Compreender e
abordar a sindrome do impostor é um passo importante para promover a saude mental e o bem-estar
dos professores e melhorar o ambiente educacional.

Palavras-chave: Saude do professor, Autoimagem, Cuidados com a saide mental, Promoc¢ao da
saude, Estilo de vida.
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Introduction

Editora

O Impostor syndrome this syndrome is characterized by troubling behavior
that affects people who regard their success as accidental and express unhealthy
doubts about their competence. Presenting this image at the beginning of this article
leads readers to immediately understand the analogy between the masks worn at
the ball and the experience of hiding feelings and insecurities behind a professional
facade (Meurer & Costa, 2020). This approach aims to establish an emotional
connection between readers and the topic from the outset, which may increase their
involvement and understanding of the syndrome.

Furthermore, this article mentions psychoanalysis and its interpretation of
masks as a defense mechanism to conceal something personal, demonstrating a
deeper understanding of the psychological roots of imposter syndrome. This may
provide a solid theoretical basis for further exploring the psychological impact of
this condition on teachers, particularly among those with less teaching experience.

Discussing the topic of imposter syndrome among teachers is relevant,
especially because the educational environment often involves situations that can
trigger feelings of inadequacy and insecurity. Constant scrutiny of teachers'
performance, pressure to meet the expectations of students, parents, and colleagues,
as well as work overload can contribute to the occurrence and severity of the
syndrome. Thus, such professionals require working conditions that allow for a
healthy balance between their personal and professional lives (Norem, 2008;
Martins et al,, 2022).

It is worth noting that imposter syndrome is not necessarily linked to a lack
of skills or competencies. The syndrome does not distinguish gender, age,
educational level, or professional achievement. Frequently, highly qualified and
successful people can also experience these feelings of self-doubt and insecurity
regarding their achievements. This occurs because the syndrome is more related to
perception than objective reality (Bernard et al. 2020). In other words, a person with

imposter syndrome may feel they do not deserve their accomplishments, even if
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others around them recognize their talent and accomplishments. The discrepancy

between self-perception and reality can cause insecurity and self-doubt.

Acknowledging the distinction between perception and objective reality
allows us to better understand the nature and impact of imposter syndrome when
it is transitory or persistent. Anyone can experience feelings of inadequacy and
doubt about their abilities and skills in some situations or at certain times in their
lives. The affective aspect of the syndrome is the entrenchment and persistence of
inadequate behavior, which significantly affects self-esteem and well-being
(Chrousos et al., 2020).

Teachers may face difficulties in achieving self-fulfillment for several
reasons. The past traumas, failures or criticism can lead to feelings of inadequacy
and influence teachers’ perceptions of success and competence. It happens,
especially, when they compare themselves to others and question whether they
have the necessary skills to carry out their duties effectively (Hosogoshi & Kodama,
2006).

Teachers affected by imposter syndrome may feel compelled to work
excessively to overcome their feelings of inadequacy. Such individuals may
mistakenly believe they will only be recognized and accepted if they work harder
than their colleagues (Dogan & Dogan, 2023). In addition, teachers often set
unrealistic goals hoping to prove their worth and avoid being exposed as frauds.
Their increased effort may result in outstanding performance. However, they may
still doubt their merit despite tangible achievements.

The fear that their "fraud"” will be discovered is a key feature of imposter
syndrome. These teachers may constantly feel anxious and insecure, worrying that
other people will realize they are not as competent or talented as they seem. This
cycle of excessive effort, fear of exposure, and anxiety can increase the emotional
distress of the affected teachers. Therefore, it is essential to be aware of these
patterns and offer adequate support to teachers who are struggling with these
behaviors. Many teachers may choose to leave the profession due to chronic stress,

professional burnout, and negative impacts on their quality of life. Abandoning the
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teaching career early on can significantly impact not only the teachers themselves

but also the students and the education system as a whole.

While research concerning imposter syndrome has been addressed over the
years, there remains a lack of comprehensive studies with a focus on understanding
the pathological nature of such a condition among teachers, as well as identifying
and implementing specific tools for preventing and coping with this behavior. This
gap hinders two important aspects: a deeper comprehension of the causes and
adverse effects of the syndrome in this specific context; and the development of
effective strategies to help teachers cope with feelings of inadequacy and self-doubt.

Therefore, this study aims to explore the occurrence of imposter syndrome
among teachers to broaden the understanding and deepen the knowledge about its
cognitive dimension within this professional group. In addition, the paper seeks to
underline the emotional distress and negative self-image caused by the syndrome
to raise awareness of this often overlooked behavior. Besides, it also aims to foster
support for teachers who manifest symptoms or emotionally isolate themselves.
Finally, this study seeks to contribute to the development of effective strategies for

preventing and coping with imposter syndrome among teachers.

Study Design

This article is an academic essay with a qualitative approach. This design was
chosen as it allows for an in-depth and reflective analysis of the imposter syndrome
and, therefore, explores concepts, theories, and empirical evidence available in the
scientific literature (Ferrari & Thompson, 2006).

We conducted a narrative literature review using academic databases from
digital libraries and other resources. Our main goal was to identify and analyze the
state of the art of the subject. Keywords such as "imposter syndrome",
"psychological disorder”, "negative self-image", and "emotional distress" were used
to find relevant studies that addressed the issue from different perspectives.

The selected studies were evaluated based on the pre-defined criteria of
relevance and methodological quality. We opted to include papers that studied
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imposter syndrome as a psychological adversity and explored its manifestations,

causes, consequences, and specific coping strategies regarding teachers. The studies
were analyzed based on narrative synthesis and critical interpretation. The concepts
and perspectives found in the literature were organized and presented logically and
coherently, providing a comprehensive understanding of imposter syndrome and
its implications for teachers. All data sources used were cited and referenced
according to bibliographic standards.

The present study created a fictional case to illustrate the theoretical
principles involved in imposter syndrome. The fictional case of Professor Ana Maria,
also a fictional character, enables readers to visualize the abstract concepts of
imposter syndrome, fostering a comprehensive and critical understanding of the

psycho-socio-environmental issues associated with the syndrome.

Development

The fictional case of Professor Ana Maria

Ana Maria is a promising young professor. She was recently selected in a civil
service examination to teach Calculus at a respected Brazilian University. Professor
Ana Maria is charismatic and has demonstrated adequate skills to fulfill her teaching
duties in the Mathematics Department. Her students, colleagues, and employers are
pleased with her dedication and excellent achievements, as well as the good
personal impression she makes. However, because she is a perfectionist, she drags
out her assignments until the deadline and feels very stressed about it.

Ana Maria is praised on several occasions and her brilliance is recognized.
She seems to outperform all working conditions. Nevertheless, Ana Maria has a
secret: she is convinced people are wrong about her. Although highly regarded, she
is certain that someone more competent than her should have taken her job. But she
does not even consider discussing it with anyone. She is convinced that her skills fall
short of her responsibilities and that luck played a major role in her hiring. In her
opinion, a possible error in the classification of the civil servant examination helped
her get hired.
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Professor Ana Maria constantly fears being unmasked, although it does not

seem so, and secretly hides her fear and suffers in silence. She avoids publicly
exposing herself to protect her imaginary incompetence. She rarely asks her
colleagues about things related to the University and, when she does, she makes sure
that the question is not about the subject she teaches.

Ana Maria is always trying to gain the favor of her peers and obsessively
increases her efforts in academic activities with little concern for saving energy. This
way, she receives more compliments, and her fear of being unmasked increases. The
heavy workload, the anxiety about accomplishing it, the excessive self-blaming, and
the lack of tolerance for her shortcomings are leading Ana Maria into a state of
depression and unease. Recently, the professor found herself having suicidal
thoughts.

This fictional story about Professor Ana Maria vividly illustrates how even
apparently successful and admired people can suffer from imposter syndrome. The
constant fear of being exposed as a fraud, along with the desire to maintain an
impeccable public image leads to self-doubt and anguish. Self-imposed pressure to
be perfect and reluctance to ask for help deepen the isolation and the suffering of
those affected. Ana Maria's story underlines the importance of recognizing and
addressing imposter syndrome both as an individual phenomenon and as a mental
health issue that requires support and understanding from the academic community

and society (Malacarne et al,, 2011).

The concept of imposter syndrome

Syndrome is the term used to characterize the occurrence of a specific
combination of symptoms and physical, organic, and behavioral signs that indicate
an irregularity or particular condition in the organism. There is no exact number of
cataloged syndromes. However, thousands of syndromes affecting different organ
systems have been described in the medical literature. Some syndromes are named
after the people who first described them, such as Down syndrome, which was

described by John Langdon Down in 1866. Other syndromes are identified by the
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area where they occur, for example, carpal tunnel syndrome, or by an adjective that

resembles it, such as panic disorder (Feenstra, et al., 2020).

Imposter syndrome is the term that describes a psychological condition in
which people who doubt their abilities and achievements constantly feel like a fraud
or an imposter, regardless of evidence of their success. This syndrome can cause
intense feelings of inadequacy and anxiety, even when the person is successfully
carrying out their professional or academic activities. This unhealthy doubt
regarding competence is the main characteristic of imposter syndrome (Sakulku &
Alexander, 2011).

The syndrome presents a peculiar and curious paradox: people's need for
approval is combined with the struggle to accept it as genuine. This inner struggle
experienced by people affected by this syndrome is reflected in the constant search
for external validation. Nevertheless, these individuals question such validation
when it is given. Fear of success due to fear of failure is a common dynamic of the
syndrome.

Success can even increase pressure and anxiety for some people as they
worry they might be exposed as incompetent or undeserving of their success. This
fear of success can lead to self-sabotaging behaviors, such as procrastination or
avoiding personal and professional advancement opportunities. These behaviors
feed the cycle of self-doubt and self-imposed obstacles that hinder the recognition
and acceptance of success (Begeny et al., 2020).

Another characteristic of the syndrome is perfectionism. It leads those
affected to fear being rejected or unloved if they fail. People affected experience
imaginary scenarios of not meeting expectations, which trigger the manifestation of
the syndrome and lead them to play fictional roles. These roles cause suffering and
impel them to hide their fears, which, although unfounded, are a source of anguish
and restlessness in the perfectionist pursuit of success and achievement (Santos,
2001).

Teacher malaise, which is related to this syndrome, may occur due to
psychological and social working conditions and can negatively affect teachers'
personalities, impacting both their professional and personal lives. This discomfort,
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described by Esteve (1999), can transcend the workplace and extend to family,

social, and romantic relationships, creating tensions. This negative cycle in which
one aspect of life's challenges negatively affects others becomes more concerning
when self-questioning, low self-esteem, and stress are intensified. In this context,
both difficulties at work and in personal relationships should be addressed in an
integrated way, recognizing the interconnection between the two and pursuing
interventions that promote overall well-being.

The imposter syndrome does not discriminate based on the sex, gender,
social position, or academic degree of the teacher. It can affect anyone, regardless of
their age or personal achievements. However, studies indicate that the syndrome
tends to be less frequent as people get older (Kelly et al., 1999).

The lower frequency of imposter syndrome experienced by more
experienced teachers can be explained by several factors. These include gaining
professional experience, developing coping skills and self-confidence, and a better
acceptance of themselves and their achievements. In addition, these teachers tend
to have a more realistic understanding of their abilities and limitations, which
decreases the feelings of inadequacy associated with imposter syndrome (Sakulku

& Alexander, 2011).

What the literature has to say about imposter syndrome in teachers

Recent research on teachers affected by imposter syndrome highlights both
the prevalence and impact of negative emotions associated with this condition.
Studies corroborate that teachers who experience imposter syndrome tend to
express more negative emotions, such as shame, guilt, and fear, compared to their
peers (Bernard et al, 2021; Bravata et al., 2020). Such feelings are particularly
common among teachers who struggle to gauge the level of self-imposed demands,
which can lead to a persistent cycle of self-questioning (Feenstra et al., 2020).

In addition, research emphasizes the adverse effects of imposter syndrome
on the quality of teaching as well as teacher well-being. Studies demonstrate that
teachers affected by imposter syndrome are more likely to experience job stress,
emotional exhaustion, and professional dissatisfaction (Clance and Imes, 1978).
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These negative effects can damage not only the mental and emotional health of

teachers but also their effectiveness as educators and the learning environment for
students (Mainali, 2020).

Strong evidence also links the syndrome to patterns of negative thoughts and
self-deprecation among teachers. This demonstrates that teachers who experience
imposter syndrome are more likely to engage in a cycle of self-criticism, which
further reinforces their feelings of inadequacy (Sakulku & Alexander, 2020). Such a
cycle of negative thinking can decrease feelings of self-confidence and self-esteem,
thereby hampering effective coping with the syndrome (Lima et al., 2012).

Therefore, educators, researchers, and mental health professionals should
recognize the challenges faced by teachers affected by imposter syndrome in order
to develop effective support and intervention strategies. Evidence-based
approaches, such as providing emotional support, developing coping skills, and
establishing a supportive organizational culture, are essential to help teachers
overcome this condition and reach their full professional potential (Zanchetta et al.,
2020).

The literature in the field also indicates that affected professionals have a
strong tendency to value external evaluation as a source of validation and
legitimacy. Therapeutic support for affected teachers has shown that they rely
heavily on external validation as a measure of their competence and professional
success (Bernard, Jones & Volpe, 2020). This excessive dependence on external
evaluation may make these teachers feel insecure about their validity and ability,
fostering a constant fear of being perceived as professionally unqualified.

This underlying fear can lead affected teachers to exhibit emotionally distant
behavior and a lack of open communication. These teachers can also be
uncommunicative, cold, distant, and even suspicious of colleagues, students, and
other members of the school community (Jones & Volpe, 2021). These behaviors can
reflect anxiety and concern over maintaining a facade of competence and legitimacy,
even if they have self-doubts about their abilities and achievements (Bernard, Jones

& Volpe, 2020).
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Imposter syndrome is often intensified by anxiety and social phobias,

although this is not widely explored in scientific literature. Investigating the causes
of imposter syndrome is key to preventing it and developing immediate support.
Teachers affected by the syndrome are likely to hold irrational beliefs of
catastrophism and global self-assessment of failure, thus fostering fear of external
opinion and of demonstrating incompetence. These behaviors reflect an overall
negative self-perception and overlook the fact that a single failure does not
determine all other abilities in life (French, Ullrich-French & Follman, 2008).

Self-acceptance is a key element in helping affected teachers to define
themselves not only by their performance but rather by their problem-solving skills,
reducing their dependence on results or external evaluation (Lima et al., 2020).
Furthermore, promoting enjoyment in activities rather than focusing exclusively on
performance can promote self-care. In a less favorable scenario, the teacher's refusal
to ask for help may be interpreted by them as a display of their weakness,
reinforcing notions of inferiority (Chrisman et al., 1995).

Scholars in the field seem to agree that the intensity of the syndrome is highly
subjective regarding its manifestations and impacts on the well-being of teachers.
The coexistence of comorbidities can be a viable criterion for assessing the severity
of the problem, since depressive manifestations, anxiety, and phobias often
accompany an increase in the intensity of the syndrome. Thus, it is essential to
promote understanding and unconditional acceptance of oneself, reducing the
effects of negative beliefs and encouraging self-mastery to transform failures into

learning opportunities (Rivera et al., 2021).

Singularities of teachers affected by imposter syndrome

Signs of imposter syndrome appear when teachers find it difficult to accept
their success, attributing it to external factors such as chance or luck. This leads to
personal disappointment and fear of being rejected, which jeopardizes their
authenticity in public (Ibrahim et al., 2021).

Teachers affected by the syndrome often rely on artifices such as charm, good
humor, and friendship, and may even use their sexuality to seek approval and
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impress others. This defensive behavior is a response to the fear of rejection and is

an unconscious attempt to avoid disturbing situations in front of colleagues and
students.

Manifestations of the syndrome vary in time and the understanding among
specialists. However, consensus criteria identify the phenomenon, which includes
feelings of unjustified and undeserved success, of being overestimated by peers, and
the constant fear of being regarded as incompetent. It is worth noting that not all
signs occur simultaneously (Ross et al,, 2001).

Affected teachers often have low self-esteem, resulting in intense feelings of
inadequacy. Despite their commitment to their work, these teachers have
perfectionist and unattainable expectations, reinforcing their sense of inadequacy.
Such teachers demonstrate little cooperation with colleagues, focusing excessively
on performance and experiencing emotional distress as a result of their output,
often self-assessed as insufficient (Austin et al., 2009).

Thus, although their success is evident, the affected teachers strongly believe
they are incompetent and constantly compare themselves to their colleagues. They
attribute their success to excessive effort and consider this latter higher than that of
others in achieving similar results, which is a socially dysfunctional analysis (Kelly
etal, 1999). These dysfunctional teachers often aim for professional recognition. At
the beginning of their careers, teachers are usually faced with recognized colleagues,
which leads to constant comparisons and the perception that their talents may not
be exceptional. This comparison drives them to strive for even greater perfection,
setting almost unattainable standards and creating negative feelings of oppression
and continuous frustration (Clance & Imes, 1978).

Therefore, the affected teachers overwork to protect themselves from the
fear of failure (Zanchetta et al, 2020). These teachers, who are worried about
outperforming their colleagues to prevent supposed rejection, avoid taking on
additional responsibilities. They also continue to struggle with fear and self-doubt
even when they achieve their goals. This behavior reinforces the distorted

perception they have of themselves, which they must address.
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The cycle of imposter syndrome

Although the teacher is successful, the cycle of imposter syndrome also
conditions him or her to associate success with anxiety rapidly. In this sense, the
syndrome may be regarded as a "fantasy" based on subjective opinions rather than
concrete facts. Hence, the process is internal and subjective. This cycle is usually
characterized by three main signs: the feeling of deceiving others, the fear of
exposure, and the difficulty in recognizing one’s qualities. This thinking pattern is
characterized as a cycle of unwanted thoughts rather than a misunderstanding of
the situation (Cader et al., 2021).

Despite its recognition, details about imposter syndrome are scarce both for
those who experience it and for those who treat it. Its manifestations are often
mistaken for similar psychological conditions, and its origins and causes are diverse,
occurring at different times of a person’s life. Interestingly, most teachers affected
by this syndrome do not recognize the inadequacy of their behavior (Bravata et al.,
2020). The syndrome cycle often begins with a work task that generates anxiety,
leading to excessive effort toward its conclusion. Affected teachers have their own
ideas of success and high expectations regarding results. They overvalue their work
and set a contrast between real and idealized standards of success (Rivera et al.,
2021).

Usually, the short relief after completing a task is a fleeting feeling. Although
these teachers believe in the results achieved, they do not acknowledge their
abilities. Thus, anxiety intensifies along with doubts about new challenges, so the
cycle restarts and repeats itself after each new achievement. This adverse cycle
creates an intriguing paradox based on the negative self-perception of teachers,
leading to an internal conflict between feeling deceived and seeking recognition.
This tension between confidence and doubt permeates teachers' experience, leading
them to seek constant external validation in order to counterbalance their internal

insecurities (Bernard, Jones & Volpe, 2020).
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Reasons that trigger imposter syndrome in teachers

Editora

There are still debates regarding the origins of imposter syndrome, with
some suggestions that the family environment in childhood, personality traits, and
behavioral reactions may have an influence. Teachers who come from minority or
socially vulnerable backgrounds seem to be more susceptible to these signs.

This higher social exposure may be related to the influence of social
stereotypes in shaping the collective unconscious (Neureiter & Traut-Mattausch,
2016). In particular, teachers from less privileged social backgrounds tend to
intensely seek positive changes in their social position in order to meet family and
social expectations, aiming to gain or keep their affection (Cader et al., 2021).
Moreover, less experienced teachers often underestimate their abilities and are
confronted with doubts from colleagues about their competence. Insecurity can
increase if they feel less competent than others or do not obtain deserved
recognition.

Overall, the manifestations of the syndrome present a variety of individual
characteristics, which are classified into five categories by Leonhardt et al. (2017).
The first type, the Perfectionist one, sets high-standard goals and, even when these
goals are achieved, feels like a failure at any mistake. The second one, the Expert
type, stands out for training hard and accumulating detailed but often irrelevant
information due to a fear of looking stupid. The third type, the Superhuman one, has
difficulty accepting challenges that require effort, associating them with
incompetence. The fourth one, the Soloist type, feels compelled to do everything
alone, avoiding asking for help so as not to admit their incapacity. Finally, the
Natural Genius type, the last category, overloads himself/herself with work to
achieve success in all areas of life, which leads to professional and personal distress
in case of failure.

These profiles illustrate the complexity of the syndrome and its effects on the
individuals' self-esteem and performance, revealing distinct patterns of behavior
(Henning, Ey and Shaw, 1998; Leonhardt et al. 2017). Manifestations of the

syndrome among teachers do not always need to be addressed unless they
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significantly interfere with personal or professional life and do not resolve

themselves naturally.

Conclusions

This academic essay offers a narrative review of the literature, highlighting
the growing interest in the manifestations of imposter syndrome and its
consequences for the professional and personal well-being of teachers. The study
aimed to explore the occurrence of this syndrome to expand knowledge about this
disorder and provide coping strategies. We identified the need for valid tools to
measure the degree of manifestations of the syndrome and to offer appropriate
support. Therefore, the solution to the problem seems to lie in identifying the
syndrome, distinguishing between what is normal or pathological, and redefining
appropriate beliefs in order to face the challenges of life and of a teaching career,

confronting pre-existing conceptions.
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