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The Relationship Between Imposter Syndrome, Household Income, and Level of Education
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Background: Imposter syndrome has been documented in the literature as 
a challenge across all professional fields, for men and women. Imposter 
syndrome is defined as a state of high-performing individuals attributing 
achievements to luck and contingency rather than skill and merit. Those 
experiencing imposter syndrome often live in fear of being exposed as a 
fraud or losing credibility.   
Methods: The current study applies the Literature Matrix Method by 
Judith Garrad to aggregate and synthesize literature for three factors: 
Imposter Syndrome, household income, and educational level. Further, 
inclusion criteria for search terms included publication year (2019-2023), 
document type (Peer-reviewed), and language (English). Database 
searches included ProQuest Central, PubMed, and Google Scholar. 
Results: Initial searches were screened for inclusion criteria with only full-
text articles selected for review. Several articles were excluded due to 
insufficient relevance to the terms: imposter syndrome AND income OR 
educational level. The final pool of articles was added to the Literature 
Matrix and patterns and themes identified to identify potential correlations 
between factors.  
Conclusion: Results indicate further research is needed to understand the 
correlation between education, household income, and imposter syndrome. 
Future research can provide insight into how to provide professional 
development and interventions to mitigate this concerning challenge 
among working professionals.   

Abstract

The term known as imposter syndrome was initially coined by Dr. 
Pauline Clance. Imposter syndrome is defined as a state of high-
performing individuals attributing achievements to luck and contingency 
rather than skill and merit. Imposter syndrome affects both men and 
women in different fields and levels. It has implications for mental 
health, career satisfaction, and advancement. During her findings in 
therapeutic settings, there were observations that those grappling with 
imposter syndrome often experience self-adequacy, fearing that their 
achievements are undeserved and dreading the exposure as fraud.1 
Imposter syndrome has been extensively researched, but its association 
with socioeconomic factors, for instance, household income and 
educational level is undiscovered.  Studying these interrelations is 
important for creating effective actions, interventions, and reinforcement 
mechanisms for people affected by imposter syndrome.2 In this project, 
our objective is to research existing articles on imposter syndrome, 
household income, and educational level, harnessing the Literature 
Matrix Method by Judith Garrad to aggregate and integrate relevant 
research findings. By reviewing the patterns and the interrelationships, 
we pursue identifying potential correlations between imposter syndrome 
and, household income, and educational level.3 Through aggregations 
and synthesizing relevant research findings, we aim to unravel the 
relationships between imposter syndrome, household income, and 
educational level whilst accentuating the need for further research in this 
sphere of intersection. Ultimately, a profound insight of these 
relationships can enlighten the development of effective actions, 
interventions, and reinforcement mechanisms for people affected by 
imposter syndrome and support professional well-being.4

Introduction 

Methods

We propose an extensive study to examine the correlations between 
imposter syndrome and household income and educational levels. 
This preliminary research will be a key step toward the unveiling of 
the roots of imposter syndrome and its interrelation with 
socioeconomic factors. This comprehensive study's research proposal 
will provide an intricate research strategy of incorporating 
quantitative and qualitative approaches. We intend to enhance our 
research methods in the following research week, detect potential 
challenges, and modify our data collection system in the next research 
week. Furthermore, the findings gained from this initial research will 
inform the design and implementation of subsequent larger-scale 
studies.
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Results, Discussion, and Conclusion
Results

The initial searches were screened for inclusion criteria. Several articles 
were excluded due to insufficient relevance to the terms: imposter syndrome 
AND income OR educational level. Only four articles were found that met 
the criteria for inclusion in the study. The results of the Literature Matrix 
Method showed that several factors were significantly associated with 
imposter syndrome (Figure 1). Relating to the study objective, monthly 
family income, mother’s education level, and father’s education level 
were identified as predictors of imposter syndrome in medical school 
students, specifically (Figure 2).5,6 Other factors associated with 
imposter syndrome were low self-esteem, high stress, anxiety, depression, 
and marital status (Figure 2).5,7 Several factors were found to not be 
significantly associated with imposter syndrome: siblings, birth order, 
schooling location, and ward rotation (Figure 3).7 Due to a small 
sample size, the association of imposter syndrome with race/ethnicity 
and parenting style could not be determined (Figure 4).8 The results for 
significance of association between imposter syndrome and gender, GPA, 
and year in school were mixed (Figure 4).5-7

Discussion

This study aimed to investigate the association between imposter syndrome, 
income, and education level by developing a Literature Matrix. Database 
searches revealed a gap in the literature on the association between imposter 
syndrome and income/education level. The few articles that met the 
inclusion criteria for this study showed that family income, mother’s 
education level, and father’s income level were statistically significantly 
associated with imposter syndrome in medical school students.5,6 
Interestingly, the results showed that students suffered from imposter 
syndrome more when their family income was middle or high compared to 
low. While a lower level of father’s education was associated with imposter 
syndrome, a higher level of mother’s education predicted imposter 
syndrome. However, the p-values for these findings were not statistically 
significant.5 One of the limitations of this study was the small sample size of 
articles that met inclusion criteria. Due to the high prevalence of imposter 
syndrome among medical school students, there is a need to raise awareness 
about this phenomenon in public health. Several steps may be taken to 
reduce the burden of imposter syndrome among medical school students, 
such as offering counseling and mentoring services, screening for signs of 
imposter syndrome, prioritizing mental health, and normalizing failure.5-7

Conclusion

Imposter syndrome is complex, multifaceted and needs more research. 
Results indicate further research is needed to understand the correlation 
between education, household income, and imposter syndrome as a 
literature gap exists. Future research can provide insight into how to provide 
professional development and interventions to mitigate this concerning 
challenge among working professionals. 
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The current study applies the Literature Matrix Method by Judith 
Garrad to aggregate and synthesize literature for three factors: 
Imposter Syndrome, household income, and educational level. 
Further, inclusion criteria for search terms included publication year 
(2019-2023), document type (Peer-reviewed), and language 
(English). Database searches included ProQuest Central, PubMed, 
and Google Scholar. Studies were deemed relevant based on meeting 
the inclusion criteria. The articles that met the inclusion criteria were 
added to a literature matrix. The literature matrix was organized 
based on these headlines, theoretical/conceptual framework, research 
question(s)/ hypotheses, methodology, analysis and results, 
conclusions, implications for future research, and implications for 
practice. Quality assessment was performed by evaluating factors 
such as the study design sample size and the method used for data 
collection. The selected studies that met the inclusion criteria were 
organized into a structured format and similar themes and patterns 
were identified. 

Figure 1. Literature Matrix
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