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Abstract  

BIPOC, referring to ethnic minorities, are underrepresented in higher-education and 
workplace environments in the U.S., in comparison to their white counterparts. An inevitable 
effect of working in a white-dominated economy, or learning in a white-dominated education 
system as a minority are feelings of insecurity or self-doubt, traits that correspond with impostor 
syndrome (IP) (Clance and Imes, 1978). Previous research has attributed factors such as family 
environment/parenting style, as well as generational status, race and socioeconomic and as 
determinants of IP.  One goal of our research was to test and examine the correlation between the 
presence of IP and the familial/parental attitudes most pervasive among BIPOC parents: 
authoritarian parenting.  Authoritarian parenting is characterized by low emotional support and 
low positive reinforcement, as well as high restriction, control, and emphasis on achievement. 
These same circumstances have been independently observed in the familial environments of 
impostors. (Li, Hughes, Thu, 2014; Bussotti, 1990; Langford and Clance, 1990). Our secondary 
objective was to see if race, socioeconomic status, or generational status had any significant 
effect on impostor syndrome feelings or parenting style. We conducted a survey (N=53) to see 
whether or not imposter syndrome was higher among BIPOC as opposed to non-BIPOC. The 
implications of our survey, while providing helpful information, was not enough to draw a 
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conclusion about whether or not race was the sole factor of higher rates of imposter syndrome. In 
fact, the results showed that the average scores for each question was relatively similar 
throughout each of the groups, with the exception of ‘African’ and ‘American Indian or Alaskan 
Native’ groups; however, the sample sizes of these two groups were not large enough to come up 
with a plausible conclusion. 

 
Literature Review 

The term BIPOC, an umbrella term for black people, indigenous people, and other people 
of color, has been ingrained into our vocabularies synonymous with words such as 
‘marginalized,’ and ‘minority.’ In the U.S., “BIPOC” hovers over the major minority groups as 
follows: African Americans (13.4%), Native Americans ( 1.3%), Hispanics (18.5%), and Asians 
( 5.9%). (Linares, 2015), (Census.gov, 2019).  This is compared to the 60.1% of non-Hispanic, 
white people that make up the rest of the U.S population. (Census.gov, 2019).  

Prevalent areas of which BIPOC are underrepresented are in school, higher-education, 
and professional environments. A study done by the Council of Graduate Schools found that 
minorities are underrepresented in higher-education institutions; for example, ethnic minorities 
comprised of only 21.4% of graduate education enrollment in 2006, 12% of which earned a 
research doctorate degree, while 10% specifically earned a STEM doctorate (Council of 
Graduate Schools, 2009). Additionally, it was found in 2010 that despite increased educational 
achievements of racial/ethnic minority groups over the decades, less than 4% of Fortune 500 (the 
top 500 richest, most prestigious companies in the U.S.) CEO positions were occupied by 
African Americans and Hispanics combined, while 90% of CEO positions were filled by white 
men. This same study indicated that African- American management in U.S. companies barely 
increased from 3% in 1985 to 3.3% in 2014 (Flory et. al, 2018 ). One undeniable effect of such 
underrepresentation of BIPOC in professional environments is reluctance to join a minimally 
diverse environment or workplace (Flory et. al 2018), or self-doubt, or a lack of sense of 
belonging in white-dominated higher-achievement fields. In correspondence to our research, this 
self-doubt is inflicted by the impostor syndrome. 

Impostor syndrome (IP), coined by psychologists Pauline Clance and Suzanne Imes, is 
the belief that one’s academic/professional accomplishments are not due to their own capability, 
such as skill or intellect, but rather external factors, such as luck, effort, and receiving help from 
others. Thus, impostors paint themselves as intellectual frauds, and have fears that people will 
discover their underlying “lack of talent” and “phoniness.” (Clance and Imes, 1978). Traits 
repeatedly observed in impostors include undermining their own performance despite 
high-achievement (Clance, 1985; Want and Kleitman, 2006; Sakulku and Alexander, 2011) ; 
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secretly desiring to be the best compared to their peers (Clance, 1985); possessing perfectionist 
tendencies while also setting impossibly high self-expectations of success (Clance, 1985; Imes & 
Clance, 1984; Sakulku and Alexander, 2011) ; possessing fear of failure and shame (Clance, 
1985; Clance and O‟Toole, 1988; Sakulku and Alexander 2011); procrastinating or overworking 
corresponding to having difficulty accepting and internalizing praise (Clance, 1985;  Chae et al., 
1995; Harvey, 1981; Thompson et al., 1998; Topping & Kimmel, 1985; Sakulku and Alexander 
2011); and concerning over others’ impressions of them, thus taking on a false identity to meet 
social expectations. (Clance, 1985; Sakulku and Alexander, 2011), (For a better understanding of 
IP, see Figure 1. The Impostor Cycle.) These traits of impostorism correlate with broader 
psychological stressors, such as depression and anxiety (Sakulku and Alexander, 2011). The 
scientific literature has classified impostorism in a spectrum of demographics, varying in gender 
(Bussotti, 1990; Langford, 1990; Topping, 1983; Sakulku and Alexander 2011), culture (Chae, 
Piedmont, Estadt, and Wicks, 1995 ; Clance, Dingman, Reviere, and Stober, 1995); Sakulku and 
Alexander 2011), occupations (including students), and age; approximately 70% of people will 
experience impostorism at some point of their life (Gravois, 2007; Sakulku and Alexander 2011). 
In addition, the literature has attributed a multitude of causes to impostorism. Most notably in 
our research, family dynamics/parenting attitudes and socioeconomic/generational circumstances 
are significant factors of IP. Thus, the objective in our research is to examine the causes of 
impostor syndrome, namely family environment/parental attitudes exposed to in childhood and 
socioeconomic and generational status, in BIPOC in school and professional environments. 
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Figure 1. The Impostor Cycle (Clance, 1985), (Salkulku and Alexander, 2011). Impostors are first assigned 

an achievement-related task, which leads to anxiety, self doubt, and/or worry; impostors either over prepare or 

procrastinate on the task; once the task is completed, they will feel a temporary burst of relief, meanwhile 

discounting any positive feedback by attributing their success to effort or luck; the feeling of relief dissipates 

eventually, and impostors will begin to feel like frauds, they will doubt themselves, and may begin to feel depressed 

or anxious. The cycle repeats.  

 

 

Familial and Parenting Dynamics 
Family dynamics in early childhood has strongly correlated with the development of IP. 

Research done by M-H. Chayer and T. Bouffard (2010) has suggested that impostor feelings 
were present in students as young as 10-12 years old, examined through the use of social 
comparison, an intrinsic tool to measure self-competence, goals, aspirations, and helps establish 
normal expectations in terms of behavior, conduct, and ability. (Chayer and Bouffard, 2010). 
Social comparison is how one identifies with people of higher achievement or lower 
achievement. Results of this study showed that 80% of the participants, 10-12 year old late 
elementary school students, experienced IP; this suggests that IP is present in childhood. These 
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impostor children had tendencies of contrasting themselves from highly capable peers, 
identifying with less-capable peers, and some contrasted from less-capable peers. However, the 
impostor children in this study did not show signs of upwards identification.  

Clance (1985) suggested that the common characteristics of impostors’ families include: 
1) priority of intelligence and success, 2), lack of positive reinforcement,  3) disparity between 
feedback received from the family versus feedback received from the outside world, and 4) 
perceptions of impostors that their interests and talents deviate from their family’s interests and 
talents. Further research suggests that the families of those who have IP positively correlated 
with characteristics such as conflict and control, and negatively correlated with traits such as 
cohesion and expressiveness (Bussotti, 1990). In other words, it is suggested that impostors come 
from families that lack emotional support; enforce a high level of control on behavior; and 
experience a significant amount of conflict (Langford, Clance, 1993). Additionally Li, Hughes, 
and Thu (2014) found that a lack in parental care- that is, warmth, emotional support, and 
positive affection- positively correlated with impostor feelings in a sample of 
undergraduate/graduate students, and parental overprotection- control and restriction- was 
positively correlated with impostor syndrome as well. Impostors who develop around such 
family dynamics may develop distorted perceptions of achievement and distorted methods on 
how to handle failure and success. (Thompson, 2004). Because of the lack of typical positive 
reinforcement, impostors may also work excessively hard in order to win their parents affection 
(Langford and Clance, 1993).   

Low emotional support (i.e. limited praise or positive reinforcement towards the child) 
and high standards of achievement through control (ie. expecting the child to fulfill the interests 
they have for the child) (Li, Hughes, and Thu 2014) are characteristics of authoritarian parenting 
(Leung and Kwan, 1998). Although parenting styles and familial care are individualized among 
people, for the purpose of relaying back to the cultural/ethnic connection to impostor syndrome, 
we categorize certain familial styles to their prevalence in BIPOC cultures/ethnicities.  

Previous studies that examined parenting styles among various ethnic/cultural groups in 
the U.S. found that European American (white) parents were more likely to employ the 
authoritative parenting style, in which children are encouraged to be open about their feelings, 
honest, and autonomous; authoritative parents are also more responsive to their children, using a 
high rate of language with their child and responding quickly to crying infant. On the other hand, 
BIPOC- including Asian American, Hispanic, and African American parents are more likely to 
employ authoritarian parenting style, which underscores control, obedience, family obligation, 
respect to authority, and emphasizes achievement in their children at a greater rate than European 
Americans. To compare parental styles among five diverse ethnic groups in the U.S., namely 
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European Americans, African Americans, Hispanics, Asian Americans, and Asian Indians, 
Jumbunthan, Burts, and Pierce (2000) used the Adolescent-Adult Parenting Inventory (AAPI, 
Bavolek, 1984), which has four subscales: a) Role Reversal: reversing parent-child familial roles 
(i.e. children are obligated to comfort and care for their parents); b) Empathy: lack of empathetic 
awareness and sensitivity towards the child’s feelings; c) Developmental Expectations: 
inappropriate, impractical expectations of children (i.e. children should be able to talk before one 
year old); and d) Corporal Punishment: strong parental beliefs in using physical, corporal 
punishment as a way to discipline their children (i.e. the use of spanking). Results showed that 
Asian American, Asian Indian, African American mothers were more likely to reverse roles with 
their children and have less empathetic awareness for their children than European Americans 
and Hispanics. Asian American, Asian Indian, African American and Hispanic mothers all had 
inappropriate expectations of their children’s development. Asian American and African 
American mothers favored the use of corporal punishment more than European American and 
Hispanic mothers. (Jumbunthan, Burts, and Pierce, 2000). In addition, Lansford et. al. (2012) 
found that African American and Latin American parents had more authoritarian attitudes 
towards parenting in comparison to European Americans, who had more progressive attitudes 
towards parenting- that is, increased sensitivity towards the child’s thoughts and opinions, 
increased individualism, increased behavioral autonomy, and equality within the parent-child 
relationship. Overall, there seems to be a strong trend of BIPOC parents’ large emphasis on 
obedience, control, familial obligation, and smaller emphasis on sensitivity towards their child’s 
emotional needs, compared to European Americans. As mentioned earlier, these authoritarian 
parenting traits, such as lack of warmth, emotional support, and positive affection, and presence 
of parental control and restriction (Bussotti, 1990), (Li, Hughes, Thu, 2014) have been strongly 
correlated with IP in the scientific literature. However, ethnicity may not be the best predictor of 
parenting style, as previous research has suggested. Other factors, such as socioeconomic status 
(SES) and Generational Status, may also be significant. 

 

  

Generational & Socioeconomic Status 
Generational Status refers to the place of birth of an individual or an individual’s parents . 

First generation children, as defined by the US Census,  have two forgien born parents, 12.9% of 
the legal US population meets this criteria (Trevelyan, Edward, et al 2019). Research suggests 
that both first generation college students, and students that are the first in their family to attend 
college experience IP at a higher rate in comparison to their second and third generation 

 
 

International Socioeconomics Laboratory Pages 1-17 2020. All Rights Reserved            Page 6 

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.4310477


 
 
Across The Spectrum of Socioeconomics  
Volume 1 Issue 2 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.4310477  
 
 
counterparts (Bridgette J. Peteet, et al. 2015). A study done by Grace Kao and Lindsay R. 
Taggart found that first generation students have slightly higher rates of IP while generally 
having a higher overall grade point average (GPA) compared to other generations ,with the 
exception of Hispanics. Hispanic students had a reverse effect, students had an overall increase 
in GPA over generations. This suggests that higher academic performance has no significant 
bearing on a student's level of IP across BIPOC.The first generation groups at the biggest social 
disadvantage are Asians and Hispanics, a language barrier impedes these groups of resources. 
Generational status also affects the social emotional status of first generation students due to lack 
of parental knowledge and comfortability with school institutions . First generation parents are 
less likely to be directly involved in their child's personal and academic life due to their lack of 
understanding of American culture and intuitions.(Kao & Taggart 2007) 

Data obtained from The US Census Bureau depicts that first generation citizens are less 
likely to have a higher level of educational attainment (Figure 2). First generation students have 
higher highschool dropout rates in comparison to to second and third generation students. This 
lower amount of academic achievement can be linked more closely to race and socioeconomic 
status. Previous studies show no significant link between generational status ,when controlled for 
gender and SES, and feelings of IP (Kao & Taggart 2007; Perreira, et al. 2006). The significance 
of generational status lies in the familial, economic, and identity stressors it introduces.  

 
        Figure 2 
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Data shows that low socioeconomic status has a significant impact on education 
attainment and academic success. The groups that suffer most from poverty are BIPOC 
households. Hispanic and Black households have the lowest median salaries in the United States, 
USD 51,450 and USD 41,361 respectively (Figure 3). These groups in addition to American 
Indian/ Alaskan Native people also have the highest percent of minors in poverty compared to 
any other racial group (Figure 4). 

Being of a lower SES puts children at a systemic disadvantage. Lower-SES university 
students feel less involved and integrated in the university community. This may contribute to 
feelings of incompetency and fears of being exposed as a fraud (i.e., imposturous feelings).Low 
SES Students also tend to have more responsibilities and higher stress levels compared to those 
of High SES students. Students with low SES also experience higher levels of stress when they 
are in friendships with students of a higher SES. These friendships served as reminders of their 
underprivileged status. Students with less friends of a higher SES have less imposturous 
feelings.There is also an inverse effect from students of a higher socioeconomic status.High SES 
students with a large number of Low SES friendships also tend to gain a sense of superiority 
furthering the imposturous feelings of their Low SES counterparts (MacInnis et al., 2019). While 
race itself is not a direct causal factors of IP, certain racial groups are linked to lower SES which 
does cause factors of IP . 

 

 
Figure 3 
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Figure 4 (Brey 2019). The figure above shows the percent of children under 18  

years of age in poverty by race. 
 

Materials & Methods: 

In order to determine if there is a higher rate of impostor syndrome amongst BIPOC, we 
formulated a survey using Google Forms. The survey consists of 3 sections. These sections 
consist of: 

General Information - This section asks questions about the individuals as a whole. It is 
aimed at getting a feel for the participants education level, sex, generational status (optional), 
and most importantly, race/ethnicity. This will drive the bulk of our results; it will serve as the 
basis for our study by determining members of the BIPOC Community. 

Childhood Information - This section consists of two questions; parenting style and 
household income. Parental style is divided into four categories (which are displayed in the form 
for clarity); permissive, uninvolved, authoritative, and authoritarian. They are assorted based on 
responsiveness and demandingness. 

Permissive - A permissive parenting style, on the outside, is what many children desire; it 
is the parents who are forever loving of their children and accepting of their children. They do 
not hold their children to unreasonably high expectations and do avoid setting overbearing rules. 
As a result however, permissive parents show high levels of leniency and frequently avoid 
confrontation. They are under the subgroup of high responsiveness, but low demanding. 
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Authoritative - Authoritative parents have incredibly high standards for their children, 
however, they are very encouraging and do their best to aid their children every step of the way. 
However, authoritative parents may exercise their powers too much to the point where it feels as 
if it is assertive. They do come to the realization when they get out of hand, and ultimately end 
up trying to reconcile with their children for being overtly overbearing. 

Authoritarian - Not to be confused with authoritative parents; authoritarian parents are 
rather demanding, but unlike authoritative parents, they are less likely to be responsive. They set 
high expectations and do not think to lower the bar even if they see their children struggle. 
Instead, they resort to punishment as a means of discipline. Children with authoritarian parents 
may find that their parents are unavailable in times of need or emotional comfort 

Uninvolved - Uninvolved parents are the exact kind of parents the name implies. They are 
often absent throughout much of their child’s life, and even if they are there, they choose to 
distance themselves from their children. They fail to invest ample time for their children, and as 
a result, the children end up feeling neglected. The neglect these children face can have serious 
implications on their social, emotional, and even physical life. 
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Household Income: The participants are asked to select in what range their household 
income falls in. This can serve as a variable that can be used in a regression analysis test. Wealth 
can serve to be a very prevalent factor in the extent to which people suffer from impostor 
syndrome. It is expected that those with higher incomes would be less likely to display signs of 
impostor syndrome, because they have access to a wider range of materials and resources that 
can aid them in their ability to perform their capabilities. However, this is not a guaranteed 
conclusion, and far from; people with high income may very well suffer from impostor 
syndrome, as the signs of impostor syndrome appear to be the direct result of more subjective 
behaviors and reasons rather than factors such as wealth. 
The Impostor Syndrome Test - The final section of the test are the impostor syndrome questions 
themselves. Impostor syndrome is the psychological onset where an individual doubts their own 
capabilities and has a pessimistic attitude regarding themselves.These questions will assess the 
extent to which BIPOC and non-BIPOC members suffer from aspects of impostor syndrome. 
The questions are asked on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being not at all true, and 5 being very true (3 
being neutral). The participants’ answer to these questions will ultimately determine whether our 
hypothesis ends up being true or false. 
 

The participants will answer the survey section by section. The first section present is the 
general information section. They will then transition into the childhood information section 
before ultimately finishing with the impostor syndrome test itself. The data from the survey will 
then be compiled into a series of graphs and charts and analyzed to see whether or not there is a 
significant difference between impostor syndrome in BIPOC and non-BIPOC. 
Note: In the survey , participants were asked to identify their race , in which data was collected 
from : Black/African Americans and American Indian or Alaskan native. We have decided that 

not enough data was 
collected from these two 
groups to correlate certain 
points but the data is to the 
left （Below is the race of 
partcipants) 
Black or African American 

(N=1) 

American Indian or Alaska 

Native(N=1) 

White (N=21) 
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Asian (N=23) 

Two or more races (N=7) 

Total (N=53) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Results/Data Analysis  

After analyzing a graph of race versus average Impostor Syndrome scores, results show 
that race alone is not enough to determine why impostor syndrome exists within a certain race 
group. For most categories, the average answer for the impostor syndrome questions across all 
three categories is approximately 4, with some questions being slightly above or below (i.e. “I 
tend to remember the incidents in which I have not done my best more than those times I have 
done my best.” and “Sometimes I feel or believe that my success in my life or in my job has been 
the result of some kind of error,” respectively). One interesting feature of the graph lies in the 
average scores for the question “I often compare my ability to those around me and think they 
may be more intelligent than I am.” For white people, the average answer was close to 3, while 
for Asians and those of a mixed race, the average answer was nearly up by an entire point. 
Taking into consideration a factor such as parenting style can tell us more about this. For the 
white respondents, their reported parenting style varied between the four options (authoritarian, 
authoritative, permissive, and uninvolved). In contrast, the majority of responses from our asian 
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and two or more races respondents were nearly authoritarian or authoritative. Authoritative and 
authoritarian parents are more likely to set the bar high for their children, and an aspect that rises 
from such an expectation is the frequent comparison of their own children to someone else's, 
which in turn would lead these children to compare themselves to others on their own. It is 
plausible to expect the impact of parenting style to affect a child’s perception of themselves 
compared to another to be to such a large extent because children often carry on the experiences 
and the implications of the environment they were raised in as they grow up. Growing up is 
where the majority of a child’s development occurs to begin with. Another point to look at is for 
the question “Sometimes I feel or believe that my success in my life or in my job has been the 
result of some kind of error ”. In all three groups, this question was either number 1 or 2 for the 
lowest average score.(2.5, 2.8,3.2 respectively) However, when we look at a similar question, “ 
At times, I feel that my success is due to some kind of luck” the average score for this one is a 
little bit higher(3.2, 3.6,3.2 respectively). The fact that the spread in between groups is not big 
suggests that the belief is luck over error; although the definition  of luck may vary from person 
to person, it shows people's interpretation of IP is more leaned on luck. 
 
 
Discussion 

No study is expected to be perfect, and ours is no exception. After all, that is what drives 
the basis of the conduction of a study; always trying to fill in the gaps and try to answer the 
unanswered from the works of others. One issue with our study was the sample size, most 
notably the fact that our samples were not large enough to represent a larger population. Our 
survey featured answers from only 2 African American individuals, and 1 American Indian or 
Alaskan Native individual. While the data of these 3 individuals is important to take into 
consideration when addressing our question, it is not enough for us to use it to make a 
generalization about a larger ‘African American’ or ‘American Indian or Alaskan Native’ 
population as a whole. Additionally, given the times, it became difficult to do any sort of real 
statistical analysis using programs such as SPSS or JASP due to lack of resources which we 
primarily had access to through our institutions. 

It was hypothesized that impostor syndrome would be higher amongst BIPOC individuals 
more so than non-BIPOC individuals. Unfortunately, there is not enough data or information that 
could allow us to come to this conclusion. There are more factors than just race that play into 
impostor syndrome. We tried to assess and take into account factors such as parenting style and 
household income, but there are most definitely more factors that can be discovered and 
classified as confounding variables.  
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An unpredicted result from our surveys show that across whites, asians, and people of 
two or more races, they unanimously scored an average of 3 or less for the question of “I rarely 
do a project or task as well as I’d like to do it.” While parenting style can most definitely be a 
cause of such a low score for this question ,there may very well be other factors to consider as 
well, and as a result, provide other confounding factors that may be helpful to investigate when 
doing a future study. For example, researchers can take a look at how the environment at 
SCHOOL can affect the results of an individual’s impostor syndrome scores. 

Another surprising result was the disparity in scores for each question of the IP for the 
‘African American’ and ‘American Indian or Alaskan Native.’ For each question, the answers 
had been either on the higher end (high 4 to 5) or on the lower end (1 to mid 3). As to why these 
results turned out the way they did, we unfortunately did not have a large enough sample to draw 
a conclusion. However, it is most definitely worth looking into and focusing on if another study 
on the same basis is to be conducted. Even though we do not have enough information to 
generalize/confirm this, it is possible that the reason for these results has to do with either high or 
low expectations from the environment(s) in which they grew up in. High expectations may 
encourage higher scores as parents foster cognitive responses from their children that would 
result in them expressing self-doubt; the opposite may be expected for low expectations. 

Looking over our results in a general sense, it is important to note that the majority of 
responses to the impostor syndrome test were on the higher end (3-5). This goes to show that 
impostor syndrome is very much a prominent issue within modern society and specifically the 
modern generation. The high scores can serve as an indicator of the lack of cognizance to mental 
health, as most of these questions assess/provide implication for a participant’s mental health. 
Our results can be used as part of a greater study to tackle the issue of mental health, which is 
one of the most prominent topics up for discussion and analysis as of now. More and more 
people need to be aware of the fact that mental health is just as important as physical and social 
health; the issue is that it is hardly taught in school, as it is often relegated to just “seek out your 
guidance counselor.” We hope that our study can promote the teaching of mental health on a 
much larger scale. 

Steps to further our research would include surveying a much larger sample of a 
population in order to better grasp impostor syndrome among BIPOC and non-BIPOC and to 
truly narrow down on some of the root causes. If the survey route is to be taken again, it would 
be beneficial to further narrow the choices for race. For example, dividing ‘Asians’ into different 
subsets (i.e Southeast Asian, East Asian, etc.) and the inclusion of other races such as 
Hispanic/Latinx. We could also look into how the attitude and behaviors of peers may affect the 
scores of the impostor syndrome. Peers and friends play significant roles in the growth and 
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development of a child, whether it is for the betterment of them as individuals or for the worse. 
Regardless of how they impact the individual, there is most definitely an impact, and these 
impacts can cause the impostor syndrome results to vary between individuals.  
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