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The impostor phenomenon (IP) is a feeling of incompetence 
despite evidence of competence. In addi� on to feelings of 
intellectual phoniness, impostor feelings are o� en accom-
panied by anxiety, depression, and psychological distress. 
Impostor feelings arise most frequently when encounter-
ing new challenges and when feeling like an outsider within 
your peer group or discipline; as such, IP has been well-doc-
umented in college students across many disciplines. IP has 
yet to be studied in the context of architecture educa� on, 
where unique addi� onal challenges may exacerbate impos-
tor feelings; challenges confronted during the design process, 
frequent and public cri� ques and reviews, the compe� � ve 
and compara� ve atmosphere, the overwhelming array of 
skills and knowledge to acquire, and demanding workloads 
may contribute to feelings of incompetence, even if evidence 
of competence exists. If architecture students suff er from IP, 
it is impera� ve that these issues be addressed as we strive 
to make the academy and the profession more humane and 
inclusive. The design studio experience is for learning how to 
design as both a crea� ve process AND a healthy, sustainable 
prac� ce – in academic and future professional life.

The purpose of this study was to discover whether fi rst year 
design students iden� fy with impostor characteris� cs, and 
if so, whether their IP feelings grow or diminish over the 
course of the semester. The Clance Imposter Phenomenon 
Scale (CIPS) was used to study the incidence of IP in fi rst 
semester design studio. Most students surveyed were found 
to experience either “moderate,” “frequent,” or “intense” 
impostor feelings. The paper presents these fi ndings and 
explores methods of lessening the impact of IP in the design 
studio through dialogue, building trust, reaching out to social 
networks from outside the studio, giving feedback which 
helps students a� ribute success to their abili� es, and helping 
students learn to self-validate. 

THE IMPOSTOR PHENOMENON
The imposter phenomenon (IP) was fi rst iden� fi ed by 
clinical psychologists Clance and Imes in a 1978 study of high-
achieving women, many of whom felt a sense of intellectual 
phoniness. The study found that those experiencing IP believe 
that they are “really not bright and have fooled anyone who 
thinks otherwise and o� en a� ribute their success to external 
factors, even in the presence of evidence to refute this belief”.1

Parkman describes the impostor phenomenon as an “inability 
to accurately self-assess with regard to performance” which 
leads suff erers to deal with the resul� ng anxiety and stress 
by “working longer, working harder and seeking perfec� on.”2

Though IP relates to both depression and social anxiety, has 
been dis� nguished as a separate construct.3

“I feel so emo� onally drained, without any confi dence 
in my ability.”

—Anonymous Student Respondant, Architects’ Journal’s 
2016 Annual Student Survey

In 2016, Parkman’s comprehensive review of studies of IP in 
higher educa� on found the phenomenon to be pervasive in 
university students, staff , and faculty as well as detrimental 
to both individual and organiza� onal health. Parkman asserts 
that, “there is enough documenta� on to support the integra-
� on of programming on campus and refl ec� on upon how 
the academy feeds [the impostor phenomenon].”4 In college 
students, IP has been found to posi� vely correlate with anxi-
ety, depression, psychological distress, and minority student 
status stress.5

While research shows that college campuses feed the impostor 
phenomenon, there has yet to be a study of IP in architecture 
educa� on. Considering the growing body of research on the 
detrimental eff ects of architectural educa� on on student 
mental health, IP in this context deserves examina� on.  

IP + ARCHITECTURE EDUCATION
Since Clance and Imes’ ini� al study on high achieving women, 
IP has been studied and iden� fi ed in a variety of se�  ngs across 
demographic groups. Evidence now suggests that sex is not a 
determining factor of IP, however, IP has been found to occur 
more frequently in those who are racial and/or gender minori-
� es in their disciplines.6 IP also appears to be more prevalent 
in individuals who are encountering new challenges.7  This 
makes the issue of IP par� cularly relevant to college students. 
Emerging adults experiencing IP are “caught in a cycle in which 
they require external sources of valida� on (e.g., praise, com-
parisons to the performance of others) to feel competent, 
and yet, when they receive such valida� on, they engage in 
discredi� ng behaviors that prevent them from internalizing 
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it.”8 IP characteris� cs have been found to be prevalent among 
undergraduate, graduate, and PhD students alike, and o� en 
most intensely aff ects high-achieving students, students 
whose parents emphasize high achievement,9 fi rst-genera� on 
college students,10 students enrolled in highly selec� ve univer-
si� es,11 and students who are minori� es of some kind in their 
disciplines or in the university at large.12

While the transi� on to university life is challenging for all col-
lege students, the educa� onal environment of the architecture 
studio can present unique addi� onal challenges which could 
exacerbate impostor feelings. Frequent and public cri� ques 
and reviews, an overwhelming array of skills and knowledge 
to acquire, demanding workloads, and cliquish studio cohorts 
all contribute to a compe� � ve, compara� ve atmosphere in the 
design studio. The design process itself presents challenges; 
much knowledge required to create architecture is experience-
based and remains tacit, crea� ng a steep and o� en frustra� ng 
learning curve. Risking failure in front of peers and professors 
can be uncomfortable for most and excrucia� ng for others. 

These condi� ons may lead many students to frequently 
ques� on their fi tness to pursue a degree in architecture. 
While racial and gender diversity is improving in architectural 
schools, a� ri� on rates remain low, indica� ng a con� nued need 
for improved support. Furthermore, the commonality of high 
rates of stress, anxiety, and depression among architecture 
students is deeply disturbing and cannot be ignored. Impostor 
feelings can cloud objec� ve cri� cal thinking, foster self-doubt 

and unhealthy work prac� ces (“sleep is for the weak”) and 
exacerbate mental health issues. Semester a� er semester as 
the stakes get higher, the mental and physical health impacts 
can become increasingly crushing and dire.13 Le�  unad-
dressed, these habits of work and mind follow students into 
the profession.

In design studios, the “symptoms” of IP are anecdotally and 
sta� s� cally evident. If architecture students are found to suf-
fer from the impostor phenomenon, architecture educators 
should be armed with the tools to respond.

TESTING FOR IP IN A DESIGN STUDIO
The purpose of the study was to discover whether fi rst year 
design students iden� fy with impostor characteris� cs, and if 
they do, whether IP feelings grow or diminish over the course 
of the semester. Test par� cipants were design students in a 
fi rst semester design studio class for architecture, interior 
design, and industrial design majors. In this design founda� ons 
course, projects are not discipline specifi c and the emphasis 
is on learning how to design through a process of itera� on. 

First semester design students were asked to complete the 
Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale (CIPS)14 test, a 20-item 
survey developed by a clinical psychologist to measure the 
frequency and intensity of impostor feelings in individuals. 
For each item, par� cipants select how strongly they iden� fy 
with a statement rela� ng to impostor feelings on a Likert-type 
scale, ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very true.) The sum 

Figure 1: CIPS Test Results in a First Year First Semester Design Studio, Week 3, Copyright 2019, Sarah Young. 
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of these scores yields a total score; the higher a person scores, 
the more frequently and intensely IP experiences interfere 
with their life. The CIPS tests for 3 overall dimensions of IP: 
concern about intelligence and ability, feelings that accom-
plishments are due to chance or error, and the inability to 
accept good performance or acknowledge praise.15

Par� cipa� on in the study was voluntary and anonymous to 
protect students’ privacy. Since the study was being con-
ducted by their teacher, the teacher le�  the room during 
the 15-minute survey period to protect students’ anonym-
ity and remove pressure to unwillingly par� cipate. Students 
could choose to withdraw from the study and refrain from 
answering any ques� ons for any � me and for any reason. 
At the � me this paper was wri� en, the CIPS test had been 
given twice, with the inten� on of being given three � mes 
over the course of a semester. The fi rst test was adminis-
tered during the third week of class, the second during the 
eleventh week, and the third will be given during the fi nal 
week of the semester.

WEEK 3 CIPS TEST RESULTS
36 out of 50 students enrolled in the course (72% of the class) 
par� cipated in the fi rst CIPS test in Week 3 of the semes-
ter. Results showed that many students surveyed iden� fi ed 
with impostor characteris� cs to some degree, with 91.6% 
of students repor� ng moderate to intense IP feelings. 8.3% 
of students received a score of 40 or less (few IP character-
is� cs.) 41.6% of students scored between 41-60 (moderate 

IP characteris� cs.) 41.6% of students scored between 61-80 
(frequent IP characteris� cs.) 8.3% of students received 
a score of 81-100 (intense IP characteris� cs.) As fi rst year 
college students, these results could be due in part to the 
par� cipants adjus� ng to life in college, or they could be 
indica� ve of anxiety created by the new environment of the 
design studio. Regardless of the cause, the results show that 
most students surveyed feel like impostors some� mes, and 
exactly 50% felt like impostors either frequently or intensely. 
Of the 20 test items, those which received the highest 
average scores were items related to concern about intel-
ligence and ability.

WEEK 11 CIPS TEST RESULTS
The second test, conducted in Week 11 of the semester, had 
fewer student par� cipants, with 29 of 43 enrolled students 
par� cipa� ng (67% of the class). There are a few factors 
which could explain the slightly lowered level of par� cipa-
� on. Some students withdrew from the class between the 
fi rst and second CIPS tests. Others chose to con� nue working 
on their projects instead of par� cipa� ng in the study that 
day. Others may not have been interested in con� nuing to 
par� cipate for personal reasons. The results showed that of 
students surveyed, 89.7% experienced moderate to intense 
IP characteris� cs. 10.3% of students scored 40 or less (few 
IP feelings.) 31.0% of students scored between 41-60 (mod-
erate IP feelings.) 44.8% of students scored between 61-80 
(frequent IP feelings.) 13.7% of students received a score of 
81-100 (intense IP feelings.) 

Figure 2: CIPS Test Results in a First Year First Semester Design Studio, Week 3, Copyright 2019, Sarah Young. 
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Superfi cially, the results could indicate an increase in impostor 
characteris� cs between the fi rst test in Week 3 of the semester 
and second test in Week 11. Due to the voluntary and anony-
mous nature of the test and slightly diminished par� cipa� on in 
an already small sample, results are inconclusive as to whether 
impostor feelings have grown, diminished , or remained constant 
over the course of the semester. However, results are clear that 
many of design students surveyed con� nued to iden� fy strongly 
with impostor characteris� cs. As in the fi rst test, the items which 
received the highest average scores were those related to con-
cern about intelligence and ability. This fi nding suggests the use 
of altered tac� cs in the design studio to combat these feelings.

TACKLING IP IN THE DESIGN STUDIO
The following are strategies for tackling IP in the design 
studio gleaned through research and discussion during the 
conference presenta� on. Many of the strategies discussed 
are concerned with “so�  skills” in design and design teach-
ing. Through these means, a studio culture that is produc� ve, 
crea� ve, and rigorous as well as healthy, refl ec� ve, and sup-
por� ve can be cul� vated.

Star� ng a Dialogue: Talk IS ac� on. One eff ec� ve means of learn-
ing to cope with IP is to hear peers and mentors discuss it from 
their own experience. Research shows that learning about IP 
through taking a survey like the CIPS can be relieving in itself.16

Alongside simple awareness of IP, in architecture educa� on it 
is important to create a culture where students feel they can 
talk about failure and mistakes, as this makes students who 
feel like impostors more likely to reach out for help when they 
need it.17 This means encouraging students discuss the diffi  cul-
� es they are encountering, not in a support program, but at 
the site where the angst occurs - in the studio. By breaking 
taboo and discussing IP in class, otherwise isolated students 
can be empowered to seek support. Furthermore, conversa-
� ons in which par� cipants can be vulnerable build trust. 

Building Trust: Acquisi� on of tacit design knowledge requires 
learners to take risks and leaps of faith that require trust: trust 
in the educator, trust in the system, and trust in the process. 
By engaging in discussions about failure and mistakes as a 
par� cipant rather than moderator, trust can be built between 
teachers and students. Knowing that mentors and fi gures they 
look up to also struggle with impostor feelings can help stu-
dents feel less isolated and provide needed perspec� ve.18  For 
students to trust the system of the design studio, transparency 
should be promoted and promises kept. S� cking to set dead-
lines, developing grading criteria that can be easily understood 
by students, and providing feedback which relates to those 
criteria can give students a foothold on a path that may seem 
treacherous at fi rst. Finally, for students to trust the process 
enough to take the leaps of faith involved in acquiring tacit 
design knowledge, educators must a� empt to understand the 
project a student is trying to achieve to the same degree as a 
student is trying to understand what is expected of them. 

Bolstering Social Support: A recent study found that 
students who struggled with IP o� en felt worse if they 
“reached in” to other students within their major” for social 
support.19 Conversely, students felt their impostor feelings 
reduce if they “reached out” to support systems outside 
of their classrooms. Reaching outside of the discipline for 
support allows students to “understand themselves more 
holis� cally rather than being so focused on what they felt 
they lacked in just one area.”20 Furthermore, architecture 
students frequently rely on each other (“the only ones who 
understand”) for emo� onal support, which can place an 
uninten� onal burden on classmates who have enough to 
manage on their own. Rather than create a situa� on where 
students remain in isola� on for much of the semester, giving 
students a break and explicitly encouraging them to catch 
up with friends and family could go a long way towards 
helping students cope, both with IP and the pressures of 
studio in general. Addi� onally, while a great deal of bonding 
takes place in studio cohorts, studios can be cliquish and 
leave some individuals on the outside. On a larger scale, 
studio cohorts and architecture programs o� en become 
larger cliques within the university. On one hand, this can 
lead to a strong sense of community, but on the other it can 
create isolated microcosms in which architecture students 
feel apart from other university students. This can make 
architecture students less likely to take advantage of health 
and wellness or social programming designed for the stu-
dent body at large. One way to mediate this in the design 
studio is to seek opportuni� es to involve students in inter-
disciplinary or community-based projects in which they can 
share their unique exper� se. Interac� ng with others who 
have specialized knowledge can help students validate their 
own knowledge as well as develop social networks outside 
of the architecture studio. 

Aiding Self-Attribution: A common feeling among IP suf-
ferers is that their success can be attributed either to luck 
or to the help they have received. These feelings can be 
combated through feedback that helps students attri-
bute success to their acquired knowledge and abilities. 
During a critique it is important to validate that a design 
project is not only good, but that the student has learned 
something to make it so. This acknowledgement makes a 
student’s tacit, personal knowledge explicit and can bolster 
self-confidence in their abilities. Another issue related to 
self-attribution is that students who feel like impostors may 
believe that their project is only good because of the feed-
back they received from their teacher. In our discussion at 
this year’s conference, a presentation attendee addressed 
this confusion of ownership, saying that he often tells stu-
dents that, “advice is given to you, if you take it, it’s yours.” 
This makes the transfer of knowledge from educator to stu-
dent clearer to the student. It is important to remember 
that transfer is authetic only when a student is truly free to 
take or leave the advice.
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Fostering Self-Valida� on: Another common diffi  culty among 
IP suff erers is the inability to accurately assess their perfor-
mance. This causes those with impostorism to rely heavily 
on external valida� on of their work to feel competent. For a 
student to become an independent designer, they must learn 
to assess their own work instead of seeking a professor’s cri-
� que at every step. A prac� ce of metacogni� ve work can help 
students learn cri� cal skills necessary for self-valida� on.21

Metacogni� ve assignments focus students’ a� en� on on 3 
cri� cal factors: evalua� ng past work (e.g. “How do I know 
which exploratory model is most successful?”), monitoring 
current progress (e.g. “How can I gauge whether I’m on the 
right track?”), and planning next steps. (e.g. “How can I set 
myself up to have a produc� ve work session this Saturday?”)22

Assignments which promote self-evalua� ng, self-monitoring, 
and planning ahead can build habits of mind that promote 
independence. Keeping a metacogni� ve journal allows stu-
dents to make tacit knowledge not just explicit, but external, 
and available to revisit at a later date. Addi� onally, spending 
� me in the studio to refl ect on the semester overall can help 
students consider which work habits served them well in the 
past and which ones they would like to avoid in the future. 

A CALL TO ACTION
While many architecture and design students may suff er from 
the impostor phenomenon, they do not have to suff er alone. 
There are several strategies for making a posi� ve impact; ini� -
a� ng a dialogue, building trust, reaching out to social networks 
from outside the studio, giving feedback which helps students 
a� ribute success to their abili� es, and helping students learn 
to self-validate can help create a healthier studio culture in 
which individuals and the community can thrive. The design 
studio experience is for learning how to design as both a 
crea� ve process AND a healthy, sustainable prac� ce – in aca-
demic and future professional life. As we strive to make the 
academy and the profession more humane and inclusive, it 
is impera� ve that IP issues be addressed early in architecture 
students’ educa� on, before unhealthy habits of work and 
mind take hold. Discussing the impostor phenomenon early 
and o� en can help students understand they are not impos-
tors: they are beginners.
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