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B Y  C H R I S  W O O L S T O N

Every early-career scientist has hit a 
stumbling block: a bad grade on an exam, 
a low score on a grant proposal or the 

first rejection from a journal. But for many, this 
normal stuff of science twists into something 
darker and more insidious — a creeping sense of 
professional inadequacy that prompts them to 
question their place in the field, no matter their 

area of study or their level of brilliance.
There is a term for this type of self-doubt, 

coined in the 1970s by two US psycholo-
gists who saw it in their clinical practices: 
the ‘impostor phenomenon’. Now commonly 
known as impostor syndrome, the condition 
can manifest itself in myriad professions, 
from office workers to artists to athletes, says 
Frederik Anseel, a psychologist at Ghent 
University in Belgium. Scientists, he says, are 

especially vulnerable, largely because they 
work in a hero-oriented field that treats its 
highest achievers as if they were sports stars, 
leaving many others to wonder in silence 
whether they are second-stringers or worse. 
“Young people think that no one else is having 
these feelings,” he says. 

Researchers who struggle with the syndrome 
have to learn how to tune out feelings of inad-
equacy and develop a more realistic view of their 
abilities and their value, he says. In a profession 
where sporadic failure — in grants, in jobs, in 
publications — is the norm, the real failure is 
unnecessarily giving up on a promising career. 

UNHAPPY SUCCESSES
In 2014, Anseel and his colleagues took a closer 
look at impostor syndrome in a study of more 
than 200 Belgian workers in finance, education 
and human-resource management. The team 
found that workers who reported feelings that 
are consistent with impostor syndrome tended 
to score higher on measures of neuroticism 
and excessive perfectionism in personality tests 
(J. Vergauwe et al. J. Bus. Psychol. 30, 565–581; 
2015). They were also not as happy with their 
jobs as were colleagues who did not experi-
ence the syndrome — even though some of the 
afflicted had advanced to the upper levels of 
their professions.

Anseel says that his other work — which 
includes ongoing studies of mental-health 
issues among young researchers — gives him 
confidence that his findings about impostor 
syndrome in the white-collar world apply to 
science as well. He says that it is easy to see how 
even successful scientists can feel that they are 
actually underperformers. Scientists, he says, 
often trivialize their own achievements. “You 
get a paper published in PNAS, and you tell 
yourself, ‘That’s doable. I’ll never get a paper in 
Nature or Science’.” Similarly, any grant could 
be larger; any job could be better; any paper 
could be more highly cited. “You set yourself 
up to fail one way or the other,” he says.

The phenomenon shows up across  
academia, including at top research institu-
tions. Josh Drew, an evolutionary ecologist at 
Columbia University in New York City, has 
seen PhD and master’s degree students strug-
gle with self-doubt at the Ivy League school. 
Every student had passed tough admission 
standards — but that was not enough to bolster 



room. “They were all outstanding students 
as undergrads,” he says. “Here, being at the top 
of your class is just average.” 

In a highly competitive arena, self-doubt can 
be a career killer that prompts would-be con-
tenders to dismiss chances to vie for important 
opportunities. “I saw many students who were 
shooting themselves in the foot,” Drew says. 
“They weren’t applying for grants and awards 
that they would be competitive for.” He began 
to address the syndrome in an introduction-
to-graduate-school class. The talks drew 
some buzz, and he soon developed a formal 
presentation to deliver to other departments 
at Columbia and beyond (see ‘Help for impos-
tors‘). Clearly, he had struck a chord. “Every 
talk I give, people say, ‘I thought I was the only 
person who felt this way’,” he says.

TIMELESS CONDITION
Drew reassures people who feel like frauds by 
pointing out that they are in some lofty com-
pany. Two years after publishing On the Origin 
of Species in 1859, Charles Darwin complained 
that “one lives only to make blunders”. And 
while working on The Grapes of Wrath (1939), 
John Steinbeck wrote, “I am assailed by my own 
ignorance and inability,” fretting that “some-
times, I seem to do a good little piece of work, 
but when it is done it slides into mediocrity.”

While preparing his lecture, Drew solicited 
Twitter comments from scientists who had 
struggled to overcome the syndrome with 
various degrees of success. One respondent, an 
associate professor of biology, tweeted: “It has 
crippled my professional life from day one.” 
Moses Milazzo, a planetary scientist with the 
Astrogeology Science Center in Flagstaff, Ari-
zona, tweeted, “Because of Impostor Syndrome: 
I have decided not to pursue opportunities; I am 
never ready to publish my papers; etc.”

Milazzo thinks that impostor syndrome is 
nearly universal among scientists — at least 
among those who are self-aware enough to 
realize that they don’t know everything. But 
he also says that he experienced particularly 
severe effects of it, and he traces at least some 
of his unease to his background. He grew up 
in an off-the-grid adobe house on the border 
of the Navajo Nation reservation in northern 
Arizona, which later contributed to his sense 
that he did not belong in the university crowd. 
Not many of his instructors, advisers or peers 
could relate to hardscrabble desert life in a 
house that had no reliable electricity and little 
contact with the outside world. 

“I didn’t even know what Cosmos was until 
I got to grad school,” he says of the popular 




