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Measuring impostor 
phenomenon among 

health sciences 
librarians
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Deb Werner, University of Chicago
Liz Kellermeyer, National Jewish 
Health
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Impostor Phenomenon
1. Believing that one has fooled others into overestimating one’s own

abilities.

2.   Attributing personal success to factors other than one’s ability or

intelligence, such as luck, extra work, charisma, or evaluator’s

misjudgment.

3.   Fearing exposure as an impostor.

Clark, M. et al. (2014) Perceived inadequacy: A study of the imposter phenomenon among college and research librarians. College & Research Libraries, 75(3), 255-271.



Harvey Impostor Phenomenon Scale
At times, I have felt I am in my present position or academic program through 
some kind of mistake. 

0 = Not at all true  ….  7 = Very true

I am certain my present level of achievement results from true ability.

0 = Very true  ….  7 = Not at all true



Why should we care?
Anxiety Burnout

Depression Procrastination

Self-doubt General psychological distress

Self-handicapping Employee retention

Overworking

Inability to delegate
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Census of MLA members (n=2125)
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Methods
Census of MLA members (n=2125)

Harvey Impostor Phenomenon Scale

Thematic analysis and double coding

ANOVA one way tests



Our findings



14.5%
102 out of 703 participants scored above 42 on the Harvey scale















Age/Time in Profession
I used to have a bit of imposter syndrome, like most people, but as I've 
gotten older, I've realized that most people feel this way at points….



Age/Time in Profession
I used to have a bit of imposter syndrome, like most people, but as I've 
gotten older, I've realized that most people feel this way at points….

I have been a professional librarian for over 35 years so I do not have 
feelings of inadequacies at work. … because I have been working so long in 
the field I have a good sense of what is important and what is not...



Strategies
What strategies do you use to address any feelings of inadequacy at work?
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Strategies
What strategies do you use to address any feelings of inadequacy at work?

How effective are these strategies?

n = 459



Internal Strategies
Just keep going. 'Fake it until you make it.'

Breathe, meditate and be really well-prepared for every meeting I attend.

I tell myself you have accomplished these efforts before and you can do it again. I take a deep 
breath and go for it.

I don't have a choice, but to keep trying. 



External Strategies
I will sometimes talk out projects or strategies with co workers to make sure they can 
follow/agree with what I'm doing.

I think it is important to be able to communicate with my supervisor and peers. Right now I have a 
very approachable boss who I trust and can share my feelings with.

Take continuing education classes, attend conferences, work on certifications

Talk to family, talk to friends. Talk to myself as if I were one of my friends.



Coping Strategies: Internal vs. External Support



Takeaways



75%
Reported their strategies were effective
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Impostor Syndrome from XKCD https://xkcd.com/1954/
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Additional analyses



Future directions
Additional analyses

Strategies

Identity frameworks



Future directions
Additional analyses

Strategies

Identity frameworks

Data sharing 



Contact us
Jill Barr-Walker jill.barr-walker@ucsf.edu 

Michelle Bass, Outgoing MLA Research Section Chair 
michellebbass@stanford.edu 
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