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Abstract 

Doctoral education is characterized by sustained academic demands, evaluative pressure, and 

prolonged uncertainty, which place doctoral scholars at heightened risk for psychological distress. 

The present quantitative study examined the role of personality traits and impostor syndrome in 

predicting burnout among doctoral scholars, while accounting for personal and contextual 

demographic factors. Using a cross-sectional design, data were collected from 200 Ph.D. scholars 

enrolled in public and private universities. Participants completed measures of the Big Five 

personality traits, impostor syndrome, and burnout. Descriptive statistics, reliability analyses, 

Pearson correlations, hierarchical regression, and mediation analyses were conducted. Results 

indicated that impostor syndrome was a strong and consistent predictor of burnout, explaining a 

substantial proportion of variance, whereas Big Five personality traits showed weak and largely 

non-significant associations with burnout. Demographic variables contributed minimally to 

burnout, with job type emerging as the only significant contextual predictor. Mediation analyses 

revealed that impostor syndrome did not mediate the relationship between personality traits and 

burnout. These findings underscore the central role of impostor feelings in doctoral burnout and 

highlight the need for targeted institutional and psychological interventions to support doctoral 

scholars’ well-being. 
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Introduction 

Doctoral education represents the apex of formal academic training and is widely recognized as 

both intellectually enriching and psychologically demanding. Alongside opportunities for 

advanced scholarship and professional development, doctoral scholars are routinely exposed to 

persistent performance pressure, ambiguous success criteria, and continuous evaluation. These 

structural characteristics render doctoral students particularly vulnerable to adverse psychological 

outcomes, most notably impostor phenomenon and academic burnout. The impostor phenomenon 

refers to a persistent belief that one’s achievements are undeserved and accompanied by a fear of 

being exposed as intellectually fraudulent despite objective evidence of competence (Chrisman et 

al., 1995). Burnout, in contrast, is conceptualized as a multidimensional syndrome characterized 

by emotional exhaustion, disengagement, and reduced personal accomplishment arising from 

chronic stress exposure (Demerouti et al., 2010). A growing body of research suggests that 

impostor feelings and burnout are highly prevalent among postgraduate and doctoral populations, 
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with implications for academic engagement, productivity, and mental health (Bernard et al., 2002; 

Cokley et al., 2013). Personality traits have been examined as potential vulnerability factors for 

academic stress and burnout. Traits such as neuroticism have been linked to emotional 

dysregulation and stress sensitivity, whereas conscientiousness has been associated with 

achievement striving and perfectionism (McCrae & Costa, 2008). However, findings regarding the 

role of personality traits in burnout among doctoral scholars remain inconsistent. Recent 

scholarship increasingly suggests that impostor syndrome may represent a more proximal 

cognitive-affective mechanism through which academic stress translates into burnout. Within 

South Asian contexts, including Pakistan, structural challenges such as limited supervisory 

support, financial insecurity, and heavy workloads may further intensify doctoral distress (Bibi et 

al., 2020; Ahmad et al., 2023). Despite this, empirical research examining impostor syndrome and 

burnout among doctoral scholars in these contexts remains limited. Accordingly, the present study 

investigates the relationships among personality traits, impostor syndrome, and burnout in a 

sample of Ph.D. scholars, while accounting for relevant demographic factors. 

Objectives 

1. To examine the relationships between Big Five personality traits, impostor syndrome, and 

burnout among doctoral scholars. 

2. To determine whether impostor syndrome predicts burnout beyond personality traits and 

demographic variables. 

3. To test whether impostor syndrome mediates the relationship between personality traits and 

burnout. 

Method 

Research Design 

A cross-sectional quantitative research design was employed to examine predictors of burnout 

among doctoral scholars. 

Participants 

The sample consisted of 200 doctoral scholars recruited from public and private universities. 

Participants’ mean age was 30.11 years (SD = 4.72). Women constituted 64% (n = 128) of the 

sample, while men comprised 36% (n = 72). Additional demographic characteristics are presented 

in Table 1. 

Measures 

Big Five Personality Traits. Personality traits (neuroticism, conscientiousness, agreeableness, 

extraversion, and openness) were assessed using short versions of the Big Five Inventory (BFI), 

with two items per trait. 

Impostor Syndrome. Impostor feelings were measured using the Clance Impostor Phenomenon 

Scale (CIPS), a 20-item self-report measure assessing impostor-related cognitions and fears. 

Burnout. Burnout was assessed using the Oldenburg Burnout Inventory (OBI), which includes 

two subscales: Disengagement and Exhaustion. A total burnout score was also computed. 

Procedure 

Participants were recruited through university departments Informed consent was obtained prior 

to participation. responses were obtained through self-report measures, and responses were 

anonymized. 

Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed using SPSS. Descriptive statistics, reliability analyses (Cronbach’s alpha), 

Pearson correlation coefficients, hierarchical multiple regression, and mediation analyses were 

conducted. Normality assumptions were assessed using skewness and kurtosis indices. 
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Results: 

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Participants by Gender (N = 200) 

Variables M (SD) Men f (%) Women f (%) 

Age 30.11(4.72)   

Gender  72 (36.0%) 128 (64.0%) 

Marital Status    

     Single 41 (32.0%) 87 (68.0%) 

   Married 31 (43.1%) 41 (56.9%) 

     Total 72 (36.0%) 128 (64.0%) 

Current Ph.D. Year    

     1st Year 18 (39.1%) 28 (60.9%) 

     2nd Year 16 (34.8%) 30 (65.2%) 

    3rd Year 17 (34.0%) 33 (66.0%) 

  4th Year or Above 21 (36.2%) 37 (63.8%) 

   Total 72 (36.0%) 128 (64.0%) 

Field of Study (by 

Faculty) 

   

     Life & Basic 

Sciences 

54 (36.5%) 94 (63.5%) 

     Arts & Social 

Sciences 

33 (63.5%) 19 (36.5%) 

     Total 87 (43.5%) 113 (56.5%) 

Employment Status    

     Unemployed 51 (71.8%) 79 (61.7%) 

    Employed 20 (28.2%) 49 (38.3%) 

   Total 71 (35.5%) 128 (64.5%) 

Job Type    

     Jobless 51 (71.8%) 79 (61.7%) 

     Teaching 9 (45.0%) 11 (22.4%) 

     Research 6 (30.0%) 9 (18.4%) 

     Industry 2 (10.0%) 3 (6.1%) 

   Other 3 (15.0%) 5 (10.2%) 

   Total 71 (35.5%) 107 (53.5%) 

Financial Support    

     Self-Funded 30 (56.6%) 23 (43.4%) 

     HEC Scholarship 8 (29.6%) 19 (70.4%) 

     Family Support 34 (28.3%) 86 (71.7%) 

   Total 72 (36.0%) 128 (64.0%) 
Note. M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation; f = frequency; percentages are given in parentheses. 

The participants (N = 200) were described by a mean age of 30.11 years (SD = 4.72). A higher 

number of women (64%) were included in the sample as compared to men (36%). Most of the 

participants were single (64%) and were in their 3rd or 4th year of doctoral study (54%). An 

impressive figure (74 percent) were pursuing Life and Basic Sciences, with 26 percent pursuing 

the Arts and Social Sciences. The vast majority of respondents were unemployed (65%), the most 

common occupations of the employed were teaching (10%), research (7.5%). Financially, 60% of 

them had been supported by the family, 26.5% by themselves and 13.5% by the Higher Education 

Commission (HEC) scholarships. 

 

Table 2: Correlation among Study Variables (N=200) 
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Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Neuroticism —         

Conscientiousness .003 —        

Agreeableness .045 .034 —       

 Extraversion -.010 .108 .017 —      

 Openness -.044 .112 -.095 -.028 —     

 Impostor Total .017 .068 -.008 .017 .108 —    

 Disengagement .025 .054 -.017 .021 .128 .946** —   

 Exhaustion .070 -.085 -.022 -.010 .073 .092 .082 —  

 Burnout Total. .066 -.023 -.027 .007 .135 .688** .717** .753** — 

Note. N = 200. p < .01 (2-tailed) indicated by **. Only significant correlations are marked. 

Correlation analyses were conducted to examine the relationships among the Big Five personality 

traits, impostor syndrome, and burnout subscales (Disengagement and Exhaustion) as well as total 

burnout (N = 200). Impostor syndrome was strongly positively correlated with Disengagement (r 

= .946, p < .01) and total burnout (r = .688, p < .01), while its correlation with Emotional 

Exhaustion was small and non-significant (r = .092, p > .05). The Big Five personality traits 

showed weak, mostly non-significant associations with burnout subscales and total burnout (e.g., 

Neuroticism: Disengagement r = .025, Exhaustion r = .070, total burnout r = .066, all p > .05). 

Only individual personality traits were included rather than a total personality score, as combining 

traits could obscure the unique influence of each dimension on burnout and impostor syndrome 

(McCrae & Costa, 2008). These results indicate that impostor syndrome is a more robust predictor 

of burnout among Ph.D. Burnout was also strongly related to both disengagement (r = .72, p < .01) 

and exhaustion (r = .75, p < .01). 

Table 3: Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Personality Traits, Demographics and Impostor  

Syndrome as Predictors of Burnout (N=200) 

Predictor B SE β t p R² ΔR² 

Step 1 (Subscales)      .487 .487 

Impostor Syndrome .428 .032 .685 13.173 .000   

Step 2 (Personal 

Demographics) 
     .492 .006 

Impostor Syndrome .428 .033 .684 13.080 .000   

Step 3 (Other Demographics)      .517 .024 

Impostor Syndrome .418 .033 .668 12.670 .000   

Job Type -1.205 .530 -.202 -2.272 .024   

Note. Only Significant results are presented. 

Step 1: F(6, 193) = 30.514, p < .001; R² = .487. 

Step 2: F(10, 189) = .524, p = .718; R² = .492; ΔR² = .006.  

Step 3: F(16, 183) = 1.524, p = .172; R² = .517; ΔR² = .024. 
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Hierarchical regression results are presented in Table 5. Impostor syndrome emerged as a robust 

predictor of burnout across all models, accounting for 48.7% of the variance in Step 1. 

Demographic variables contributed minimally, with job type emerging as the only significant 

contextual predictor. Changes in explained variance across steps are illustrated in Figure 1. 

Figure1. Hierarchical Regression Model Predicting Burnout Across Three Steps 

This line graph is used to illustrate the variation in values in three steps of the model which predicts 

burnout. R² (0.487) in Step 1 is followed by 0.492 (Step 2) and 0.517 (Step 3) because a better 

model fit and variance explained in burnout and we see the R²increasing. 

 

Figure 2: Mediation Model Depicting the Role of Impostor Syndrome in the Relationship Between 

Personality Traits and Burnout 

The mediation model is depicted in Figure 2. Impostor syndrome significantly predicted burnout 

(b = 0.43, p < .001); however, no personality trait demonstrated a significant indirect effect on 

burnout through impostor syndrome. 
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Discussion 

The present study examined the relationships among personality traits, impostor syndrome, and 

burnout among doctoral scholars, with particular attention to the relative explanatory power of 

dispositional traits versus cognitive–affective processes. The findings provide a clear and 

theoretically meaningful pattern: impostor syndrome emerged as the most robust predictor of 

burnout, whereas Big Five personality traits demonstrated weak and largely non-significant 

associations. These results offer important clarification in a literature that has often treated 

personality characteristics as primary determinants of academic distress. Consistent with prior 

research, impostor syndrome was strongly and positively associated with burnout, particularly with 

disengagement and overall burnout levels. Doctoral scholars who reported higher impostor 

feelings were more likely to experience emotional exhaustion, detachment from academic work, 

and reduced academic engagement. This finding aligns with earlier work suggesting that impostor 

phenomenon is closely linked to chronic self-doubt, fear of negative evaluation, and maladaptive 

attributional styles (Chrisman et al., 1995; Cokley et al., 2013). From a cognitive–affective 

perspective, impostor syndrome may function as a persistent internal stressor that amplifies the 

impact of academic demands. Rather than reflecting momentary insecurity, impostor feelings 

appear to undermine sustained motivation and emotional regulation, thereby increasing 

vulnerability to burnout. This interpretation is consistent with broader evidence indicating that 

cognitive and social–cognitive disturbances are associated with functional impairment, attentional 

difficulties, and emotional dysregulation under conditions of prolonged stress (Javid et al., 2025). 

In doctoral education, where evaluation and comparison are ongoing, such cognitive 

vulnerabilities may become particularly salient. 

Contrary to some theoretical expectations, the Big Five personality traits showed minimal direct 

associations with burnout outcomes. Traits such as neuroticism and conscientiousness, which are 

often linked to stress sensitivity and perfectionistic striving, did not significantly predict burnout 

once impostor syndrome was considered. These findings suggest that stable personality 

dispositions may play a less central role in doctoral burnout than previously assumed. This pattern 

is consistent with trait theory perspectives emphasizing that personality traits exert broad, distal 

influences, whereas context-specific cognitive processes are more proximal predictors of behavior 

and emotional outcomes (McCrae & Costa, 2008). In high-demand academic environments, such 

as doctoral training, situational pressures and evaluative climates may overshadow dispositional 

tendencies. Moreover, regional empirical evidence indicates that adaptive and maladaptive 

cognitive processes may be more strongly associated with psychological outcomes than 

temperament characteristics alone (Serwar, 2025). Thus, focusing exclusively on personality traits 

may obscure the more immediate mechanisms driving doctoral distress. The mediation analyses 

further clarified these relationships by demonstrating that impostor syndrome did not mediate the 

association between personality traits and burnout. This finding suggests that impostor syndrome 

operates as an independent cognitive–affective vulnerability rather than as a pathway through 

which personality traits influence burnout. The absence of significant indirect effects reinforces 

the conceptual distinction between relatively stable dispositional traits and more malleable 

cognitive experiences shaped by academic context. This result has important theoretical 

implications. It supports the view that impostor syndrome should not be reduced to a mere 

manifestation of underlying personality traits but should instead be conceptualized as a context-

sensitive psychological construct. Similar conclusions have been drawn in research examining 

cognitive flexibility and perfectionism, where cognitive mechanisms demonstrated predictive 

utility beyond temperament factors (Serwar, 2025). In this sense, impostor syndrome represents a 

meaningful target for intervention, distinct from stable personality characteristics. Demographic 

variables contributed minimally to the prediction of burnout, with job type emerging as the only 

significant contextual predictor. This finding suggests that employment conditions during doctoral 

training may influence burnout, potentially by providing financial stability, role diversification, or 
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alternative sources of competence and validation. However, the overall limited contribution of 

demographic factors highlights that psychological processes, rather than structural characteristics 

alone, are central to understanding burnout among doctoral scholars. It is noteworthy that the 

sample was characterized by a higher proportion of women, a predominance of scholars from Life 

and Basic Sciences, and substantial financial dependence on family support. While these factors 

did not emerge as strong statistical predictors, they provide an important contextual backdrop. 

Structural uncertainty and financial dependency may indirectly intensify impostor feelings by 

reinforcing perceptions of inadequacy or lack of autonomy, even if their effects are not captured 

directly in regression models. Taken together, the findings underscore the importance of 

distinguishing between dispositional traits and cognitive–affective processes when examining 

doctoral burnout. The results support theoretical models that prioritize impostor syndrome as a 

proximal mechanism linking academic stress to burnout, rather than viewing burnout as a direct 

outcome of personality configuration. This distinction is crucial for both research and practice. 

From an applied perspective, interventions aimed at reducing burnout among doctoral scholars 

may benefit from targeting impostor-related cognitions rather than focusing solely on personality-

based risk factors. Cognitive-behavioral approaches, mentoring programs, and supervisor training 

initiatives that normalize academic self-doubt and address maladaptive attribution patterns may be 

particularly effective. Additionally, evidence suggesting that cognitive flexibility buffers against 

maladaptive cognitive patterns (Serwar, 2025) highlights the potential value of interventions that 

enhance adaptive cognitive processing. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

Despite its contributions, the study has limitations that warrant consideration. The cross-sectional 

design precludes causal inferences, and the reliance on self-report measures may introduce 

common method variance. Future research should employ longitudinal designs to examine how 

impostor syndrome and burnout evolve across different stages of doctoral training. Qualitative 

approaches may also enrich understanding of contextual and cultural factors shaping impostor 

experiences in non-Western academic settings. 

Conclusion 

Impostor syndrome is a critical psychological predictor of burnout among doctoral scholars, 

surpassing the explanatory power of personality traits and demographic variables. Addressing 

impostor feelings within doctoral training programs may be essential for promoting sustainable 

academic engagement and psychological well-being. 
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