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Abstract
The imposter phenomenon (IP), which is characterized by a sense of incompetence
and self-perceived intellectual inferiority due to being unable to acknowledge one’s
own achievements and abilities despite objective success, is widely recognized as a
common experience with detrimental effects in academic settings. Yet, its role in the
context of foreign language (FL) learning remains underexplored. This study investi-
gates the role of the experience of IP among 397 tertiary-level FL learners of English,
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possible effects of demographic and language use variables, as well as the extent to
which IP affects students’ foreign language enjoyment (FLE), their foreign language
classroom anxiety (FLCA), and engagement with FL learning. Statistical analyses of
data gathered with a web survey revealed that younger, female participants were
more likely to experience IP, as were those who perceived their standing in the group
of learners as below average. Additionally, latent modeling indicated that IP was
linked to both FLCA and FLE, and it predicted the performance engagement of Eng-
lish as a foreign language (EFL) learners. Overall, this study provides evidence as to
the presence of IP in EFL classrooms and makes a case for the variable to be included
in further studies of the nomological network of individual difference variables.

Keywords: imposter phenomenon; foreign language anxiety; foreign language
enjoyment; learner engagement; learner emotions

1. IntroducƟon

Based on their insights gained from work with high-achieving, successful women,
Clance and Imes (1978) described the imposter1 phenomenon (IP) as being charac-
terized by an individual’s perceived lack of intellect despite objective evidence to
the contrary. Instead of being able to acknowledge their success, imposters attrib-
ute their achievements to luck (Brauer & Proyer, 2022; Clance, 1985) and perceive
themselves as “intellectual frauds” (Cisco, 2020a, p. 200), meaning imposters attrib-
ute success externally (Brauer & Wolf, 2016). Based on Clance (1985), Sakulku and
Alexander (2011, p. 78) explain the imposter cycle as starting with the assignment
of an achievement-related task, which makes imposters worried and anxious, and
leads to doubting themselves. They typically respond by either over-preparing or
procrastinating, which is then followed by intense preparation. As soon as they have
accomplished the task, a brief experience of relief follows, which usually does not
last long. Even when receiving praise for their accomplishments, imposters tend to
be unable to acknowledge they deserve their achievements and dismiss positive
feedback as they link their accomplishments to either having worked harder than
others to accomplish the task, to chance and luck, or to having deceived others, and
consequently feel like a fake (Clance & Imes, 1978; Langford & Clance, 1993).

Research on IP is quite abundant in general educaƟon (Ménard & ChiƩle,
2023), and has been addressed – though not by that name – in mulƟlingualism
(Dewaele, 2022). Researchers who have invesƟgated feelings of difference when
switching languages oŌen referred to the passage from Eva Hoffman’s (1989)
autobiography in which she describes the complex emotions of frustration and rage
she experienced as a young Polish teenage immigrant in Canada at being unable to

1 The word is spelled imposter or impostor in the literature. We opt for the former variant.
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project her identity through the English language: “I am enraged at the false per-
sona I’m being stuffed into, as into some clumsy and overblown astronaut suit.
I’m enraged at my adolescent friends because they can’t see through the guise,
can’t recognize the light-footed dancer I really am” (p. 119). Using an imperfectly
mastered foreign language (FL) may also have a positive, liberating effect. Lvovich
(2013) described how studying French as a FL in the dreary Soviet Union allowed
her to develop a sophisticated French identity. Rather than feeling like an im-
poster, she felt like she was joining an ideal imagined community.

The topic of IP remains underexplored in second language acquisiƟon re-
search (Brauer et al., 2023). We argue that IP might be one of the “upstream”
psychological variables that could explain why some FL learners experience FL
classroom anxiety (FLCA), limited foreign language enjoyment (FLE), low willing-
ness to communicate (WTC) in the classroom and weak engagement in FL learn-
ing. As such, invesƟgaƟng how IP affects FL learners’ emoƟons and engagement
could provide the field with a missing piece of puzzle. It could also help raise FL
teachers’ awareness of imposterism and ways to counter its nefarious effects.

2. Literature review

2.1. The imposter phenomenon

Previous research showed that the sources of and mechanisms underlying imposter
feelings are rather complex. Brauer and Proyer (2022), for instance, demonstrated
that IP is unrelated to intelligence and imposters’ actual performance. Experiencing
high IP, the development of which may be partly supported by certain family dy-
namics (Clance & Imes, 1978), has been linked to feelings of self-doubt and trait
anxiety (Clance, 1985; Sakulku & Alexander, 2011; Topping, 1983), but also depres-
sion, low job satisfaction and job performance, as well as burnout (cf. Bravata et al.,
2020). Self-evaluative perfectionism has been linked to the phenomenon as well
(e.g., Dudău, 2014), and self-esteem has been shown to function as a partial medi-
ator in the relationship between perfectionism and IP (Cokley et al., 2018).

While Clance and Imes (1978), based on their clinical observaƟons, ini-
Ɵally linked experiencing imposterism to women with high performance in the
professional domain, later research focusing on gender differences in this con-
text has yielded mixed findings. While some studies pointed to small, yet signif-
icant gender differences, with women being more prone to experiencing IP than
men (see, e.g., Brauer & Proyer, 2017; Cokley et al., 2015, 2018), in other stud-
ies, the likelihood to experience imposterism was not affected by gender (see,
e.g., Brauer & Proyer, 2022). In her study on 285 university faculty’s experience
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of IP, Topping (1983) found men to report, on average, significantly higher IP scores
than women. The relationship between age and IP seems to be unclear as well, with
some studies revealing no such link (e.g., Brauer & Wolf, 2016) and others reporting
a decline of IP with age (for an overview, see Bravata et al., 2020). In fact, previous
research has shown that the phenomenon seems to be experienced widely in vari-
ous contexts by various groups (for an overview, see Sakulku & Alexander, 2011).

Highly compeƟƟve environments, such as academia, provide ferƟle
ground for the experience of IP. Prior studies have revealed that imposter con-
cerns and, linked to them, quesƟoning one’s legiƟmacy, are rather common
among academic faculty (e.g., Topping & Kimmel, 1985) and oŌen seem to be
part of the development, formaƟon, and negoƟaƟon of their own professional
idenƟty (Hutchins & Rainbolt, 2017). However, imposterism seems to be a wide-
spread phenomenon among post-secondary students as well (e.g., Bravata et
al., 2020; Cisco, 2020a; Cokley et al., 2015). Ménard and ChiƩle’s (2023) review
of 60 arƟcles on the IP in post-secondary students revealed a negaƟve link be-
tween IP levels and various indices of self-esteem (e.g., Cokley et al., 2018; Coz-
zarelli & Major, 1990; Neureiter & Traut-MaƩausch, 2016) and mental health
(e.g., McClain et al., 2016) in most studies. Students with strong imposter feel-
ings furthermore tend to experience shame and fear more than those scoring
lower on IP (McElwee & Yurak, 2010). AddiƟonally, Wang et al.’s (2019) research
into IP among 169 Russian college students revealed that imposterism func-
Ɵoned as a full mediator between perfecƟonism and anxiety, and it parƟally me-
diated the link between perfecƟonism and depressiveness. Neureiter and Traut-
MaƩausch’s (2016) study on the precondiƟons of IP among 212 university stu-
dents furthermore showed that fear of failure as well  as fear of success were
posiƟvely linked to IP. AddiƟonally, IP had parƟcularly negaƟve effects on stu-
dents’ career striving and career plans. Studies have also demonstrated posiƟve
links between imposterism and students’ feeling academically unprepared
(Cisco, 2020a). NegaƟve associaƟons between IP and academic performance
have been reported, too (for an overview, see Ménard & ChiƩle, 2023). Overall,
Brauer et al. (2023) draw the conclusion that “the IP goes along with negaƟve
experiences in the educaƟonal context” (p. 2).

Prior research has demonstrated the effecƟveness of intervenƟons in this
context. Cisco (2020b), for instance, reports on four successful intervenƟons
which were aimed at helping the parƟcipaƟng postgraduate students idenƟfy
imposterism and related feelings as well as developing academic skills. StaƟsƟ-
cal analyses revealed a reducƟon of IP feelings by 23% in those students parƟc-
ipaƟng in the intervenƟons compared to a control group. Thus, this study shows
that IP feelings can be reduced and intervenƟons might help imposters recog-
nize what they themselves are capable of.
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While the role of the IP in educaƟon has been widely explored more gen-
erally, its role in the context of FL learning remains relaƟvely unknown. Yamini
and Mandanizadeh (2011) idenƟfied a posiƟve associaƟon between wriƟng self-
efficacy and IP among 94 terƟary-level English as a foreign language (EFL) learn-
ers. WriƟng self-efficacy and learners’ wriƟng ability were posiƟvely correlated,
too, while IP scores were unrelated to learners’ wriƟng abiliƟes. No gender-
based difference in students’ experience of IP were idenƟfied in this study, nor
did learners’ proficiency maƩer regarding their IP feelings. Brauer et al.’s (2023)
study on 400 TEFL students, who had online FL classes in Iran during the Covid-
19 pandemic, revealed that the IP was a direct negaƟve predictor of learners’
WTC with  a  small  effect  size.  Parallel  mediaƟon analysis  was  used to  test  the
indirect effect of learners’ perceived competence and their communicaƟon anx-
iety on the link between IP and WTC. It demonstrated that perceived compe-
tence funcƟoned as a full mediator in the model, with communicaƟon anxiety
having no effect on the link between IP and WTC. No gender differences were
idenƟfied in this study nor was age related to IP scores.

In a nutshell, the detrimental impact of the IP on people’s flourishing and
thriving has been widely established and so has been its presence and generally
negative impact in the educational realm. While research into its role in the context
of FL learning remains scarce, the existing studies suggest that IP has negative ef-
fects on FL learning and WTC. The present study thus aims to deepen our under-
standing of the IP’s role in the context of FL learning by exploring if demographic
and language learning variables predict its experience among tertiary-level EFL
learners. Additionally, its impact on positive and negative learner emotions and
emotion-related constructs will be investigated. More specifically, the present study
aims to identify to what extent the IP predicts FLE, FLCA and learner engagement.

2.2. Foreign language learner emoƟons and engagement

Since the introducƟon of posiƟve psychology into research into FL learning tra-
jectories (Mercer & MacIntyre, 2014; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), the
experience of posiƟve and negaƟve emoƟons when learning or using an FL has
been widely explored (Dewaele, 2019b). While the role of FLCA, which is con-
ceptualized as “the worry and negaƟve emoƟonal reacƟon aroused when learn-
ing or using a second language” (MacIntyre, 1999, p. 27), has been researched
extensively since Horwitz et al.’s (1986) seminal work in the field and their devel-
opment of the 33-item Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS), posi-
tive psychology has had a profound impact on SLA by making researchers realize
that positive and negative emotions function differently and the presence of positive
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emotions does not automatically imply the absence of negative ones, illustrating
the need to balance the predominant focus on FLCA (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014,
2016; MacIntyre & Gregersen, 2012). Horwitz (2017) argued that FLCA emerges
when FL users struggle to present themselves accurately in the FL. Consequently,
holistic approaches to exploring their role in the FL classroom have become more
and more common since Dewaele and MacIntyre’s (2014) pioneering study on
FLCA and FLE, “a complex emotion, capturing interacting components of chal-
lenge and perceived ability that reflect the human drive for success in the face of
a difficult task” (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2016, p. 216). Their study revealed that
the two emotions are moderately negatively correlated, yet they are different di-
mensions shaped by both common and different learner-internal and learner-ex-
ternal independent variables. Due to the different role FLE and FLCA play in FL
learning trajectories, we argue a holistic approach to exploring their relationship
to the IP is much needed to gain a deeper understanding of its role in FL learning.

By now, both learner emotions have been researched widely and studies
have provided a nuanced understanding of their role in FL learning trajectories.
For instance, research has continuously shown the great relevance of both FLE
and FLCA for learners’ academic achievement (see, e.g., the meta-analyses by Bo-
tes et al., 2020, 2022). Learners’ self-perceived proficiency seems to be positively
linked to FLE and negatively to FLCA as well, and learners’ perceived relative stand-
ing in the group, the number of languages they know, their age, as well as their level
of education show similar patterns (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014; Dewaele et al.,
2018). In some studies, female participants have been shown to experience
slightly higher levels of FLE as well as FLCA than their male peers (e.g., Dewaele et
al., 2016). While positive relations between FLE and emotion-related constructs,
such as trait emotional intelligence (Li, 2020; Resnik & Dewaele, 2020), second
language (L2) grit (Resnik et al., 2021; Sudina et al., 2020), flow (Dewaele & Mac-
Intyre, 2024), WTC (Dewaele, 2019a), and learner autonomy (Resnik & Dewaele,
2020) have been well established as well, FLCA showed an inverse relationship
with the mentioned variables in these studies. Research has furthermore demon-
strated that learner-external variables are influential in these processes. Dewaele
and Dewaele (2020), for instance, found that teacher characteristics have a much
stronger  influence  on  learners’  FLE  than  on  their  FLCA,  which  the  authors  ex-
plained with the experience of FLE being more short-lived and malleable than that
of FLCA. A recent study on the relationship between learners’ perceptions of
themselves in the FL, psychological variables and learner emotions showed that
40% of  768  EFL  learners  reported  feeling  different  when using  English.  Further
investigation of the subgroup revealed that the shift was positive for those who
experienced high levels of trait emotional intelligence and FLE, while it was nega-
tive for those who scored high on FLCA (Resnik et al., 2025).
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The above-menƟoned interest in exploring the connecƟons between pos-
iƟve and negaƟve emoƟons and other emoƟon-related constructs has recently
galvanized researchers into invesƟgaƟng their relaƟonship to moƟvaƟon and
learner engagement, which is oŌen described as the “holy grail of learning” (Si-
natra et al., 2015, p. 1). Engagament, which is context-dependent and linked to
language learning, can be described as “the amount (quanƟty) and type (quality)
of learners’ active participation and involvement in a language learning task or ac-
tivity” (Hiver et al., 2024, p. 202). It is generally marked by complexity, partly due to
its multidimensionality (Sulis, 2024), including cognitive, emotional, behavioral,
and, linked to these, social facets (see, e.g., Mercer, 2019; see also Philp & Duch-
nese, 2016). Language learner engagement is dynamic in nature, malleable and
acƟon is key to it (Hiver et al., 2021). Previous research has shown that engage-
ment is affected by both learner-internal and learner-external factors (see, e.g.,
Mystkowska-Wiertelak, 2022; Sulis & Philp, 2021). High student engagement has
been linked to numerous positive learning variables in the educational realm,
more generally (see, e.g., Christenson et al., 2012), and has been shown to posi-
Ɵvely impact academic learning outcomes, but also social and emoƟonal ones
(Klem & Connell, 2004). In Chase et al.’s (2014) study into the link between high
school students’ engagement in school and their achievement both were mutu-
ally predicƟve. In the context of FL learning, researchers have also pointed to
the importance of high engagement for learners’ language and content achieve-
ments, as well as task performance (Egbert, 2020).

More recently, researchers have also started exploring the psychological
aspects of learner engagement in FL learning. Oga-Baldwin and Nakata (2017)
found in their study of young Japanese EFL learners that the students’ engage-
ment in class predicted learners’ intrinsic moƟvaƟon posiƟvely and their extrin-
sic moƟves negaƟvely. Gender differences were idenƟfied in this study as well,
with male students being significantly less engaged in class than female ones.
Hamedi et al. (2019) identified a positive correlation between Iranian learners’
enjoyment and their reading engagement, while boredom and anxiety showed an
inverse relationship with reading engagement. Mediation analysis furthermore
demonstrated that learner emotions were predictors of reading comprehension,
and reading engagement functioned as a mediator in this model. In Khajavy’s (2021)
research into Iranian undergraduate TEFL students, L2 grit and learners’ enjoy-
ment were shown to be positive predictors of their  engagement,  while anxiety
did not predict L2 engagement. Further analyses in this study addiƟonally
demonstrated the mediating role of L2 engagement in the relationship between
enjoyment and L2 reading comprehension. Tsang and Dewaele’s (2024) research into
young EFL learners’ FLE, FLCA, FL boredom and their engagement and proficiency
showed that only FLE significantly predicted both engagement and proficiency. Dincer
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et al. (2019) furthermore found that Turkish EFL learners’ basic psychological
needs posiƟvely predicted all types of learner engagement, conceptualized as
consisting of cognitive, behavioral, emotional, and agentive engagement. Only
emotional and agentive engagement negatively predicted achievement, and cog-
nitive engagement was shown to be a negative predictor of absenteeism in this
study. The great relevance of self-determination theory (see, e.g., Deci & Ryan,
1985) for a deeper understanding of learner engagement has been repeatedly
stressed (see, e.g., Mercer, 2019). Learners’ sense of autonomy, competence, and
relatedness (e.g., Ryan & Deci, 2022) shapes their engagement in their FL learning
(see, e.g., Mercer, 2019). In our view, this is where invesƟgaƟng experiences of
imposterism becomes crucial as perceived fraudulence might be linked to, for
instance, learners’ perceived competence, but also their emoƟons, and, conse-
quently, their engagement in FL learning.

3. Research quesƟons

The current study aims to provide a deeper understanding of the role of IP in the
context of FL learning by exploring if demographic variables and language learning
history and use impact its experience among tertiary-level EFL learners. Addition-
ally, its relationship to FL learners’ emotions and engagement will be explored.
The study will therefore address the following three research questions:

1. To what extent is imposter phenomenon experienced by FL learners?
2. Do demographic and language learning variables (i.e., age, gender, per-

ceived proficiency, relaƟve standing, mulƟlingualism, and the use of Eng-
lish) predict the experience of imposter phenomenon?

3. To what extent does imposter phenomenon predict FLCA, FLE, and FL
learning engagement?

4. Method

4.1. ParƟcipants

A total of N = 397 EFL students enrolled in English classes in Austrian universiƟes
parƟcipated in the study. The sample had a majority of female parƟcipants (N =
316), with N = 68 male parƟcipants and N = 13 parƟcipants who did not disclose
gender or chose a non-binary gender. The average age of the sample was 24.23
years old (SD = 6.056). The average parƟcipant had 3.267 (SD = .940) number of
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languages in their repertoire, with the majority reporƟng German as the first
language (N = 371), followed by Serbian (N = 13) and Bosnian (N = 12). A total
of N = 309 parƟcipants were enrolled in an English major and studied at one of
the Departments of English and American Studies in Austria, while N = 88 stu-
dents were taking English as part of their normal course load in non-English ma-
jors (e.g., trainee teachers for the primary level, who are trained as generalists,
and students studying Life Sciences or InternaƟonal Business Studies).

4.2. Instruments

4.2.1. Imposter phenomenon

The Short Clance Imposter Phenomenon Scale (Wang et al., 2024) was uƟlized
to capture IP in the EFL class (α = .910; ω = .911). The 10-item scale consisted of
three subscales, namely, (1) self-doubts about one’s own competence (fake; 4
items, e.g., “I’m afraid that I may fail at a new assignment or undertaking even
though I generally do well at what I aƩempt;” α = .849; ω = .851), (2) difficulty
acknowledging good performance and abiliƟes (discount;  4 items, “When I’ve
succeeded at something and received recogniƟon for my accomplishments, I
have doubts that I can keep repeaƟng that success;” α = .815; ω = .818), and (3)
contribuƟng success to luck instead of own ability (luck; 2 items, “I feel or be-
lieve that my success in my life or in my job has been the result of luck instead
of ability;” α = .763; ω = .762). All items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale
ranging from “not true at all” to “very true.”

4.2.2. Foreign language classroom anxiety

FLCA was measured with the unidimensional 8-item Short-form FLCA Scale (Bo-
tes et al.,  2022; MacIntyre,  1992),  with items such as “I  get nervous and con-
fused when I speak in my English class.” All items were measured on a 5-point
Likert scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” (α = .912; ω = .914).

4.2.3. Foreign language enjoyment

FLE was measured with the mulƟdimensional 9-item Short-form Foreign Lan-
guage Enjoyment Scale (S-FLES; Botes et al., 2021). The S-FLES consists of three
subscales, namely, personal enjoyment (3 items; α = .754; ω = .761; e.g., “I enjoy
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English class”), social enjoyment (3 items; α = .811;ω = .812; e.g., “We laugh a lot”),
and teacher appreciation (3 items; α = .850; ω = .856; e.g., “The teacher is support-
ive”). All items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale from “strongly disagree” to
“strongly agree.” The scale showed high internal consistency (α = .819; ω = .824).

4.2.4. L2 engagement

Engagement in the EFL class was measured through the Student Course Engage-
ment Questionnaire (Handelsman et al., 2005; α = .855; ω = .858). The 23-item,
multidimensional questionnaire captures student engagement via four subscales,
namely, (1) skills engagement (9 items; e.g., “I make sure to study on a regular
basis;” α = .750; ω = .762), (2) emotional engagement (5 items; e.g., “I find ways
to make the course interesting for me;” α = .804; ω = .809), (3) participation en-
gagement (6 items; e.g., “I participate actively in small group discussions;” α =
.754; ω = .772), and (4) performance engagement (3 items, e.g., “I am confident I
can learn and do well in the class;” α = .830; ω = .840). All items were measured
on a 5-point Likert scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.”

4.2.5. Perceived proficiency

ParƟcipants’ perceived proficiency in English was measured via a single item:
“How well do you know English?” ParƟcipants rated their English knowledge on
a 5-point Likert scale from “not well at all” to “very well.”

4.2.6. RelaƟve standing

The relative standing of participants in comparison to that of their peers was
measured via a single item: “How would you describe your performance in your
current English classes compared to your peers?” Participants rated their relative
standing on a 5-point Likert scale from “far below average” to “far above average.”

4.2.7. Overall use of English

The use of English was measured via a single item: “How oŌen do you use Eng-
lish?” ParƟcipants rated their English use on a 5-point Likert scale from “hardly
ever” to “almost always.”
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4.2.8. Use of English outside school

The use of English outside the classroom was measured via a single item: “How of-
ten do you use English outside the walls of the classroom?” Participants rated their
extramural English on a 5-point Likert scale from “hardly ever” to “almost always.”

4.2.9. MulƟlingualism

Participants were asked to provide their full linguistic repertoire with their first,
second, third, etc., languages. The number of languages listed by each participant
was counted and used as a dummy variable for multilingualism. As such, the level
of proficiency was not taken into account in the multilingualism score.

4.3. Data analysis

DescripƟve staƟsƟcs, correlaƟon coefficients, regression models, t-tests, and re-
liability analyses were calculated in SPSS 25. Measurement models and struc-
tural  equaƟon models were tested in JASP (version 0.18.3;  JASP Team, 2024).
The first research quesƟon was explored via descripƟve staƟsƟcs, examining
whether EFL learners reported levels of imposter phenomenon and the normal
distribuƟon of the variable. The second research quesƟon regarding the possible
effect of age, mulƟlingualism, perceived proficiency, relaƟve standing, use of
English, and extramural English on imposter phenomenon was analyzed via re-
gression coefficients in a series of linear regression models. The possible differ-
ence between the experience of imposter phenomenon across genders (binary)
was examined via a t-test. For the third research quesƟon, imposter phenome-
non as a predictor of FLE, FLCA, and L2 engagement was examined via a struc-
tural equaƟon model. The measurement models of each of the latent variables
were tested individually as a first step. Next, the latent model was tested with
FLE and imposter phenomenon, both modeled as higher-order variables, FLCA
modeled as a single factor latent variable, and L2 engagement modeled as a
correlaƟonal model. As all variables were ordinal, the models were esƟmated
using diagonally weighted least squares with standard errors (Li, 2016). Model
fit  was assessed via the guidelines of Kenny (2020),  using the comparaƟve fit
index (CFI; reasonable fit ≥ .90; close fit ≥ .95), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI; reason-
able fit ≥ .90; close fit ≥ .95), root mean square error of approximaƟon (RMSEA;
reasonable fit ≤ .08; close fit ≤ .05), and standardized root mean square residual
(SRMR; reasonable fit ≤ .08; close fit ≤ .05).
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5. Results

The results presented below include the descripƟve staƟsƟcs and correlaƟon
coefficients for all variables. These descripƟve staƟsƟcs are used to answer the
first research quesƟon regarding the prevalence of IP in EFL learners. Next, the
second research quesƟon regarding predictors of IP is explored, as well as pos-
sible gender differences in the experience of IP. Then, as a precursor to the latent
model, the measurement models of all latent variables are tested and pre-
sented, in order to examine the validity of the measures used in the study. Fi-
nally, the latent model is presented, where the third research quesƟon of this
study is examined (i.e., IP as a predictor of FLE, FLCA, and FL engagement).

5.1. DescripƟve staƟsƟcs and correlaƟon coefficients

The descriptive statistics and correlation matrix of the variables modeled can be
found in Tables 1 and 2, respectively. No normality or multicollinearity concerns
were found. The distribution plot of imposter phenomenon is presented in Figure
1. As can be seen in Figure 1, imposter phenomenon has a normal distribution
within the EFL classroom as such a feeling of imposter phenomenon is experienced
by EFL learners in the same manner as other trait variables, including FLCA and FLE.

Figure 1 DistribuƟon plot of imposter phenomenon
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Table 1 DescripƟve staƟsƟcs

M SD Min Max Skewness Kurtosis
Imposter phenomenon 2.978 1.008 1.000 5.000 -.041 -.832
FLCA 2.414 .944 1.000 4.750 .426 -.694
FLE 3.825 .547 2.330 5.000 -.207 -.398
Skills engagement 3.761 .592 2.220 5.000 -.159 -.466
EmoƟonal engagement 3.495 .787 1.800 5.000 .056 -.627
ParƟcipaƟon engagement 3.343 .731 1.330 5.000 -.105 -.333
Performance engagement 3.915 .813 1.330 5.000 -.392 -.536
Overall English use 3.92 .801 1.000 5.000 -.500 .241
Extramural English use 3.61 .969 1.000 5.000 -.385 -.415
Perceived proficiency 4.49 .669 2.000 5.000 -1.112 .652
RelaƟve standing 3.57 .713 1.000 5.000 .031 -.031

Table 2 Correlation matrix
1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11.

1. Imposter phenomenon -
2. FLCA .410*** -
3. FLE -.102* -.248*** -
4. Skills engagement -.043 -.051 .252*** -
5. Emotional engagement -.056 -.177*** .383*** .463*** -
6. Participation engagement -.273*** -.478*** .378*** .309*** .366*** -
7. Performance engagement -.307*** -.477*** .297*** .220*** .254*** .314*** -
8. Overall English use .016 -.236*** .088 .053 .086 .128* .149** -
9. Extramural English use -.006 -.239*** .156** .080 .146** .165*** .191*** .729*** -
10. Perceived proficiency -.009 -.326*** .066 .038 .136** .186*** .265*** .430*** .320*** -
11. Relative standing -.160*** -.414*** .151** .135** .220*** .239*** .504*** .243*** .285*** .366*** -
Note. ***p < .001; **p < .01; *p < .05

5.2. Predictors of imposter phenomenon

The possible demographic and language learning predictors of imposter phenom-
enon were analyzed via a series of linear regressions (see Table 3). Perceived pro-
ficiency in English, overall English use, extramural English use, and multilingualism
were not significant predictors of imposter phenomenon (p > .05). The relative
standing of participants in comparison to their peers significantly negatively pre-
dicted imposter phenomenon (β = -.160; p < .01). Age also significantly negatively
predicted imposter phenomenon (β = -.152; p < .01), with younger EFL students
experiencing more imposter phenomenon than older EFL students. Furthermore,
a significant difference was found in imposter phenomenon scores between male
and female EFL students (see Table 4), with female participants experiencing
higher levels of imposter phenomenon (Mdiff = .326; p < .01; Hedges’ g = .520).
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Table 3 Demographic and language predictors of imposter phenomenon

F p-value R2 Β
Perceived proficiency .029 .865 < .001 -.009
Overall English use .103 .748 < .001 .016
Relative standing 10.386 < .01 .026 -.160
Extramural English .013 .911 < .001 -.006
Age 9.351 < .01 .023 -.152
Multilingualism .100 .752 < .001 .016

Table 4 Gender differences in imposter phenomenon

M SD Mdiff p-value
Women 3.016 1.005 .326 < .01
Men 2.690 .905

5.3. Measurement model results

The individual measurement models were tested for fit (see Table 5). The fit indi-
ces for the measurement models of imposter phenomenon, FLE, and FLCA all in-
dicated a close fit. In regards to the measurement model of L2 engagement, three
items were found to have low inter-item correlations and low factor loadings. As
such, two items were removed from the skills engagement subscale (item 3: “I do
all the assignments for my English class;” item 9: “I attend my English class on a
regular basis”) and one item was removed from the participation engagement
subscale (item 19: “I attend the professor’s office hours to review assignments or
tests or to ask questions”). The adapted L2 engagement scale showed improve-
ment in fit statistics and achieved a reasonable fit (see Table 5).

Table 5 Fit indices of measurement models

χ2 df RMSEA SRMR CFI TLI
Imposter phenomenon 85.224 32 .076 .053 .994 .992
FLCA 41.474 19 .064 .041 .998 .997
FLE 47.430 24 .059 .060 .995 .993
Engagement 692.646 203 .092 .093 .966 .962
Engagement (adapted) 564.300 164 .093 .087 .972 .967

5.4. Structural equation model

The structural equation model tested showed a close to reasonable fit (χ2 (1006)
= 2478.604; p < .001; see Figure 2), with the CFI (.970) and TLI (.968) indicating
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a close fit (> .95; Kenny, 2020). In addition, the RMSEA (.072) showed a reason-
able fit (< .08), whereas the SRMR (.083) narrowly exceeded the fit guidelines of
Kenny (2020; < .08). As such, the model overall was seen as a reasonable fit to
the data. In terms of the individual regression paths, imposter phenomenon sig-
nificantly positively predicted FLCA (β = .522; p < .001) and significantly nega-
tively predicted performance engagement (β = -.131; p < .001) and FLE (β = -
.178; p < .001). Imposter phenomenon did not significantly predict skills engage-
ment, emotional engagement, or participation engagement (p > .05). Further-
more, FLE positively predicted all subfactors of L2 engagement: skills engage-
ment (β = .421; p < .001), emotional engagement (β = .482; p < .001), participa-
tion engagement (β = .513; p < .001) and performance engagement (β = .319; p
< .001). In turn, FLCA significantly negatively correlated with FLE (r = -.113; p <
.001) and negatively predicted participation engagement (β = -.390; p < .001)
and performance engagement (β = -.333; p < .001).

Figure 2 Structural equation model (All factor loadings significant at a p < .001
level. ***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05)

Correlation between subfactors of the L2 engagement scale are not visually
depicted for clarity (see Figure 2), but the latent correlations are shown in Table 6.
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Table 6 Latent correlation matrix of L2 engagement subfactors

1. 2. 3. 4.
1. Skills engagement -
2. Emotional engagement .541*** -
3. Participation engagement .371*** .133*** -
4. Performance engagement .074* .010 -.024 -

6. Discussion

The answer to the first research question is affirmative as our participants’ mean
scores for IP were well above the mid-way point on a 5-point Likert scale (M =
2.98, SD = 1.0). They were thus higher than the mean scores for FLCA (M = 2.41).
This suggests that many FL learners feel like imposters to a certain extent. This
finding confirms that in this respect FL learners do not diverge from learners in
other disciplines (e.g., Bravata et al., 2020; Cisco, 2020a; Cokley et al., 2015), pos-
sibly due to the generally competitive nature of academic contexts, students’
commonly observed fear of failure (Neureiter & Traut-Mattausch, 2016) and feel-
ing academically unprepared (Cisco, 2020a), as well as rather low self-esteem
(Ménard & Chittle, 2023). It also shows that learners who experience feelings of
difference when switching languages were more likely to feel the frustration de-
scribed by Hoffman (1989) rather than the joy described by Lvovich (2013).

The second research quesƟon addressed the demographic and language
learning predictors of IP. Linear regression analyses showed that frequency of
overall English use and extramural English use, English proficiency and mulƟlin-
gualism were unrelated to IP. In other words, relaƟvely fluent and frequent mul-
Ɵlingual users of English might sƟll feel they were imposters when using the lan-
guage. The strongest predictor of IP was of a social nature, namely, the relaƟve
standing.  Those  who felt  they  were  below average  in  their  group were  more
likely to feel like imposters. This fits in with the finding that those who feel that
their peers are beƩer than them experience more FLCA and less FLE (Dewaele
et al., 2018). While learner emoƟons and imposterism are experienced by an
individual learner as such, the findings illustrate the crucial role of self-percep-
Ɵons and group dynamics in learning trajectories. Two demographic variables
also  emerged  as  significant  predictors  of  IP.  Younger  EFL  learners  were  more
likely to suffer from IP than their older counterparts. Previous research on self-
esteem has found that self-esteem tends to be low in adolescence and gradually
increases over adulthood (Robins et al., 2002). One possible explanation of the
higher IP in younger participants can therefore be that teenagers and young adults
have lower levels of self-esteem and are more worried about their level of skill. The
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gender difference reflects the findings of FLE and FLCA in Dewaele and MacIntyre
(2014) and Dewaele et al. (2016). Our finding that younger and female participants
were more likely to experience IP diverges from that reported in Yamini and Man-
danizadeh (2011) and Brauer et al. (2023). It serves as a reminder that the effects
of demographic variables are difficult to generalize because they are entangled in a
web of socio-educational and cultural variables (Dewaele & Botes, 2024).

The third research question expanded the search for predictors of IP to class-
room emotions and engagement. IP was found to be a strong predictor of FLCA.
This finding echoes patterns reported in previous research outside applied linguis-
tics (McElwee & Yurak, 2010; Neureiter & Traut-Mattausch, 2016; Wang et al.,
2019). It is thus possible that feeling like an imposter triggers learners’ FLCA (Resnik
et al., 2025), which then negatively affects their FL proficiency and achievement.
This finding independently confirms Horwitz’s (2017) speculation that the main
cause of FLCA is the fear of coming across as inauthentic and being perceived as a
fraud when using the FL. The finding that IP was a significant negative predictor of
FLE was expected considering the previous research (e.g., Cokley et al., 2018; Coz-
zarelli & Major, 1990: McClain et al., 2016; Neureiter & Traut-Mattausch, 2016;
Resnik et al., 2025). Indeed, to experience enjoyment, learners must be able to rise
to the linguistic and communicative challenge. To do so requires trait emotional
intelligence and a healthy amount of confidence, self-belief and self-esteem. IP
may clip the metaphorical wings of these students and stop them from experienc-
ing flow in the FL classroom (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2024). IP also negatively pre-
dicted performance engagement, but not skills engagement, emotional engage-
ment and participation engagement, which were all positively predicted by FLE,
while participation engagement and performance engagement were -more
weakly- negatively predicted by FLCA. This is further evidence that FLE is more
linked to what happens in the classroom, while FLCA is more linked to learner-in-
ternal sources (Dewaele & Dewaele, 2020; Dewaele et al., 2018).

The current study has clear pedagogical implications. Rather than fighting
FCLA, teachers can address one of its main causes, namely, the fact that many
FL learners feel like imposters when they use the FL. Previous intervenƟons in
other fields specifically targeƟng IP have shown success, with intervenƟons
aimed at reducing IP for medical professionals using self-reflecƟon workshops,
group-guided exercises, and coaching (Siddiqui et al., 2024). Furthermore, an
intervenƟon using gamificaƟon aimed at computer science students (Telje &
Wilhelmsen, 2024) and an intervenƟon using relatable narraƟves aimed at sci-
ence undergraduates (Grasse et al., 2024) were both successful in reducing IP. Fu-
ture research aimed at developing and implementing targeted interventions to
reduce IP in the FL classroom is much needed. The core idea of such an interven-
tion would be that everybody is a legitimate user of a FL as legitimacy is unrelated
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to proficiency. Nobody expects an FL learner and user to sound like a first language
user of that language. Rather than feeling like imposters, FL learners should de-
velop a more posiƟve perspecƟve, which is that of being proud of the first steps
into the journey of a new alternaƟve idenƟty.

As with all studies, there are several limitations that ought to be considered.
The study was cross-sectional and did not consider language proficiency gains.
Future research on the long-term impact of IP on the development of language
proficiency is needed. The study also only considered direct effects of IP. It is likely
that more complex, indirect effects can be expected as IP is often associated with
highly competent individuals (Grasse et al., 2024), while language competence and
achievement are negatively associated with FLCA (Botes et al., 2021), and in our
study IP was positively associated with FLCA. Future research examining possible
indirect effects between IP, FLCA, and language proficiency or academic achievement
might therefore be a fruitful avenue to explore. In addition, the study utilized a sam-
ple  from Western  Europe.  Given  that  IP  has  been found to  vary  across  cultures
(Chae et al., 1995), future research examining the phenomenon across different
culture and language settings is needed. Furthermore, in the present study, IP was
measured with the 10-item Short Clance Imposter Phenomenon Scale (Wang et
al., 2024), which did not allow an analysis of the role of the different sub-facets of
IP  (Brauer  & Proyer,  2023).  Future  research  should  thus  explore  the  role  of  IP
based on the full scale (Clance, 1985) in order to gain a more granular understand-
ing of its role in FL learning. Lastly, the study is purely quantitative and as such
fine-grained insights into the mechanisms underlying IP and possible routes for a
targeted intervention to address IP cannot be made on the basis of the current
findings. Qualitative research is needed to fully understand how IP manifests
within the FL classroom and within FL learners.

7. Conclusion

In his famous poem, we wear the mask, the poet Paul Dunbar writes about con-
cealing self-doubts and insecuriƟes in order to appear competent. With lines
such as “we wear the mask that grins and lies, that hides our cheeks and shades
our eyes,” Dunbar highlights the pressure to hide true feelings behind a façade.
Those experiencing IP oŌen feel compelled to present a different “mask” to oth-
ers despite internal struggles of self-worth, including the experience of IP in FL
learning. This study is among the first to present evidence of the existence of IP
in FL classrooms. While linear regression analyses revealed that IP was unrelated
to participants’ use of EFL inside and outside the walls of the FL classroom, their
self-rated proficiency in the FL, as well as their overall number of languages known
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the perceived relative standing in the group of learners predicted imposter feelings.
This demonstrates the social nature of FL learning and the crucial role of group dy-
namics in (un-)successful FL learning. Younger, female learners were furthermore
more prone to experiencing IP. While the former might be linked to lower self-es-
teem, similar gender-based differences have been observed in some studies for FLE
and FLCA (Dewaele et al., 2016). Yet, gender differences are difficult to generalize.

Latent modeling revealed that IP strongly predicted FLCA and higher levels
of imposter experiences were also linked to lower FLE. While FLE was a posiƟve
predictor of all engagement subdimensions, FLCA was related to parƟcipaƟon
and performance engagement. IP was only a negaƟve predictor of performance
engagement. Because IP affects both learner emoƟons and their engagement,
there is an urgent need to expand this area of research to beƩer understand its
role in FL learning and to be able to develop successful intervenƟons targeƟng
detrimental imposter feelings in the FL classroom as this will likely have a posi-
Ɵve effect on learner emoƟons and, linked to it, learners’ engagement, but also
their achievement. Thus, IP needs to be included in further studies of the no-
mological network of individual difference variables. It is of crucial importance
to convince FL learners that using the language imperfectly does not mean that
they are faking it. In other words, they need to develop a more posiƟve mindset,
control their anxiety, boost their enjoyment and – in doing so – embrace the
new language and its community of first and foreign language users and not
wear a “mask” where insecuriƟes and self-doubts lie just below the surface of
the emoƟonal experiences of FL learners.
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