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Abstract 

A considerable number of employees experience impostor thoughts during their professional careers, characterized by persistent 

self-doubt and the belief that their achievements are undeserved. Previous research suggests that the impostor phenomenon is 

associated with negative work-related attitudes, whereas transformational leadership has been shown to positively influence 

employee outcomes such as self-efficacy and well-being. However, empirical evidence on how transformational leadership 

relates to employees experiencing impostor tendencies remains limited. The present study aims to examine the relationship 

between the impostor phenomenon, transformational leadership, and employee experience, as well as the potential moderating 

role of transformational leadership. A quantitative cross-sectional design was employed, surveying N = 199 employees across 

various industries, age groups, and genders. Transformational leadership, employee experience, and impostor characteristics 

were assessed using the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (Felfe, 2006b), the Employee Experience Questionnaire (Fischer 

et al., 2021), and the Impostor Self-Concept Questionnaire (Rohrmann et al., 2020). The results indicate that the impostor 

phenomenon is negatively associated with several dimensions of employee experience, including organizational commitment 

and individual engagement (b = −.14 to b = −.32, p < .05), while no significant effects were found for job satisfaction and 

collective engagement. Transformational leadership showed a significant positive relationship with all dimensions of employee 

experience (b = .63 to b = .96, p < .001). However, no significant direct effect of transformational leadership on the impostor 

self-concept was observed. A moderating effect of transformational leadership was identified only for job satisfaction (interaction 

effect: b = .18, p < .05). These findings contribute to a better understanding of the work-related consequences of the impostor 

phenomenon and highlight the role of leadership in shaping employee experience. Implications for leadership practice and future 

research directions are discussed. 
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1. Introduction 

Individuals facing the Impostor Phenomenon suffer from a 

biased self-perception, which is closely linked to negative 

central self-assessments. Thus, the Impostor Phenomenon can 

also have a negative Impact on the well-being and profes-

sional progress of employees [18]. The designated aspects 

represent sub-facets of a psychological construct - Employee 

Experience, which unites job satisfaction and organizational 

commitment as well as individual and collective engagement 

as an aggregate [23]. In this context, managers are facing the 

challenge to convey confidence, safety, and support towards 

their self-doubting subordinates [25]. Thus, leadership behav-

ior contributes critically to a company’s success and function-

ality, as it has an impact on the well-being and performance of 

employees that should not be underestimated, [33]. 

Transformational leadership is a management concept that 

is considered successful. It focuses on individual support and 

development of their employees needs and performance as 

well as their motivation [5, 32]. Therefore, it is of interest to 

take a closer look on the impact of transformational leader-

ships on the impostor phenomenon. Previous research focused 

on leaders facing the impostor phenomenon themselves [49]. 

This opens up a research gap, which the present study aims to 

fill. The present study not only helps to understand the impos-

tor phenomenon’s characteristics and consequences better but 

also contributes to gathering findings about a potential mod-

erating effect of transformational leadership on the impostor 

self-concept and employee experience relationship. 

1.1. The Impostor Phenomenon Framework 

The impostor syndrome is not an illness. Clance and Imes 

[10] where the first to introduce the impostor phenomenon to 

psychological literature. The original term impostor refers to 

persons who pretend to have a prestigious social position, e.g. 

an academic degree, through fraudulent behavior in order to 

gain any kind of advantage [15, 42]. In contrast to real impos-

tors, people suffering from impostor self-concept, feel like im-

postors even though they achieved their successes legitimately 

[50]. However, the impostor phenomenon is often called im-

postor syndrome. Since it is not a part of international systems 

for classifying mental disorders (ICD 11) it cannot be defined 

as pathological illness or personality disorder, but rather as a 

self-concept [11, 49, 50]. 

 
Figure 1. Impostor Cycle (own adaptation based on Clance [11]). 

Characteristics. Affected individuals tend to attribute their 

successes to external causes rather than to their own abilities 

[49]. Such courses of thought can be explained by several the-

ories of causal attribution [29]. Individuals with an impostor 

self-concept tend to attribute failures to internal and stable 

causes, while attributing successes to external and variable 

factors. This self-concept is characterized by the belief that 

one’s achievements are not genuinely deserved, but rather the 

result of external circumstances. As a consequence, affected 

individuals often perceive themselves as deceiving others and 

experience a persistent fear of being exposed due to their sub-

jectively perceived inadequacies. [50]. 

Besides (1) the need to be the best, Clance [11] describes 

four central characteristics the impostor phenomenon comes 

with: (2) denial of own abilities, (3) Superman-/woman com-

plex, (4) fear of failure, (5) Guilt about success and (6) the 

appearance of an impostor cycle. 
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Clance’s [11] impostor cycle (Fig. 1) illustrates that indi-

viduals with impostor self-concept tend to compensate their 

perceived shortcomings by placing unrealistically high de-

mands on themselves. They are also prone to experiencing 

thoughts of concerns, fears and self-doubt when they are 

tasked with performance related assignments [53]. Coping 

strategies serve the protection of one’s own self-esteem. Im-

postor self-concept related coping strategies focus on pro-

crastination and excessive preparation. As Individuals with 

impostor self-concept sense fear of failure, they are likely to 

prepare their tasks extremely thoroughly. However, an ex-

traordinarily perfectionistic way of working can be dysfunc-

tional, as an uneconomical amount of effort is invested into 

completing e.g. a single task [50]. 

1.2. Transformational Leadership 

Bass and Avolio [4] created one of the most important lead-

ership models in scientific literature and summarized three di-

mensions of leadership within the full range of leadership 

model: laissez faire, transactional- and transformational lead-

ership style. Furthermore, researchers postulated that transfor-

mational leadership can be seen as an addition to the transac-

tional leadership style [19]. This additive effect is also referred 

to as the augmentation effect, which has been replicated by 

most studies [20, 37]. Transformational leadership focuses on 

motivating subordinates beyond their expected performance, 

creates awareness of success-critical organizational chal-

lenges while increasing their follower’s self-confidence [3]. 

According to Bass and Avolio [4], transformational leadership 

can be further sub-categorized into four dimensions: (1) ide-

alized influence, (2) intellectual stimulation, (3) individual-

ized consideration and (4) inspirational motivation. However, 

the concept of transformational leadership has also been criti-

cized in scientific literature. One named shortcoming of the 

concept is a missing differentiation to other leadership con-

cepts for instance as charismatic leadership, which shows con-

tent-wise overlaps to the concept of transformational leader-

ship. Nevertheless, transformational leadership is considered 

to be one of the most effective leadership concepts of the mod-

ern age [32]. For instance, transformational leadership showed 

stronger positive relationships to job satisfaction and work 

motivation than the transactional leadership style, as it focuses 

more on employee performance [4, 24]. 

1.3. Employee Experience: A Conglomerate 

Made of Job Satisfaction, Job Engagement 

and Organizational Commitment 

Employee Experience describes work-related perceptions, 

attitudes, and behaviors of employees. It contains four facets 

(1) job satisfaction, (2) organizational commitment as well as 

(3) individual and (4) collective work engagement [23]. 

Job satisfaction can be described as emotional reactions and 

opinions towards work. It deals with the cognitive evaluation of 

job characteristics and contextual factors [38]. Organizational 

commitment describes the loyalty of employees to the organi-

zation they work in, respectively on an affective, normative and 

calculative level [47]. Kahn [40] explains individual engage-

ment as a proactive behavior that is characterized by physical, 

cognitive and emotional effort. Whereas collective work en-

gagement is defined as shared and perceived positive and ful-

filling motivational state of a group of employees [17]. 

1.4. Transformational Leadership and 

Employee Experience Among Individuals 

Facing Impostor Self-Concept 

Previous findings show that the impostor phenomenon 

brings forth numerous characteristics which already have been 

explored in relation to transformational leadership and em-

ployee experience sub-facets. Existing empirical knowledge 

suggests that the impostor self-concept can have a negative 

impact on employee experience dimensions as the impostor 

phenomenon is associated with a generally negative attitude 

and is linked to neuroticism as well as job anxiety [18, 26, 50, 

51]. Moreover, personality research has shown, that individual 

dispositions can impact the general well-being, life satisfac-

tion and, in a reciprocal relationship, the job satisfaction of 

employees [34, 39]. Vergauwe et al. [54] reported low levels 

of affective commitment in individuals with impostor self-

concept. Additionally, self-efficacy was found to be a signifi-

cant predictor of individual engagement (β = .36), while low 

self-efficacy levels have been found to predict impostor 

thoughts (β = -.71). These findings are supported by more re-

cent studies [14]. According to Langford and Clance (1993), 

personal worth is often related to attained accomplishments. 

Since individuals harboring impostor thoughts tend to depre-

ciate their achievements, which leads to a constant diminish-

ment of self-worth. Therefore, a negative impact of the impos-

tor self-concept on the employee experience (sub-dimensions) 

can be expected. 

Despite extensive research on the impostor phenomenon 

and transformational leadership, these constructs have rarely 

been examined in an integrated framework. In particular, it re-

mains unclear whether transformational leadership can shape 

or mitigate the negative work-related experiences associated 

with impostor tendencies. The present study addresses this 

gap by investigating both the direct and moderating relation-

ships between these variables. Hence, the following hypothe-

sis is proposed: 

H1: It is expected that the impostor self-concept 

1) has a significantly negative impact on employee experi-

ence (index value) 

2) has a significantly negative impact on job satisfaction 

3) has a significantly negative impact on organizational 

commitment 

4) has a significantly negative impact on individual en-

gagement 
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5) has a significantly negative impact on collective engage-

ment 

In terms of employee experience facets, a positive impact 

of transformational leadership style can be assumed. A meta-

analysis by Judge and Piccolo [37] presented that transforma-

tional leadership has a positive effect on job satisfaction (β 

= .52) and motivation (β = .32) of employees. They addition-

ally stated that transformational leadership is positively re-

lated to organizational performance (ρ = .26). Furthermore, 

Hoch et al. [33] support those findings with another meta-

analysis as they found positive relationships of transforma-

tional leadership and job satisfaction (r = .37), employee en-

gagement (r = .44) and affective commitment (r = .39). These 

findings are also supported by further studies on a positive im-

pact of transformational leadership on job satisfaction [21, 43], 

collective engagement [6, 48] as well as organizational citi-

zenship behavior [36, 56] and organizational commitment [1, 

28, 44]. Therefore, following hypothesis is formulated for the 

present study: 

H2: It is expected that transformational leadership 

1) has a significantly positive impact on employee experi-

ence (index value) 

2) has a significantly positive impact on job satisfaction 

3) has a significantly positive impact on organizational 

commitment 

4) has a significantly positive impact on individual engage-

ment 

5) has a significantly positive impact on collective engage-

ment 

In light of the fact that transformational leadership aims to 

support employees individually and focuses on encouraging, 

challenging and motivating subordinates, it is assumed that 

transformational leadership has a mitigating effect on the ap-

pearance of impostor feelings. 

The impostor self-concept is characterized by anxiety, self-

doubts, worries, overly high-performance standards and guilt 

in case of success [11]. Simultaneously, transformational 

leaders convey confidence in the fulfillment of demanding ob-

jectives by their employees and engage them by conveying 

desirable visions [5]. In addition, former research shows that 

the impostor self-concept can be mitigated by healthy formal 

and informal relationships [2]. A study also showed that trans-

formational leadership has a positive impact on employees’ 

self-confidence [46]. Therefore, following hypothesis is pro-

posed: 

H3: It is expected that transformational leadership has a 

significantly negative impact on the impostor self-concept. 

It is additionally assumed, that transformational leadership 

mitigates the negative relationship between employee experi-

ence and impostor self-concept. This assumption is based on 

the previous explanations about transformational leaders’ 

abilities to reduce the expression of impostor self-concept. 

Transformational leadership is also associated with positive 

effects on employee experience dimensions. Former research 

showed similarly a moderating effect of work-related social 

support on the relationship between job satisfaction and or-

ganizational citizenship behavior [54]. The characteristics of 

social support are similar to transformational leadership char-

acteristics since transformational leaders consider individual 

dispositions of their employees as well as enable and support 

in independent and creative processes of thoughts and prob-

lem solving [3, 19]. Therefore, an interaction effect between 

transformational leadership and impostor self-concept is ex-

pected. 

H4: It is expected that transformational leadership moder-

ates the relationship between impostor self-concept and 

employee experience. 

job satisfaction. 

organizational commitment. 

individual engagement. 

collective engagement. 

All hypotheses of the study are summarized in Figure 2. 

 
Figure 2. Proposed model including hypotheses. 
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2. Methods 

2.1. Procedure and Sample 

The study was conducted between March and May 2023. 

Participants received a link to an Online questionnaire with a 

duration of five to ten minutes. Individuals with manifesta-

tions of the impostor self-concept are difficult to identify ex-

ternally unless they publicly express their self-image [45]. 

Thus, to test the hypotheses, individuals across all age groups, 

genders, and organizational characteristics were surveyed. 

The only prerequisites were the presence of a direct supervisor 

who was to be assessed in the questionnaire and knowledge of 

German language, as the study had to be conducted among 

German-speaking individuals to ensure the participation of all 

age groups. Participation was voluntary. Acquisition of par-

ticipants took place through distribution via E-Mail and Social 

Media channels. 

In total, 283 participants were recruited for the survey. Ul-

timately, the number of usable datasets reduced to N = 199.84 

datasets were excluded due to unfinished surveys and missing 

conformity with the screening question. A power analysis 

specified a sample size of N = 99 individuals at a significance 

level of α = .05, an effect size of R² = .13, and a power of .8 

[31]. The final sample of 199 participants exceeds the a priori 

sample calculation. 

2.2. Measures 

The questionnaire consisted of demographical questions 

collecting information about the participants’ age, gender, 

presence of a supervisor, organizational size and industry, as 

well as three measurement scales. The measurements em-

ployed in this study were the Multifactor Leadership Ques-

tionnaire (MLQ) [21], Employee Experience Questionnaire 

(EXQ) [23] and the Impostor self-concept questionnaire (ISF) 

[49] have been developed or translated and validated in Ger-

many and already utilized in previous studies. 

Employee experience was assessed using EXQ. EXQ con-

sists of 21 Items measuring four dimensions of employee ex-

perience, which constituted employee experience as overall 

score. The questionnaire was examined for its psychometric 

quality criteria by Fischer et al. [23] with a sample of 467 in-

dividuals. Regarding the reliability of the scales, Cronbach's 

Alpha ranged between α = .79 and α = .91, indicating good to 

very good reliability [13, 23]. 

The external assessment of the supervisors’ leadership style 

was conducted by using the translated German version of 

MLQ [5] by Felfe [21]. Overall, 19 items from the MLQ by 

Felfe [21] were used. They are divided into 5 scales, as ideal-

ized influence shows two dimensions: Idealized Influence at-

tributed (IIa) and Idealized Influence behavior (IIb). Consid-

ering research economy, the other scales of MLQ were not 

adopted, as the operationalization of this studys moderating 

variable relates only to the transformational leadership dimen-

sion [9, 30]. Felfe [21] examined the measurements’ psycho-

metric quality with a sample of N = 3.500 individuals. The 

internal consistencies of the scales range between a 

Cronbach's Alpha of α = .73 and α = .84 [21], and are consid-

ered satisfactory to good given the brevity of the scales [13]. 

To test impostor phenomenon expressions among the partic-

ipants, ISF by Rohrmann et al. [49] was used. ISF includes 15 

items and presents a self-description. The scale has been empir-

ically validated, showing a reliability of α = .93 und α = .94 [49]. 

2.3. Analytic Procedure for Hypothesis Testing 

The data analysis was conducted using SPSS (Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences) Version 29 with PROCESS 

Macro 4.2 [35]. Sample description occurred by examining 

descriptive statistics. For hypotheses testing, linear regression 

and moderation models were computed. Seven models were 

tested: one multiple regression model for the influence of the 

impostor self-concept and transformational leadership on each 

sub-variable of Employee Experience, and one each in which 

transformational leadership serves as moderator variable in 

the relationship between impostor self-concept and employee 

experience as well as employee experience sub-variables. For 

the moderation analyses, bootstrapping with 5000 iterations, 

along with heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors using 

HC3 method [12], was applied to calculate confidence inter-

vals (CI). Additional exploratory investigations focused on 

gender-specific differences as well as associations of the three 

main variables with demographics. 

3. Results 

3.1. Description of Study Sample 

As Table 1 shows, one-third of the surveyed individuals 

were male (N = 63), while approximately two-thirds were 

female (N = 136). About 50% of the participants reported 

an age between 16 and 29, 40% between 30 and 49, and 

approximately 10% were older than 50 years. Concerning 

company size, at the time of the survey, 144 (72%) individ-

uals stated they worked in a large company, while one-third 

of the respondents were equally distributed in medium-

sized (12.1%) and small-sized enterprises (15.6%). Notably, 

around half of the respondents worked within IT and tele-

communications industry. Approximately 17% of the par-

ticipants were employed in the public sector. Among the 

199 participants, 58 individuals (29%) showed average 

scores of M > 3 relating to the impostor self-concept Scale 

(M = 3.39, SD = .29). According to Clance [11], one third 

of the participants were categorized in their impostor self-

concept manifestation as at least moderate. 
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Table 1. Sample sociodemographic characteristics. 

 Mean (SD) n (%) Range 

Age (years) 33.95 10.5 
19 - 

65 

Gender    

Female  136 (68)  

Male  63 (32)  

Professional Experience 

(years) 
13.65 10.94  

Company Size    

Large  144 (72)  

Medium-sized  24 (12.1)  

Small  31 (15.6)  

Industry    

IT & Telecommunication  98 (51.8)  

Public sector  34 (17.6)  

Health & social affairs  16 (8)  

Other  10 (22)  

Note. N = 199    

3.2. Preliminary Analyses 

Assumption checks were conducted for moderation analysis 

and linear regression, as both procedures were mainly used for 

hypotheses testing. The checks revealed no significant anomalies, 

except for homoscedasticity within individual engagement and 

organizational commitment. Therefore, the regression analysis 

significance outcomes were cross-validated using robust standard 

errors. The PROCESS tool [27] used for conducting moderation 

analyses, provided heteroskedasticity-robust estimators. 

3.3. Hypothesis Testing 

The first hypothesis posited a significant negative influence 

of the impostor self-concept on employee experience facets as 

well as its overall score, while the second hypothesis assumed 

a positive influence of transformational leadership on these 

variables. The impostor self-concept statistically significantly 

predicted Employee Experience (total value) and thus nega-

tively influenced Employee Experience (H1a), b = -.14, 95% 

CI [-0.256, -0.018], p = .02. Furthermore, a positive impact of 

transformational leadership on employee experience was 

found (H2a), b = .78, CI [0.678, 0.897], p < .001. Transforma-

tional leadership, (H1b), b = .91, 95% CI [0.780, 1.042], p 

< .001, turned out to be a significant predictor of job satisfac-

tion, while impostor self-concept showed no effects on the 

variable, (H2b), b = -.11, 95% CI [-0.251, 0.034], p = .13. Both 

transformational leadership (H2c), b = .95, 95% CI [0.763, 

1.15], p < .001, and impostor self-concept (H1c), b = -.32, 95% 

CI [-0.535, -0.113], p = .003, were significant predictors for 

organizational commitment. 

With regard to individual engagement, the impostor self-

concept as well as transformational leadership were identified 

as significant predictors. As shown in Table 2, the impostor 

self-concept (H1d) exerted a weak negative influence on indi-

vidual engagement according to Cohen (1988). Impostor self-

concept (H1d) affected individual engagement weakly nega-

tive, b = -.16, 95% CI [-0.299, -0.019], p = .027, while trans-

formational leadership (H2d) showed a significantly positive 

effect on individual engagement, b = .65, 95% CI [0.524, -

0.781], p < .001. Furthermore, impostor self-concept (H1e) re-

sulted in not having did predictive power regarding employ-

ees' collective engagement, b = .04, 95% CI [- 0.119, 0.205], 

p < .001, while transformational leadership (H2b) significantly 

predicted collective engagement (b = .63, 95% CI [0.481, 

0.778], p < .001). 

H3 assumed that transformational leadership negatively in-

fluences the occurrence of the impostor self-concept. How-

ever, the regression model turned out to be non-significant., F 

(1, 197) = 3.66, p = .05. 

Table 2. Regression analyses of the hypothesized variables with the impostor self-concept and transformational leadership as predictors. 

 b SE β t p 

Employee Experience (total value) 
     

Impostor self-concept -.14 .06 -.11 -.26 .02 

Transformational Leadership .79 .06 .70 14.2 < .001 

Job Satisfaction 

Impostor Self-Concept -.11 .07 -.08 -1.51 .134 

Transformational Leadership .91 .07 .70 15.74 < .001 

Organizational Commitment 

Impostor Self-Concept -.32 .11 -.17 -3.03 .003 
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 b SE β t p 

Transformational Leadership .96 .098 .56 9.73 < .001 

Individual Engagement 

Impostor Self-Concept -.16 .071 -.13 -2.24 .027 

Transformational Leadership .65 .065 .574 9.99 < .001 

Collective Engagement 

Impostor Self-Concept .04 .08 .03 .52 .60 

Transformational Leadership .63 .08 .52 8.34 < .001 

Impostor Self-Concept 

Transformational Leadership -.13 .07 -.14 -1.91 .050 

Notes. N =199; dependent variable (DV), Employee Experience (total value): R² = .53, corr. R² = .53, F(2, 196) = 110.36, p < .001; DV 

job satisfaction: R² = .51, corr. R² = .50, F(2, 196) = 100.33, p < .001; DV Organizational commitment: R² = .37, corr. R² = .36, F(2, 196) 

= 57.16, p < .001; DV Individual engagement: R² = .37, corr. R² = .36, F(2, 196) = 56.67, p < .001; DV Collective engagement: R² = .26, 

corr. R² = .26, F(2, 196) = 35.02, p < .001; Impostor self-concept (ISK): R² = .019, corr. R² = .014, F(1, 197) = 3.89, p = .05 

 

3.4. Moderation Analyses 

In order to test hypotheses H4a-e, moderation analyses were 

conducted for transformational leadership as moderator, the 

independent variable impostor self-concept, and the depend-

ent variables employee experience, job satisfaction, organiza-

tional commitment, individual engagement, and collective en-

gagement to test hypotheses H4a-e. 

However, only a moderating effect of transformational 

leadership on the subfacet of job satisfaction was identified, 

ΔR² = 1.64%, F(1, 195) = 5.17, 95% CI [0.011, 0.316], p 

= .024 (H4b). Figure 3 shows the moderational effect of trans-

formational leadership on the relationship between impostor 

self-concept and job satisfaction. 

 
Figure 3. Moderating effect of transformational leadership on the relationship between the impostor self-concept and employee experience. 

Notes. N = 199; X = Predictor, M = Moderator, Y = Independent variable. The interaction term XM predicts Y significantly. 

Significance level * p < .05. 

The results failed to reveal a moderational effect of trans-

formational leadership on the relationship between the impos-

tor self-concept and employee experience, ΔR² = 0.97%, F(1, 

195) = 59.11, 95% CI [-0.036, 0.242], p = .121, (H4a). Further-

more, no moderation effect of transformational leadership 

could be found in the model with organizational commitment 

as the dependent variable, ΔR² = 0.29%, F(1, 195) = 0.822, 95% 

CI [-0.136, 0.292], p = .366 (H4c). No moderational effect of 

transformational leadership was observed for both dimensions 

of engagement. Referring to individual engagement (H4d) a 

significance value of p = .20 yielded, ΔR² = 1.38%, F(1, 195) 

= 1.64, 95% CI [-0.080, 0.333]. In addition, the interaction 

term did not contribute more variance explanation than the 

moderator and predictor themselves (H4e), ΔR² = 0.15%, F(1, 

195) = 0.1937, p = .66, 95% CI [-0.0185, 0.235]. The results 
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of the moderation analyses are summarized in Table 3. Inter-

action effects are presented for each criterion. 

Table 3. Interactional effects as results of moderation analyses. 

 b SEa t 95% CIb p 

Employee Experience (total value) 

Int. TF GES x ISK .12 0.08 1.56 [-0.036, 0.242] .12 

Job Satisfaction      

Int. TF GES x ISK .18 0.08 2.27 [0.011, 0.316] .02 

Organizational Commitment 

Int. TF GES x ISK .10 0.11 0.91 [-0.136, 0.292] .37 

Individual Engagement      

Int. TF GES x ISK .15 0.12 1.28 [-0.080, 0.333] .20 

Collective Engagement      

Int. TF GES x ISK .05 0.12 0.44 [-0.185,0.235] .66 

Notes. N = 199; Int. TF GES x ISK = Interaction term of transformational leadership and impostor self-concept; CI = confidence interval. 
a Robust standard error (HC3) according to Davidson and MacKinnon [12]. 
b CI retrieved from bootstrapping. 

 

4. Discussion 

This study aimed at investigating the impact of transforma-

tional leadership on work-related experiences of employees fac-

ing the impostor self-concept. For this purpose, the moderating 

role of transformational leadership in the relationship between 

the impostor self-concept and dimensions of employee experi-

ence was examined. Findings revealed that the impostor phe-

nomenon has a negative impact on all Employee Experience 

facets (job satisfaction, individual engagement, organizational 

commitment), except for collective engagement. Regarding the 

missing impact on collective engagement, recent empirical 

findings have revealed positive characteristics associated with 

the impostor self-concept, as indicated by Tewfik [52]. Further 

exploration of these traits is recommended for future research. 

Transformational leadership was found to have a negative, 

albeit marginally nonsignificant effect on impostor self-con-

cept, and thus on employees’ low self-efficacy expectations 

and dysfunctional thoughts and behaviors. This could be at-

tributed to bias effects resulting from the external assessment 

by supervisors, combined with the tendency toward neuroti-

cism in individuals with impostor self-concept. Previous re-

search identified patterns in the personality traits of employees 

who prefer a transformational leadership style in their super-

visors [32]. In this context, psychological theory delineates 

two approaches: the similarity approach and, respectively, the 

complementarity approach. The complimentary approach de-

scribes individuals who are low in self-efficacy, tend to inse-

curities and prefer to orient themselves toward their supervisor 

to compensate deficits [20, 41]. According to Klein and House 

[41], employees with personality traits that are similar to those 

of their supervisors, are more capable of recognizing and pos-

itively assessing a transformational leadership style. Bono and 

Judge [7] examined transformational leadership in the context 

of the Big Five personality traits and found extraversion to be 

a characteristic of transformational leadership, while neuroti-

cism turned out to correlate negatively to a transformational 

leadership style. Simultaneously, the impostor phenomenon is 

positively correlated to neuroticism, as demonstrated in mul-

tiple studies [18, 49, 51]. 

The present study supported the existing findings in theory 

and research regarding the impact of transformational leader-

ship on employee experience facets. Transformational leader-

ship was found to have a significantly strong and positive ef-

fect on job satisfaction, organizational commitment as well as 

individual- and collective engagement. In this study, transfor-

mational leadership did not emerge as a moderating variable 

affecting the strength of the relationship between the impostor 

phenomenon and Employee Experience, except for job satis-

faction. Johnson-Neyman-Intervals revealed that only the ab-

sence of transformational leadership has a significantly nega-

tive impact on job satisfaction of individuals facing impostor 

phenomenon. Significance was found at low transformational 

leadership values of 1.00, p = .018, CI [-1.111, -.111], to 3.40, 
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p = .04, CI [-.333, -.008]. Beyond these intervals, the interac-

tion was found to be non-significant. Individuals with an im-

postor self-concept are inter alia characterized by having high 

performance standards. According to the Superman- / Super-

woman-Complex, they tend to set unrealistic goals for them-

selves [11]. In accordance with the Two-Factor Theory, trans-

formational leadership could be considered as a hygiene factor, 

which may lead to dissatisfaction in its absence and does not 

solely serve the purpose of satisfying employees. However, 

this aspect of the Two-Factor Theory has already been criti-

cized in academic literature (Becker, 2019). This is supported 

by the present study, as transformational leadership style 

turned out as significantly strong predictor of job satisfaction. 

Possibly, the aspect of whether transformational leadership 

acts as a hygiene or motivational factor may depend on addi-

tional variables, such as values and standards of subordinates. 

Thus, it can be concluded that further internal as well as ex-

ternal factors referring to the work environment should be 

considered when conducting future research on impostor phe-

nomenon in the work context. 

5. Limitations and Directions for Future 

Research 

The sample of the study should be critically questioned in 

terms of external validity. Approximately half of the partici-

pants belonged to the IT and telecommunications industry. 

Consequently, the results cannot be generalized across all in-

dustries. For future research, industry-specific inquiries in the 

context of the impostor self-concept would be of interest. 

The hypotheses in this study were tested using a two-tailed 

approach to avoid an exclusion of possible a-priori unexpected 

effects and thus enhance objectivity. However, it is crucial to 

note critically that, inter alia, the influence of transformational 

leadership on the impostor self-concept, p = .05, would have 

been significant in an one-tailed test, which constitutes a lim-

itation of the present study [22]. 

Transformational leadership was measured by using the ex-

ternal assessment version of the MLQ. Therefore, the actual 

degree of transformational leadership was unknown, as sub-

jective perception can by distorted by factors such as person-

ality traits [55]. Consequently, the actual effect of transforma-

tional leadership on impostor self-concept and employee ex-

perience could not be determined. The results of a study based 

on a research design that evaluates transformational leader-

ship not only through an external assessment but also through 

self-assessment and assessments from both employees and 

colleagues would be highly interesting [55]. 

The present study focused on transformational leadership. 

For research economy reasons, additional leadership styles 

were not measured. Since the moderation model revealed that 

transformational leadership, as a moderating variable, nega-

tively influences the relationship between impostor self-con-

cept and job satisfaction in its absence, it would have been 

additionally interesting to examine the consequences of lais-

sez-faire leadership in this context, as laissez-faire leadership 

can be categorized as a destructive leadership style and may 

potentially show even stronger negative effects [16]. 

6. Practical Implications 

Every company should strive to create a work environment 

that supports the well-being and performance of its employees. 

The present study has shown that the impostor self-concept is a 

prevalent phenomenon that requires the attention of leaders, 

colleagues, and organizations in general, as it is associated with 

negative effects on the work-related experience of employees. 

Despite the lack of a moderating effect of transformational 

leadership on the relationship between the impostor self-con-

cept and employee experience, leaders should be aware that 

behaviors such as procrastination, excessive preparation, and 

devaluing positive feedback could be indicators of impostor 

thoughts in their employees [49]. Previous research showed 

that intervention measures such as coaching and cognitive-be-

havioral interventions can effectively contribute in reducing 

impostor tendencies [54, 57]. Additionally, positive psycho-

logical interventions aim to strengthen factors that tend to be 

underdeveloped in individuals with an impostor self-concept 

[8]. Leaders who suspect impostor thoughts in their employ-

ees should initiate appropriate intervention measures in order 

to support them. 

7. Conclusion 

In summary, the present study contributes to a better under-

standing of characteristics and effects associated with impos-

tor self-concept. It presents the importance of transformational 

leadership for the work experience of employee. It can thus 

serve as a foundation for further investigations focusing on 

different contexts, also positive attributes of individuals facing 

impostor self-concept, and intervention possibilities. 
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