The imposter syndrome 

You can do very good research and even get accolades in the scientific world and still feel that you don’t know what you are doing and that everyone around you will find that out sometime soon. Actually, “you can” is probably an understatement as studies on the imposter syndrome show that you probably do feel that way.
I first heard of the imposter syndrome at a Friday night dinner table in snowy Boston. We were almost all academics, good friends from the best universities around who were chatting about random subjects when a friend described a lecture he heard. You could tell he was excited and that he really “connected”. The speaker was talking about how the scientific world is filled with people that have the sense that they are imposters - seen from the outside as bright minds but feeling very insecure about their capabilities. They attribute their success to luck or see their achievements as trivial. 
As he described the lecture content the atmosphere around the table became electric. Everyone had things to say and examples to give. Surprised by the strong empathy we decided to go for a show of hands of who feels he is “living the syndrome”. Remarkably, three finishing their PhDs, three post docs and two people starting their own labs shared the sentiment. Well, these were actually all the academics sitting at the table. People were reacting by telling other people things like “How could it be that you feel that way, you are so ….” . The laughter and the high spirit that ensued attested to the relief that all of us felt at sharing our intimate fear, and finding out we were not alone. 
So what is the Imposter Syndrome? it can be defined as a collection of feelings of inadequacy and of misleading people around which contrasts with an external view by others that sees ample information that indicates real success and capability. It was found to be highly prevalent among people working in academia as well as in the arts and other fields. Initially it was reported for gifted women but has now been found to be prevalent among men as well. It is usually manifested by varying degrees of the following feelings: feeling like a fake, attributing success to luck, and discounting success. 
Two suggestions for how the Imposter syndrome arises are tied to early family experiences. In one case a family label of a “smart” child and a “sensitive” child are branded at an early stage and remains fixed in the family no matter what. The so called “sensitive” child will keep on doubting its success and intelligence even when contrasting evidence arises. In a different dynamics a child is given messages of being perfect and highly capable of success even without any effort. This view is contrasted later in life by the fact that in order to succeed the person actually needs to invest much effort. There is thus a sense of inadequacy and of being only average.

The syndrome can also be related to a wrong perception we often have about science. Science deals with objective things and absolute truths; there in no place for luck (forget quantum mechanics for a moment). Being scientists we tend to think that doing science also works that way. When we find that our own discoveries have such a big element of randomness to them we feel that we were just lucky. If other people conceive us as bright scientists they are mistaken. On the other hand the people around us are making all these amazing discoveries but they actually deserve them as they found them in logical deterministic way (isn’t that what they showed in the last seminar presentation?). Well, that is not how science works. There is a big gap between the objectivity and determinism of the forces of nature and the stochastic nature of the scientific endeavors. Good scientists can bias the chances but are still feeling the turmoil of the random manner in which discoveries are made. 
It is true that in order to do good science one has to be very critical - which also tends to be directed towards one’s work and capabilities. Moreover, being always at the cutting edge of what is known you are bound to feel “stupid” because you don’t know the answers. So these are intrinsic features of the scientific endeavor and are in some respects useful and “healthy”. The intensity of feelings in the imposter syndrome that can be partially debilitating and the perception that it is only you who is ignorant (rather than everyone who are at the cutting edge of knowledge) is what makes the imposter syndrome so troubling.
So what can you do about it? being aware that the imposter feelings exist and are very common is an important step in dealing with them. Discussing these with friends and colleagues (who surprisingly are found to have similar thoughts) is a great opportunity to relieve the stress and open the way for many more issues. More information and methods of coping are detailed in the further resources below. 
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