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“Make it or fake it?”

The Imposter Syndrome in Kitchen Professionals
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Abstract

The imposter phenomenon or syndrome (1.S.) is a label used to describe a person’s chronic
feelings of inadequacy despite repeated success (Clance & Imes, 1978). The original study
investigated 150 ‘successful’ females in different professional settings including universities,
law firms, hospitals, and social work (Jamison, 2023). Since then, the study has been
replicated in different contexts using both female and male participants (Carvajal et al.,
2023). The existing literature suggests that imposters may hold conflicting motivations to
approach success and avoid failure (Schuberth, 2013). Imposters are unusual in that they
seem to have low opinions of themselves, yet they are still highly competitive and ambitious
(Mann, 2019). It is therefore not uncommon for highly successful professionals like celebrity
chefs and individuals who experience early career success to suffer from the I.S.

Clance & Imes (1978) found that there are three defining characteristics regarding the
individuals’ perceptions who suffer from 1.S.: a) the belief that others have an inflated view
of your abilities or skills; b) the fear that you will be found and exposed as fake; and c) the
persistent attribution of success to external factors such as luck or an extraordinary level of
hard work. Previous research has established a clear link between |.S. and low self-esteem
(Schuberth, 2013). Insecurity and fragility are used by “imposters” to fuel “rigid succuss
striving” as a “compensatory effort to avoid a constant negative self-view” (ibid. p.2). On the
other hand, the I.S. does not associate with the lack of occupational competencies which
according to Colaloglu (2011) results in a lack of professional autonomy and career
insecurity. Despite the existence of |.S.-related studies in professionals working in sectors
such as education, health care, and legal services, there is a paucity of research in the
context of professional kitchens and chefs. This demanding and high-pressure work
environment often causes mental health and wellbeing issues in chefs that are difficult to
diagnose at an early stage (Giousmpasoglou et al., 2022). Therefore, this study aims to
explore and understand the effects of |.S. in the context of professional kitchens. This will
be achieved through collaboration with a high-profile non-profit organisation based in the
UK.

The research team in partnership with The Burnt Chef Project will launch an online survey
(February 2024) to explore this phenomenon on a global scale. The Burnt Chef Project is a
social enterprise supporting hospitality employees with mental health issues. The target
group is kitchen professionals in English-speaking countries covering regions such as North
America, Europe, the UK, and Oceania. Access will be achieved through the partner’s



THE INC 2024: Technology Enabled Competitiveness and Experiences in Tourism, Hospitality, and Events

extended membership network. The Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale (CIPS; Clance,
1985) will be used to achieve the aim and objectives of this study. The CIPS is a 20-item, 5-
point Likert scale, that was developed to measure the concept that individuals are successful
by external standards but have an illusion of personal incompetence. The collected data will
be analysed in SPSS 26 version using a t-test analysis of gender, that is males versus
females and a series of ANOVA for age, tenure in the kitchen, working hours per day and
working hour per week. The preliminary findings of this study will be presented at the INC in
June 2024.

This will be the first I.S.-related study focused on kitchen professionals. The theoretical
implications include the creation of new knowledge on the |.S. effects in kitchens and its
relationship with mental health and well-being issues. The practical implications will inform
HR practice in the employee well-being area and help specialists support chefs who suffer
from 1.S. In conclusion, we argue that mental health issues (including the imposter
syndrome) among hospitality professionals have become a serious challenge in the post-
COVID-19 era (Waddell, 2023). Therefore, this phenomenon needs to be studied and
understood in the context of the broader hospitality industry.
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