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ABSTRACT

Aim/Purpose In the United States, where educational access is shaped by the intersecting
forces of race and gender, the expansion of online doctoral education presents
both new opportunities and enduring inequities. This study investigated how
doctoral students who identify as Black, Indigenous, and Women of Color
(BIWOC) enrolled in online doctoral programs experience the impostor phe-
nomenon (IP) and how their social networks and institutional supports influ-
ence these experiences.

Background While online education has expanded doctoral accessibility, BIWOC remain
underrepresented in these programs and disproportionately experience
academic marginalization. National data reveal that women of color represent
less than 12% of doctoral degree recipients in the U.S., with even fewer
advancing into academic leadership. IP among BIWOC is compounded by
racialized gender stereotypes, isolation, and limited culturally affirming support.

Methodology Using a phenomenological qualitative approach, this study conducted semi-
structured interviews with 13 doctoral students who identify as BIWOC at a
United States midwestern primarily white institution to explore their lived expe-
riences and the role of social networks in navigating IP. Interview data were
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Breaking Barriers

coded using thematic analysis, guided by intersectionality and impostor phe-
nomenon theory.

Contribution This study shifts the focus from in-person academic spaces to the
underexplored terrain of online doctoral education, offering practical and
theoretical insight into how BIWOC navigate structural and psychological
barriers in virtual learning environments.

Findings Participants reported that family, peers, faculty, and institutional relationships
were critical in helping them overcome IP. However, the lack of BIWOC repre-
sentation, microaggressions, and institutional biases often reinforced feelings of

self-doubt.

Recommendations  To support BIWOC in online doctoral programs, institutions should develop
for Practitioners structured cohort mentorship programs, increase faculty diversity, and better
implement culturally responsive pedagogy.

Recommendations  Future research should explore IP among other marginalized doctoral students

for Researchers (e.g., LGBTQ+, first-generation, disabled students) and investigate the effec-
tiveness of specific institutional interventions for reducing IP in online educa-
tion.

Impact on Society ~ Addressing systemic biases and the IP in doctoral education can contribute to
greater representation of BIWOC in academia and leadership, fostering a more
equitable and inclusive higher education landscape.

Future Research Further studies should analyze how different types of social networks (e.g., pro-
fessional organizations, online communities) influence BIWOC’s doctoral suc-
cess, as well as explore institutional policy changes that improve retention and

inclusion.
Keywords impostor phenomenon, impostor syndrome, BIWOC, BIPOC, doctoral study,
intersectionality
INTRODUCTION

Before the 19™ century, higher education was available to white upper-class men with limited or no
access for women (Wilder, 2014). White women entered higher education institutions in the 19% cen-
tury, but women who identified as Black, Indigenous, and Women of Color (BIWOC) were ex-
cluded, mainly until post-Civil War (Gasman, 2007; Wilder, 2014). However, Title IX (prohibiting
gender discrimination) allowed women to pursue academic goals in most educational institutions
(Crenshaw, 2015). Rooted in elite white male ideology, the historical foundation of higher education
has produced a system that privileges dominant narratives, making it challenging for diverse perspec-
tives, particularly for BIWOC.

Although online education offers accessibility and flexibility in the United States, racial and gender
inequities persist in digital learning platforms. How can online doctoral programs adapt to foster eq-
uitable and empowering academic experiences for marginalized students? This paper explores the in-
tersection of race and gender inequalities in influencing the impostor phenomenon (IP) among
BIWOC enrolled in online doctoral programs in the U.S., emphasizing the importance of social and
institutional support in overcoming these challenges.

Doctoral programs are increasingly accessible through online education. However, students who
identify as BIWOC face unique sociocultural barriers that significantly impact their academic jour-
neys. These barriers often contribute to the IP — a psychological experience of self-doubt despite evi-
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dent success (Clance & Imes, 1978). Completing a doctoral program is a challenging educational en-
deavor, particularly for BIWOC who must not only meet the rigorous academic requirements but
must also attempt to fit into an environment where white male norms and structures continue to
dominate. They often experience increased stress and feelings of inadequacy due to racial and gender
bias and cultural norms that can emphasize caretaker roles for women rather than professional and
leadership roles, contributing to experiences of impostorism (Burt, 2024; Cope-Watson & Betts,
2010; Evans, 2021; Haskins et al., 2019; Pretorius et al., 2019; Rogers-Shaw et al., 2024). While the
landscape of graduate education has diversified, BIWOC students continue to encounter racial and
gender biases, stereotype threats, microaggressions and a lack of representation in academia
(Chakraverty, 2019; Dortch, 2016; McGee et al., 2019; Simon, 2020), particularly in leadership posi-
tions (Burt, 2024). This study examined how race and gender inequalities intersect to shape experi-
ences of IP among BIWOC enrolled in online doctoral programs in the U.S., highlighting the role of
social and institutional support in navigating these challenges.

These experiences heighten IP, leading to emotional distress, decreased academic confidence, and
higher attrition rates (Chakraverty, 2013; Jones et al., 2023). IP cannot be diagnosed as a single cate-
gory, like anxiety, lack of self-confidence, or depression, because it includes a range of characteristics.
For instance, self-doubt is temporary, while IP is persistent and intense (Clance & Imes, 1978).

The United States Census Bureau’s (2023) Report on Educational Attainment reveals that 14% of the
population has earned advanced degrees, which has doubled over the past decade. One reason may
be that universities have made graduate programs more accessible for nontraditional students. Tradi-
tionally, White males predominantly obtained higher degrees, but recently, educational institutions
have offered online programs that provide more access to those managing careers and families. Ad-
vancements in technology have allowed for more innovative educational opportunities, offering more
flexibility for individuals with multiple life demands (Akojie et al., 2019).

Educational accessibility has expanded, yet sociocultural barriers, such as discriminatory biases
against certain cultures and differential treatment for others, a lack of diverse cultural role models,
stereotype threats, and microaggressions (Ashlee et al., 2017; Chakraverty, 2013; McGee et al.,, 2019;
Simon, 2020), continue to tarnish educational institutions. Doctoral BIWOC frequently faces IP chal-
lenges stemming from racial and gender barriers (Chakraverty, 2013; Haskins et al., 2019). The high
attrition rates underscore the experiences of BIWOC doctoral students (Shapiro et al., 2017). Despite
an increase in BIWOC in postgraduate studies in 2022 (Rasheem et al., 2018), doctorates were
awarded to only 11.5% of Asian women, 4% of Hispanic/Latina women, 3% of Black/African
American women, and 0.11% of Alaskan Native and Native American women (Nila, 2024). Addi-
tionally, Black women’s college graduation rates are significantly lower than those of White women,
making BIWOC less likely to earn doctorates. Additionally, American cultural norms that emphasize
caretaking roles for women do not support the pursuit of terminal degrees; society sends women
mixed signals about gender role expectations, making it difficult for them to internalize their suc-
cesses despite achievements (Cope-Watson & Betts, 2010). Research examining BIWOC experiences
with IP, where their intersectionality marginalizes them in doctoral programs, will contribute to the
existing literature on IP.

Doctoral students frequently experience the IP, particularly those who identify as BIWOC
(Chakraverty, 2013, 2019; Martin, 2018; Simon, 2020), as they are often invisible or barely present in
higher education faculties and positions of leadership (Burt, 2024), so BIWOC students lack models
of success. They can quickly begin to feel that they do not belong (Vaughn et al., 2020). Research has
revealed that 65.9% of doctoral, medical, and dental degrees granted to Black students are women,
yet only 5.4% of doctoral degrees overall are awarded to Black students (American Association of
University Women, 2020); IP is one factor that affects student success. Students who identify as
BIWOC are often “intensely aware of their presence as academic minorities, which influences how
they navigate academic environments” (Rogers-Shaw et al., 2024, p. 45), and IP can limit their aca-
demic success (Edwards, 2019; Simon, 2021), highlighting a significant problem in academia.
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While existing literature addresses online education and IP separately, few studies explore how race
and gender intersect to shape IP experiences in U.S. online doctoral programs. This phenomenologi-
cal study addresses that gap by centering the voices of BIWOC doctoral students and examining how
their intersecting identities contribute to persistent feelings of impostorism. The researchers em-
ployed the social influence theory framework to analyze their behaviors and attitudes. This research
offers recommendations on leveraging social relationships to aid them in overcoming IP.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Understanding the nature of IP in doctoral study is essential. Chakraverty (2020a) identified five fac-
tors that can evoke feelings of impostorism in doctoral students. First, when students are acknowl-
edged for their achievements, they may question whether they deserve such accolades. They also ex-
perience IP when they compare themselves to their peers, and while they recognize skills and talents
in their colleagues, they tend to focus on their weaknesses and deficits; the need to improve certain
skills, such as academic writing, further heightens the sense of being an impostor. Despite achieving
some success, doctoral students feel inadequate when they begin tackling new coursework and unfa-
miliar ideas. Finally, the need to seek assistance amplifies IP for doctoral students as it underscores
what they do not know or cannot accomplish. Doctoral program administrators, faculty, dissertation
committee advisors, and department mentors who are aware of these triggers can better support doc-
toral students (Chakraverty, 2020a) by acknowledging their feelings of IP and reassuring them that
they belong in the doctoral program. Openly discussing the challenges faced by all students can
counter feelings of isolation and allow students to develop support networks of faculty, staff, and
peers, which can lay a foundation for overcoming IP.

Developing both faculty and peer mentoring programs is an effective way to address doctoral student
IP when the mentoring process focuses on building student strengths, fostering acceptance of imper-
fection, and implementing strategies to alleviate anxiety (Chakraverty, 2020b; Simon, 2020). Self-es-
teem can help individuals overcome the IP (Cokley et al., 2018). Recent studies on the IP revealed a
gap in the literature regarding race and gender (Cokley, 2024a, 2024b). Cokley et al. (2024, p. 407)
emphasized the “need for reconceptualized racialized impostor phenomenon as well as the need to
establish new impostor phenomenon measures, conduct more quantitative research with diverse
samples, and create culturally tailored interventions”. Mentoring is particularly important for students
who do not see successful role models of their gender and race within academia (Simon, 2020).

THE ROLE OF RACE AND GENDER IN DEVELOPING THE IMPOSTOR
PHENOMENON

Muradoglu et al. (2022) suggested that underrepresented women often feel like impostors in fields
where success seems reserved for only exceptionally gifted individuals. A woman’s experience fre-
quently hinges on the intersection of stereotypes related to her ethnic, racial, and gender identities.
Having an acute awareness of gender stigma has been shown to increase the IP among women and
affect their view of their success; female students are more likely to attribute excellent grades to their
putting significant effort into their work while men more frequently assume their ability leads to
achieving superior grades (Cokley et al., 2015). Bano and O’Shea (2023) examined the behaviors of
minority female graduate students in primarily white institutions. They argued that a lack of belong-
ing and stereotyping leads to IP due to feelings of otherness, first-generation status, minority stress
status, stereotype threat, and racial identity.

Women in leadership often feel stereotype threats if their behaviors do not fit the cultural norm of
warmth and communality. Fraenza (2016, p. 230) examined the role of social influence, where “stu-
dents may feel pressured in a traditional setting because of the social cues of peers and instructors, as
well as institutional norms”. Both genders can experience IP, but women also contend with structural
barriers that limit their potential and prolong IP (Clance, 1985). Nori et al. (2020) revealed that doc-
toral students experience IP, characterized by initial self-doubt, fear of being exposed as frauds, and
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influenced by their diverse backgrounds and early academic challenges. Over time, these feelings can
evolve, and some students reframe their struggles as transformative experiences that promote per-
sonal growth and resilience. Research indicates that institutional factors, including mentorship, peer
support, time limitations, and a nurturing academic environment, are crucial in intensifying or allevi-
ating impostor feelings (Chakraverty, 2013, 2019; Nori et al., 2020). The findings suggest that ad-
dressing these factors can help cultivate a healthier academic culture.

The intersection of systemic racism, gender norms, and broader societal expectations shapes the IP
among students who identify as BIWOC. While men in racially marginalized groups experience the
IP in academia due to structural exclusion (Cokley, 2024a), BIWOC face a unique ‘double bind’ — the
pressure to conform simultaneously to racialized and gender expectations at the intersection of racial
and gender identities (Bird, 2020; Dortch, 2016). This paradox compels individuals to juggle conflict-
ing roles: being assertive can lead to being labeled as “angry” or “aggressive,” while remaining silent
may further entrench marginalization. This double bind, rooted in institutional and societal norms,
illustrates that interpersonal pressure is not merely an internal struggle but is shaped by ongoing ex-
ternal influences. For many BIWOC doctoral students, these pressures extend beyond the campus
environment — factors such as financial instability, caregiving duties, and cultural expectations often
heighten the emotional challenges of feeling accepted in academic settings (Collins & Bilge, 2020; Ra-
din, 1990). To fully grasp this complex experience, it is essential to adopt an intersectional perspec-
tive that considers race, gender, class, and other social identities. Furthermore, distance learning also
presents unique challenges.

ONLINE LEARNING

Designing online learning platforms accommodates various learning styles for a relatively homoge-
nous population instead of focusing on ethnic or cultural backgrounds. Distance learning has offered
flexibility and reduced barriers to education (Ross et al., 2018). Approximately 14% of students enroll
in online classes, and there is a growing number of nontraditional students (Burke, 2019). Online
learning expands access and provides flexibility (K. Gardner & Leary, 2023). Burke (2019) defined
nontraditional students as those over 25 who juggle multiple life responsibilities, such as work, fam-
ily, and community service obligations.

Nevertheless, non-traditional learners come from diverse backgrounds and bring valuable experi-
ences that can entich the educational environment for everyone involved. Ross et al. (2018) stated
that frequent evaluation of online learning is necessary to ensure access and address support chal-
lenges due to rapid technological changes. Digital tools and curricula can offer numerous advantages
that enhance the learning experience, yet without moderation, the student experience may vary signif-
icantly (Ross et al., 2018). K. Gardner and Leary (2023) pointed out that online learning faces several
obstacles, including student characteristics, living conditions, and learning environments. Student
characteristics include mental wellness, motivation, belonging, and language differences. Living con-
ditions relate to access to technology, family dynamics, discrimination, and cultural factors. The
learning environment encompasses classroom interactions, racism, course design, and relationships
with instructors and peers. Holzl (1999) asserted that a constructionist learning design can resolve
diversity and inclusion challenges in online platforms when appropriately implemented. He argued
that knowledge, built through social experiences, can be integrated with new material to enhance the
learning experience.

Many scholars have argued that an online learning environment with supportive mechanisms, self-
efficacy options, and community support contributes to the academic success of female doctoral stu-
dents (Bloomberg, 2022; Rovai, 2001). Access and flexibility are crucial because nontraditional stu-
dents can achieve classroom objectives wherever internet access is available. Bloomberg (2022) pos-
ited that multicultural students require a pedagogy that empowers and inspires learners. However,
online learning can be an isolating expetience for many due to minimal peer interaction (Bloomberg,
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2022; Rovai, 2001). Conversely, in a cross-sectional survey design, Fraenza (2016) compared the lev-
els of IP in nontraditional and traditional students using the Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale.
They found that traditional students experience IP more significantly than nontraditional online stu-
dents. Fraenza (2016) could not determine why traditional students exhibit higher levels of IP based
on the study’s structure. The literature compares face-to-face and online modalities while examining
whether IP is more substantial in either format. However, the current literature does not explore
online doctoral students and how emotional barriers may hinder their success, nor how social net-
works can support these students.

SOCIAL INFLUENCE THROUGH VARIED RELATIONAL NETWORKS

Doctoral students’ networks of existing family, friends, and colleagues can play a crucial role in tack-
ling individual challenges. These networks can be expanded and strengthened during doctoral re-
search. Relationships with institutions and peers within a cohort can evolve throughout doctoral
studies, impacting the achievement of academic, research, and social goals (K. Gardner & Leary,
2023)

Family, friend, and work colleague relationships

Research suggests that early family relationships influence IP. Lack of parental encouragement during
adolescence may increase feelings of fraudulence, which often intensify during doctoral studies due
to feelings of inferiority and incompetence. Although not directly connected to IP, studies on parent-
ing styles show that supportive and encouraging parents are more common in resource-rich families.
Regardless of parents’ background, the crucial factor is their ability to foster a positive inner narrative
in their children (Letourneau & Joschko, 2013).

The literature suggested that leveraging close external relationships for support can be a highly effec-
tive strategy for overcoming or reducing IP. Sanford et al. (2015) found a connection between low IP
levels in women leaders with strong relationships. Respondents indicated that connections with men-
tors, family, and other women in leadership roles boosted their confidence and provided validation
(Sanford et al., 2015). Much of the support from close relationships discussed in the literature centers
on providing students with resources and capital. However, many underrepresented students’ close
external relationships may not offer guidance in overcoming batriers, accessing information, ot
providing financial support for academic success (St. John et al., 2010). S. K. Gardner and Gopaul
(2012) found that part-time doctoral students received the most support from close external relation-
ships, not through knowledge or capital, but through family members taking on household responsi-
bilities to lighten their load. Additionally, participants noted that supportive workplaces that offered
necessary flexibility and independent team members helped reduce their workload and facilitated
completing their doctoral programs (S. K. Gardner & Gopaul, 2012). Just as workplace support is
beneficial, postsecondary institutional support plays an important role.

Institutional support

Although many universities have implemented Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) initiatives, im-
plicit biases, stereotypes, resistance, and reluctance to engage in DEI efforts persist, making these
policies seem superficial (Kim et al., 2023; Singleton, 2021). In both academic and workplace envi-
ronments, DEI emphasizes the incorporation of diverse voices and perspectives into policies and
practices, ensuring fair treatment for all members of the organization, providing equal opportunities
for advancement, allocating equal resources to all participants, and respecting and welcoming individ-
uals into the community (Beach & Segars, 2022). LePeau et al. (2019) suggested that fostering change
requires establishing three processes: mobilizing by building and prioritizing, implementing support
systems, and institutionalizing changes within the cultures and practices of institutions. Transforming
the culture to adopt a DEI mindset necessitates profound shifts that challenge the status quo. How-
ever, meaningful change can create institutional support for students facing IP, particularly when fac-
ulty support is meaningful.
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Faculty support

As students advance through their academic careers, graduate classes tend to become smaller, with
increased emphasis on building relationships with peers and mentors. Nevertheless, there may be in-
sufficient gender and racial representation, especially among mentors (Simon, 2020). Consequently,
some students might feel isolated and unheard, lacking the necessary support to face stereotype
threats and leaving them to deal with microaggressions independently (McGee et al., 2019). Forming
strong connections with peers and faculty is essential for completing graduate work. However, some
university cultures may embrace a color-blind mentality, which effectively undermines the experi-
ences of others and prioritizes the dominant culture, thereby diluting diverse scholatly voices (Akojie
et al., 2019).

Many BIWOC face stereotype threats from faculty members, leading to underperformance or over-
performance to avoid confirming negative stereotypes. This psychological phenomenon triggers
stress and anxiety and can hinder performance (Ashlee et al., 2017). Microaggressions are often unin-
tentional behaviors or comments that convey negative messages to marginalized groups. These mes-
sages have a psychological effect on individuals, potentially causing chronic stress and diminished
self-efficacy. The consequences of these behaviors can create unnecessary distractions, reduce partici-
pation, and lower student confidence (Ashlee et al., 2017) while also heightening feelings of IP. How-
ever, peer networks can assist students in overcoming obstacles.

Peer support through a cohort model

Cohort doctoral programs, whether designed structurally within the program or the result of individ-
ual initiative, enhance mentoring, build community, provide collaborative learning, and increase the
dissertation completion rate by boosting persistence and fostering alliances (Dennis & DiMatteo-
Gibson, 2022; Holmes et al., 2010; Mullen, 2003; Santicola, 2013; Webber et al., 2022). Various co-
hort models exist, including mentoring cohorts, dissertation writing cohorts, cross-discipline cohorts,
and study group cohorts where students and/or faculty unite to tackle obstacles to student success
(Carter-Veale et al., 2016; Dennis & DiMatteo-Gibson, 2022; Holloway & Alexandre, 2012; Holmes
et al,, 2010; Webber et al., 2022). While the purposes of cohorts may differ, the shared goal for all is
to collaborate with others in a supportive environment to enhance individual achievement.

One benefit of the cohort model is the potential for integrated peer mentoring and peer learning,
where students can overcome isolation, relieve stress, reduce frustration, increase motivation, and
catalyze success. Peer learning and mentoring lead to more significant knowledge transfer (Holloway
& Alexandre, 2012; Webber et al., 2022) and higher dissertation completion rates as isolation de-
creases (Santicola, 2013). Another positive effect is the community building among doctoral students;
working collaboratively as a cohort (Holloway & Alexandre, 2012; Holmes et al., 2010) helps create a
support network that allows them “to generate ideas collectively [and] engage in joint inquiry by shar-
ing ideas and experiences which fosters dialogue from multiple perspectives” (Santicola, 2013, p.
250).

Cohorts can be especially effective for BIWOC students as they work to overcome IP. Research
shows that marginalized students often develop IP due to feeling like outsiders in university settings,
particularly during their transition into higher education. Several studies suggested addressing 1P
through cohort-based programs rather than focusing on individual change (Hewertson & Tissa, 2022;
Meadhbh Murray et al., 2023). Students gain from connecting with peers with similar backgrounds
and identities to form their cohorts and provide essential support (Arnold, 2021). While there is di-
verse research on IP, there is a dearth of information regarding the experiences of BIWOC doctoral
students, especially in online programs. This study aimed to address that gap by examining these ex-
periences to enhance the understanding of IP’s implications for BIWOC postgraduate students in an
online context.
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Furthermore, examining these experiences through the perspective of social influence theory pro-
vides a more in-depth understanding of how external relationships can mitigate or exacerbate impos-
tor feelings for BIWOC individuals in academic settings. This approach suggests that the research
tindings can guide institutions in better supporting these students and improving their academic
achievements. Cohorts can be particularly beneficial for BIWOC students as they strive to overcome
impostor syndrome, demonstrating the impact of social influence theory.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Kelman’s (1958) social influence theory explains how individuals adjust their behavior in response to
their social environments, emphasizing that “one person’s attitudes, cognitions, or behaviors are
changed through the actions of another” (Cialdini & Griskevicius, 2010, p. 385). This framework is
particularly relevant to understanding the IP, as individuals often internalize group norms and expec-
tations, shaping identity and self-perception (Crano, 2000).

For BIWOC doctoral students, interactions with family members, peers, and institutional agents pro-
foundly influence their sense of academic legitimacy. These social networks can either intensify feel-
ings of self-doubt or offer critical support that affirms identity and bolsters resilience (Yang et al.,
2021).

Specifically, this study highlights how family dynamics, institutional expectations, and peer-group in-
teractions shape self-concept. Students may adopt familial values, conform to peer expectations, or
internalize institutional norms — often navigating these influences under the pressures of race and
gender (Kelman, 1974; Tsarenko et al., 2013; Yang et al., 2021).

METHODS

This qualitative study used a phenomenological approach to explore the experiences of IP in
BIWOC doctoral students in an online program. The research study was approved and adhered to
the university’s Institutional Review Board guidelines. The research questions were: (1) How is the
intersectionality of race and gender associated with barriers to success for doctoral students who
identify as BIWOC, and (2) how is social influence related to reducing perceived barriers for online
BIWOC doctoral students facing IP?

PHENOMENOLOGY

Phenomenology examines “the common meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of
a concept or a phenomenon” (Creswell, 2012, p. 76). The researchers gathered data for this study
through interviews with 13 participants who described their lived experiences (Creswell, 2012; Ham-
mersley & Atkinson, 1996).

The phenomenon that is the foundation of the study is IP, and the population of participating indi-
viduals is online doctoral students who identify as BIWOC at a mid-sized midwestern university in
the United States. Phenomenology tells the stories of those who encounter similar circumstances,
and their narratives enhance comprehension of what it means to live that reality. The aim is to break
down these events to find the foundational components contributing to IP. In this case, the research-
ers’ positionality contributed to their ability to relate to the study participants and accurately describe
their experiences.

RESEARCHERS’ POSITIONALITY

The researchers are two instructors and three doctoral students in an online cohort model doctoral
program in leadership. All the researchers are women. There is one woman of color, two first-genera-
tion students, one new American, and one individual with a disability. The students all completed
their doctoral studies while working full-time. Three researchers are in education, one in business,
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and one in a health-related workplace. They range in age from 35 to 65. They have all experienced IP
at different times and in various settings.

The ‘in-betweener’ role of the researchers’ positionality creates a situation where the researchers oc-
cupy a space that is neither fully an insider nor a complete outsider within the study context and par-
ticipants. This positionality is characterized by a complex interplay of shared and disparate experi-
ences, identities, and perspectives (Chhabra, 2020). The researchers conducted the study in the Edu-
cation Doctorate (EdD) program, where they worked and studied, which allowed them to share char-
acteristics and experiences with the study population and granted them the status of insiders. As in-
siders, the researchers gained participant trust and comfort because the women under study knew or
had heard of the researchers. However, the researchers also have unique identities, skills, and life cir-
cumstances not shared by the participants, which positions them as outsiders in certain respects.
Their outsider status added an element of objectivity to the data analysis, allowing them to observe
and interpret the participants’ experiences with a degree of detachment, reducing the influence of
shared assumptions or insider perspectives that could bias the interpretation of the findings. To
avoid over-rapport and dismissal of significant nuance due to familiarity (Brayboy & Deyhle, 2000),
through the iterative process of self-reflection and group discussion of the data, the researchers at-
tempted to maintain an in-betweener position (Brion & Rogers-Shaw, 2022; Rogers-Shaw et al.,
2022) where they remained “intellectually poised between familiarity and strangeness” (Hammersley
& Atkinson, 1996, p. 112). The researchers’ insider/outsider/in-betweener positionality strengthened
the study and proved beneficial in this research site.

SETTING

The study was set in an online Doctorate in Education (EdD) program in leadership offered by a
medium-sized private university with a religious affiliation in the midwestern United States. The
program incorporated both synchronous and asynchronous elements for students attending virtually.
It utilized Canvas as its web-based Learning Management System (LMS), supported by 2U. This
American education technology company assisted with program design, course creation, instructor
training, and student counseling. The program holds mandatory weekly 90-minute synchronous
classes via Zoom, including lectures, small group work, class discussions, and interactive activities.
Additionally, students were required to complete coursework asynchronously each week. They
engaged in readings, interacted with peers by responding to guiding questions on discussion boards,
participated in group projects, and worked on various writing assignments.

The institution offers 14-week courses during three annual terms — spring, summer, and fall. The
leadership curriculum emphasizes social justice, connecting research with practice to develop leaders
who positively influence their organizations. The nature of the leadership curriculum highlighted its
social justice focus, connecting research and practice that focuses on developing leaders who will
positively influence their organizations. Students moved through the coursework as a cohort, taking
two courses per term for nine terms over three years, although some students chose to work at a
slower pace. Students started an action research dissertation in practice in their fourth term and de-
fended their initial and final proposals. The students in the program met the selection criteria for this
study.

PARTICIPANTS

The project utilized a convenient sampling (Creswell, 2012) from a current graduate program, where
the university demographics indicated that over half of the students enrolled in the program were fe-
males from various sociocultural backgrounds. The program coordinator issued an electronic call to
all female students who identify as BIWOC, inviting them to participate and explaining that the study
aimed to explore the experiences of marginalized female postgraduate students registered in an online
program who have faced IP. Participation criteria included female doctoral students identified as
Black, Indigenous, or People of Color. They were willing to engage in an in-depth interview to share
their experiences with IP. IP was defined before the interviews to ensure the participants understood
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the aim and purpose of the study (see Appendix). Nineteen students expressed interest, but ulti-
mately, six withdrew. The researchers collected data through interviews about the lived experiences
of 13 online doctoral students who identify as BIWOC. Participants who identified as Black or Afri-
can American came from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds, ranged in age from 31 to 76, and had
an average age of 45. Table 1 provides an overview of participant demographics, highlighting the di-
versity in age, race, profession, and geographic location among the 13 BIWOC doctoral students in-

terviewed for this study.

Table 1. Demographics

Variable

Category

4

Gender

Female

—_
(M)

Race

African American/Black (vatious identifiers) *

—_
[SM)

Age

20-29

30-39

40-49

50-59

70-79

Sexual Orientation

Heterosexual

Lesbian

Declined to Answer

QG = | Q| = | |-

Religion

Christian (all denominations) **

—_
o

Declined to Answer

Non-Practicing

Socioeconomic Status

Upper Class

Upper Middle Class

Middle Class

Lower Class

Working Class Poor

Location

Mid-Atlantic

Midwest

Northeast

South

Southwest

West

Career Field

Education (including non-profit)

Clinical Counseling

Global Consulting

Law

Project Management

Technology

N N I N e T I I N Y N R N =Y E VT Y S I I S T Y

Notes: n=number

* Participants self-identified using varied racial labels including ‘African American,” ‘Black,” and

‘Black non-Hispanic.”

** Includes Baptist, Methodist, Pentecostal, Protestant, Non-Denominational Christian, and
other Christian-affiliated responses.
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DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

This study used the Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale (Clance, 1985) as a verbal questionnaire to
guide the initial discussion with the participants and establish a shared understanding of IP. Rather
than formally administering the survey, the researchers and the students discussed elements of the
Clance IP Scale, such as the fear of not doing well at the start of a task, of not living up to expecta-
tions, of being identified as lacking knowledge or talent, of viewing success as the result of luck or
error rather than skill or talent, of seeing others as more accomplished and doubting the ability to
continue succeeding, among other IP traits. The BIWOC participants shared their experiences related
to identified elements of IP, establishing their understanding of IP, and satisfying the researchers that
they had experienced or were experiencing IP. Participants often linked their feelings of IP to their
minority status in academia.

The researchers conducted interviews via Zoom and created transcripts using Zoom’s transcription
feature. The researchers downloaded the transcripts from Zoom, transferred them to Word docu-
ments, edited them for clarity, and password-protected them. The researchers omitted filler words,
false starts, and unnecessary repetitions from the transcripts to ensure they were clear, comprehensi-
ble, and coherent while accurately reflecting the participants’ spoken words. An inductive coding ap-
proach was used for data analysis, allowing the participants’ dialogue to guide the researchers in por-
traying their lived experiences (Creswell, 2012). After individually coding the data, the researchers
compared their analyses. They then performed an iterative narrative analysis of the phenomenologi-

cal data. Transcript and coding triangulation were employed to identify and refine common themes

and outliers.

In the narrative analysis process (Smith & Osborn, 2008), the researchers reviewed the transcripts
and searched for themes, focusing on where and how they emerged and their significance. They in-
corporated subthemes and took detailed notes that included claims followed by supporting para-
phrases and verbatim quotes. Table 2 presents themes and subthemes from the thematic analysis.
The researchers coded the transcripts based on initial themes (Smith & Osborn, 2008). This iterative
analysis identified critical findings, although the study did have some limitations.

Table 2. Themes and subthemes from the thematic analysis of participant interviews

Theme Subthemes Description
Family and Cultural | Intergenerational resilience Family history and values provided
Foundations Cultural expectations and pride motivation and framed participants’

pursuit of doctoral goals.

Peer and Cohott
Support

Affinity group formation
Academic collaboration
Informal mentoring

Cohort-based relationships helped reduce
isolation, build confidence, and facilitate
success.

Faculty Influence

Affirming support
Flexibility with assignments
Representation and validation

Faculty responses directly influenced
participants’ sense of belonging and
legitimacy.

Workplace and
Colleague Support

Encouragement from supervisors
Shared struggles with colleagues

Support from professional networks
contributed to emotional resilience and
motivation.

Role Models and

Visibility of BIWOC in leadership

Seeing successful women of color helped

Representation Inspirational female mentors participants envision their success.
Spirituality and Self- | Religious grounding Internal values and spiritual beliefs
Perception Self-affirmation practices provide emotional strength to confront

impostorism.
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Theme Subthemes Description
Intersectional Double bind dynamics IP was exacerbated by overlapping social
Barriers Racial and gender pressures and societal expectations.

microaggressions
Time and caretaking demands

Note. Themes were derived from inductive coding of interviews with 13 BIWOC doctoral students in an online cobort
model.

LIMITATIONS

The study faced several limitations. Most notably, the small sample size restricts the generalization of
the findings (Mwita, 2022). Although efforts were made to include participants from diverse age
groups, socioeconomic backgrounds, professions, and geographic regions, expanding the study to
multiple institutions with varied cultural contexts could enhance future research. Another limitation
involves the use of self-reported data, which may be affected by social desirability bias or inaccuracies
(Hesse-Biber, 2016). To address this, the researchers used follow-up questions and requests for ex-
amples to increase reliability.

Qualitative research is inherently subjective and heavily influenced by the researchet’s interpretation.
To address this issue, the researchers used inclusive language in their recruitment efforts to appeal to
participants with diverse experiences, ensuring that those with varying levels of self-reported impos-
tor phenomenon were represented in the interviews.

Being part of the same institution and program, the researchers held an “in-betweener” status with
the participants. This fostered trust but could also have led to potential blind spots or an overly fa-
miliar understanding of the institutional culture (Mwita, 2022). Future studies conducted by external
researchers or at different institutions might provide alternative perspectives.

The Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale was discussed as a conversational guide rather than a for-
mal assessment tool, which limited the ability to compare participants’ responses quantitatively. A
mixed-methods approach using validated instruments alongside interviews would enhance future
data triangulation.

Finally, Kelman’s social influence theory supported the analysis of personal behavioral change; how-
ever, it may not fully address the evolving nature of the intersectional and structural dimensions of
students who identify as BIWOC (Crano, 2000). Despite these limitations, the study’s trustworthi-
ness was reinforced through inclusive recruitment, triangulation, and reflective data analysis.

TRUSTWORTHINESS

In this phenomenological qualitative study, the researchers employed various strategies to ensure the
study’s credibility and rigor. Participant data were anonymized to encourage open sharing, and
interview triangulation supported the consistency and depth of interpretation. Two researchers
independently coded the data and engaged in an iterative comparison process until they reached
thematic saturation. This collaborative approach minimized bias and enhanced the dependability and
authenticity of the findings.

FINDINGS

These findings reinforce prior research on the importance of culturally responsive networks in reduc-
ing impostor feelings among marginalized doctoral students (Chakraverty, 2020b; Sanford et al.,
2015) and expand the literature by centering on the virtual context of online education. Participants
identified meaningful support from family, friends, faculty, colleagues, and cohort peers as essential
to overcoming IP. Consistent with Kelman’s (1958) social influence theory, particularly the concepts
of compliance, identification, and internalization, they also emphasized the value of BIWOC role
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models in shaping their academic self-concept. Family influence emerged as a foundational factor,
offering a starting point for understanding how various support systems shape the identities and ex-
periences of BIWOC doctoral students.

FAMILY SUPPORT

The family connected with participants by offering support through affirmation and serving as moti-
vation to help them achieve their goals. Tameka’s family inspired her to pursue a doctoral degree,
dedicating her research to her late grandparents. She shared, “I went to their grave site this past sum-
mer and read my dissertation to them because I did that for them, for people who were not allowed
to go to school. I understand the privilege I have in accessing education as I do.” Life experiences
shape who we become.

Nia attributed her strength to her family’s foundation and her experiences growing up. She stated,
“Whenever I feel the impostor phenomenon rising in response to any form of racial hatred or nega-
tive experience, I am always reminded of who I am, what I have been taught, and the strength of the
women in my family, along with the stories I have heard about their perseverance through racial ha-
tred over the years.” Nia’s statement aligns with Kelman’s (1958, p. 58) assertion that “internalization
occurs when an individual accepts influence because the induced behavior is congruent with his value
system”.

Participants recognized the significance of family support when striving to achieve challenging goals.
Lalia advised BIWOC students to join the program to engage with their communities and those shar-
ing the journey for assistance. She emphasized that support systems are vital for academic success,
especially as a parent. Family support can also enhance feelings of belonging. Lalia expressed, “My
family is very supportive, and they are proud of what I am doing, which makes me feel like I am
making a difference.” This sense of pride from family can inspire them to overcome or diminish feel-
ings of IP. These findings are consistent with S. K. Gardner and Gopaul’s (2012) study, which found
that family support can help mitigate feelings of impostorism. Further expanding the study of effec-
tive support networks that contribute to BIWOC student success includes evaluating the presence
and contributions of friends and colleagues.

FRIEND AND COLLEAGUE SUPPORT

Relationships with friends and colleagues in the workplace are also vital sources of support for
women of color navigating IP. Trusted peers and coworkers who understand their challenges provide
validation, encouragement, and practical advice. Tameka shared the toll of academic pursuits, stating
that support from close relationships is crucial for perseverance: “There are days when you just want
to say, you know what? I do not want to do this anymore. This is tough. Just hearing encouragement
from those who genuinely care about you and feeling uplifted makes a significant difference.”

Vivian highlighted the importance of regular socializing with a colleague from another institution.
She remarked, “We get together periodically for lunch. We did that during the school year and con-
tinued it during breaks. We are maintaining this practice, and I can say that the support has been sig-
nificant for me.” These social connections helped normalize feelings of inadequacy, as shared experi-
ences remind individuals that they are not alone on their journeys. Furthermore, these statements re-
inforce the idea that identifying with a group or person they admire fosters acceptance and a sense of
belonging (Kelman, 1958). Faculty are also inspiring figures in doctoral study, and their support can
significantly impact BIWOC student success.

FACULTY SUPPORT

The support provided by faculty appears to be another essential factor in mitigating IP for doctoral
BIWOC. When faculty members are flexible with due dates, actively cultivate a sense of belonging,
and acknowledge the unique contributions of these students, it boosts their confidence. All partici-
pants were working full-time, which added to their workload. Yasmin explained, “Anytime I can get
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an assignment extension, it helps. When professors understand this, it is supportive and reduces our
stress and feelings of IP as we balance studies, full-time work, and families.” Vera added, “The fact

that most of our professors allow us to submit [an assignment] early and review it before we turn it in
is helpful; their feedback has been invaluable.”

Positive mentorship and open communication with professors were linked to decreased feelings of
isolation and IP, as illustrated by Gloria, who stated, “Professors are nice and supportive ... always
engaging in those welcoming activities, even though we all know each other by now. They ask, ‘Tell
me about yourself. Tell me what you do.” This helps to show interest in who you are and what you

like.”

Beverly highlighted the connection between the feelings related to IP and the instructors’ attitudes.
She stated, “Sometimes the impostor phenomenon is tied to the professor. What is this person’s de-
meanor like? How do they communicate with your? How do they respond in certain situations? Most
of my professors have been very supportive and understanding.” However, responses from others
can also contribute to IP. Support from academic authority figures helped counterbalance internal-
ized doubts and reinforced a sense of academic legitimacy. According to Gloria, “When you have
professors who say, ‘No, you belong here,” I think that makes a huge difference because they would
know, having gone through this process themselves.” As the literature suggests, a lack of diverse fac-
ulty representation and a color-blind academic culture can contribute to feelings of isolation and ste-
reotype threat among BIWOC (McGee et al., 2019; Simon, 2020). In line with these findings, partici-
pants in this study emphasized that supportive, flexible, and affirming faculty interactions helped re-
duce feelings of the impostor phenomenon and reinforced their sense of belonging. Cohort peers
can also be a source of affirmation for a student’s place within doctoral study, and developing friend-
ships with peers can enhance feelings of belonging.

COHORT PEER SUPPORT

In line with literature highlighting the cohort model’s effectiveness in reducing isolation and promot-
ing academic success through peer learning and community building (Holloway & Alexandre, 2012;
Santicola, 2013), the findings from this study indicate that for BIWOC in online doctoral programs,
participation in inclusive and identity-affirming cohorts offers essential emotional, academic, and so-
cial support. This support significantly alleviates feelings of impostor phenomenon and fosters a
sense of belonging.

Cohorts create an immediate extended network for students, which is particularly important for
those whose race or gender often puts them in the minority. The cohort provides participants with
access to a broader group of peers. Individuals of color may have been one of only two or three
BIWOC:s in a class, and the cohort connects them to more peers who are women of color, with
whom they develop personal and affinity group relationships, even without sharing classes.

Vivian explained that the cohort was beneficial not only because it offered opportunities for “stu-
dents of color getting together to support each other, but also just peers in the cohort, supporting
each other as well despite race or nationality.” Lalia reiterated, I feel pretty connected to everyone
within the cohort. I do like how I noticed that I do not know if the program would be as diverse as it
is if it were not online. So, I appreciate how diverse, you know, when you hear people talk about how
black women ... do not make up many doctoral degrees ... but ... I see so many faces within the co-
hort. So, I think that is positive.” Because it is an online program and cohort meetings, presentations,
and gatherings are on Zoom, the view of many faces of people of color was particularly significant
because it offered visual proof of the diversity of the program and reinforced their sense that they
belonged. Lalia expressed her feelings about IP when she asked, “Should I be here? Or was I just a
quota? Were they checking off a box? Like, oh, we need to have so many black students in our co-
hort, so I kind of always wonder,” but seeing the number of Black students in the cohort reassured
her.
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Access to peers provided students with additional resources. Vivian stated, “If we had questions
about our schoolwork since we were all in the same cohort, we would reach out to each other for
questions, support, and encouragement.” She emphasized that this was particularly important for stu-
dents who lacked strong advisors or professors. The shared discussions about texts, assignments, and
program policies helped compensate for the lack of knowledge and support that some students
faced. Gaining a better understanding reduced their anxiety about not knowing enough, which less-
ened their IP. These types of communication were crucial during the dissertation writing process, es-
pecially when the support from faculty chairs varied significantly. Students with strong advisors could
assist those with weaker advisors by sharing valuable information.

Vivian had one compunction: “I wish I had been more proactive in pulling women of color together
to be more supportive of each other .... [as] an affinity group for women of color as well as just a
plain old affinity group for women in general ... I think it would have been helpful as well.” Several
informal affinity groups developed from the cohort, met outside of class, built strong friendships that
provided academic support and social gatherings to relieve stress, and discussed strategies essential to
diminishing IP. Notably, as students dropped out of the program, the importance of affinity groups
became clearer: “We started with a larger cohort and having more diversity, but probably by term
three, there were just four black people, and that has been hard. Furthermore, because of how diffi-
cult it has been, we had to create our community outside the cohort to spur each other along,” Yas-
min shared.

Although being part of a cohort offers benefits, it is not a panacea, and students still face racism and
sexism within the cohort. The cohort’s diversity fosters feelings of belonging and pride in their race;
as Sylvia shared, “It made me feel better because I felt like, okay, yeah, we are getting on the ball with
including ourselves.” However, Aaliyah observed that racism and colorism can still manifest in the
cohort, becoming evident when a dark-skinned individual might not receive a response to a text
question as quickly as a White or light-skinned person. Nonetheless, participating in cohort question-
and-answer texts can still provide valuable information.

Kelman (1958, p. 58) stated, “Compliance occurs when an individual accepts influence because he
hopes to achieve a favorable reaction from another person or group. He adopts the induced behavior
because he expects to gain specific rewards or approval and avoid punishments or disapproval by
conforming.” In this context, compliance leads to behavioral change but does not alter personal be-
liefs. Mentors, especially those of the same gender and race, can provide BIWOC students with mod-
els of compliance that effectively enhance feelings of belonging without compromising one’s sense of
self or awareness of their own intersectional identities.

ROLE MODEL SUPPORT

The interviews consistently highlichted the importance of building connections with other BIWOCs
in the program and receiving support from faculty who share their identities. Gloria was pleasantly
surprised by the diversity within the cohort, expressing, “In most of my educational experiences, 1
was one of a few African American individuals in classroom settings ... So, to be in a cohort with a
substantial number of people of color in most classes is something I appreciate. I value that.”” Simi-
larly, Tameka remarked, “To see women leading a class ... to articulate their thoughts eloquently, to
be well-informed about the questions we were posing, that meant a lot to me. Some women profes-
sors excel not only in their fields but also in fostering growth in the students they mentor.”

The interviews highlighted the salience of community and mutual support among BIWOC. Aaliyah
credited her progress in the eighth term of the program to the community space created by the Black
women, saying, “These are my sisters for life ... Because when you find someone in a space of an-
guish and sort of hardness, you often gel together. I think that is the Black experience ... Find some-
one you can latch onto, mentor, or be a friend ... we have no choice. Too many people are counting
on this to happen for us.” This sentiment was echoed by Vivian, who described a support group for
students of color within the cohort: “Every semester, this person of color will reach out to all the
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other students of color to say, “These are the books we need to get. You can get them cheap here ...
any praise, like if someone had an achievement, work, or personal, they would advertise that through
this email group ... Every Sunday, we would get together to vent or to say, ‘This assignment is com-
ing up; do we want to work on it together as a groupr” We give each other ideas or say; This assign-
ment is tough; I need support.” The impact of social support networks on the success of BIWOC
doctoral students is clear.

DISCUSSION

This section examines the findings related to the study’s two guiding research questions: (1) how race
and gender intersect to shape barriers for BIWOC doctoral students, and (2) how social influence
mitigates IP within online programs.

As noted in prior research, BIWOC doctoral students experience compounded pressures resulting
from the intersection of race and gender, often described through concepts like the double bind
(Bird, 2020; Dortch, 2016) and stereotype threat (Cokley et al., 2015). This study reaffirms and ex-
tends those themes by demonstrating how these challenges persist — and sometimes intensify — in
online learning environments. The current study reinforces these findings through participants’ re-
flections on their need to overperform and self-doubt despite success, especially in the absence of
BIWOC faculty role models. The research literature related to IP pointed out the importance of iden-
tifying characteristics of IP present in doctoral students (Chakraverty, 2020a) and the vital need for
program administrators, faculty, and staff to recognize these factors and develop and implement
strategies to support those experiencing IP. Scholars have argued that IP barriers are challenging to
overcome when the intersection of racial and gender identities is present (Bano & O’Shea, 2023;
Cokley et al., 2015; Dortch, 2016; Muradoglu et al., 2022; Radin, 1990). While online learning has in-
creased accessibility and flexibility for doctoral students, it can also add obstacles that amplify feelings
of isolation and contribute to IP (Bloomberg, 2022; Burke, 2019; K. Gardner & Leary, 2023; Ross et
al., 2018; Rovai, 2001). Nevertheless, despite the challenges faced by doctoral students experiencing
IP, social networks, including family, friends, work colleagues, faculty, mentors, and peers, can pro-
vide the support necessary for students to thrive (Chakraverty, 2020b; Dennis & DiMatteo-Gibson,
2022; S. K. Gardner & Gopaul, 2012; Sanford et al., 2015; Santicola, 2013; Simon, 2020; Webber et
al., 2022). The study findings support several aspects of previous scholarship and offer unique per-
spectives.

Social influence appeared to both contribute to and diminish IP. Researchers have claimed that “so-
cial learning theory supports the process of becoming (developing new or stronger identities), and
assisting individuals as they navigate their path towards gaining competency and confidence in their
practice” (Culver & Bertram, 2017, p. 347); it can contribute to the development of positive individ-
ual identities as competent doctoral scholars if the program and/or course communities “nurture the
learning needs and identity formation of the members” (Culver & Bertram, 2017, p. 347). The key to
social communities positively affecting identity development and diminishing IP experiences depends
on whether they are places of belonging or sites of exclusion.

Research has shown that the opinions and responses of the group have a greater impact when indi-
viduals are uncertain about their position within the cohort (Spears, 2021). Students experiencing IP
may express doubt regarding their ability to fit into a group. They question whether they are smart
enough, skilled enough, or informed enough to be part of the group. While they may feel confident
in their abilities outside of the group, their rationality can clash with their group experiences during
interactions (Spears, 2021). This uncertainty can result in IP experiences where they doubt the valid-
ity of their belonging within the group.

BIWOC students navigated IP through social influence by building interpersonal relationships with
family, peers, and organizational members, highlighting the significance of social support systems.
While prior studies (e.g., Clance & Imes, 1978; Nori et al., 2020) have documented the dynamics of
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IP across various settings, this research uniquely emphasizes how the intersection of race, gender,
and digital formats affects the experiences of BIWOC students. In doing so, it reinforces existing
findings on the importance of social influence and support networks in alleviating IP. Furthermore, it
broadens the discussion by showing that online doctoral programs, due to their inherent flexibility
and cohort structures, can introduce new challenges (such as limited nonverbal communication) and
create unique opportunities for fostering inclusive academic communities. Diverse racial and gender
community networks can serve as a strong defense against feelings of IP (Sanford et al., 2015).

INTERSECTIONALITY

The study found that race and gender were notably associated with the IP experiences of BIWOC
students. Incidents of stereotyping, microaggressions, and systemic biases heightened feelings of
self-doubt and the need for inclusion. The findings align with Bensimon and Marshall’s (2020) results
highlighting that power structures based on race and gender shape the experiences of marginalized
individuals in academia. These power structures are embedded in societal frameworks that favor
dominant groups and reflect social influence. Therefore, the results indicate that IP feelings are a re-
sponse to external conditions rooted in racism and sexism.

Social influence theory applies to IP when BIWOC students do not see themselves as part of the
norm due to their race and gender. They start to question their opinions, skills, and values. They feel
pressured to reassess these opinions and modify their behaviors following social interactions. The
participants emphasized the need for representation within the faculty and cohort, as it reassured and
validated their academic abilities. Supportive faculty members who understood the unique challenges
faced by BIWOC students played a crucial role in fostering a sense of acceptance and belonging. This
underscores the importance of faculty diversity and training that promotes inclusivity. Building social
learning interactions among graduate students, their peers, and their instructors that welcome all stu-
dents is a valuable objective that enhances student experiences (Culver & Bertram, 2017).

SOCIAL NETWORKS

Social anxiety can contribute to feelings of IP (Fraenza, 2016; Yaffe, 2021), yet social networks can
also alleviate some of the pressures that lead to a lack of belief in oneself. As new doctoral students,
BIWOC participants entered a space they had never experienced before and often felt out of place;
“students with feelings of inadequacy often believe they do not belong or matter to peers; likewise,
they doubt the group will help them become proficient and meet their needs” (Rogers-Shaw et al.,
2022, p. 135). A lack of confidence in their skills and abilities to succeed at the highest level of aca-
demic work led to a fear of evaluation by professors and qualified peers (Fraenza, 2010).

Peer pressure is a form of social influence that demands conformity. When the peer group is new,
heightened anxiety can arise as BIWOC navigate group dynamics, particularly if students must collab-
orate in small groups with unfamiliar partners and frequently engage in course discussions without
the comfort of well-known classmates (Fraenza, 2016). However, as supportive mentoring relation-
ships develop within the new peer group, feelings of IP can diminish (Fraenza, 2016; Hutchins,
2015). Participants reported positive social influence from professors and peers (Pervez et al., 2021).
Nevertheless, online learning can complicate this influence due to communication being mediated by
technology, which lacks essential social cues like body language and nonverbal signals. Assessing
emotional responses accurately can be more challenging online (Fraenza, 2010), yet as emotional sup-
port grew through the cohort, BIWOC participants experienced less IP.

ONLINE LEARNING

Individual doctoral students can develop both online and offline personal identities; however, it is
essential to acknowledge that “the formation of online identity of students in higher education envi-
ronments is complex” (Heidari et al., 2020, p. 214). Challenges that online students face in managing
IP include the effects of stress and anxiety. Unfamiliarity with technology requirements for online
learning is one obstacle; students who have not transitioned directly from undergraduate education to
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graduate school may question their academic writing skills, reading comprehension, or research prac-
tices if a significant amount of time has passed since they were active students. Doctoral students
may pursue their degree online due to personal factors such as work, family responsibilities, time
management, and/or cost; these daily life considerations can contribute to their stress and anxiety,
making them more vulnerable to IP. Students enrolled in online doctoral programs may need to pat-
ticipate part-time due to these responsibilities, which can escalate stress due to the extended time re-
quired to graduate. The connection between IP and feelings of stress, fear, shame, anxiety, and guilt,
as well as poor mental health outcomes, is highlighted by the findings of Ménard and Chittle (2023).
These life circumstances affecting online students can increase IP.

Online settings also provide options for mitigating IP through interventions that include coaching for
students, workshops aimed at increasing self-awareness, and resource dissemination to counter IP.
Structured training can include self-reflection activities and cognitive reframing strategies that help
students build a more positive self-perception, thereby reducing IP (Hsu et al., 2024). Online inter-
ventions enhance access and flexibility by incorporating interactive elements such as virtual breakout
rooms, discussion forums, and scheduled video conferencing sessions to foster a sense of community
and maintain human connections” (Hsu et al., 2024, p. 1) by reinforcing positive social influences
that lessen IP.

This research demonstrated that online doctoral programs, due to their inherent flexibility and cohort
structures, can present new challenges, such as limited nonverbal communication, while also provid-
ing unique opportunities for fostering inclusive academic communities. The study identified that so-
cial networks, including family, peers, mentors, and faculty, are crucial for navigating IP feelings. Par-
ticipants found emotional support from their family and friends; however, organized networks played
a key role in alleviating feelings of isolation. Specifically, the cohort model enabled individuals to con-
nect with others facing similar challenges, fostering a sense of belonging and mitigating IP feelings.

CONCLUSION

This research makes a unique contribution to the study of IP, online postsecondary education, and
the effects of intersectionality on the educational experiences of BIWOC students. The theoretical
foundation focusing on social support networks offers a distinct perspective that enriches the schol-
arship in these areas. The shift to researching non-traditional academic offerings is significant as the
growing number of online doctoral programs enhances access and removes time and location barri-
ers. The study findings reveal implications for postsecondary institutions, online doctoral programs,
and faculty and mentors working with BIWOC students. The results of the study indicate opportuni-
ties for future research on the topic of IP that can further expand the literature of the field. BIWOC
online doctoral students can overcome IP with the support of social networks.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

The findings of the study demonstrate that BIWOC students’ experiences of IP are influenced by so-
cietal expectations, which reinforce their feelings of fraud and self-doubt. The research revealed the
importance of personal relationships in fostering inclusivity and a sense of belonging, which are es-
sential for overcoming feelings of IP. This addresses the research question: How is social influence
related to a reduction in perceived barriers for online BIWOC doctoral students facing IP? Social in-
fluence theory describes the process through which individuals align their beliefs, behavior, and atti-
tudes with societal expectations (Moussaid et al., 2013). This influence can lead someone experienc-
ing IP to alter their personal and professional lives to meet these expectations. The theory identifies
three main types of social influence — compliance, identification, and internalization — that heighten
feelings of self-doubt and fraud, even among individuals who are successful (Moussaid et al., 2013).
These outcomes result from social influence stemming from the individual’s perceived lack of com-
petence, shaped by social factors such as comparison, validation, and external pressures (Moussaid et
al., 2013).

18



Rogers-Shaw, Brion, McMullen, Irving, & Burden-Cousins

Establishing support networks among family, friends, colleagues, faculty, and peers, along with hav-
ing role models, was crucial for the success of online doctoral students. This was especially true when
these networks included women of color who understood the complexities of their intersectional
identities. The interactions between BIWOC students and their support networks revealed effective
strategies for identifying and combating impostorism.

Supportive family, friendship, and work groups provided BIWOC students with the motivation to
pursue doctoral studies, the impetus to persevere, and the recognition of their skills that countered
impostorism. Network support enhanced their feelings of belonging and pride in their accomplish-
ments, validating their success. This finding addresses the research question of how societal networks
and institutional support help mitigate or exacerbate the challenges faced by BIWOC students. Par-
ticipants emphasized that meaningful connections across personal and academic domains were cen-
tral to cultivating resilience and reducing feelings of fraudulence. They believed this sense of commu-
nity fostered confidence in their achievements. Social connections offered reassurance that they were
not alone in feeling unqualified for a doctoral degree, and this knowledge encouraged them to con-
tinue. Faculty and mentor support was crucial, as connections with admired individuals allowed
BIWOC students to feel accepted and provided practical guidance. Faculty practices that reflected
flexible demands, maintained open communication, offered direct feedback recognizing students’
contributions, and created inclusive courses boosted students’ confidence and decreased their isola-
tion.

It was important for BIWOC doctoral students to connect with peers, particularly those in the same
cohort who provided an immediate social group and were women of color. When race or gender
places BIWOC doctoral students in the minority, the opportunity to develop personal and affinity
group relationships is critical. Nonetheless, the cohort also broadens support through its diversity.
Similar to the benefits of faculty and mentors, peers offered specific courses, assignments, and pro-
gram-related knowledge; increasing knowledge is another way to overcome IP. Despite being part of
this support community, patticipants also shared that challenges of racism and sexism persisted, and
that even diversity within their cohorts sometimes heightened their feelings of marginalization, com-
plicating their sense of belonging. Participants noted that as a consequence of their IP feelings, and
even among cohort members who resembled them and shared similar backgrounds, they often
shifted their behavior, attitudes, and beliefs to fit in, gain acceptance, or meet social and institutional
expectations. Within their cohorts, BIWOC students, when faced with discrimination and bias, inter-
preted these occurrences as negative and as validation that they did not belong in the program. Addi-
tionally, it was noted that while diversity aims to promote inclusivity, in some experiences, they felt
isolated or perceived that they were being singled out. As a minority in these spaces, participants ex-
perienced increased marginalization and a decreased sense of belonging and community. Building
several layers of supportive networks within the postsecondary institution was crucial for online
BIWOC doctoral students to achieve their goals.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POSTSECONDARY INSTITUTIONS

This research addresses the question of how the intersectionality of race and gender relates to barri-
ers faced by BIWOC doctoral students. It advocates for acknowledging the social justice implications
of revising educational policies and practices to tackle systemic biases and reduce experiences of
fraudulent issues among BIWOC students, ultimately fostering more equitable and inclusive postsec-
ondary institutions and programs. To enhance the representation of BIWOC in academia, especially
in leadership roles (Burt, 2024), institutions must devise and implement strategies to mitigate IP chal-
lenges. Structuring diverse student cohorts, establishing race- and gender-based formal mentorship
programs, increasing faculty diversity through broader recruitment and retention incentives, and de-
veloping effective culturally responsive pedagogy via improved professional development will aid
BIWOC in online doctoral programs.
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FUTURE RESEARCH

Diverse individuals experience IP in various educational settings; therefore, this topic offers ample
opportunities for future research. This study examined the experiences of BIWOC encountering IP
in online doctoral programs. It would be valuable to investigate other student groups and consider
how their specific identities may influence the feelings of IP. Additional studies could explore IP
among participants of different genders and sexualities, such as gay males or transgender women, in-
dividuals of various races, including Asians or Pacific Islanders, or students from diverse religious
backgrounds, such as Muslims or Christians. Sharing the IP experiences of students with disabilities,
those returning to education later than traditional college students, part-time students, or first-genera-
tion students, would enrich the literature. The diverse student bodies in higher education present nu-
merous possibilities for research.

Researchers can also consider how social networks support BIWOC in other contexts, such as the
workplace, which shares many similarities with doctoral study. BIWOC employees may experience IP
that is intensified by their intersectional identities, marginalization, and a lack of mentors of the same
race and gender. The roles played by family, friends, work colleagues, employers, and mentors can be
examined to analyze how they contribute to the advancement of BIWOC throughout their careers.

This study’s setting was also unique, as it took place in an online cohort model doctoral program in
education. Other educational environments serve as fertile grounds for the study of IP. Compelling
studies can be conducted in face-to-face courses, at both the mastet’s and undergraduate levels,
across various departments and programs, and within extracurricular organizations. Research involv-
ing faculty, staff, and administrators can also yield valuable insights. Studies exploring and evaluating
the effectiveness of specific institutional interventions aimed at reducing IP offer research possibili-
ties, particularly in online education. Furthermore, the concept of inner strengths and external net-
works is relevant across numerous educational research topics.

In closing, it is essential to recognize that women of color face systemic societal barriers that necessi-
tate resilience and strategic support to overcome these challenges. The study was guided by research
questions that concentrated on the intersectionality of race and gender related to barriers to success
for BIWOC doctoral students and ways social influence reduced perceived obstacles for online
BIWOC doctoral students facing IP. BIWOC aspires to achieve improved socioeconomic conditions
through advanced academic studies; however, they encounter societal biases that create internal con-
flicts, leaving them feeling isolated, discriminated against, and pressured by societal intolerance. This
study aimed to evaluate the effects of IP on BIWOC and strategies for mitigating it in doctoral pro-
grams. BIWOC draw on various networks that nurture strength and resilience, yet they must still deal
with obstacles embedded in society. Internal insecurities affect many individuals, but sociocultural
factors especially impact BIWOC. Support networks can alleviate many symptoms of IP, but these
individuals continue to face challenges in navigating societal oppression.
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APPENDIX: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

Research Questions

1. How does the intersectionality of race and gender present barriers to success for BIWOC
doctoral students?

2. How is social influence related to reducing perceived barriers for online BIWOC doctoral
students facing IP?
First, remind participants of consent to participate and the ability to drop out at any time.
Then, the Impostor Phenomenon will be defined according to the Clance IP Scale (1985).
(Provide participants with a copy.) What are your initial thoughts on the elements of IP iden-
tified by Clance, such as the fear of not doing well at the start of a task, of not living up to
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Breaking Barriers

expectations, of being identified as lacking knowledge or talent, of viewing success as the re-
sult of luck or error rather than skill or talent, of seeing others as more accomplished, and
doubting the ability to continue succeeding, among other IP traits.

Demographics

1.

S A A o

What race/ethnicity do you identify as?

What gender/sexual otientation do you identify as?

What is your age?

What is your current professional experience?

What is your educational background?

Where do you live?

What religion do you practice?

How would you desctibe your socioeconomic background?

Key Questions

1

2.
3.
4

Tell me about your experience in the doctoral program.

What has worked well in this program? What did not work well?

How has it impacted you personally and professionally?

Reflect on when you felt you did not belong and explain why. What made you think that
way? Have you felt that way before? When and why? Tell me your stories. What about
times/courses where you did feel like you belonged, and why? What was different about the
class community in these instances?

Is there a particular semester or class that made you feel you did not belong in the program?
If yes, which one(s)? Can you give me some specific examples of what happened? What
about terms or classes where you did feel like you belonged?

Tell me some stories and examples of your challenges in the program.

What strategies are you using to combat IS? Can you tell me about some specific incidents?
Have any teaching practices and course design elements helped you to feel like you be-
longed? What were they, and how did they make you feel welcome and competent?

What are your recommendations for administrators, professors, adjuncts, and students?
What practices/characteristics have you seen from some administrators, professors, adjuncts,
and students that you would like others to adopt?

When you received the study Invitation, what made you want to participate? Why did you
think it was important to contribute your voice and experiences to this project? What do you
hope your participation might accomplish?

10. Would you like to add anything else?
11. Who else do you recommend I talk to?
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