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Abstract

What happens when management students are expected to become “the ideal candidate”
before they fully feel like professionals themselves? This thesis explores imposter syndrome
through the lens of identity work during the job application process. Based on 16
semi-structured interviews with management students and a content analysis of 60 job
advertisements, the study examines how students experience and respond to expectations of

employability, professional readiness, and legitimacy.

Rather than appearing only as an internal feeling of self-doubt, imposter syndrome became
visible in the application process where students needed to rework their identity, adjust, and
present themselves as employable. Students questioned whether their competence was
recognizable, felt distanced from the vague and demanding image of the ideal candidate. The
feeling of imposter syndrome can be understood in this study through uncertainty, alienation,

and imitation.

The thesis contributes to identity work research by showing that imposter syndrome emerges
through the social and evaluative process of translating, revising, and performing the self, in

relation to employee expectations.

Keywords: Identity work, Imposter Syndrome, Management Students, Uncertainty,

Alienation, and Imitation, Job Advertisement.
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1. Introduction

Is there such a thing as the perfect candidate?

A newly graduated student scrolls through job advertisements and quickly realizes that the
ideal candidate seems almost superhuman. This person should be a leader, but also a team
player. Structured, but creative. Analytical, but communicative. Independent, but
collaborative. Ambitious, flexible, socially skilled, and, of course, preferably already
experienced before even entering the labour market. The image can almost resemble a staged
performance, where the applicant is expected to step into the role of someone confident,
competent, and professionally ready. But does this person actually exist, or is the ideal

candidate an impossible figure to fully become?

The pressure on newly graduated applicants to already meet such broad and demanding
criteria when entering the labour market can create stress, performance anxiety, and feelings
associated with imposter syndrome. Clance and Imes (1978) define imposter syndrome as a
tendency to doubt one’s abilities and feel undeserving of one’s achievements, where success
is attributed to luck rather than competence. In this sense, imposter syndrome provides a way
of understanding how feelings of inadequacy may be experienced and interpreted by
individuals who struggle to see themselves as competent, even when they have reasons to do

SO.

The transition from university to working life is often seen as a natural and expected step in a
student’s career. However, the path from graduation to employment is not always as
straightforward as it is often portrayed. Newly graduated students enter a competitive labour
market, where entry-level opportunities may appear limited while expectations surrounding
employability remain high. Applicants are often expected to demonstrate not only academic
competence, but also prior experience, confidence, social skills, and readiness for
professional roles. This may be particularly visible for management students, whose career
paths are often associated with leadership, responsibility, ambition, and professional maturity

at an early stage.

Data from Statistics Sweden further illustrate these conditions. Although a majority of
graduates eventually find employment, approximately 84% were employed within six months

after graduation, with only a slight increase to 88% after 24 months between 2020 and 2023



(SCB, 2025). While these figures indicate relatively high employment rates overall, they also
suggest that many graduates do not immediately establish themselves within the labour
market. Moreover, such statistics do not capture the uncertainty, pressure, and emotional
strain that may characterize the transition from university to employment, particularly in a

labour market shaped by high competition and continuous evaluation.

Within this process, individuals may encounter situations where their perceived competence
and personal attributes appear insufficient, particularly when they feel unable to fully meet
the criteria associated with desired roles. Such experiences may not only generate insecurity
regarding their abilities, but also raise questions about how they understand themselves in
relation to what is expected. The job application process can therefore become a setting
where individuals reflect on who they are, who they should become, and how they need to
present themselves in order to appear employable. This may further intensify feelings of

inadequacy and reinforce experiences associated with imposter syndrome.

This study aims to investigate how imposter syndrome becomes part of management
students’ identity work during the job application process. To explore this, the study draws on
interviews with management students and a content analysis of job advertisements. By
combining students’ experiences with an analysis of the expectations communicated in job
advertisements, the study seeks to understand how feelings of self-doubt, insufficiency, and
uncertainty may emerge as students try to make sense of themselves, their competence, and

the professional identity they are expected to present.

1.1 Problematization

Within an increasingly competitive labour market, management students may face particular
challenges when entering the job application process. Management-related roles often require
candidates to demonstrate more than academic qualifications. Applicants are also expected to
show previous experience, confidence, communication skills, adaptability, leadership
potential, social competence, and readiness for professional responsibility. These expectations
may become especially demanding for newly graduated students, who are expected to appear

capable, mature, and professionally prepared before they have fully entered working life.



This becomes problematic when such expectations are communicated through broad and
often vague job advertisements. Employers frequently emphasize qualities such as leadership,
initiative, flexibility, motivation, and the ability to work both independently and
collaboratively. However, they do not always clarify what these qualities mean in practice or
how newly graduated applicants are expected to prove them. At the same time, the
application process itself can be difficult to interpret. Applicants may receive limited
feedback, unclear explanations for rejection, or no response at all. As a result, students may
struggle to understand what employers actually value and what kind of candidate they are

expected to become.

For management students, this creates a tension between what is expected and what they may
feel able to offer. Their desired career paths are often associated with responsibility,
confidence, ambition, and professional maturity at an early stage. At the same time, many are
still transitioning from education to working life. This gap between employer expectations
and students’ perceived readiness may contribute to uncertainty, self-doubt, and feelings of
inadequacy. The pressure is therefore not only about meeting formal requirements. It is also
about interpreting, translating, and presenting oneself in relation to a broader image of the

“ideal candidate.”

While identity work research helps explain how individuals work on their sense of self in
relation to social contexts and changing roles (Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003), less attention
has been paid to how feelings of inadequacy, self-doubt, and fear of not being competent
enough become part of this process, particularly during the job application process. To
address this gap, this study brings the concept of imposter syndrome, originally developed
within psychological research, into the discussion of identity work. Imposter syndrome is
commonly associated with feelings of inadequacy and difficulty internalizing one’s
competence despite evidence of achievement (Clance & Imes, 1978). By using imposter
syndrome as a lens, the study contributes to a deeper understanding of how management
students negotiate competence, legitimacy, and professional identity in a context where they
are expected to become recognizable as employable before they fully feel professionally

established.



1.2 Purpose and Research Question

This study aims to explore how imposter syndrome becomes part of identity work among
management students during the job application process. More specifically, the study focuses
on how students interpret and navigate norms, expectations, and evaluations connected to
employability, and how these may contribute to feelings of insecurity, inadequacy, and

self-doubt.

By examining students’ experiences alongside a content analysis of job advertisements, the
study seeks to understand how expectations communicated in the labour market relate to
students’ own perceptions of competence, readiness, and professional identity. In doing so,
the study aims to deepen the understanding of how imposter syndrome may emerge and be
expressed as part of identity work during the transition from education to securing

employment.
This leads to the following research question:

How do management students experience imposter syndrome as a part of identity work

during the job application process?

2. Literature Review

This literature review examines how imposter syndrome can be understood in relation to
identity work during the job application process. While imposter syndrome is often described
as an individual psychological experience, this study approaches it as something also shaped
by professional expectations, social norms, uncertainty, and the pressure to become

recognizable as employable.

The chapter begins by discussing identity work and ontological security as perspectives for
understanding how individuals seek stability while navigating changing expectations. It then
turns to imposter syndrome as a phenomenon, before examining how social norms,
internalization, and the image of the “ideal candidate™ shape expectations of employability.
Finally, these perspectives are connected to ambiguity, readiness, and comparison in the job

application process. Together, the literature provides the foundation for understanding how
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imposter syndrome may become part of identity work during the transition from university to

working life.

2.1 Identity Work, Uncertainty and the Search for Stability

Modern life is often shaped by expectations of movement, development, and change.
Individuals are encouraged to improve themselves, make choices, build futures, and become
something more. At the same time, people seek security, stability, and a sense of direction.
This creates a tension between change and continuity, particularly when individuals move
through periods of uncertainty and transition that challenge how they understand who they

are and who they are becoming.

Ibarra (1999) presents identity as something that continuously evolves through social
interaction, experience, and individuals’ interpretations of themselves in relation to others.
Ibarra suggests that identity is not only about who individuals are, but also about how they
understand themselves in relation to others, expectations, and future selves. Sveningsson and
Alvesson (2003) argue that identity work involves the ongoing effort through which
individuals create, maintain, revise, and sometimes repair a sense of who they are. Their
perspective suggests that identity becomes particularly important in situations where
individuals encounter new roles, uncertain expectations, or social contexts that challenge how

they understand and present themselves.

This understanding of identity work can be connected to Giddens (1991) concept of
ontological security. Giddens argues that individuals strive to maintain a sense of continuity,
trust, and confidence in both themselves and the surrounding social world. Stability helps
everyday life feel manageable, as individuals rely on routines, social expectations, and trust
in others, even when they cannot fully control or understand the systems around them. In a
sense, everyday life depends on the belief that others will do their part while you do yours.
Ontological security therefore refers to the ability to maintain a coherent understanding of
who one is and how one relates to the surrounding environment. This suggests that security is
connected not only to physical safety, but also to a stable sense of self and confidence in

one’s future. From this perspective, identity work can be understood as closely connected to
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the search for stability, as individuals work to preserve a sense of coherence when roles,

routines, or expectations shift.

At the same time, Giddens’ (1991) perspective also indicates that identity does not solely
revolve around stability, but also relates to ongoing reflection and change. Individuals do not
only seek continuity, but also recognition, progress, and a sense of moving forward in relation
to broader social expectations. As individuals navigate changing environments, their
understanding of themselves may therefore shift over time. This suggests that identity work is
a balancing act between the tension of maintaining a stable sense of self while adjusting to

new expectations and changes.

When ontological security becomes disrupted by unfamiliar environments or changed
routines, uncertainty and insecurity may arise. Giddens’ (1991) argument suggests that in
contexts where ontological security is disrupted, it may lead to situations when individuals
question themselves, their competence, their qualities, and whether they are moving in the
right direction within new social or professional environments. This suggests that insecurity
is not only about feeling uncertain about the future, but also about trying to understand who

one will be within that future.

Ibarra (1999) develops this identity-related perspective further by describing identity as fluid,
relational, and shaped through action. Through the concept of “provisional selves,” she shows
how individuals test different ways of presenting themselves in order to align with desired
identities and perceived expectations. Rather than fully knowing who they are from the
beginning, individuals negotiate and adjust their self-presentation based on feedback,
recognition, and assumptions about what is considered appropriate within a given context. In
this sense, identity is not simply discovered, but worked on, tested, and reshaped through
lived experiences, interactions, and external expectations. This provides a foundation for
understanding imposter syndrome not only as a feeling of insecurity, but as something that
may emerge when the identity one feels internally does not fully align with the identity they

are outwardly expected to present.



12

2.2 Imposter Syndrome as a Phenomenon

The term imposter syndrome is casually used in everyday language to describe a person who
“pretends” to be more competent, knowledgeable, or capable than they truly believe
themselves to be. While the concept is often used in relation to feelings of insecurity or
self-doubt, scholars have conceptualized the phenomenon in a more layered way. One of the
earliest and most influential contributions is provided by Clance and Imes (1978), who
describe imposter syndrome as a phenomenon in which individuals struggle to internalize
their achievements and instead attribute success to external factors such as luck or timing.
Despite objective evidence of competence, individuals may continue to experience persistent

feelings of inadequacy and fear of being exposed as “frauds.”

Later research has expanded this understanding by examining the psychological dynamics
associated with imposter syndrome. Topping and Kimmel (1985) suggest that individuals
experiencing imposter syndrome often display perfectionistic tendencies, anxiety, and
distorted interpretations of their own performance. From this perspective, achievements may
be undermined or attributed to external circumstances, such as luck, timing, or coincidence,

while perceived shortcomings are internalized as personal inadequacies.

Other scholars have moved beyond purely psychological explanations and instead emphasize
the social and contextual dimensions of imposter syndrome. Knights and Clarke (2014) argue
that feelings of inadequacy are closely tied to identity, evaluation, and perceptions of what it
means to be competent or successful within a given context. Their perspective suggests that
imposter syndrome is not only shaped by how individuals view themselves internally, but
also by the standards and expectations through which competence is evaluated socially. In
environments characterized by performance, competition, and comparison, individuals may

therefore increasingly question whether they truly live up to expected standards.

These dynamics become particularly visible in the context of job applications. Gullifor et al.
(2024) show that students may experience strong feelings of inadequacy despite having
relevant education, strong academic performance, and well-developed CVs. Their findings
indicate that insecurity does not necessarily come from a lack of competence, but may also
emerge when individuals struggle to see themselves as sufficiently capable within

competitive and evaluative settings. In highly competitive environments where individuals
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are expected to present themselves as competent, ambitious, and employable, perceptions of

not being “good enough” may therefore become increasingly pronounced.

Taken together, these perspectives suggest that imposter syndrome should not be understood
merely as a shallow sense of “pretending” to be something one is not. When read together
with identity work and ontological security, imposter syndrome becomes relevant for
understanding what may happen when individuals struggle to feel secure in the identity they

are expected to present.

2.3 From “Who should I be?” to the Ideal Candidate: Expectations, Norms and

Internalization

Many individuals try to crack the code of “How should I present myself?”, “What qualities
are actually valued?”, and ultimately “who should I be?”” when writing CVs or preparing for
interviews. As the job application process becomes a staged part of entering working life,
these questions are often asked not only to employers, but also to ourselves. In trying to
answer such broad and sometimes existential questions, it becomes important to understand
how broader social norms and expectations shape not only how individuals are expected to

act, but also who they feel they should become.

Knights and Willmott (1999) conceptualize social norms as socially constructed meanings
that define what is considered appropriate, desirable, and legitimate in different contexts.
They describe norms as guiding frameworks that shape how individuals are expected to act
and what kinds of behaviour become valued. This can involve everything from idealized
career paths to valued behaviours within different social and professional environments.
Their work highlights how norms create a shared understanding of acceptable conduct, as
well as a sense of predictability and social order. At the same time, norms may also become a
gateway through which individuals seek recognition, belonging, and legitimacy. In this sense,
norms are not only externally imposed, but also internalized by those attempting to align

themselves with socially constructed ideals.

Knights and Willmott (1999) further explain that internalization shapes how individuals
respond to both explicit demands and more subtle expectations. Over time, such expectations

may become embedded in one’s understanding of what constitutes the “ideal” and what one
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should strive towards. Norms therefore operate as implicit standards through which
individuals evaluate their own progress and regulate their own behaviour. Following norms
may reflect not only personal interests or identity, but also a perceived need to be seen as

competent, employable, and relevant within a given social or professional context.

This can also be read in relation to Giddens’ (1991) understanding of continuity and stability
in everyday life, where individuals seek a sense of coherence in who they are and how they
are perceived by others. In the job application process, this search for stability may become
tied to the attempt to present oneself as the “ideal” candidate in the hope of gaining
recognition. The ideal candidate therefore becomes more than a list of desired qualities. It can
also function as an identity standard that applicants try to align with in order to appear

legitimate and desirable.

Knights and Clarke (2014) extend this discussion in a more existential direction by
connecting desirability and legitimacy to insecurity. They show that the pursuit of becoming
desirable is not only a question of who individuals should be, but also of how they come to
understand who they are. From this perspective, trying to become employable is not only
about adapting to external expectations, but also about making sense of oneself through those
expectations. When individuals present themselves in ways that align with professional
ideals, this presentation becomes connected both to how they see themselves and how they
wish to be perceived by others. However, because such ideals are not always clear or fully
attainable, they may create uncertainty around whether one is “good enough” or truly fits the

identity one is trying to present.

Building on the idea of the “ideal candidate,” self-presentation becomes a way for individuals
to align themselves with what is perceived as professionally desirable. Applicants may
emphasize particular experiences, competencies, ambitions, and personal characteristics
associated with employability and professional success. The job application process can
therefore be understood as a space where identity work takes place, as individuals try to make
themselves recognizable as employable by adjusting how they describe their experiences,

ambitions, competencies, and personal qualities.
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2.4 Cracking the Code: Ambiguity, Readiness and Comparison in the

Application Process

Job descriptions often appear familiar at first glance. Most applicants have met the usual
buzzwords before: leadership, independence, motivation, flexibility, adaptability, and social
competence. These words may appear clear on the surface, yet Chavan and Carter (2018)
show how employability expectations are often implicit, broad, and difficult to translate into
practice. At first, the image of the “ideal candidate” may seem almost obvious. Yet the more
one reads, the more job descriptions appear to speak their own language. Applicants are
expected to be independent but collaborative, confident but humble, flexible but focused,
ambitious but realistic, and preferably already experienced while still applying for junior
positions. In this sense, the application process may appear straightforward on the surface,
but becomes more difficult once individuals try to understand what these expectations

actually mean in practice.

The “ideal candidate” may therefore become visible and invisible at the same time. It is
visible through familiar buzzwords, but difficult to fully grasp. What is communicated in job
descriptions does not always align with what these qualities mean in practice. Nor does it
always align with what applicants feel able to demonstrate. Chavan and Carter (2018) further
highlight how employability expectations may be difficult to navigate precisely because they
are often presented as general and desirable qualities, rather than as clearly defined
requirements. This leaves applicants with the task of interpreting not only whether they are

qualified, but also what kind of person they are expected to appear as.

This ambiguity becomes particularly visible during the transition from university to working
life. Students move from a relatively structured educational environment into a more
uncertain and competitive professional setting. Within university, expectations are often
connected to clearer structures, such as courses, assignments, exams, and grades. In the
labour market, however, students are expected to present themselves as competent, ambitious,
employable, and socially adaptable, often despite having limited professional experience.
Employability expectations may therefore appear both implicit and contradictory (Chavan &
Carter, 2018). Individuals are expected to stand out while simultaneously fitting in. They are
expected to demonstrate confidence while remaining humble and authentic. They are also

expected to appear independent while still being collaborative.
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These contradictions may create uncertainty around what is actually valued and how
applicants are supposed to show that they possess these qualities. The question is therefore
not only whether individuals meet the formal requirements of a position, but whether they
appear to be the right kind of person for it. This connects to Knights and Clarke’s (2014)
argument that identity construction is closely tied to insecurity, as individuals evaluate
themselves in relation to ideals of competence, success, and legitimacy. In the job application
process, this may shift the focus from “Am I qualified?” to “Am I enough?”, “Am I what they

are looking for?”, and even “Is this the kind of job I should be looking for?”

Read in relation to imposter syndrome, such ambiguity may intensify uncertainty about
whether one’s competence is sufficient or recognizable. As discussed earlier, Clance and Imes
(1978) describe imposter syndrome as involving difficulty internalizing one’s competence
and a fear of being exposed as less capable than one appears. In the application process,
individuals are repeatedly asked to prove their competence through CVs, cover letters,
interviews, assessment tasks, and feedback. However, when expectations are unclear, even
strong qualifications may not fully remove the feeling of doubt. Instead, applicants may
continue to wonder whether they are missing something, presenting themselves incorrectly,

or failing to match unspoken ideals.

The process may also create uncertainty around readiness. Students may have education,
grades, ambitions, and relevant experiences, but still feel unsure whether these are enough in
relation to what employers appear to expect. Gullifor et al. (2024) demonstrate that students
may experience feelings of inadequacy even when they have strong academic performance
and well-developed CVs. Their findings indicate that insecurity in the application process
does not necessarily come from a lack of competence. It may also emerge from the difficulty
of knowing whether one’s competence is recognizable, valued, or sufficient within a

competitive labour market.

These dynamics can further intensify self-monitoring. Kanfer et al. (2001) describe how job
search norms often encourage individuals to remain active, persistent, and productive
throughout the job search process. Van den Hee et al. (2020) further explain how such
environments may strengthen forms of self-monitoring, where individuals repeatedly assess
whether they are doing enough or presenting themselves in the right way. Applicants may
therefore begin to evaluate not only their CVs and interview performances, but also their

personality, confidence, motivation, and social fit.
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Social comparison may make this uncertainty even more visible. Platforms such as LinkedIn
expose individuals to internships, promotions, job offers, and professional achievements from
peers and fellow students. These representations may appear as signs that others are moving
forward, while one’s own progress feels slower or less certain. Krasnova et al. (2013) show
how social networking platforms can intensify comparison by making others’ achievements
highly visible. Brown (2015) similarly points to how comparison may lead individuals to

question their own competence, achievements, and future prospects.

Through these perspectives, the job application process can be understood as a space where
imposter syndrome is shaped by both internal self-doubt and external expectations. Students
are expected to appear ready, confident, and employable, while navigating unclear standards,
contradictory ideals, limited experience, and visible comparisons with others. In this sense,
imposter syndrome is not only about feeling inadequate, but also about trying to make sense

of oneself within a process that repeatedly asks individuals to prove that they are enough.

3. Methodology

3.1 Methodological Approach

This study explores how management students experience feelings associated with imposter
syndrome during the job application process. To investigate this, the study adopts a
qualitative and interpretive methodological approach, using semi-structured interviews and

content analysis as the main methods.

An interpretive approach is suitable because the study focuses on subjective experiences,
meanings, and interpretations rather than measurable variables or generalizable patterns.
While more positivist approaches often emphasize measurement, hypothesis testing, and
generalizability, they may be less suited for capturing how feelings of self-doubt, insecurity,
and inadequacy are constructed and experienced in relation to social expectations and
interactions. An interpretive perspective instead assumes that social reality is shaped through
individuals’ interpretations of their surroundings, and therefore prioritizes contextual

understanding and meaning-making (Bryman, 2016; Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2018).
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This perspective aligns with Dyer and Wilkins (1991), who emphasize the importance of
studying organizational and social phenomena in depth. In line with this, the study does not
treat imposter syndrome as an isolated psychological variable, but as an experience shaped
through students’ encounters with job advertisements, recruitment processes, expectations,
and social comparison. The aim is therefore not to produce statistically generalizable
findings, but to develop a richer understanding of how management students make sense of

themselves and their competence during the transition from university to working life.

The use of semi-structured interviews allows participants to describe their experiences in
their own words, while the content analysis of job advertisements provides insight into the
expectations and candidate ideals communicated in the labour market. Together, these
methods make it possible to examine both students’ lived experiences and the broader

expectations they navigate during the job application process.

3.2 Semi-structured Interviews

This study is based on semi-structured, conversational interviews. This interview format was
chosen because it allowed the study to combine prepared questions and guiding themes with
openness and flexibility in the conversation. This was important since the study focuses on
experiences that are often subjective, emotional, and difficult to describe directly, such as
self-doubt, insecurity, perceived competence, and feelings associated with imposter

syndrome.

Semi-structured interviews contributed to the study by making it possible to explore not only
what participants had experienced during the job application process, but also how they
interpreted these experiences and made sense of themselves in relation to them. The method
allowed participants to describe situations in their own words, while follow-up questions
made it possible to explore how they understood their competence, how they responded to

expectations, and how feelings of inadequacy or uncertainty appeared in specific situations.

In this way, the interviews could remain focused on the study’s central themes, such as
imposter syndrome, identity work, and the job application process, while still giving
participants space to reflect freely and develop their answers throughout the conversation

(Ghauri et al., 2020). The conversational format was particularly important because
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participants did not always enter the interview with ready-made explanations of their
feelings. Instead, many reflections emerged through the conversation itself, as participants

described, reconsidered, and made sense of their experiences while speaking.

3.3 Participants

Participants were selected through a strategic sampling approach, meaning that interviewees
were chosen based on their relevance to the study’s research question and their ability to meet
the selection criteria (Alvehus, 2023). The primary criterion for participation was that
participants were master’s students within management who had recently participated in the
job application process. This included students who had applied for internships or jobs,

participated in interviews, or completed a recruitment process within the last six months.

To further expand the sample, snowball sampling was also used. Initial participants were
asked whether they knew other students who met the selection criteria and could be relevant
for the study (Alvehus, 2023). This approach allowed the sample to grow through
participants’ networks while still maintaining the study’s focus on management students with

recent experience of job applications.

The final sample consisted of 16 management master’s students. The participants varied in
terms of gender, previous work experience, and internship experience. This variation was
considered relevant, as students may relate differently to the job application process
depending on their previous exposure to professional environments and recruitment
processes. Given the focus on imposter syndrome, it was also important that participants had

recent and concrete experiences to discuss and reflect.



3.3.1 Table 1. Interviewee Summary

20

Participant ID | Work experience in Internship Master Gender
the management field

Interviewee 1 Yes No Master Female
Interviewee 2 No No Master Female
Interviewee 3 No No Master Female
Interviewee 4 No No Double master | Female
Interviewee 5 No Yes Master Male

Interviewee 6 No No Master Female
Interviewee 7 Yes No Master Male

Interviewee 8 No Yes Master Female
Interviewee 9 No No Master Female
Interviewee 10 | No Yes Master Female
Interviewee 11 | Yes No Master Female
Interviewee 12 | No Yes Master Male

Interviewee 13 | No Yes Master Male

Interviewee 14 | No Yes Master Female
Interviewee 15 | No No Master Female
Interviewee 16 | No Yes Master Female
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3.4 Data Collection

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 16 management students and a
content analysis of job advertisements. The combination of these methods was considered
suitable because the study seeks to understand both how students experience the job
application process and how employability expectations are communicated to them. While
the interviews provided insight into participants’ own interpretations, emotions, and
reflections, the content analysis added a contextual layer by examining the employer-side

language of employability that students encounter when applying for jobs.

To ensure that key themes related to imposter syndrome and the job application process were
explored in a consistent yet flexible manner, an interview guide was developed before the
interviews were conducted. The guide included questions about participants’ educational
background, experiences of applying for jobs or internships, perceptions of employability
expectations, self-doubt, competence, rejection, and social comparison. At the same time, the
guide was used flexibly, allowing follow-up questions to be asked when participants raised
new or particularly relevant themes. This enabled the interviews to remain focused on the

research question while still being open to participants’ own interpretations and experiences.

The interviews were conducted online through Microsoft Teams over a one-month period.
Each interview lasted approximately 30 to 60 minutes and was conducted in either Swedish
or English, depending on the participant’s preference. With the participants’ consent, the
interviews were recorded and later transcribed. Quotations originally expressed in Swedish
were translated into English in order to present the empirical material coherently in the

chosen language of the study.

Given the focus on imposter syndrome, creating a safe and open interview environment was
considered important. The topic involves potentially sensitive experiences, including
insecurity, inadequacy, rejection, and self-doubt, which participants may hesitate to discuss
openly. The interviews were therefore conducted in a conversational manner, with attention to
openness, active listening, and follow-up questions that allowed participants to elaborate at

their own pace.

In addition to the interviews, a content analysis of job advertisements was conducted to
examine how employability expectations were communicated to applicants. Content analysis

involves the systematic examination of textual material in order to identify patterns, themes,
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and meanings within language and communication (Krippendorff, 2019). In this study, the
advertisements were analyzed with attention to recurring requirements, desired qualities,

descriptions of the ideal candidate, and the use of broad or ambiguous wording.

The content analysis complemented the interviews by providing insight into the expectations
and labour market signals that students were expected to interpret. While the interviews
showed how students experienced and made sense of the job application process, the
advertisements showed how organizations communicated requirements, candidate ideals, and
desirable qualities before students entered the recruitment process. In this way, the two forms
of data worked together: the interviews captured students’ experiences of trying to become
employable, while the content analysis helped contextualize the language and expectations

they were navigating.

3.5 Data Analysis

Following Alvesson and Kérreman (2007), this study recognizes that empirical material is
always theory-laden, meaning that theoretical perspectives influence how the material is
interpreted. The analytical process was therefore conducted reflexively, with attention to how
our own assumptions and interpretations shaped the identification of patterns and meanings.
In line with Lé and Schmid (2019), the analysis was approached as a flexible and iterative
process rather than a rigid analytical procedure. In practice, this meant that codes and themes
were not fixed from the beginning, but were continuously revised as we moved between the
interview transcripts, job advertisements, emerging interpretations, and the theoretical

framework.

The interview material was analyzed using an interpretive thematic approach, focused on
identifying patterns of meaning across participants’ accounts (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The
analysis began with repeated readings of the interview transcripts in order to become familiar
with the material. During this stage, meaningful segments were marked and coded,
particularly those relating to self-doubt, perceived competence, job market expectations,

rejection, social comparison, self-presentation, luck, timing, and the need for recognition.

The themes were developed through continuous discussion within the research group and

repeated engagement with the empirical material. We moved back and forth between the
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transcripts, interview notes, and emerging codes, gradually grouping related observations into
broader analytical categories. Through this process, the analysis developed around themes
such as uncertainty about what determines success, the need for competence to be
recognized, performing employability, social comparison, and the ambiguous language of job

advertisements.

The job advertisements were analyzed alongside the interviews, with attention to recurring
words, requirements, and descriptions of the ideal candidate. The advertisements were
analyzed with the interview material, to contextualize the perception and expectations
participants described encountering in the job application process. This made it possible to
compare how employability was communicated in job advertisements versus how students

interpreted, negotiated, and responded to such expectations.

This analytical approach made it possible to move beyond descriptive accounts and explore
how participants made sense of their experiences in relation to norms, expectations, and
evaluation criteria. By examining both recurring patterns and variations across the material,
the analysis developed a more nuanced understanding of how feelings associated with

imposter syndrome may become part of identity work during the job application process.

3.6 Content Analysis

Content analysis involves the systematic examination of textual material in order to identify
patterns, themes, and meanings within language and communication (Krippendorff, 2019). In
this study, the method was used to analyze job advertisements as texts through which
employers communicate expectations toward newly graduated management students.
Following Esaiasson et al. (2017), the advertisements were treated as empirical material that
could be quantified and then reveal how expectations are expressed, repeated, and made

meaningful in a specific social context.

The purpose of the content analysis was not only to identify what employers formally
required, but also to understand how organizations describe the type of candidate they are
looking for. The analysis therefore focused on requirements related to previous experience,
occupational roles, formal qualifications, and personal traits. In this sense, the job

advertisements were treated as texts through which employers communicate ideals of
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employability and construct an image of the so-called “ideal candidate.” By analyzing these
texts, we sought to capture what was presented as valuable, desirable, and necessary in order

to appear employable.

The analysis focused on recurring words, phrases, and expressions used to describe desired
candidates. Particular attention was directed toward common formulations such as leadership,
communication skills, initiative, flexibility, responsibility, motivation, adaptability, social
competence, and the ability to work both independently and collaboratively. These recurring
expressions were analyzed not as isolated requirements, but as part of a broader language of

employability through which organizations construct an image of the “ideal candidate.”

The content analysis also focused on tensions and contradictions within the advertisements.
Many job advertisements described candidates as needing to be both independent and
team-oriented, confident and humble, flexible and structured, and experienced while still
applying for junior or entry-level roles. This made it possible to examine how job
advertisements may communicate broad and sometimes contradictory expectations. This was
particularly relevant to the study, as such expectations may contribute to uncertainty about
what employers actually value and how newly graduated applicants are expected to present

themselves.

The guiding analytical question for the content analysis was: What skills, requirements,

and qualities are expected from candidates, and how are these expectations expressed
through recurring words, phrases, and descriptions in job advertisements? This question
was used as a way to guide the reading and coding of the advertisements. It helped us remain
attentive not only to what employers asked for, but also to how these expectations were
communicated. By analyzing both the content and expression of job advertisements, the study
could compare the employer-side language of employability with students’ own experiences

of trying to interpret, translate, and live up to these expectations.

As a master’s degree in management provides broad career opportunities across different
industries and organizational contexts, the collected advertisements represented a range of
positions and sectors. This breadth was considered important in order to capture a broader

picture of the expectations directed toward newly graduated management students.
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3.7 Sampling and Coding of Job Advertisements

The empirical material for the content analysis consisted of job advertisements collected from
the Swedish Public Employment Service, Arbetsformedlingen. In total, 60 job advertisements
were collected across two separate sampling occasions. During each sampling session, the 30
most recently published advertisements were selected. An advertisement was considered
relevant if it concerned positions that newly graduated management students could
reasonably apply for, such as junior, trainee, internship, entry-level, administrative, project
coordination, business development, consulting, HR, operations, marketing, or analyst-related
roles. Positions limited solely to summer employment were excluded from the sample. The
geographical location of the positions was not used as a selection criterion, as long as the jobs

were located within Sweden.

The material collected from each advertisement consisted of the sections that explicitly

described the employer’s requirements and expectations of the candidate. This included

2 ¢¢ 99 6

sections such as “requirements,” “qualifications,” “your profile,” or descriptions of the “ideal
candidate.” These sections were selected because they most clearly communicated the
competencies, characteristics, experiences, and personal qualities that employers described as

desirable.

To analyze the advertisements, three coding categories were developed: leadership or group
dynamics, organizational skills, and personal development. These categories were chosen
because they captured recurring types of abilities and qualities that appeared across the
advertisements. Each category included several related words and descriptions. For example,
leadership or group dynamics could include references to leadership, teamwork,
collaboration, communication, or social ability. Organizational skills could include structure,
responsibility, planning, coordination, or the ability to work independently. Personal
development could include motivation, initiative, drive, flexibility, curiosity, adaptability, or

willingness to learn.

The advertisements were coded based on whether the category was present or absent. A
category was coded as present when the advertisement explicitly used a word connected to
the category, or when it included a related description. If a category or related description

appeared in the advertisement, it was marked with the number 1. If it did not appear, it was
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marked with 0. This coding procedure was applied to all three categories across all 60

advertisements (see Appendix 1 and Appendix 2).

After the coding was completed, the results were summarized by adding together the number
of advertisements in which each category appeared. This made it possible to identify which
categories occurred most frequently and to compare how different expectations were
emphasized across the material. Since most advertisements were written in Swedish, the
words and concepts included in the analysis were translated into English when presented in

the thesis. An example from the coding table is presented below.

3.7.1 Table 2. Content Analysis Categories

Category Words that describe the category

1. Leadership or group dynamics Communicative, Teamwork
Skills/Collaborative, Leadership, Driven,

Ownership, Initiative-taking/proactive

2. Organizational skills Structured, Analytical, Detail-oriented,

Administrative skills

3. Personal development Independent, Solution-oriented,

Responsible, Initiative /Proactiveness

3.7.2 Table 3. Example Excerpt from the Table from Round 1

For the coding process:
0 = Was not in the job advertisement

1 = Was in the job advertisement

Job advertisements | Leadership or Organizational Personal

nr: group dynamics skills development
1. 1 0 1
2. 1 0 0
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3 1 1 0
4 1 1 0
5 1 1 1

3.8 Ethical Considerations and Reflective Positioning

Ethical considerations were central throughout the research process, particularly in relation to
trust, confidentiality, and informed consent (Ghauri et al., 2020). All participants were
informed about the purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of participation, and their right
to withdraw at any time without consequences. Before the interviews, participants were also
informed about how the material would be recorded, transcribed and anonymized. To ensure
confidentiality, all identifying information was removed, and access to the data was limited to

the research team.

Given the sensitive nature of the topic, particular attention was directed toward creating an
interview environment where participants felt comfortable sharing personal reflections and
experiences. Since imposter syndrome may involve insecurity, self-doubt, and perceived
inadequacy, the interviews were conducted in a way that minimized pressure and reduced the
risk of participants feeling judged or exposed. Participants were encouraged to speak in their
own words and were not pressured to define their experiences as “imposter syndrome,” which

was important in order to avoid imposing the concept on their accounts.

In addition to these ethical considerations, the study adopts a reflexive approach. As
management students ourselves, we were positioned close to the phenomenon under study.
This closeness helped us understand the context participants described, recognize subtle
references to management education and employability expectations, and ask relevant
follow-up questions. At the same time, it also created a risk of assuming shared meanings or

interpreting participants’ accounts through our own experiences.

Drawing on Alvesson (2003) and Kunda (2013), qualitative research can be understood as an
interpretive process in which the researcher’s position influences both the production and

interpretation of empirical material. Our position was therefore not treated as external to the
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research process, but as something that had to be reflected upon throughout the study.
Reflexivity was maintained through continuous discussions within the research team, where
we reflected on how our assumptions may have influenced the interviews, the follow-up
questions, and the interpretation of patterns in the material. During the analysis, we returned
to the empirical material to ensure that the themes were grounded in participants’ accounts

rather than in our own expectations of what the study would show.

3.9 Limitation

One limitation of this study concerns the possibility of generalizing the findings to a broader
population. As Firestone (1993) argues, qualitative research is not primarily intended to
produce statistical generalizations. Instead, this study aims for theoretical generalization,
where the purpose is to contribute to deeper understanding and conceptual insight rather than
broad representativeness (Alvehus, 2023). The findings should therefore be understood as
contextually grounded insights into how management students experience imposter syndrome
in relation to the job application process, rather than as representative of all management

students or graduates.

Another limitation relates to the composition of the sample. Participants were recruited from
three universities in Europe, which means that the findings are shaped by a predominantly
European educational and labour market context. Experiences of imposter syndrome and job
applications may differ across educational systems, cultural settings, and labour market
conditions. The participants also represented a relatively narrow career stage, as most were
completing or had recently completed a master’s degree and were in the transition from
higher education to working life. This means that the study may not capture how similar
experiences are understood by individuals in other career stages or with longer professional

experience.

A further limitation concerns the content analysis of job advertisements. Initially, the
intention was to collect advertisements from both Arbetsformedlingen and LinkedIn.
However, LinkedIn advertisements were influenced by personalized algorithms connected to
the researchers’ private accounts, which risked affecting the neutrality and consistency of the

sample. Arbetsformedlingen was therefore used as a more standardized source.
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The researchers’ own position also represents a limitation. As management master’s students
ourselves, we had contextual understanding of the job application process and the pressures
associated with entering the labour market. As discussed in the previous section, this
closeness helped us ask relevant follow-up questions and interpret participants’ experiences
with sensitivity. At the same time, it may have influenced how we understood the material,
particularly through assumptions based on our own experiences. To reduce this risk,
interpretations were continuously discussed within the research group, and attention was
directed toward grounding themes in the empirical material rather than in our own

expectations.

4. Presentation of Empirical Results

The empirical material is based on interviews with 16 management students in their final
semester of university. Fourteen out of 16 studied at Stockholm University, while three
studied at other universities in Europe. At the time of the interviews, all participants were
approaching the transition from university to working life, although from different positions.
Some had already secured employment, some were actively applying for jobs or internships,
while others were still trying to understand when and how to begin the job application

process.

The findings are presented through three interrelated themes. The first theme explores how
participants reflected on competence, luck, timing, and the need to be seen as capable. The
second theme focuses on how participants described the job application process as a
performance, where they had to present, package, and sometimes adjust themselves in order
to appear employable. The third theme examines how participants encountered the language
of employability in job advertisements, including buzzwords, ambiguity, social fit, and the

difficulty of understanding what employers were actually seeking.
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4.1 The Uncertainty of Not Being “Enough”
4.1.1 Self-Assessment and the Need to Be Seen

After discussing luck, timing, and ability, another recurring theme concerned how
participants assessed their own competence during the job application process. Many had
spent several years studying, gaining knowledge, building experience, and preparing to enter
the labour market. Yet, in the interviews, competence was not described as something fixed
or self-evident. Rather, participants often spoke about competence as something that had to
be recognized by others, translated into the right role, and made visible in the recruitment

process.

Several participants described a gap between the competence they felt they had and the
competence recruiters seemed to look for. One participant reflected on how their abilities

could be overlooked if they did not fit the exact requirements of a specific position:

“That means they may not see my competence for it... they only see it in relation

to what they are looking for.” (P1)

This shows how competence was not only experienced as something the applicant possessed,
but also as something shaped by the recruitment context. Participants could feel capable,
educated, and prepared, while still feeling that their competence was not fully visible if it did

not match the specific profile employers had in mind.

For some participants, this uncertainty was connected to the roles they applied for. One
participant described how the level of expertise required in certain positions made them

question whether they were aiming too high:

“[ think that also has to do with the roles I'm looking for. But I think I'm looking

for a bit too much expertise.” (P4)

This suggests that self-assessment shifted depending on the type of role. Participants did not
simply describe themselves as competent or incompetent in a general sense. Instead, their
sense of competence changed depending on what the role seemed to require, how specific the

expectations were, and whether they could imagine themselves meeting them.
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Another aspect that stood out was the connection between competence and self-presentation.
Some participants described competence as something that could be strengthened through

learning how to present oneself. One participant explained:

“I still think I sound pretty competent because you've become so used to

marketing yourself.” (P3)

Here, competence becomes closely connected to the ability to communicate it. The
participant does not only describe being competent, but sounding competent. This points to a
broader pattern in the interviews, where participants described the job application process as

a space where competence had to be packaged, narrated, and made convincing to others.

At the same time, several participants emphasized that competence also depended on being
given the opportunity to show it. One participant reflected on how another person’s belief in

them could become decisive:

“I think it may have had something to do with someone seeing it and giving it the
opportunity... another person believes in you, and so you can have all the skills,

but then you have to get a chance to show it too.” (P10)

This quote captures a central frustration in the interviews. Having competence was not
always experienced as enough if no one recognized it or created space for it to be
demonstrated. The job application process was therefore not only about whether participants

were capable, but whether their capability became visible to recruiters and employers.

For some participants, repeated rejection made this uncertainty more emotionally difficult.
One participant expressed frustration over not being hired despite having both education and

work experience:

“Am I really that underqualified? Like, I have a bachelor or master's and I have
actual years of experience. So I was, what else do you want? I don't know what
else I can provide. And then I was feeling really unmotivated, demotivated, really

down. I'm really not worth a job, I guess, not even an internship.” (P6)

This quote shows how rejection could affect participants’ perceptions of their own value. The

question was not only whether they had the right qualifications, but why their qualifications
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did not seem to be enough. In such moments, participants described how the job application

process could make them question both their competence and their worth as candidates.

The participants’ reflections show how competence was often experienced as dependent on
recognition. It was not only a question of what they believed they could do, but whether
recruiters, employers, or other people gave them the opportunity to make their abilities

visible.

4.1.2 Luck, Timing and Ability: What Determines Success?

Across the interviews, participants repeatedly returned to the question of what is actually
needed to get a job. Is it competence? Is it timing? Is it luck? Or is it about being the right
person in the right place at the right moment? When asked about this, 11 of the 16
participants described luck and timing as having some impact on the job application process.
This did not mean that they dismissed their own abilities. Rather, many described the process

as difficult to fully understand, because success seemed to depend on several factors at once.

One recurring perspective was that luck could enter already at the first screening stage. In a
market where many applicants compete for the same position, participants described the
initial selection as partly unpredictable. One participant reflected on how being noticed

among many applications could itself feel dependent on luck:

“It was lucky they got my CV... looks good for the role. It feels like it's also kind
of lucky. You have to have a little luck in the system.” (P§8)

Another participant described a similar feeling, where selection could almost appear
dependent on whether the right recruiter happened to find something interesting at the right

moment:

“It's easy to move on to thinking OK, but maybe it's all just a matter of chance,

that the right person recruiting thought there was something interesting in your

cv.” (Pl)

These accounts suggest that the first step of the recruitment process was not always

experienced as fully transparent. Participants could send in their applications, but what



happened after that often felt difficult to predict. Some described this as luck, while others
saw it as a combination of ability and chance. One participant emphasized that individual

ability still mattered, even if luck could play a smaller role:

“But I would mainly say maybe it has to do with one's own ability... sometimes

you have to be a little lucky.” (P3)

Another participant made a distinction between getting into the workplace and performing
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once there. From this perspective, luck and timing were seen as more important in getting the

job, while capability became more important once the person was actually inside the

organization:

“Luck is probably more about getting into the workplace, but once I'm in the
workplace, I think a lot has to do with my own capability, regardless of whether
it goes well or badly.” (P11)

This distinction was important across the interviews. Several participants seemed confident

that they could perform once given the chance, but were less certain about how to get that

chance in the first place. The uncertainty was therefore not always about whether they could

do the work, but about whether they would be selected, noticed, and allowed to prove

themselves.

Timing was also described as connected to contacts, availability, and being in the right
situation at the right moment. One participant explained that getting a job could depend on

meeting the right person when an opportunity happened to be available:

“You have to have a little luck too...You have to meet the right person. There has
to be a kind of vacancy at the right time... I'm not just slipping on a banana peel,

Iwould say...” (P4)

Here, luck was not described as pure randomness. Instead, it was connected to timing,
networks, and access to opportunities. This also appeared in participants’ descriptions of
flexibility and availability. In some cases, being able to start immediately was described as

more important than qualifications or previous experience:

“But I looked through the whole ad and felt they want someone who can start

now... rewrite your entire CV just because I can start now... I'm very flexible...
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went before everyone just because she was lucky and the timing was before the

qualifications.” (P14)

Taken together, these accounts suggest that participants did not experience success in the job
application process as determined by competence alone. Qualifications mattered, but so did

timing, flexibility, contacts, and the chance of being noticed in a crowded labour market.

There were also 3 of 16 individuals who believed that luck and timing had no or very little

significance.

“That is 100% my ability.” (P11) and I would like to say that a lot depends on my
own choices, so my successes still depend on my own choices and my own abilities

(PI)

4.2 Performing Employability: Applicants, Recruiters and The Rules of The

Game

After describing uncertainty around competence, luck, and timing, the interviews also
showed how participants experienced the job application process as something they had to
actively perform. Applying for jobs was not only described as sending in a CV and waiting
for a response. Rather, participants described a process where they had to present themselves
in particular ways, adjust their language, highlight the right experiences, and appear

confident, motivated, and employable across several stages.

The majority of participants inclined that the performance started already in the written
application. CVs and personal letters became spaces where they had to package themselves
convincingly. Several participants explained that they wanted to appear genuine, but also felt
pressure to make their experiences sound more advanced or relevant than they sometimes felt

they were. One participant described this tension clearly:

“There is still a feeling that you have to embellish the truth and spice it up a
little, to sound more advanced than you maybe are, or highlight certain
experiences and tasks as much more complex and advanced than they maybe

were when you performed them.” (P7)
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This captures how self-presentation was described as a balancing act between being genuine
and becoming noticeable. Participants did not necessarily describe themselves as lying, but
rather as learning how to frame themselves in a way that could pass through the first stages of

recruitment.

Several participants also described the process as requiring them to learn a certain “lingo”.
They spoke about adapting to job advertisements, company values, interview expectations,

and recruitment formats. One participant explained:

“You kind of learn the lingo... interviewers, core values, what you should relate
to. You often want to say that you are both a team player, but also personally

driven and very independent.” (P5)

Here, employability appeared not only as something applicants had, but something they had
to perform correctly. Participants described learning which words, qualities, and examples
seemed to work. This learning was often informal and came from friends, previous

interviews, recruiters, LinkedIn, or repeated exposure to the process.

The interviews also showed that participants were aware that recruiters and employers were
part of the same game. Several described recruitment as a process where applicants are
assessed through boxes, stages, tests, and impressions. One participant explained that, when
many applicants are qualified, small differences in wording or presentation may become

decisive:

“In the end, it is a lot about ticking boxes... There can be five people who are
equally good, and often everyone applying for the jobs is very skilled. But if one
person happens to say that they are both good at working in a team and working

independently, then that person might get an advantage.” (P5)

This suggests that participants did not experience recruitment as a neutral evaluation of
competence alone. Instead, the “right” answer could depend on how well applicants

understood what should be emphasized in that specific setting.

This performative aspect became even clearer in interviews, tests, and assessment tasks.
Participants described processes involving 1Q tests, case interviews, personality tests, video

interviews, and recorded answers without a recruiter present. These stages were demanding
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not only because they took time, but because participants felt continuously evaluated. One

participant described earlier recruitment experiences as stressful:

“The processes from earlier experience are quite stressful... doing a lot of IQ
tests and case interviews comes with a certain stress... I would not say that it has

been smooth or easy, but more of a struggle.” (P5)

Another participant described video interviews as particularly uncomfortable because they

required applicants to sell themselves without any human response from the other side:

“It feels a bit uncomfortable to sit there and smile at yourself in the camera...
like, hi, my name is Maria, and you have to sell yourself without anyone there

nodding or confirming.” (P3)

This quote captures how the performance of employability could feel strange and unnatural.
The applicant was expected to appear confident and convincing, but without the interaction

that usually makes self-presentation feel human.

Repeated rejection made this performance more emotionally demanding. Participants
described how investing time and effort into applications, only to receive rejection emails or

no response at all, affected their motivation and self-confidence. One participant explained:

“Obviously, it is very frustrating... Last week I applied for 15 companies via
LinkedIn and other sites... the next day I got rejection emails. Obviously, it is
heartbreaking... It diminishes your self-confidence sometimes because you match
all the criteria... despite that... the next very morning you get this message that

no, sorry, we are going forward with other candidates.” (P9)

When participants felt that they matched the criteria but were still rejected, the process
became difficult to understand. This could make them question whether they had performed
the application in the wrong way, whether their competence had not been recognized, or

whether something else was required.

These experiences show how the job application process became a setting where
employability had to be performed. Participants described a need to appear confident,

motivated, and suitable, while also balancing authenticity with the pressure to stand out.



37

4.3 The Language of Employability: Buzzwords, Ambiguity and Social Fit

After seeing how job advertisements often describe the ideal candidate through broad and
polished language, we wanted to understand how management students themselves encounter
and interpret this language. All 16 participants described looking at job advertisements
through LinkedIn, job portals, or company career pages, trying to read between the lines of
what employers were actually asking for. What kind of person they were expected to be, and

whether they could recognize themselves in the description.

One thing that quickly stood out in the interviews was how familiar this language seemed to
be. 7 of 16 participants recognized words such as: leadership, initiative, independent,
communicative, responsibility, fast-paced, and social. These words were not necessarily
difficult to understand on their own. The difficulty appeared when participants tried to
translate them into practice. What does it actually mean to be flexible, driven, or
entrepreneurial in a junior role? How is a newly graduated applicant supposed to prove these

qualities before even entering the labour market?

Several participants described job advertisements as vague, repetitive, and filled with similar
expressions across very different roles. One participant compared this language across

positions that, on paper, should have little in common:

“It is very much this typical jargon that you really see in all the ads. It makes it a
little unclear, because sometimes it can really be the case that if I am looking at a
Jjunior management consultant ad compared to a barista ad at Espresso House,

they are basically asking for the same thing.” (P11)

The quote shows how job advertisements could become confusing not because participants
lacked understanding, but because the same language appeared to travel across different
roles. Participants were left trying to understand whether the advertisement described the
actual position, the organization’s ideal employee, or simply a general image of
employability. In this sense, the job description became less of a clear explanation of the role

and more of a polished image of the candidate they seek.
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This uncertainty became even more visible when participants described a disconnect between
how a role was presented in the ad and what it later appeared to involve. One participant
described applying for a business trainee role that initially seemed aligned with their
education and ambitions. The advertisement used broad and attractive words connected to
business, client relationships, and problem solving. However, later in the process, the

participant realized that the role involved more direct sales work than expected:

“The ad did not really match what the job actually involved... I realized during
the assessment that this job was something completely different from what 1

thought from the ad.” (P3)

For participants, this created uncertainty not only about whether they were qualified, but also
about what they were actually applying for. A role could appear relevant and professionally
attractive on paper, but later turn out to involve something quite different once the process
moved forward. The job advertisement therefore appeared to describe a generalized candidate
profile rather than the specific role itself. Instead of clarifying what the employer was
actually looking for, it often reproduced broad qualities that seemed desirable across almost

any job.

Another recurring difficulty concerned the management degree itself. Several participants
described management as broad and valuable, but not always easy to translate into a clear
professional profile. One participant reflected on how difficult it could be to explain what the

degree had actually given them:

“If someone asked me what I learned, I would be like, good question. I am a bit

critical, I can judge situations. I do not really know what to say.” (P2)

This uncertainty was not necessarily about doubting the value of education. Rather,
participants described a difficulty in making broad competencies visible in a recruitment
process. Management students may develop analytical, critical, organizational, and
communicative skills, but these skills are not always easy to present in a short CV, cover

letter, or first screening. As one participant explained:

“Recruiters and companies especially have a hard time placing what exactly you

did with management studies.” (P2)
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The language of employability therefore created a double challenge. Participants had to
interpret what employers meant, while also translating themselves into something employers
could recognize. For management students, this translation seems to be a struggle. Their
degree could be relevant to many different roles, but precisely because of this breadth, it

could also become difficult to explain what they were specifically prepared to do.

At the same time, all participants described that once applicants moved beyond the first
screening, the process often seemed to shift. Formal qualifications could open the door, but
interviews and later stages appeared to depend more on personality, social impression, sense
of feeling whether the applicant “fit” the team or company culture. One participant described

this as being based on “vibes”:

“It is based on vibes, but then again, since it is personal vibes, it is very

different. And so there are written rules, but they are not universal.” (P6)

Another participant described this more directly by suggesting that being skilled was not

enough:
“It is not enough to just be skilled, you also have to be social.” (P35)

This made the process difficult to prepare for. Job advertisements communicated formal
requirements and broad qualities, but participants experienced that recruitment decisions
could also depend on less visible factors such as chemistry, personality, cultural fit, and
contacts. One participant described how, in their experience, even publicly advertised jobs

often ended up going to someone connected to the organization:

“Even if they advertised jobs, it always ended up being someone they knew who
got the job.” (P10)

In this way, employability appeared as a language participants had to decode. Job
advertisements used familiar words, but these words did not always clarify what the role
involved, what employers valued, or how management students should translate their broad

education into recognizable competencies.
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4.4 Result of Content Analysis: An Employer Perspective of Language of
Employability

The content analysis showed that the job advertisements were highly similar in terms of both
language and requirements. Most advertisements requested a combination of formal
education, previous experience, and additional competencies such as technical skills,
language abilities, social competence, and, in some cases, a driver’s license. The content
analysis makes this construction of the ideal candidate more visible. Across the
advertisements, recurring expectations were grouped into three categories: leadership or
group dynamics, organizational skills, and personal development appeared repeatedly. In the
first round, leadership or group dynamics appeared in 23 of 30 advertisements, organizational
skills in 18 of 30, and personal development in 20 of 30. In the second round, leadership or
group dynamics appeared in 25 of 30 advertisements, organizational skills in 23 of 30, and
personal development in 16 of 30. This shows that job advertisements rarely emphasized only

one type of expectation.

The results indicate that job advertisements directed toward newly graduated management
students communicate broad and demanding expectations. In addition to formal qualifications
such as education and previous experience, the advertisements frequently emphasized
personal qualities and behavioural expectations. Candidates were expected to be
communicative, structured, responsible, independent, collaborative, detail-oriented, and
proactive. Taken together, these requirements construct an image of a candidate who is
expected to be socially capable, organized, adaptable, and professionally ready. This provides
an employer-side perspective on the expectations management students encounter when

trying to understand what it means to appear employable.

5. Analysis and Discussion

This chapter presents and analyzes the findings by examining how imposter syndrome can be
understood as part of identity work in the context of the job application process. Instead of
treating imposter syndrome only as an individual psychological experience, the analysis uses
the concept to understand how management students negotiate, adjust, and present

themselves in relation to professional expectations when entering the labour market.
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Based on the empirical results and the perspectives presented in the literature review, the
analysis develops three analytical lenses through which imposter syndrome is expressed as
part of identity work: uncertainty, alienation, and imitation. These lenses show how students
make sense of themselves in relation to competence, belonging, and employability
expectations. The chapter also presents a conceptual model, shown in Figure 1, which
illustrates how these three lenses help explain the relationship between imposter syndrome

and identity work.

In doing so, the analysis contributes to an understanding of imposter syndrome not only as a
feeling of inadequacy, but as a way through which identity work becomes visible in the job

application process.

5.1 Figure.1. Imposter syndrome as identity work: a conceptual model

External expectations / ideals
1
|
ALIENATION
Feeling distant from self, process,
or the “ideal candidate”
|
|

Internal self-understanding «  UNCERTAINTY - External self-presentation
Not knowing if one is
competent, enough, or

recognizable as employable

|
|
IMITATION
Performing or borrowing the expected

professional identity

|
i

Recognition / legitimacy

Figure 1 presents the conceptual model developed in this study and illustrates how imposter
syndrome can be understood as part of identity work in the job application process. The
model is based on the empirical findings presented in Chapter 4 and the theoretical

perspectives discussed in the literature review. It shows how imposter syndrome may be
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expressed through three overlapping analytical dimensions: uncertainty, alienation, and

imitation.

Uncertainty is positioned as the central dimension, as it appeared throughout the empirical
material as an overarching feeling in the job application process. Participants described
uncertainty about whether their competence was sufficient, whether their achievements were
recognizable to employers, and whether they were presenting themselves in the “right” way.
This uncertainty was not only connected to the outcome of applications, but also to how
students understood themselves in relation to the professional identity they were expected to

present.

Alienation and imitation are understood as two related ways through which this uncertainty
may be expressed and managed. Alienation captures the distance participants experienced
between their own self-understanding and the image of the “ideal candidate” they felt
expected to embody. Imitation captures how participants tried to manage this distance by
adapting, borrowing, or performing aspects of an expected professional identity in order to

appear employable.

The model should therefore not be understood as a linear process. Rather, it presents a
conceptual map of how imposter syndrome may move between different expressions of
identity work. Students may feel uncertain, become distanced from the ideal candidate, and
then attempt to reduce this distance through imitation. At the same time, imitation may
reproduce uncertainty if the professional identity being performed does not feel fully aligned
with the self. In this sense, Figure 1 illustrates how imposter syndrome can be understood as
an ongoing movement between uncertainty, alienation, and imitation in the attempt to become

recognizable as employable.

5.2 Uncertainty: When Competence Becomes Self Doubt

The first way in which imposter syndrome becomes visible as identity work is through
uncertainty. In the empirical material, uncertainty was not only related to whether participants
would receive a job offer. It was also connected to whether their competence was sufficient,
recognizable, and valuable in the eyes of employers. Participants did not necessarily describe

themselves as lacking knowledge, ambition, or ability. Many had completed several years of
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university education, had relevant experiences, and believed that they had something to offer.
However, the job application process made competence feel unstable, as it had to be
translated into the “right” role, recognized by recruiters, and confirmed through the

recruitment process.

This uncertainty can be understood in relation to imposter syndrome, where individuals may
struggle to internalize their achievements and continue to question their competence despite
signs of capability (Clance & Imes, 1978). However, in this study, imposter feelings did not
only appear as a simple belief that one lacked ability. Rather, they emerged when participants
were unsure whether their abilities would be visible, relevant, or valued by others. The
question was therefore not only “Am I competent?”, but also “Will my competence be

recognized here?”

This was particularly visible in how participants described competence as dependent on the
recruitment context. One participant explained: “That means they may not see my
competence for it... they only see it in relation to what they are looking for” (P1). This
illustrates how competence was not experienced as fixed or self-evident. Instead, it became
relational, shaped by the position, the employer’s expectations, and the ability to make one’s
background appear relevant. A participant could feel capable in one situation, but less
qualified in another, depending on what the role seemed to require and how their competence

was interpreted.

From an identity work perspective, the participants were not solely applying for jobs, but also
trying to make sense of who they were as future professionals. This aligns with Sveningsson
and Alvesson’s (2003) perspective on identity work, which they describe as the ongoing
effort through which individuals create, maintain, revise, and repair a sense of who they are.
In the job application process, this became visible when participants tried to translate their
education, experiences, and personal qualities into a professional identity that employers
could recognize and validate. When this effort and translation felt unseen, participants’ sense

of competence often became less stable.

Several participants also described a distinction between having competence and being given
the opportunity to show it. One participant stated: “you can have all the skills, but then you
have to get a chance to show it too” (P10). This quote captures how recognition became

central. Competence was not enough if it remained unseen. In this sense, the job application
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process placed participants in a position where their self-understanding depended on external
confirmation. They could believe in their own ability, but still feel uncertain until someone

else recognized it as relevant and employable.

In several cases, recurring rejection seems to intensify this uncertainty. One of these
participants said: “Am [ really that underqualified? Like, I have a bachelor or master's and 1
have actual years of experience. So I was, what else do you want?” (P6). This quote shows
how rejection could make participants question not only their qualifications, but also their
worth as valid candidates. Although the participant had formal education and experience,
repeated rejection created uncertainty about whether something was still missing. This
illustrates how imposter syndrome becomes connected to identity work, as external rejection
may lead individuals to reinterpret themselves and their competence. In this sense, rejection
does not only communicate that one did not get the job; it may also raise a deeper question of

whether one is enough.

This uncertainty was not only connected to rejection, but also to participants’ perception that
success could depend on luck and timing. Several participants suggested that getting through
the job application process could depend on being noticed at the right moment, meeting the
right recruiter, having the right contacts, or applying when the organization happened to need
someone. One participant explained that “You have to have a little luck in the system” (P§).
Such statements should not be understood only as attempts to dismiss personal ability.
Instead, they show how participants tried to make sense of a recruitment process that did not

appear fully transparent or responsive.

When success appears to depend on factors outside one’s control, it becomes harder to trust
that effort, preparation, and competence will necessarily lead somewhere. In the empirical
material, participants repeatedly described a need for something tangible in the process,
whether through feedback, human response, body language, or simply a message
acknowledging their effort. This was particularly visible in descriptions of video interviews
without any recruiter, where applicants were expected to present and sell themselves without
being able to read another person’s reactions. One participant described how uncomfortable it

felt to speak into the camera without anyone nodding or confirming what was being said (P3).

This can be understood through Giddens’ (1991) concept of ontological security. As

presented in the literature review, individuals seek continuity, stability, and trust in both
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themselves and the surrounding social world. University often provides relatively clear
structures, such as courses, exams, grades, and feedback. The job application process, by
contrast, offered less predictable forms of recognition. Participants could prepare, apply, and
adjust their CVs, while still receiving little or no response. When effort was not met with
clear feedback or recognition, uncertainty was not only directed toward the outcome of the

application, but also toward the self.

Uncertainty therefore becomes a central way in which imposter syndrome appears as identity
work. Participants were not only uncertain about the outcome of applications. They were also
uncertain about how to interpret themselves within the process. They had to ask whether their
competence was visible, whether their achievements counted, whether their self-presentation
was convincing, and whether they matched what employers were looking for. In this sense,
imposter syndrome is not only an internal doubt about ability. It is also produced through a

process where competence must constantly be proven, interpreted, and confirmed by others.

5.3 Alienation: Becoming Distant from The Self and The Ideal Candidate

The second way in which imposter syndrome becomes visible as identity work is through
alienation. In this study, alienation refers to a feeling of distance between who participants
understood themselves to be and the professional identity they felt expected to embody. If
uncertainty concerned not knowing whether one was enough, alienation concerned the
difficulty of recognizing oneself in the image of the “ideal candidate.” Participants were
therefore not only trying to prove their competence, but also to understand whether they

belonged in the roles, organizations, and professional identities presented to them.

This became particularly visible in relation to the language of job advertisements.
Participants repeatedly described job advertisements as vague, repetitive, and difficult to
translate into practice. Although words such as leadership, initiative, flexibility,
communication, responsibility, and social competence were familiar, they did not always
clarify what employers actually wanted. Instead, similar qualities appeared across different
roles, creating an image of employability that was recognizable on the surface but difficult to

fully grasp.
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This can be understood in relation to Chavan and Carter’s (2018) discussion of employability
expectations as often implicit and contradictory. The “ideal candidate” is presented through
qualities that appear reasonable individually, but together form a figure that is difficult to
fully inhabit. Applicants are expected to be independent and collaborative, confident and
humble, flexible and structured, ambitious and realistic. In this sense, alienation emerged
when the ideal candidate became both visible and distant: visible through familiar buzzwords,
but distant because these words did not clearly explain what kind of person participants were

actually expected to become.

In both rounds of data collection, the most recurring qualities were related to leadership or
group dynamics. These included being communicative, collaborative, driven, proactive, and
able to take ownership or initiative. Organizational skills, such as being structured,
independence, proactiveness analytical, detail-oriented, and having administrative skills, were
less frequent. However, most advertisements included expectations from all three categories,
suggesting that candidates were often expected to demonstrate several different types of
competence at the same time. In many cases, these expectations also appeared to pull in
different directions, as applicants were expected to be independent and collaborative,
structured and flexible, and professionally experienced while still applying for junior or
trainee positions. The content analysis therefore contributes by showing how the “ideal
candidate” is not only described through vague language, but constructed as a broad and
demanding professional figure. For participants, this could make the ideal candidate difficult
to identify with, as they were expected to recognize themselves in several overlapping

expectations at the same time.

This alienation was especially visible when participants compared the language of job
advertisements with their own understanding of what different roles involved. One participant
described how similar expressions appeared across positions that should, in practice, be quite
different: “It is very much this typical jargon that you really see in all the ads. It makes it a
little unclear, because sometimes it can really be the case that if [ am looking at a junior
management consultant as compared to a barista ad at Espresso House, they are basically
asking for the same thing” (P11). This quote shows how the language of employability could
become detached from the specific role. Instead of helping participants understand what the
position required, the advertisement seemed to reproduce a general and surface-level image

of what an employable person should be.
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From an identity work perspective, this becomes significant. Sveningsson and Alvesson
(2003) argue that identity work becomes particularly important when individuals encounter
uncertain expectations or situations that challenge how they understand and present
themselves. Similarly, Knights and Clarke (2014) show how identity construction may
become tied to insecurity when individuals evaluate themselves against ideals of competence,
success, and legitimacy. In the job application process, participants were asked to make
themselves understandable within a language of employability that did not always feel
connected to their own experiences. This created a gap between their own self-understanding
and the professional identity they felt expected to communicate. Rather than simply asking,
“Can I do this job?”, participants increasingly seemed to ask, “Do I fit the image of the

person they are looking for?”

Alienation also became visible in relation to social fit. Participants described that once
applicants moved beyond the first screening stage, recruitment decisions often seemed to
depend on personality, chemistry, “vibes,” or whether one fit the team or organizational
culture. One participant stated: “It is not enough to just be skilled, you also have to be social”
(P5). Another participant described this more ambiguously by explaining that recruitment
could be based on “vibes, ” but that such vibes were personal and not universal (P6).
Together, these quotes show how participants experienced employability as extending beyond
formal competence. Applicants were not only expected to demonstrate what they could do,

but also to appear socially convincing, likable, and compatible with the organization.

This made the application process difficult to prepare for. Formal qualifications could be
strengthened, CVs could be adjusted, and interview answers could be practiced. Social fit,
however, remained less accessible. Participants could sense that something more than
competence mattered, but could not always identify what that “something” was. In this sense,
alienation may arise when applicants are evaluated not only against formal requirements, but

also against social and personal expectations that remain partly hidden.

This is where alienation becomes closely connected to imposter syndrome. Clance and Imes
(1978) describe imposter syndrome as involving feelings of inadequacy and a fear of being
exposed as less competent than one appears. In this study, such feelings were not only
connected to internal doubts about ability, but also shaped by the distance between
participants’ own self-understanding and the professional identity they felt expected to

perform. When the ideal candidate appeared vague, socially loaded, and difficult to identify
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with, participants could begin to question whether they truly belonged in the professional

spaces they were trying to enter.

Alienation therefore shows how imposter syndrome can emerge when individuals struggle to
recognize themselves in the expectations placed upon them. The job application process did
not simply ask participants to prove competence, but to become legible as a certain type of
professional person. In this sense, alienation became a form of identity work, as participants
tried to bridge the distance between who they felt they were and who they believed they

needed to become in order to be recognized as employable.

5.4 Imitation: Performing The Employable Self

The third way in which imposter syndrome becomes visible as identity work is through
imitation. In this study, imitation does not refer to simply copying others, but to how
participants adapted, borrowed, and performed aspects of an expected professional identity in
order to appear legitimate and employable. If uncertainty concerns not knowing whether one
is enough and alienation concerns feeling distant from the ideal candidate, imitation concerns
the attempt to close that distance by performing the qualities believed to be valued by

employers.

The empirical findings show that the job application process was not only experienced as a
process of proving competence, but also as a process of learning how to present oneself
correctly. Participants described adjusting their CVs, tailoring cover letters, preparing
interview answers, and emphasizing certain experiences depending on the role. In this sense,
they were not only presenting who they already were. They were actively constructing an

employable version of themselves for a specific audience.

This can be understood through Ibarra’s (1999) concept of “provisional selves.” Ibarra argues
that identity develops through experimentation and adaptation, as individuals test different
ways of presenting themselves in relation to desired identities and perceived expectations. In
the job application process, participants appeared to experiment with versions of the
employable self. They emphasized certain experiences, reframed previous tasks, adjusted

their language, and tried to present themselves as confident, motivated, adaptable, and
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socially competent. The applicant therefore became a version of the self shaped by what

participants believed would be recognized as desirable.

This was particularly visible in participants’ descriptions of needing to “sell” themselves.
One participant explained: “There is still a feeling that you have to embellish the truth and
spice it up a little, to sound more advanced than you maybe are, or highlight certain
experiences and tasks as much more complex and advanced than they maybe were when you
performed them” (P7). This quote captures the tension between authenticity and adaptation.
The participant does not describe lying, but rather presenting experiences in a way that
sounds more advanced, relevant, and convincing. Imitation therefore becomes a form of
identity work, where the individual tries to sound like the kind of candidate the labour market

recognizes.

Several participants also described learning a certain recruitment “lingo.” One participant
stated: “You kind of learn the lingo... interviewers, core values, what you should relate to.
You often want to say that you are both a team player, but also personally driven and very
independent” (P5). This shows how imitation was not only an individual strategy, but also a
response to perceived rules within the application process. Participants learned which words,
qualities, and combinations seemed to work. They learned to present themselves as both
independent and collaborative, confident and humble, ambitious and realistic. In this sense,

employability became something that had to be spoken in the “right” way.

The content analysis further strengthens this interpretation by showing the kind of language
participants were expected to adopt. The analyzed job advertisements repeatedly described
desired candidates through broad and positive qualities such as communicative, driven,
responsible, flexible, structured, independent, collaborative, and motivated. These
descriptions can be understood as a script for employability. They signal not only what
applicants should have achieved, but also how they should sound, behave, and present
themselves in order to appear employable. When participants described learning the “lingo”
of recruitment or adjusting their CVs and interview answers to match perceived expectations,
they were therefore borrowing from a broader language of employability that job

advertisements themselves helped reproduce.

From the perspective of Knights and Willmott (1999), this can be understood as the

internalization of social norms. Participants were not only responding to explicit job
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requirements, but also to implicit expectations about how an employable candidate should

sound and behave. Over time, these expectations seemed to become standards through which
participants evaluated and adjusted themselves. The “ideal candidate” was therefore not only
an external image presented by employers, but also something participants tried to reproduce

in their own self-presentation.

This performative dimension became especially clear in interviews, tests, and video
recordings. Participants described recruitment processes involving case interviews,
personality tests, 1Q tests, and recorded video answers. These stages required them to appear
confident and convincing while being continuously evaluated. One participant described
video interviews as uncomfortable because they had to sell themselves without anyone there
nodding or confirming what was being said (P3). The absence of human response made the
performance feel one-sided. The participant still had to perform confidence and competence,
but without the interaction that usually helps individuals adjust their presentation and feel

recognized.

This is where imitation becomes closely connected to imposter syndrome. Clance and Imes
(1978) describe imposter syndrome as involving a fear of being exposed as less competent
than one appears. In this study, such feelings may be intensified when participants felt
required to perform a version of themselves that was more confident, experienced, or
professionally ready than they felt internally. The more participants had to imitate the ideal
candidate, the more visible the distance could become between the presented self and the

experienced self.

Imitation should therefore not be understood solely as a strategy for becoming recognized as
employable. It also reveals a tension within identity work itself. By adopting the language,
confidence, and qualities associated with the ideal candidate, participants could make
themselves more legible to employers. However, this same adaptation could also reinforce
the feeling that they were presenting a version of themselves that was partly constructed for
the recruitment process. In this way, imitation both helped participants manage the
uncertainty of the job application process and risked reproducing the very imposter feelings it

was meant to overcome.

Overall, imitation shows how imposter syndrome can be understood as part of identity work.

Management students do not enter the labour market with a fixed professional identity. They
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learn, test, and perform versions of themselves in relation to employer expectations and
employability norms. Through this process, they may become more skilled at presenting
themselves as competent, but also more aware of the gap between who they feel they are and
who they believe they need to appear to be. Imposter syndrome therefore becomes visible not
only in self-doubt, but in the act of performing an identity that feels necessary for

recognition, yet not always fully one’s own.

6. Conclusion

This study concludes that imposter syndrome can be understood as part of management
students’ identity work during the job application process. Applying for jobs involves more
than matching education, skills, and experience with formal requirements; it becomes a
process where students must translate who they are into a version of themselves that

employers can recognize as competent, confident, and employable.

The study shows that this translation is not always straightforward. Students had to interpret
vague expectations, handle limited feedback, compare themselves with others, and adjust
their self-presentation to fit the image of the “ideal candidate.” In doing so, they worked on
their identity by testing different ways of presenting their competence, revising how they
understood themselves, and adapting to what seemed recognizable and legitimate in the eyes

of employers.

This suggests that imposter syndrome should not only be understood as an internal feeling of
inadequacy. In this study, such feelings emerged through the process of trying to become
employable in a context where competence had to be continuously translated, adjusted, and
validated by others. The study therefore contributes to identity work research by showing
how uncertainty, alienation, and imitation can become part of the struggle to become “the

ideal candidate” while still questioning whether that identity fully feels like one’s own.

Future research could further explore how imposter syndrome is expressed as identity work
in other educational, professional, or organizational contexts. The dimensions of uncertainty,
alienation, and imitation could also be developed or challenged in relation to how labour
market conditions and employer expectations shape newly graduated students’ sense of

competence, legitimacy, and belonging.
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8. Appendix
8.1 Appendix 1. Interview Questions

Part 1 - Introduction
1. How actively are you currently searching for jobs?

2. Can you describe your experience of the job application process so far? Was it what
you expected?

3. How would you describe your overall feelings during the job search process?

Part 2 - Norms, expectations and Insecurity
4. Have you experienced challenges and/or uncertainties when you have applied for a
job, if so what?

5. Do you feel that there are certain “unwritten rules” or norms you are expected to
follow when applying for jobs?

6. What do you think employers are looking for in a “good candidate” (can be qualities,
personal traits and so on)
To what extent do you feel that you live up to these expectations?

7. Have you experienced moments of self-doubt during the process? If so, in what
situations? (competence, persona?)

8. Do you feel that there is pressure to perform and to live up to expectations and could
you explain why,
Where do you think this pressure comes from and do you think the expectations are
realistic?

9. How do you experience rejection during the job application process?

10. Do you ever compare yourself to others during the job search? If so, how does that
affect you?

Part 3 - Identity and Imposter Syndrome
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11. Do you feel that you need to present yourself in a certain way when applying for jobs?

12. Do you feel like you're playing a role when applying for jobs and during interviews?

13. How does the job application process affect how you see yourself over time?

14. Have you ever felt that you are more or less competent as others perceive you to be?

15. Do you sometimes feel that your success is due to luck rather than your abilities?

16. Have you ever felt that others question your successes?

17. Have these feelings changed over time during the job search process?

18. Do you think people overrepresent their qualities and knowledge to display themself
competent enough to meet the expectations, and do you think they are as competent as

they display themself to be?

19. Do you want to add something?

8.2 Appendix 2. Data Collection Round 1

For the coding process:
0 = Was not in the job advertisement
1 = Was in the job advertisement

Job advertisements | Leadership or Organizational Personal
nr: group dynamics skills development

1. 1 0 1

2. 1 0 0

3 1 1 0

4 1 1 0

5 1 1 1

6 1 1 0

7 0 1 1

8 0 1 0

9 1 0 0




10. 0
11. 0
12. 0
13. 1
14. 1
15. 1
16. 1
17. 1
18. 1
19. 1
20. 1
21. 1
22. 1
23. 0
24. |
25 0
26. 1
27. 1
28. 1
29. 1
30. 1
Summary 23

8.3 Appendix 3. Data Collection Round 2

For the coding process:
0 = Was not in the job advertisement
1 = Was in the job advertisement
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Job advertisements | Leadership or Organizational Personal
nr: group dynamics skills development
1. 1 0 0
2. 1 1 1
3. 1 0 1
4. 1 0 1
S. 0 1 0
6. 1 1 1
7. 0 1 1
8. 1 1 1
9. 1 1 1
10. 0 1 1
11. 0 1 0
12. 1 0 1
13. 1 1 1
14. 1 0 0
15. 1 0 1
16. 1 1 0
17. 1 1 0
18. 1 1 0
19. 1 1 1
20. 1 1 1
21. 1 1 0
22. 1 0 1
23. 1 1 0
24, 1 1 0
25 1 1 1
26. 1 1 0
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27. 1 1 0

28. 1 1 1

29. 0 1 0

30. 1 1 0

Summary 25 23 16
8.4 Disclaim Al Tools

The Al tool used in this study was ChatGPT (OpenAl). ChatGPT was used as a support tool
during the writing process, primarily to improve language, grammar, spelling, sentence
structure, and overall readability. The tool was also used to discuss formulations and
alternative ways of expressing academic arguments and how to make them more convincing.
All suggestions were reviewed, edited, and adapted by the authors before being included in
the thesis to make them more readable and fitting for our style of writing.

ChatGPT was also used to support understanding of certain theoretical concepts and texts.
For example, the tool was used to ask clarifying questions, discuss possible interpretations,
and summarize shorter passages in order to support the authors’ own reading and reflection.
In addition, ChatGPT was used as support in developing Figure 1, which illustrates imposter
syndrome as part of identity work. The conceptual idea behind the model was developed by
the authors, while ChatGPT was used to discuss possible formulations and visual structure
before the final figure was produced and adjusted by the authors.

The output was not used as an academic source, but as a tool for discussion and ideas to
increase our understanding.

Examples of prompts used include: “Highlight grammatical errors in the following text and
suggest improvements”, “Suggest alternative formulations while maintaining an academic
tone”, “Can this concept be understood in the following way?”, “Summarize the main idea of
this paragraph”, and “How can the flow between these sections be improved?”

No personal data, interview transcripts, or GDPR-protected empirical material were uploaded
to ChatGPT. ChatGPT was not used to replace the authors’ own work, analysis, or
conclusions.
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