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Abstract

Maladaptive perfectionism can have an injurious and consequential impact
on individuals and society with effects that may contribute negatively to a
wide range of mental and physical health issues. Not only does perfectionism
make people more susceptible to physical and mental health disorders, but its
perniciousness also makes the inevitabilities of hardship and illness more
challenging to cope with when they do occur. The purpose of this review was
to investigate the psychological and physical impacts of maladaptive perfec-
tionism on individuals and best practices for accompanying treatment. A sys-
tematic review was performed to search, review, analyze, and synthesize the
existing literature. Suggestions for practical treatment recommendations and
potential areas of further inquiry are offered. PRISMA checklist was utilized
for inclusion in the review and 118 articles met search criteria. The broader
emerging themes were: etiology and progression, psychological consequences
of perfectionism, and available treatments. Concerns related to the multitude
of downstream psychological impacts are highlighted, including the emerging
evidence regarding perfectionism as both a primary and secondary disorder
along with current and emerging interventions.
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1. Introduction

Perfectionism is broadly conceptualized as a personality style associated with a
drive to achieve beyond a reasonable standard and accompanied by marked
feelings of self-criticism (Frost et al., 1990). Perfectionism is pervasive and in-
creasing in Western culture, affecting various age groups, ethnicities, and so-
cio-economic classes (Burgess & Dibartolo, 2016). A meta-analysis conducted by
Curran and Hill (2019), found perfectionism has increased 32% in the birth co-
hort of United States, Canadian, and British students from 1989-2016. While
perfectionism impacts cognition, emotion, and behavior in individuals across
the lifespan, it is implicated in increased mortality rates amongst older adults
and Fry and Debats (2009) reported a 51% increase in the risk of death for those
who are high in self-expectations versus those who score low on scales of perfec-
tionism. The deleterious effects of maladaptive perfectionism are manifold and
associated with significant psychological and physical effects negatively impact-

ing multiple domains of an individual’s life.

1.1. Background of the Problem

The roots of the scientific study of perfectionism can be traced to psychoanalytic
theory and in particular, the work of Karen Horney and Alfred Adler (Flett &
Hewitt, 2019; Flett et al., 2017; Smith et al., 2018). Psychoanalytic treatment fo-
cused on the notion that perfectionism has roots in neuroticism and resulting
behaviors were a form of over-compensation (Smith et al., 2018). Scant attention
was placed on conceptualizing perfectionism until the 1990’s when perfection-
ism was defined and operationalized with a set of theoretical underpinnings,
promoting increased interest in the construct and driving research in the area
(Frost et al., 1990; Flett et al., 1992).

Hewitt and Flett (1991) developed a prominent and well-studied paradigm,
the multidimensional theory of perfectionism (De Cuyper et al., 2015; Stoeber,
2018). The model suggests that perfectionism consists of three interrelated com-
ponents: self-oriented, other-oriented, and socially prescribed thinking styles.
Self-oriented perfectionism is the propensity for individuals to set and be driven
by self-imposed high standards. Other-oriented perfectionism is the proclivity
toward holding others to standards that are not realistic. Socially prescribed per-
fectionism is the belief that others hold them to standards that cannot be rea-
sonable and consistently met (Hewitt & Flett, 1991).

Perfectionism is often classified as either adaptive or maladaptive. If adaptive,
it provides motivation to set and achieve goals and, as a result, yields a variety of
positive emotions and overt measures of success (Akay & Bratton, 2017; Hewitt
& Flett, 1991; Lo & Abbott, 2019; Rice & Richardson, 2014). However, if mala-
daptive, it is a primary and secondary contributor to a wide range of psychopa-
thology, physical ailments, and social and occupational strife (Curran & Hill,
2019; Egan et al., 2011; Fry & Debats, 2009; Vidic & Cherup, 2019). It is also linked
to numerous physical health ailments through the pathways of stress, such as ulc-
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ers, migraines, chronic fatigue, and hypertension (Molnar et al., 2018).
The purpose of this review is to collate the evidence on the impacts of mala-

daptive perfectionism and to review the treatment

1.2. Rationale for Review

Maladaptive perfectionism can have an insidious and consequential effect on in-
dividuals and society; its impacts can be far-reaching and contribute to a wide
range of mental and physical health concerns (Egan et al., 2011; Flett et al., 2020;
Molnar et al., 2018; Smith et al., 2018). Not only does perfectionism make indi-
viduals likely to be more susceptible to physical and mental health disorders, but
its perniciousness also results in decreased capacity to cope with hardship and
illness (Hewitt & Flett, 2002). Due to the significant and multi-faceted negative
impacts, perfectionism must be targeted for treatment, both as a primary pre-
senting problem and as a related set of symptoms comorbid with other diagnos-
es (Crosby et al., 2013; Flett et al., 2016; Fry & Debats, 2009). Increased aware-
ness of perfectionism in the clinical setting and suggestions for evidence-based
treatment will provide clinicians the tools needed to assist with this far-reaching

and often misunderstood affliction.

1.3. Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this review was to explore the existing literature on the effects of
maladaptive perfectionism on individuals, synthesize the findings, and provide
recommendations for best practices for accompanying treatment. There has
been a resurgence since the 1990s in the scientific study of perfectionism, this
study highlights a need for continued investigation into this area by clinicians
and scholars (Crosby et al., 2013; Hewitt & Flett, 2002; Smith et al., 2018). A sys-
tematic review of the literature was conducted in order to analyze and interpret
key themes and discover new meanings. It aimed to provide clarity on the fac-
tors aiding the development and maintenance of perfectionism, the detrimental
psychological impacts of perfectionism, and the current evidence-based treat-

ments for perfectionism.

2. Methods

A systematic review of the literature was chosen for its ability to make new in-
terpretations from existing peer-reviewed research and clarify gaps to promote
future. Databases were scanned using a keyword search for studies published
between the years 2010-2020. The following databases were searched: PsychAr-
ticles, ProQuest, EBSCO Host, Google Scholar, and ProQuest Psychology. Key-
words for the search included: perfectionism, maladaptive perfectionism, adap-
tive perfectionism, locus of control, self-oriented perfectionism, other-oriented
perfectionism, socially prescribed perfectionism, cognitive behavioral therapy,
self-efficacy, social cognitive theory, and psychodynamic therapy. The majority

of studies had sample populations that included adolescents, college students,
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and adults. The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Me-
ta-Analyses for Protocols Checklist (PRISMA-P) is one of the most commonly
used methods of analysis in systematic reviews. PRISMA is widely accepted as a
strong tool to ensure methodological quality and was used in this study to de-
termine study inclusion (Gates & March, 2016; Moher et al., 2009). The articles
included in the study were then analyzed thematically in relevance to answering

the research questions of the study.

3. Results

The search strategy described previously yielded (n = 118) peer-reviewed re-
search papers for inclusion in this review. Rather than describing the individual
papers identified in the review a thematic analysis was conducted and is pre-
sented below.

The multifaceted interaction between the individual’s genetic predispositions
and their environment is prevalent across research on perfectionism. It is also
supported by Albert Bandura’s social cognitive theory (SCT), which is the theo-
retical framework for this study. Social cognitive theory is an extension of social
learning theory (SLT), which explains the imitative power of children’s observa-
tions of parent behaviors and the negative consequences of insufficient modeling
(Stewart & De George-Walker, 2014; Bandura, 1997; Bandura, 2004). SCT is
grounded in the assertion that the individual, behavior, and environment are in-
terconnected and have a reciprocal influence on one another. Human experience
encompasses learning and knowledge, which influences behavior, which occurs
in specific contexts and environments. Rooted in SLT, SCT is primarily con-
cerned with learning, but also emphasizes self-efficacy and is most commonly
used to understand how individuals navigate and experience health related is-
sues (Thojampa & Sarnkhaowkhom 2019).

Hewitt and Flett’s (1991) multi-dimensional theory of perfectionism catego-
rizes perfectionism as having three components that the literature examines in-
dividually and as inter-dependent processes: self-oriented, other-oriented, and
socially prescribed thinking styles. Self-oriented perfectionism describes the
propensity for individuals to set and be driven by self-imposed high standards.
Other-oriented perfectionism is the psychological propensity of holding others
to unrealistic standards. Socially prescribed perfectionism is the belief that cul-
tural forces and society at large demand standards that cannot be reasonable and
consistently met (Hewitt & Flett, 1991). This review identified that it is generally
accepted that this paradigm holds utility for a preponderance of peer-reviewed

literature on perfectionism (Walton et al., 2020; Yildiz et al., 2020).

4. Etiology and Progression

Research suggests that perfectionism can have a negative effect on all domains of
an individual’s life and is found amongst all age groups, socio-economic classi-

fications, and ethnicities (Burgess & Dibartolo, 2016). The rates of perfectionism
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are on the rise; a meta-analysis conducted by Curran and Hill (2019) found per-
fectionism has increased 32% in the birth cohort of United States, Canadian, and
British students from 1989-2016. There are a range of theories as to how perfec-
tionism develops and is maintained that are informed by research in personality
theory, social and cognitive psychology, and epigenetics (Curran & Hill, 2019;
Frost et al., 1990; Hewitt et al., 2018; Smith et al., 2018; Stoeber, 2018). A com-
prehensive list of themes related to etiology and progression was compiled.

There was a preponderance of literature that focused on the notion that social
predicates for the development of perfectionism hinge on high parental expecta-
tions. Expectations can manifest in a person’s cognitive schema either by way of
overt rigid and invalidating behaviors by parents, or imaginal expectations based
on a variety of subtle family dynamics and cultural and societal parameters
(Curran & Hill, 2019; Newman et al., 2019; Smith et al., 2018). Associations be-
tween parenting style and the development and maintenance of perfectionism
were found to be a dominant theme in the literature.

Parenting. Parenting style affects the development and maintenance of per-
fectionism and is notably compounded when early childhood traits of perfectio-
nistic inclinations are present (Hewitt et al., 2018). The multi-dimensional
theory proposes that both intrapersonal and interpersonal factors are present for
those experiencing perfectionistic traits. Perfectionism was found to be corre-
lated in multiple studies with parental criticism and high expectations, and the
natural consequences of a child perceiving that others expect an unattainable
high standard in functioning across a wide range of social, emotional, and aca-
demic domains (Stewart & De George-Walker, 2014; Curran & Hill, 2019; Frost
et al., 1990; Hewitt et al., 2018; Smith et al., 2018; Stoeber, 2018).

Invalidating early childhood experiences can result in insecure attachments,
wherein the parent child dyad does not form the bond that encourages an anc-
hor that a child can use to self-explore and grow. This type of attachment in this
dyad can contribute to psychological disorders, both independent and associated
with maladaptive perfectionism (La Mela et al., 2015). It can decrease perception
of self-worth, and therein create feelings of shame, depression, anger, and an-
xiety (Stewart & De George-Walker, 2014; Curran & Hill, 2019; Frost et al., 1990;
Hewitt et al., 2018; Smith et al., 2018; Stoeber, 2018). Although the literature is
mixed in positing if it is genetic or learned, studies analyzed in this review con-
firmed the associations between insecure attachment and manifestations of per-
fectionism.

Curran and Hill (2019) concluded in a longitudinal study that perfectionism
appears to be worsening over time. Socially prescribed perfectionism has in-
creased at a rate double of the other domains in the multi-dimensional para-
digm. Many theorists suggest that the confluence of rapidly changing social struc-
tures including social media’s influence on self-oriented and socially oriented per-
fectionism, is a factor in rising rates of perfectionism as well as the early child-

hood adoption of perfectionistic behaviors and thinking styles (Burgess & Di-
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bartolo, 2016; Newman et al., 2019; Sharma, 2016; Smith et al., 2018; Stoeber,
2018; Vidic & Cherup, 2019).

Cognition. The quantitative studies on the role of cognition in the develop-
ment of and maintenance of perfectionism were relatively limited and yet cogni-
tive schemas appeared to be part of the historical canon in this area of study and
a burgeoning area of interest. It is generally accepted that fixed cognitive states
influence perfectionism by way of underlying personality traits and are present
in the cognitive schema of those who express the negative impact of perfectio-
nistic rituals and unwanted emotional states (Stewart & De George-Walker,
2014; Dodd et al., 2019). Self-oriented perfectionism is the propensity for indi-
viduals to set and be driven by self-imposed high standards (Molnar et al., 2018).
Throughout the literature, it was noted that self-oriented perfectionistic traits
are implicated as precursors to the development of a perseverative cognitive style
and creates a vulnerability to psychopathology (Burgess & Dibartolo, 2016; Egan
et al., 2014; Molnar et al., 2018; Smith et al., 2018). Also, consistent throughout
the literature was the role that social-oriented perfectionism has in the habitual
thinking of style of those displaying persistent cognitions of not ever satiating
the desire to achieve.

Personality Traits. Early research on perfectionism relied heavily on the dis-
cussion of personality traits and temperamental predispositions (Stoeber, 2018).
These findings, while not diminishing the role of personality traits, brought a
new focus on the differentiation between traits and perfectionistic cognitions.
Perfectionistic cognitions are suggested to be a response to daily pressures and
their synergistic interaction with a pre-existing trait orientation toward perfec-
tionism (Stoeber, 2018). Tonta and colleagues (2018) suggested that attentional
bias for those with maladaptive perfectionism incline individuals toward rapidly
focusing on internal and external stimuli. Perfectionists were found to have dif-
ficulty removing their focus from the negative perfectionist driven stimuli. The
result was that a ruminative style is reinforced.

Numerous other studies concluded that a perfectionistic mindset, or the per-
fection cognition theory (PCT), influences cognitive thinking styles and biases in
perfectionists (Flett et al., 2016; Stoeber, 2018). These factors are manifold and
make a person vulnerable to negative self-evaluations and concerns about how
they feel others perceive them. In sum, three elements were found to occur
across the literature: 1) Perfectionism mediates the speed and occurrence of per-
severative cognitions, and this rumination develops into unwanted affective
states 2) Perfectionism has a unique form of perseveration where overthinking
in regard to day-to-day tasks is the overarching cognitive schema. 3) The over-
learned cognitive schema found in perfectionists creates a cognitive memory of
past mistakes and marked anxiety about new errors, both perceived and real
(Macedo et al. 2017; Stoeber, 2018; Tonta et al., 2018).

5. Psychological Consequences of Perfectionism

Perfectionism, as a trait and as a domain-specific construct, is found to be both a
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precursor and a result of a multitude of psychological disorders. The psychological
impacts of maladaptive perfectionism have negative and far-reaching impacts on
individuals and society (Drieberg et al., 2019; Habke & Flynn, 2002; Kehayes et
al., 2019; Starley, 2019). Not only does perfectionism increase susceptibility to
mental illness, but its insidious nature makes mental health diagnoses more
challenging to manage when they are persistent and present (Hewitt & Flett,
2002). A comprehensive list of the effects of maladaptive perfectionism was
compiled.

Self-Concept. Research suggests that individuals suffering from perfectionism
feel that invalidating parental experiences create a sense that others have a set of
high demands and expectation that they are unable to meet (Curran & Hill,
2019). In an attempt to mediate the negative affective states resulting from this
dynamic, children begin to take steps to be perfect and experience feelings of
unworthiness and thereby a need to achieve due to an attempt to seek cohesion
through feeling competent and worthy (Békés et al., 2015; Hewitt et al., 2017). A
child’s development of the notion of a fear of failure results in the development
of low self-esteem (Segrin et al., 2019). The drive to raise children who are edu-
cated to the degree that they can engage in the meritocratic tasks necessary to
perform in the modern economy, pressures children to achieve and a deleterious
affect ensues for those that are dispositionally vulnerable to the negative impacts
of maladaptive perfectionism (Enns et al., 2001).

Aspects of other-oriented and self-oriented perfectionism has been tied to
demands from the broader culture (Dodd et al., 2019; Jahng & Kim, 2019; Lip-
son et al., 2019; Macedo et al., 2017; Shafran et al., 2016). Hewitt et al. (2017)
found that college students with significant levels of other-oriented perfection-
ism had adversarial interpersonal styles and reported low levels of relationship
satisfaction along with the sense of having persistent unfair and punitive interac-
tions with others. High levels of self-oriented perfectionism were indicated in a
wide range of psychopathology and have linkages to the similar but nuanced
construct of socially prescribed perfectionism.

Socially prescribed perfectionism is the belief that others hold standards for
the individual that cannot be reasonable and consistently met and have the net
effect of the experience of multiple and consistent perceived events of failure
(Curran & Hill, 2019; Smith et al., 2018). Several studies concluded that this
form of perfectionism is especially damaging to self-esteem (Curran & Hill,
2019; Newman et al., 2019; Sharma, 2016; Smith et al., 2018; Stoeber, 2018; Vidic
& Cherup, 2019). In conjunction with internalized parental expectations of so-
cial, academic, and occupational success, studies conclude that other outside so-
cial forces such as neo-liberalism and meritocracy exacerbate the social corre-
lates of perfectionism and resulting negative affective, behavioral, and social
states (Curran & Hill, 2019; Norwin, 2018; Smith et al., 2018).

A person’s overriding desire to present positively to others is linked to perfec-

tionism (Moate et al., 2019). Socially prescribed perfectionism was found to be
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especially deleterious to one’s mental health across multiple disorders (Cowie et
al., 2018). Maladaptive perfectionism is correlated in several studies with personal-
ity traits of being excessively self-critical and relatedly lacking in self-compassion
(Curran & Hill, 2019; Linnett & Kibowski, 2020; Moate et al., 2019). This review
noted that the traits of being self-critical and not possessing the coping skill of
self-compassion were factors across the research in numerous disorders and of
particular note in depression and anxiety (Moate et al., 2019; Vanstone & Hicks,
2019).

A study by Park and Jeong (2015) found that individuals with low self-esteem
have significantly higher rates of maladaptive perfectionism than do adaptive
perfectionists and non-perfectionists. Another study by Moroz and Dunkley
(2015) confirmed the relationship between self-esteem and perfectionism. They
went further than previous researchers by concluding that avoidance is not only
a by-product of this connection but a coping style that is learned and reinforced
by the cognitive style of perfectionists. The resulting coping style has a cascade
of negative affective and behavioral states and is implicated in psychopathology
and of particular note in depression and suicide (Moroz & Dunkley, 2015). In
addition to psychopathology, interpersonal and occupational conflicts were an
area of concern for individuals that have perfectionistic traits and are analogous
to low self-esteem.

Depression. Research has demonstrated a causative link between depression
and perfectionism (Asseraf & Vaillancourt, 2015; Besser et al., 2020). Factors
generally accepted in the literature included social, cognitive, behavioral, perso-
nality traits, and environmental influences (Park & Jeong, 2015). Although ma-
ladaptive perfectionism is trans-diagnostic, its presence has been demonstrated
to predict baseline depressive traits and similar thoughts of hopelessness (Glover
et al., 2007). As discussed, the multi-dimensional framework, and in particular
socially prescribed perfectionism, are indicated in both the development and
maintenance of depressive symptoms in perfectionists (Moroz & Dunkley, 2015;
Malinowski et al., 2017; Smith et al., 2018).

A study by Asseraf and Vaillancourt (2015) found that middle school students
with high scores in socially-prescribed perfectionism had rates of depression that
exceeded those with a predominantly elevated score on the self-oriented scale.
Similarly, Limburg et al. (2017) found that having perfectionistic strivings was
not a predictor for depression; however, having perfectionistic concerns (as in
socially prescribed perfectionism) did correlate to a range of psychopathology
and, in particular, depression. These results were found in numerous other stu-
dies, and while using different terminology, the overwhelming conclusions were
that fears of performing to real or imagined standards which results in shame,
low-self-esteem, and diminished ability to cope with negative emotions and ul-
timately making one vulnerable to depression (Cooks & Ciesla, 2019; Curran &
Hill, 2019; Macedo et al., 2017; Malinowski et al., 2017). Additionally, the circular

nature of the insidious effect of a socially-prescribed perfectionism ruminative style,
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independent of self-esteem, reduce the coping mechanism of self-compassion.
Self-compassion was determined to be protective of depression and a lack the-
reof present in perfectionists (Ferrari et al., 2018; Macedo et al., 2017; Mehr &
Adams, 2016).

Suicide. Some researchers in the field of suicidality agree that suicide is a
multi-factorial process, and it generally understood that negative cognitions are
a precursor to suicide (Kiamnesh et al., 2015). What is less understood in the in-
terplay between perfectionism and suicidal ideation (Shahnaz et al., 2018; Smith
et al.,, 2018). An initial study by O’Connor (2007) has been instrumental for
subsequent research. The findings did not make the overt claim that perfection-
ism was linked to suicide, but the study did conclude that self-critical evaluations
are strongly associated with suicidality in adults. O’Connor’s (2007) conception
of what is meant by self-critical evaluations aligns with the elements of the mul-
ti-dimensional theory. Muyan and Chang (2015) drew a more definite finding by
asserting that depression and suicide are well established in the literature.
Therefore, perfectionism can reasonably be a factor in the complex machina-
tions of suicidal cognitions and behaviors. They concluded that university stu-
dents who presented with both perfectionism and suicidal ideation had two sa-
lient dimensions in common: 1) reports of a history of parental criticism and 2)
doubts about actions (Muyan & Chang, 2015). Several studies noted a range of
dimensions associated with low self-esteem, self-criticism, and suicidal ideation
(Campos et al., 2018).

Although much of the literature reviewed and analyzed used adolescents as
the primary participants, the perfectionist/suicide link was also found to be a
factor in adult men. Kiamnesh et al. (2015) did an extensive analysis of men who
died by suicide aged 22 to 58 who had no previous history of mental illness or
suicidal history. They concluded that three themes emerged as common factors:
a cracking fagade, a total loss of coping ability, and a total escape. These dimen-
sions and their accompanying definitions were aligned with the other research-
ers stating that esteem is a recursive variable in the suicide/perfectionism lin-
kage. Since individuals with maladaptive perfectionistic traits can be overly con-
cerned with putting on a competent facade, other more overt signs of mental ill-
ness typically associated with precursors of suicide are not visible. The lack of
visible signs consistent with suicidal risk put perfectionists at higher risk for sui-
cide (Kiamnesh et al., 2015). This association was validated it was noted that all
variables associated with perfectionistic cognitions (with the exception of oth-
er-oriented perfectionism) are associated with a higher risk for suicide (Shahnaz
et al., 2018, Stoeber, 2018).

What was ascertained through a review of the literature was the preponder-
ance of evidence suggesting both the trans-diagnostic nature of perfectionism
and the sense of hopelessness that persons can experience. Moreover, the lower-
ing of self-esteem and shame appeared to be so profound that the consequence

of dying by suicide was a likely outcome, wherein the desire to keep the illusion
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of being perfect amplifies the danger of perfectionism as this means that overt
signs are often not apparent. Finally, there was one additional area regarding the
theme of self-esteem and perfectionism. The role that early perfectionism can
arise in the formation of a subsequent diagnosis of personality disorders. Re-
cent interest has piqued in this regard, and several studies have concluded that
maladaptive perfectionism is a pervasive factor thought not emphasized in
routine assessment (Bigaier, 2019; Dimaggio et al., 2015; Limburg et al., 2017).
In particular, concern about one’s actions and worry about mistakes are indi-
cated and predictive for a wide range of clinically significant personality disord-
ers (Dimaggio et al., 2015). Notably, other-oriented perfectionism had an espe-
cially strong relationship with disorders involving grandiosity, as did narcissism,
a disorder whereby a person seeks to sustain a self-presentation of perfection.
While attempting to maintain one’s imagined fagade of perfection for what is
deemed needed for others’ approval, the competing force of low self-esteem
fluctuates from being both a covert and overt cognitive schema (Casale et al.,
2016).

Anxiety. The literature suggests that perfectionism and anxiety are linked,
and anxiety sensitivity is a predictor for pathology both as a primary and sec-
ondary diagnosis (Burgess & Dibartolo, 2016; Diaz, 2018; Damian et al., 2017;
Frost & DiBartolo, 2002; Mohammadian et al., 2018; Smith et al., 2018). Perfec-
tionism can be responsible for fast and negatively charged cognitions, which
manifests as rumination, and rumination in turn becomes perseveration. The
dynamic nature of these cognitive and behavioral forces can then transform into
clinically diagnostic syndromes such as obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD),
panic disorder, and specific phobia (Békés et al., 2015; Dodd et al., 2019).

The overdeveloped ruminative pattern imprints a cognitive memory of past
failures and anxiety about the notion that new errors will be made (Mohammadian
et al., 2018). Another study by Akram et al. (2015) bolstered the causal relation-
ship between these variables and additionally found that insomnia and depres-
sion were often co-morbid in the anxiety, rumination, and perfectionism triad.
Additionally, and consistent with themes found throughout this project, the au-
thors noted the marked anxiety in those individuals with the highest scores in
socially-prescribed perfectionism (Akram et al., 2015).

Erozkan (2016) identified six key areas that are complicit in a positive associa-
tion with anxiety and perfectionism: doubts about actions, high personal stan-
dards, high parental expectations, and a tendency to perceive one’s parents as
being critical. Damian et al. (2017) also found that individuals who displayed
perfectionist strivings coupled with marked perfectionistic concerns were a risk
factor for maladaptive ruminative thinking and inherently present in those who
display perfectionistic personality traits.

Burgess & Dibartolo (2016), in their in-depth study, found that the anxiety-
perfectionism link is mediated and moderated via three domains: stress/emotion

regulation, social factors, and cognition. They concluded that high standards for
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self-evaluation may increase subjective and objective stress, isolation, and inabil-
ity to cope (Burgess & Dibartolo, 2016).

Eating Disorders. In addition to the anxiety-related diagnosis that is analog-
ous to the finding of the studies reviewed, another serious set of cognitions and
behaviors was found in this review—disordered eating. While there is broad
agreement that an eating disorder-perfectionism link exists, the quantitative
analysis demonstrating a causal relationship is relatively limited in the literature
(Kehayes et al., 2019; La Mela et al., 2015; Stoeber & Yang, 2015; Wade et al.,
2016). Despite the limits in the research, numerous studies have concluded by
way of qualitative analysis that eating disordered thinking styles share traits and
have associations with those showing high levels of maladaptive perfectionism
(Barnes & Caltabiano, 2017; Kehayes et al., 2019; La Mela et al., 2015; Wade et
al., 2016). Similar to the finding discussed previously in regard to anxiety, La
Mela et al. (2015) found that individuals with high parental concerns and per-
ceived criticism were more likely to exhibit eating disordered behaviors.

Stoeber and Yang (2015) examined the relationship between what they termed
physical appearance perfectionism, which is a perseverative cognitive focus on
one’s appearance that impairs other life domains. Their findings demonstrated a
similar but nuanced relationship between perfectionism and eating-disordered
thinking (Stoeber & Yang, 2015). Barnes and Caltabiano (2017) examined a syn-
drome called orthorexia, which is cognitive focus on eating what is perceived to
be healthy foods. The conclusions of their study show that self-oriented perfec-
tionism can be correlated with orthorexia, and therefore, suggest that perfec-
tionism, in general, is a risk factor for the development and maintenance of eat-
ing disorders (Stoeber & Yang, 2015). Santos et al. (2018) advanced the linkages
of the multi-dimensional paradigm of perfectionism and highlighted that the
family environment was a significant factor in both perfectionism and eating
disorders. Drieberg et al. (2019) emphasized the trans-diagnostic nature of de-
pression and anxiety and perfectionism and posits that eating disorders can have
both a direct and indirect relationship to perfectionism due to the bi-directionality
of perfectionism and related disorders (Drieberg et al., 2019). Therefore, this in-
formation suggests a synergistic process of personality traits alongside the envi-
ronment that links self-oriented perfectionism and its pernicious ruminative

cognitive style.

6. Available Treatments

In general, the research demonstrated that the targeted intervention of perfec-
tionism as an isolated issue is a burgeoning area, and the number of available
treatments is limited. The predominant intervention that has undergone re-
search and implementation in the clinical setting is cognitive-behavioral therapy
(CBT) and numerous recent studies have emerged examining CBT in individual,
group, and internet-based formats (Egan & Hine, 2008; Egan et al,, 2011; Shafran

et al., 2017). Perfectionism was commonly discussed in the psychological litera-
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ture as a personality trait, and therefore, there is preliminary evidence, albeit li-
mited in scope, that longer-term psychodynamic approaches may be efficacious.
More recent interest in mindfulness-based approaches is emergent, as is some
limited support for various self-help interventions (Linnett & Kibowski, 2020;
Mehr & Adams, 2016; Ong et al., 2019).

Evidence-Based Treatment. The deleterious effects of perfectionism were
trans-diagnostic, and the treatments to date have been limited. Dibartolo et al.
(2002) conducted the first study as to whether cognitive behavioral therapy was
effective in treating perfectionism. The participants in the study had all scored
high on the concern over mistakes domain per the Multi-Dimensional Model
and accompanying Frost Multi-Dimensional Perfectionism Scale (FMDPS). By
using the cognitive model as a theoretical lens, the authors found that by using
the technique of cognitive restructuring, participants were able to lessen negative
cognitions and resultant unwanted emotions in perfectionists. In another study in-
fluenced by Dibartolo et al. (2002), Shahar (2006) utilized the Multi-dimensional
Perfectionism Scale (MPS) to select participants with scores in the clinically sig-
nificant range along with several validated scales for depression. By using a cog-
nitive intervention to restructure thoughts related to personal standards, it was
demonstrated that post-treatment outcomes had improved scores and results.

Glover et al. (2007) designed and tested a 10-week CBT manualized protocol.
The treatment encompassed four specific CBT treatment components which
others would go on to emulate and adapt in varied manifestations: 1) a persona-
lized formulation in terms of clinical perfectionism; 2) broadening the patient’s
scheme for self-evaluation; 3) using behavioral experiments to test competing
hypotheses; and 4) using cognitive behavioral methods to address personal
standards, self-criticism and cognitive biases that maintain clinical perfectionism
(Glover et al., 2007).

Although not a randomized controlled trial, participants had clinically signif-
icant improvement, and a three-month follow-up also indicated a lasting posi-
tive effect of the CBT intervention. This study extended the previous work by
Shahar (2006) by suggesting not only the efficacy but the possibility of longstand-
ing effects of a CBT protocol for perfectionism.

Several authors used the initial finding of CBT’s effectiveness for perfection-
ism as means to develop and test similar protocols in self-help iterations and
web-based applications that utilize variations with and without adjunctive
coaching by therapists (Kothari et al., 2019; Rozental et al., 2017; Valentine et al.,
2018; Zetterberg et al., 2019). Across the range of web-based and self-help CBT
protocols for perfectionism, the literature indicates a positive effect but without
any noted advantage from one design to another (including those that utilize
in-person adjunctive coaching). The most recent findings by Kothari et al.
(2019) report that internet-based cognitive behavioral therapy reduces underly-
ing processes related to perfectionism, such as self-esteem and self-compassion.

This finding points toward the possibility that a change in one variable along the
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trans-diagnostic continuum can lead to change, amongst other related symp-
toms.

Emerging Treatments. The research revealed that cognitive-behavioral ther-
apy was the most prominent and widely researched method for treating perfec-
tionism. However, there was also an inchoate drive toward utilizing mindful-
ness-based approaches to treat perfectionism directly and to alleviate the con-
comitant symptoms across the trans-diagnostic spectrum. Wimberley et al.
(2016) conducted the first study, which suggested that mindfulness may treat
perfectionism when paired with existing mindfulness-based approaches for depres-
sion and anxiety. James and Rimes (2017) found an increase in self-compassion
through a mindfulness-based cognitive therapy group and that daily perfectio-
nistic cognitions were reduced, suggesting that mindfulness could be a poten-
tially efficacious treatment for perfectionism. The research also revealed that
mindfulness lessens the cognitive and emotional load present for those who feel
a perfectionistic self-presentation is necessary to maintain for others (Flett et al.,
2020).

Ong et al (2019) concluded that participants in a mindfulness-based group
protocol experienced better improvements in perfectionism and related disord-
ers, such as depression and anxiety than the waitlist control group. Research also
supported that in addition to improvements in perfectionism domains, the
mindfulness interventions directly target the perfectionistic cognitions of indi-
viduals suffering from the ill effects of this disorder (Ong et al.,, 2019; Vidic &
Cherup, 2019).

Literature regarding treatment for perfectionism was not wide-ranging, and
areas of treatment that have been tested and do exist in the literature were dom-
inated by CBT. The literature posits that a psychodynamic approach is a poten-
tially viable intervention to treat perfectionism (Hewitt et al., 2017; Rice &
Preusser, 2002). The notion being that a focus on the resolution of relational is-
sues that are inherent in maladaptive perfectionism may have a beneficial effect
on other disorders, such as depression and anxiety.

In the first of its kind study, Hewitt et al. (2015) demonstrated that modest
reductions in perfectionism scales were observed. Their findings, while provi-
sional and limited in size and scope, may lead to future research in this area of
study. Additionally, Hewitt et al. (2015) found that the relational nature of psy-
chodynamic therapy and its focus on what is deemed in the analytic tradition as
therapy interfering behaviors was another benefit of this approach. A psychody-
namic therapeutic orientation is one that encourages a strong alliance between
therapist and client and therefore increases treatment compliance and persis-
tence. The unique focus on the therapeutic alliance was found to be of import as
perfectionistic behaviors can interfere with treatment planning and implementa-
tion (Hewitt et al., 2017).

7. Summary

Perfectionism can be a risk factor associated with a myriad of adverse health ef-
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fects associated with it; unfortunately, this trait is likely increasing in society and
can affect different age groups, ethnicities, and socio-economic classes.

The deleterious effects of maladaptive perfectionism are multitudinous and
associated with decreased psychological and physical health (Molnar et al.,
2018). Significant psychological effects negatively impacting multiple domains of
an individual’s life and results in an increase of persons presenting for psycho-
logical treatment. Understanding factors driving the increase is important. Some
notable factors include: the interwoven set of genetics, trends in personality
traits, increased standards for academic achievement, globalization and compar-
ison, cultural diversity and exposure to different communities and individuals,
work related demands resulting in increased burnout, and shifting social norms
and means of connecting with others (Curran & Hill, 2019; Damian et al., 2017;
Sedera & Lokuge, 2020; Smith et al., 2018).

The purpose of this study was to investigate the psychological and physical
impacts of maladaptive perfectionism on individuals, and best practices for ac-
companying treatment. Because perfectionism has significant negative psycho-
logical consequences impacting individuals and their families, assessing and tar-
geting its symptoms could benefit the individual and society. Increased aware-
ness of perfectionism in the clinical setting and continued focus on developing
and employing evidence-based treatment will provide clinicians the tools needed
to assist with this far-reaching and often little-known affliction. This systematic
review of the literature focused on synthesizing the literature to better under-

stand development, impact, and treatment for the trait.

8. Findings

This review confirmed that maladaptive perfectionism is associated with a my-
riad of negative psychological consequences. While the research toward finding
effective treatments that uniquely target perfectionism is in the initial stages,
there is evidence that cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) is an effective form of
treatment and that several other inchoate therapies hold promise (Shafran et al.,
2016). In addition to CBT, there was preliminary evidence, albeit limited, that
longer-term psychodynamic approaches may yield efficacious results for perfec-
tionism (Hewitt et al., 2017). Mindfulness-based approaches likewise were an
emergent treatment currently being studied, as are burgeoning self-help inter-
ventions that combine CBT and mindfulness-based interventions (Linnett &
Kibowski, 2020; Mehr & Adams, 2016; Ong et al., 2019).

According to the trait theory of personality, perfectionism is both a result of
and the cause of a multitude of psychological disorders (Drieberg et al., 2019).
More research is needed on the often-veiled cluster of symptoms associated with
perfectionism in order to add more information to the growing, albeit limited,
data on this topic. Additionally, it is not clear if and how clinicians screen for
perfectionism in their initial intake session and if this results in misguided

treatment planning. Although there has been an increase in the research related
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to perfectionism, not enough is being done to assess and target the devastating
impacts of this often-veiled malady (Smith et al., 2017). The scientific study of
perfectionism is not new, more can and needs to be done to support clinicians in
identification and treatment and to combat the adverse and manifold effects of

this personality trait.

9. Implications for Professional Practice

The incidence of perfectionism continues to increase, and therefore, the negative
consequences are compounded and felt throughout society (Curran & Hill,
2019). Although there has been an increase in the research related to perfection-
ism, not enough is being done to assess and target the devastating impacts of this
often-veiled malady (Smith et al., 2018). By increasing awareness of the compli-
cated nature of perfectionism in clinicians, educators, and parents, it is more
possible to intervene early and prevent the suffering that would otherwise go
unabated.

Although interventions are available, the relative lack of specificity in practical
clinical settings is an area for improvement. Focusing on the utility of accurately
assessing perfectionism and its related symptomology, researchers can prioritize
the need to develop assessment measures and guidance. Understanding the un-
derlying processes of perfectionism could have benefits to clinicians and clients
alike. This study elucidates several areas that may be worthwhile to consider re-
garding intervention, treatment, and assessment. Understanding the predicates
and influences of perfectionism does not equal effective treatment. It is known
that other-oriented, self-oriented, and socially-oriented perfectionistic traits
have their subtle effects; however, targeted treatments need to be developed
beyond treating perfectionism as a symptom related to associated disorders like
depression and anxiety and eating disorders, and when appropriate, perfection-
ism needs to be understood as having the power to be the primary disorder
driving symptoms of other disorders. Although this study highlights the finding
that perfectionism is a trans-diagnostic process, not treating perfectionism as a
primary diagnosis may result in inadequate treatment compliance (Hewitt et al.,
2017).

Early and specific interventions also appear to hold the key to effectively
stemming the pernicious nature of maladaptive perfectionism. Schools could
develop and implement early evidence-based practices from the existing cogni-
tive-behavioral and mindfulness-based practices in order to build the coping
strategies and self-compassion necessary to deal with the stealthy nature of the
initial stages of perfectionism. Programmatic efforts in higher education would
also prove beneficial. The pressures faced by college students are unique and act
to dynamically affect those who have perfectionistic traits and catalyze a new
range of symptoms for those whose perfectionism is newly set into motion by
these demands.

As has been discussed extensively in this study, early childhood invalidation
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and related asynchrony is a foundational element in the epigenetic nature of
perfectionism (Stoeber & Yang, 2015). Increasing parental awareness of the de-
leterious and long-term consequences of perfectionism can also be vitally im-
portant. Relatedly, the development of evidence-based programs to assist with
interventions for parents who, unwittingly or not, create an environment rife
with unattainable expectations may be pivotal in preventing maladaptive perfec-
tionism. Parental intervention programs may also play a key role in assisting in
reinforcing the positive skills that a child learns from therapeutic perfectionism

interventions.

10. Recommendations for Research

This systematic review highlighted the importance of several future directions
for researching the psychological impact of perfectionism and accompanying
treatment. A common theme in the literature was the necessity for more re-
search in all facets of perfectionism and mental health. Additional awareness of
and assessment measures for perfectionism in clinical settings was underex-
plored. Socially prescribed perfectionism is a particularly new and therefore un-
derstudied area. The confluence of social and economic pressures, which are
heightened by social media and increased parental demands, is an area that
could benefit from focused research on the moderating and mediating variables,
which in turn can inform new and improved forms of treatment.

Future research could focus on the assessment of perfectionism in clinical set-
tings and how this transitions to treatment planning and intervention. By not
directly addressing the perfectionistic nature of the behavioral and cognitive
complaints, it is likely that other treatment goals will be, in turn, compromised
(Hewitt et al., 2018). Therefore, early assessment in the initial stages of treatment
conceptualization will yield valuable information to help determine when per-
fectionism is most effectively prioritized. In addition to greater treatment com-
pliance, overcoming the resistance to consistent engagement in the therapeutic
process due to confounding elements of perfectionism may offer a more signifi-
cant effect and more durable symptom reduction.

Further investigation into the role that a steady increase in social demands
and familial pressures play in maladaptive perfectionism may inform and benefit
all areas of intervention along with primary and tertiary prevention. As this
study elucidates, in addition to perfectionism’s association with a wide range of
psychological disorders, its relative increase over time necessitates continued
focus and attention. This study revealed the importance of directly integrating
programmatic efforts based on the best scientific information available and en-
couraging therapeutic and educational settings to treat perfectionism not merely
as a symptom of other disorders, but when valid, the primary reason behind
other related cognitive and behavioral concerns.

Another broad area highlighted by this study’s literature review is the lack of

substantive information on what cultural aspects are essential for assessing and
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treating perfectionism. Given that culturally competent therapy is foundational
for psycho-social assessments, increased awareness about how cultural aspects of
the individual and family impacts perfectionism and its outward manifestation is
warranted. The research would benefit from studies comparing a range of cul-
tural and socio-economic variables in order to better determine the individual
factors influencing perfectionism from a cultural and economic lens. Addition-
ally, as most research to date focuses on participants from countries where indi-
vidualism in prized, comparing and contrasting any variance from individualis-
tic versus collectivistic cultures is warranted.

Although cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) has been shown to be useful for
perfectionism, continued studies with randomized controls and large sample
sizes will benefit researchers by providing increased information about the effi-
cacy and what elements of the therapy are most beneficial. Relatedly, while sev-
eral scales are available for assessing perfectionism, the continued research to-
ward finding reliable, valid, and brief scales, could be a benefit for clinicians to

screen for perfectionism and therefore help to focus treatment accordingly.

11. Conclusion

This systematic review of literature collected, analyzed, and synthesized peer-re-
viewed literature on the negative psychological impacts of perfectionism and
accompanying treatments. The study endeavored to understand the particulari-
ties underlying the development and maintenance of maladaptive perfectionism
and sought to understand what evidence-based practices are available for the
treatment of this far-reaching emotional and behavioral affliction. The review
identified the following gaps: clinical screening of perfectionism and accompa-
nying treatment planning, differentiating perfectionism as a standalone present-
ing problem or a specifier to comorbid conditions, and efficacy of treatment ap-
proaches specific to perfectionism as the primary presenting problem.
Perfectionism is a complex personality trait and increases risk for susceptibil-
ity to multiple physical and mental health effects; the increase of its presence in
society underscores the complex and inter-related nature of genetic predisposi-
tion, human nature and behavior, and the environment. Although perfectionism
has been discussed in the literature going back to the historical canon of psy-
chology, only recently has there been a relative resurgence of interest in this top-
ic. Similarly, the research related to effective treatments and assessment in the
clinical setting is inchoate. In focusing on the negative psychological conse-
quences coupled with ongoing research, numerous avenues are open to re-
searchers and mental health clinicians for the continued formation of new and

innovative prevention and intervention measures for this complex issue.
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