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ABSTRACT

Flourishing describes an optimal state of mental health characterized by emotional, psychological, and social
well-being. In a recent publication, Flett and Hewitt (2015) suggested that perfectionism prevents people from
flourishing. Perfectionism, however, is a multidimensional personality characteristic, and its various dimensions
show different relationships with indicators of subjective well-being. In the first empirical study of perfectionism
and flourishing, we examined the relationships of multidimensional perfectionism (self-oriented, other-oriented,
and socially prescribed perfectionism) and self-reported flourishing in the past two weeks. Results from the sam-
ple of 388 university students revealed that only socially prescribed perfectionism showed a negative relation-
ship with flourishing, whereas self-oriented perfectionism showed a positive relationship. These results were
unchanged when positive and negative affect were controlled statistically. Our findings indicate that not all di-
mensions of perfectionism undermine flourishing and that it is important to differentiate perfectionistic strivings

Negative affect

and concerns when regarding the perfectionism-flourishing relationship.

© 2015 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Introduced by Keyes (2002), flourishing is an important concept in
research on mental health, describing an optimal state that goes beyond
satisfaction with life and a positive-negative affect balance (Diener, Suh,
Lucas, & Smith, 1999). Instead, flourishing is a combination of emotion-
al, psychological, and social well-being that includes happiness, mean-
ing, engagement, purpose in life, mastery, and personal growth, as
well as positive social relations entailing engaging with others and feel-
ing related to others (Diener et al., 2010; Huppert & So, 2013;
Schotanus-Dijkstra et al., in press). A recent publication titled “Manag-
ing perfectionism and the excessive striving that undermines
flourishing” by two leading perfectionism researchers has suggested
that perfectionism undermines flourishing and stands in the way of
emotional, psychological, and social well-being (Flett & Hewitt, 2015).
Their position presents a challenge for theory and research that has sug-
gested that perfectionism is not always associated with psychological
maladjustment, but can be associated with healthy psychological func-
tioning (e.g., Gaudreau & Thompson, 2010; Stoeber & Otto, 2006). How
can perfectionism undermine flourishing, as suggested by Flett and
Hewitt (2015), and yet at the same time be associated with healthy psy-
chological functioning? This paradox is the subject of this article.
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1.1. Multidimensional perfectionism and subjective well-being

A possible answer to this question comes from the observation that
perfectionism is multidimensional (Frost, Marten, Lahart, & Rosenblate,
1990; Hewitt & Flett, 1991; Slaney, Rice, Mobley, Trippi, & Ashby, 2001)
and that its various dimensions show different associations with psycho-
logical maladjustment versus healthy psychological functioning. Research
has shown that dimensions reflecting perfectionistic concerns are consis-
tently associated with psychological maladjustment, whereas dimensions
reflecting perfectionistic strivings are often associated with healthy psy-
chological functioning (Frost, Heimberg, Holt, Mattia, & Neubauer,
1993), particularly when the overlap between the different dimensions
is controlled statistically (for a review, see Stoeber & Otto, 2006).

One of the most influential and widely researched models of perfec-
tionism is Hewitt and Flett's (1991) which differentiates three dimen-
sions of perfectionism: self-oriented, other-oriented, and socially
prescribed. Self-oriented perfectionism reflects beliefs that striving for
perfection and being perfect are personally important. In contrast,
other-oriented perfectionism reflects beliefs that it is important for
others to strive for perfection and be perfect. Finally, socially prescribed
perfectionism reflects beliefs that striving for perfection and being per-
fect are important to others. Socially prescribed perfectionists believe
that others expect them to be perfect, and that others will be highly crit-
ical of them if they fail to meet these expectations.

Whereas other-oriented perfectionism is now regarded as a unique
form different from perfectionistic concerns and perfectionistic strivings
(Stoeber, 2014), research comparing Hewitt and Flett's (1991) model
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with other perfectionism models concurs that socially prescribed per-
fectionism is a dimension indicative of perfectionistic concerns, and
self-oriented perfectionism is a dimension indicative of perfectionistic
strivings (Frost et al., 1993; Stoeber & Otto, 2006). Consequently, one
would expect socially prescribed perfectionism to show negative rela-
tionships with indicators of subjective well-being, and self-oriented
perfectionism to show positive relationships.

Research findings clearly support this assertion for socially pre-
scribed perfectionism which has consistently shown negative relation-
ships with satisfaction with life (and sometimes negative correlations
with positive affect) and positive relationships with negative affect
(e.g., Molnar, Reker, Culp, Sadava, & DeCourville, 2006; Stoeber &
Stoeber, 2009). For self-oriented perfectionism, the findings are more
complex. This is because self-oriented perfectionism often shows posi-
tive relationships with both positive and negative affect, and may fail
to show positive relationships with satisfaction with life when the over-
lap with socially prescribed perfectionism is not controlled statistically
(e.g., Damian, Stoeber, Negru, & Baban, 2014; Stoeber & Stoeber,
2009). Once this statistical overlap is controlled, self-oriented perfec-
tionism ceases to show a positive relationship with negative affect
and, instead, shows a positive relationship with positive affect only
and also with life satisfaction (e.g., Damian et al., 2014; Gaudreau &
Verner-Filion, 2012).

1.2. The present study

The present study is the first empirical research on perfectionism and
flourishing. To investigate whether perfectionistic concerns and perfec-
tionistic strivings show different relationships with flourishing, we
used unpublished data in combination with previously published data
from Stoeber and Corr (2015).' As concerns the three dimensions of
Hewitt and Flett's (1991) model, we regarded self-oriented perfection-
ism as an indicator of perfectionistic strivings and socially prescribed
perfectionism as an indicator of perfectionistic concerns (Stoeber &
Otto, 2006). To examine whether the relationships were unique for
flourishing, we controlled for positive and (the absence of) negative af-
fect as indicators of subjective well-being (Diener et al., 1999).

Even though this was the first study of perfectionism and flourishing,
some expectations could be formulated based on research on perfection-
ism and subjective well-being. Socially prescribed perfectionism was ex-
pected to show a negative relationship with flourishing. Self-oriented
perfectionism was not. On the contrary, based on previous research, a
positive relationship between self-oriented perfectionism and
flourishing was expected, particularly when the overlap with socially
prescribed perfectionism was controlled statistically. As regards other-
oriented perfectionism, we had no particular expectations because this
dimension has shown no clear relationships with subjective well-being
(cf. Stoeber, 2014).

2. Method
2.1. Participants

A sample of 388 students (73 men, 312 women, 1 nondisclosed) at
the University of Kent was recruited via the School of Psychology's
Research Participation Scheme. Mean age of students was 19.8 years
(SD = 4.0). Students volunteered to participate for a £50 raffle (~US
$78) or extra course credit and completed all measures online using
the School's Qualtrics® platform, which required to respond to all ques-
tions to prevent missing data. The study was approved by the relevant
ethics committee and followed the British Psychological Society's
(2009) code of ethics and conduct.

! Stoeber and Corr's article examined perfectionism, reinforcement sensitivity, and pos-
itive and negative affect, but did not examine flourishing.

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Perfectionism

The Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (MPS; Hewitt & Flett,
2004) was used to measure self-oriented perfectionism (15 items;
e.g., “I demand nothing less than perfection of myself”), other-
oriented perfectionism (15 items; “If I ask someone to do something, I
expect it to be done flawlessly”), and socially prescribed perfectionism
(15 items; “People expect nothing less than perfection from me”).
Items were presented with the MPS's standard instruction (“Listed
below are a number of statements concerning personal characteristics
and traits...”), and participants responded on a scale from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

2.2.2. Flourishing

The 8-item Flourishing Scale (Diener et al., 2010) was used to mea-
sure key aspects of flourishing (e.g., “I lead a purposeful and meaningful
life,” “My social relationships are supportive and rewarding”). Because
flourishing is conceptualized as a state (Keyes, 2002) and we were in-
terested in participants' current level of flourishing, items were present-
ed in the past tense (e.g., “I led a purposeful and meaningful life,” “My
social relationships were supportive and rewarding”), and participants
indicated to what extent they had felt this way during the past two
weeks using a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

2.2.3. Positive and negative affect

The Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, &
Tellegen, 1988) was used to measure positive affect (10 item;
e.g., “enthusiastic,” “proud”) and negative affect (10 items; “distressed,”
“ashamed”) employing the same timeframe as for flourishing. Partici-
pants indicated to what extent they had felt each emotion during the
past two weeks using a scale from 1 (very slightly or not at all) to 5
(extremely).

2.3. Data screening

Because multivariate outliers distort the results of correlation and
regression analyses, two participants were excluded showing a
Mahalanobis distance larger than the critical value of y*(6) = 22.46,
p <.001 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). With this, the final sample com-
prised 386 participants. Next, we examined whether the variance-
covariance matrices of male and female participants differed by com-
puting a Box's M test with gender as between-participants factor. The
test was nonsignificant (p = .38), so analyses were collapsed across

Table 1
Bivariate correlations and descriptive statistics.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6

Perfectionism
1. Self-oriented
perfectionism

ok

2. Other-oriented 46

perfectionism

3. Socially prescribed 477 30"

perfectionism

4. Flourishing 9™ 10 —24™
Affect

5. Positive affect 147 120 —a14™ e

6. Negative affect 16" 13" 43" 32" —07
M 4.63 3.82 3.80 4.84 3.16 235
SD 1.02 0.72 0.85 1.06 0.74 0.77
Cronbach's alpha 91 78 .78 .89 .86 .86

Note. N = 386. Variables were computed by averaging item responses. Flourishing and af-
fect were measured with a past-two-weeks' timeframe.
* p<.05.
** p<.01.
9 p <.001.
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gender. Finally, the reliability of the measures was examined, and all
showed satisfactory Cronbach's alphas > .78 (Table 1).

3. Results
3.1. Bivariate correlations

First, bivariate correlations were examined (Table 1). Only socially
prescribed perfectionism showed a negative correlation with flourishing,
whereas self-oriented perfectionism showed a positive correlation.
Furthermore, socially prescribed perfectionism showed a negative corre-
lation with positive affect and a positive correlation with negative affect.
In contrast, self-oriented and other-oriented perfectionism showed
positive correlations with both negative and positive affect. Finally,
flourishing showed a positive correlation with positive affect and a neg-
ative correlation with negative affect.

3.2. Multiple regressions

Next, we conducted two multiple regressions. In Regression 1, the
three perfectionism dimensions were entered simultaneously to predict
flourishing. In Regression 2, a hierarchical regression analysis compris-
ing two steps was employed to examine whether perfectionism ex-
plained variance in flourishing beyond positive and negative affect. In
Step 1, positive and negative affect were entered simultaneously; and
in Step 2, the three perfectionism dimensions were added as predictors
(again entered simultaneously). Table 2 shows the results.

Regression 1 showed that perfectionism explained 17.8% of variance
in flourishing. The perfectionism dimensions showed the same relation-
ships as the bivariate correlations: Socially prescribed perfectionism
showed a negative regression coefficient, whereas self-oriented perfec-
tionism showed a positive coefficient. Regression 2 showed that
positive and negative affect explained 46.2% variance in flourishing
(Step 1) with positive affect showing a positive and negative affect a
negative regression coefficient. Perfectionism explained a further 4.3%
in flourishing (Step 2). What is more, self-oriented and socially pre-
scribed perfectionism showed the same significant regression coeffi-
cients as in Regression 1 when affect was not taken into account:
socially prescribed perfectionism a negative coefficient, and self-
oriented perfectionism a positive coefficient.

4. Discussion
4.1. The present findings
Presenting the first empirical research on perfectionism and

flourishing, the findings of this study confirm Flett and Hewitt's
(2015) suggestion that perfectionism can undermine flourishing and

Table 2
Summary of multiple regressions predicting flourishing.
DV = flourishing AR? 8
Regression 1 178"
Self-oriented perfectionism 37"
Other-oriented perfectionism .05
Socially prescribed perfectionism —.43™
Regression 2
Step 1: affect 462"
Positive affect 60"
Negative affect —27"
Step 2: perfectionism 043"
Self-oriented perfectionism 23"
Other-oriented perfectionism .01
Socially prescribed perfectionism —17"

Note. N = 386. DV = dependent variable. 3 = standardized regression coefficient.
Flourishing and affect: see Table 1.
* p<.001.

stand in the way of emotional, psychological, and social well-being.
Our findings, however, show that it is not perfectionistic strivings
(indicated by self-oriented perfectionism) that undermine flourishing,
but perfectionistic concerns (indicated by socially prescribed perfec-
tionism). On the contrary, people who believe that striving for perfec-
tion and being perfect are personally important seem to feel that their
life is more fulfilled, purposeful, and socially related than people who
do not hold such beliefs. Furthermore, the present findings of self-
oriented perfectionism showing a positive relationship with flourishing,
and socially prescribed perfectionism showing a negative relationship,
suggest that some perfectionists (particularly those high in self-
oriented and low in socially prescribed perfectionism) experience high
levels of flourishing whereas others (particularly those high in socially
prescribed and low in self-oriented perfectionism) experience low
levels of flourishing (cf. Gaudreau & Thompson, 2010). Finally, the
present finding that perfectionism explained a substantial percentage
of variance in flourishing (and still explained significant variance after
the effects of positive and negative affect were taken into account) indi-
cates that perfectionism itself is an important factor explaining individ-
ual differences in flourishing (Schotanus-Dijkstra et al., in press).

4.2. Limitations and future studies

The present study has a number of limitations. First, the sample was
predominantly female (81%), and future studies should replicate the
findings with samples that have a greater proportion of males. Second,
the study employed a cross-sectional correlational design. Consequent-
ly, the regression analyses indicating that perfectionism predicted
flourishing should not be interpreted in a causal or temporal fashion.
Third, our study focused on Hewitt and Flett's (1991) multidimensional
model of perfectionism. Although this is one of the most widely-used
models of perfectionism, future studies may profit from extending the
present research to other multidimensional models (e.g., Frost et al.,
1990; Slaney et al., 2001) and other indicators of perfectionistic striv-
ings and perfectionistic concerns (Stoeber & Otto, 2006). It would also
be useful to examine a more representative sample of the general pop-
ulation including older as well as younger participants.

4.3. Conclusions

This is the first empirical study to explore the relations between per-
fectionism and flourishing. The results are clear and challenge the gen-
eral claim made by Flett and Hewitt (2015) that perfectionism in
general is negatively related to flourishing. Our results show that self-
oriented perfectionism (a form of perfectionistic strivings) is positively
related to flourishing, but socially prescribed perfectionism (a form of
perfectionistic concerns) is negatively related. These results were the
same in the bivariate correlations and regression analyses (controlling
for positive and negative affect) which gives us confidence in their ro-
bustness. Further research is warranted, if only to challenge the view
that all forms of perfectionism are detrimental to flourishing. This is im-
portant because attempts to “manage” perfectionism (Flett & Hewitt,
2015) may undermine flourishing in some perfectionists.

References

British Psychological Society (2009). Code of ethics and conduct. London: Author.

Damian, L. E., Stoeber, ], Negru, O., & Baban, A. (2014). Positive and negative affect in ad-
olescents: An investigation of the 2 x 2 model of perfectionism. Cognition, Brain,
Behavior, 18, 1-16.

Diener, E., Suh, E. M., Lucas, R. E., & Smith, H. L. (1999). Subjective well-being: Three de-
cades of progress. Psychological Bulletin, 125, 276-302.

Diener, E., Wirtz, D., Tov, W., Kim-Prieto, C., Choi, D. -W.,, Oishi, S., & Biswas-Diener, R.
(2010). New well-being measures: Short scales to assess flourishing and positive
and negative feelings. Social Indicators Research, 97, 143-156.

Flett, G. L., & Hewitt, P. L. (2015). Managing perfectionism and the excessive striving that
undermines flourishing: Implications for leading the perfect life. In R. J. Burke, K. M.
Page, & C. L. Cooper (Eds.), Flourishing in life, work and careers (pp. 45-66). Chelten-
ham, UK: Elgar.


http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0025

J. Stoeber, PJ. Corr / Personality and Individual Differences 90 (2016) 50-53 53

Frost, R. O., Heimberg, R. G., Holt, C. S., Mattia, J. ., & Neubauer, A. L. (1993). A comparison
of two measures of perfectionism. Personality and Individual Differences, 14, 119-126.

Frost, R. O., Marten, P., Lahart, C,, & Rosenblate, R. (1990). The dimensions of perfection-
ism. Cognitive Therapy and Research, 14, 449-468.

Gaudreau, P., & Thompson, A. (2010). Testing a 2 x 2 model of dispositional perfection-
ism. Personality and Individual Differences, 48, 532-537.

Gaudreau, P., & Verner-Filion, J. (2012). Dispositional perfectionism and well-being: A test
of the 2 x 2 model of perfectionism in the sport domain. Sport, Exercise, and
Performance Psychology, 1, 29-43.

Hewitt, P. L., & Flett, G. L. (1991). Perfectionism in the self and social contexts: Conceptu-
alization, assessment, and association with psychopathology. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 60, 456-470.

Hewitt, P. L., & Flett, G. L. (2004). Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (MPS): Technical
manual. Toronto: Multi-Health Systems.

Huppert, F. A., & So, T. T. C. (2013). Flourishing across Europe: Application of a new con-
ceptual framework for defining well-being. Social Indicators Research, 110, 837-861.

Keyes, C. L. M. (2002). The mental health continuum: From languishing to flourishing in
life. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 43, 207-222.

Molnar, D. S., Reker, D. L., Culp, N. A, Sadava, S. W., & DeCourville, N. H. (2006). A medi-
ated model of perfectionism, affect, and physical health. Journal of Research in
Personality, 40, 482-500.

Schotanus-Dijkstra, M., Pieterse, M. E., Drossaert, C. H. C.,, Westerhof, G. ]., de Graaf, R,, ten
Have, M, ... Bohlmeijer, E. T. What factors are associated with flourishing? Results
from a large representative national sample. Journal of Happiness Studies. (in press)

Slaney, R. B., Rice, K. G., Mobley, M., Trippi, J., & Ashby, ]. S. (2001). The revised Almost Per-
fect Scale. Measurement and Evaluation in Counseling and Development, 34, 130-145.

Stoeber, J. (2014). How other-oriented perfectionism differs from self-oriented and so-
cially prescribed perfectionism. Journal of Psychopathology and Behavioral
Assessment, 36, 329-338.

Stoeber, ]., & Corr, P. ]. (2015). Perfectionism, personality, and affective experiences: New
insights from revised Reinforcement Sensitivity Theory. Personality and Individual
Differences, 86, 354-359.

Stoeber, ]., & Otto, K. (2006). Positive conceptions of perfectionism: Approaches, evidence,
challenges. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 10, 295-319.

Stoeber, J., & Stoeber, F. S. (2009). Domains of perfectionism: Prevalence and relationships
with perfectionism, gender, age, and satisfaction with life. Personality and Individual
Differences, 46, 530-535.

Tabachnick, B. G., & Fidell, L. S. (2007). Using multivariate statistics (5th ed.). Boston, MA:
Pearson.

Watson, D., Clark, L. A., & Tellegen, A. (1988). Development and validation of brief mea-
sures of positive and negative affect: The PANAS scales. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 54, 1063-1070.


http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0065
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0065
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0080
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0080
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0080
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0090
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0090
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0095
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0095
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0095
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0105
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0105
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(15)00668-6/rf0105

	A short empirical note on perfectionism and flourishing
	1. Introduction
	1.1. Multidimensional perfectionism and subjective well-being
	1.2. The present study

	2. Method
	2.1. Participants
	2.2. Measures
	2.2.1. Perfectionism
	2.2.2. Flourishing
	2.2.3. Positive and negative affect

	2.3. Data screening

	3. Results
	3.1. Bivariate correlations
	3.2. Multiple regressions

	4. Discussion
	4.1. The present findings
	4.2. Limitations and future studies
	4.3. Conclusions

	References


