ERFECTIONISM
N GIFTED CHILDREN
AND ADOLESCENTS

tbfessionals, as well as the general public,
perfectionism as psychologically unhealthy.
tionism covers a variety of issues and has
“tepedtedly been cited as a major counseling focus
for gxfted children and adolescents (Adderholdt-
Elliott, 1991; Kerr, 1991; Silverman, 1990b;
Webb, Meckstroth, & Tolan, 1982), especially
when addressing underachievement and emotional
turmoil (Pyryt, 1994). In actuality, however, per-
fectionism must be seen as a potent force capable
of bringing cither intense frustration and paralysis
or intense satisfaction and creative contribution,
depending on how it is channeled.

Perfectionism is a combination of. thoughts
and behaviors generally associated with high stan-
dards or expectations for one’s own performance
(Burns, 1980; Hamachek, 1978). Research and
clinical studies of gifted children and adolescents
draw three conclusions about perfectionism: (1) as
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overlapping behaviors associated with perfectionism that describe -
both normal and neurotic perfectionists with the difference lying in
the duration and intensity of these behaviors. They include: (1)
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a group, gifted students are perfectionistic; (2) they seem to be more

perfectlomstlc than average-ability peers; and (3) their perfection-
ism can be a positive force for high achievement. (Adderholds,
1984; Ford, 1989; Hollingworth, 1926; Karnes & Oeher-Stinnett,
1986; Lovecky, 1994; Oden, 1968; Roeper, 1982; Silverman,
1990a; Whitmore, 1980). This chapter briefly describes the con-
struct of perfectionism and its measurement and summarizes what
is known about perfectionism among gifted children and adoles-

cents. It concludes with several recommendations for intervention
and support.

The Construct of Pérfectionism

A review of the literature highlights the lack of agreement as to
perfectionism’s inherent nature. While several personality theorists
view perfectionism as a healthy and salient part of human develop-
ment (Adler, 1973; Dabrowski, 1972; Lazarfeld, 1991; Maslow,
1970), others view it as negative and destructive (Burns, 1980;
Pacht, 1984).

Several researchers have proposed that perfectionism be viewed

from a multidimensional perspective. Hamacheck (1978) viewed

perfectionism both as a manger of behaving and as a manger of
thmkmg about the behavior and described two types of perfection-
ism, normal and neurotic, that form a continuum of perfectionistic
behaviors. Healthy perfectionists are those who “derive a very real

-~ sense of pleasure from the labors of a painstaking effort and who feel

free to be less precise as the situation permits” (p. 27). Neurotic per-
fectionists, on the other hand, “are unable to feel satisfaction
because in their own eyes they never seem to do things good enough
to warrant that feeling” (p. 27).

Bransky, Jenkins-Friedman, and Murphy (1987) also discussed
two types of perfectionism, distinguishing between enabling perfec-
tionism, which empowers, and disabling perfectionism, which crip-
ples. Like Bransky et al, Hamachek identified six specific,

depression, (2) a nagging “I should” feeling, (3) shame and guilt
feehngs, (4) face-saving behavmr, (5) shyness and procrastination,
and (6) self-deprecation.

- Pacht (1984) disagreed with these multidimensional theories

and viewed perfectionism as inherently destructive. Pacht agreed

with Burns’ (1980) definition of perfectionism as a compulsive and
unrelenting strain toward impossible goals. According to Pacht and
Burns, perfectionists are those who measure their self-worth in
terms of accomplishment and productivity; the drive to excel is self-
defeating. Perfectionistic tendencies are distortions in one’s thinking
that can be related to a variety of psychological maladjustments.
Reviewing the literature, Pacht found perfectionism to be associated
with depression, eating disorders, writer’s block, migraines, sexual

" dysfunction, obsessive-compulsive personality disorders, dysmor-

phophobia, suicide, and Type-A coronary-prone behavior.
Furthermore, perfectionism has also been associated with under-
achievement (Lind, 1992), academic procrastination (Ferrari,
1992), and career obstacles and failure (Connolly, 1994).

However, one cannot conclude from the research literature that
petfectionism causes these conditions or that it is necessarily
destructive. Hamachek (1978) viewed these types of linkages as
consequences only of neurotic perfectionism, while normal perfec-
tionism is linked to healthy consequences. Likewise, Whitmore
(1980) believed that perfectionism could either be a positive force
for achievement or a negative force for underachievement.

Many hypotheses exist about the causes of perfectionism.

Dabrowski (1972), Kerr (1991), and Silverman (1990a) have main-
tained that perfectionism is inborn in some individuals and that the
pressure of high standards comes from within the child. Others
‘believe that perfectionistic children have perfectionistic parents
(Rowell, 1986), have parents who are more interested in their pes-
formance than in their learning (Ablard & Parker, 1997), are first-
born or only children (Leman, 1985), or have dysfunctional families
(Brophy, 1986; Crespi, 1990). Additional reasons given for
unhealthy perfectionism include “hothousing” or giving babies
intensive, early academic training (Elkind, 1981), pervasive mes-
sages from the media to be perfect, and pressure from teachers and

peers to be the best (Barrow & Moore, 1983).
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Measurement of Perfectionism

Just as elusive as a consensus on the definitions and dimensions
of perfectionism is its measurement. Throughout the 1980s, the
Burns Perfectionism Scale (Burns, 1980) was widely used; its unidi-
mensional focus is on personal standards and concern over mistakes.
Hewitt and Flett (1989) developed the Multidimensional
Perfectionism Scale, which emphasizes the interpersonal aspects of
perfectionism: self-oriented, other-oriented, and socially prescribed
perfectionism.

Frost, Marten, Lahart, and Rosenblate (1990) developed a
perfectionism questionnaire, also called the Multidimensional
Perfectionism Scale, which examines the intrapersonal nature of

perfectionism based on Hamachek’s (1978) construct of perfec- - ‘

tionism. The major dimensions of this measure include concern

- over making mistakes, high personal standards, the perception of

high parental criticism, the doubting of the quality of one’s
actions, the perception of high parental expectations, and a high
preference for order and organization (Frost et al., p. 449). The
tesults of two studies (Parker & Stumpf, 1995; Schuler & Siegle,
2000) support the use of the Multidimensional Perfectionism
Scale to measure perfectionism in academically talented children

and adolescents

Perfectionism and Gifted Adolescents

Case studies and anecdotal records have been the main source
of data on perfectionism in children and adolescents, while empiri-
cal studies have focused primarily on adults and college students
(Adderholdt, 1984; Adkins, 1994; Brown, 1993; Frost et al., 1990;
Hewitt & Flett, 1993; Mosher, 1995). Few empirical studies, how-
ever, have been done with gifted children and adolescents who are
perfectionistic (Bellamy, 1993; Bransky, 1989; Orange, 1997;
Parker, 1997, 2000; Parker & Mills, 1996; Parker & Stumpf, 1995;
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Schuler, 1997; Schuler & Siegle, 2000).
Bransky (1989) reported that perfectionistic junior high stu-
dents see themselves as the principle agents of their academic out-
Schuler

comes and take more responsibility for them. Baker (1996) and
Roberts and Lovett (1994) also found statistically significant higher
levels of perfectionism among gifted adolescents in grades 7-9 than
academic achievers and nongifted students. Schuler and Siegle
(2000) reported perfectionistic tendencies in all socioeconomic and
racial/ethnic statuses for gifted students in grades 6, 7, and 8.

Schuler (2000) noted that gifted adolescents perceive perfectionism
as both a helpful and harmful influence in their relationships,

schoolwork, and view of their future. Baker, as part of her study on

stressors of the academically gifted, stated that exceptional girls in-

ninth grade report statistically significantly higher levels of perfec-
tionism than average-ability girls. Girls in general may show more
perfectionistic tendencies than boys (Kramer, 1988), and, indeed,
the level of perfectionism in gifted girls increases as they go from
elementary to high school (Kline & Short, 1991).

There are probably a number of reasons underlying this associ-
ation between giftedness and perfectionism (Silverman, 1999).
Among them:- :

* The lofty goals for which gifted students reach are often
abstract concepts that require the kind of facility with con-
ceptual thinking that are the hallmark of gifted students.

o  Gifted children set standards appropriate to their mental
age although the asynchronous nature of their abilities
(e.g., lagging fine motor skills) may frustrate their efforts.

'+ Gifted children often have older friends and set their goals
accordingly.

»  From their earliest years, gifted chlldren have tended to be
successful in almost everything they have tried because they
have been underchallenged and, paradoxically, become fail-
ure-avoidant as a consequence (Dweck, 2000).

e When students find the work they are expected to do to be
unchallenging, they may strive for perfect performance
instead of mastery. Artificial rewards, such as grades,
become the only satisfaction possible.

Even when challenges are appropriate, as in specialized pro-
grams, perfectionistic teachers and competitive peers may
exacerbate the situation (Adderholdt-Elliott, 1991).
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*  Finally, introverts, who represent half the gifted population
(Gallagher, 1990), tend to be strong perfectionists (Dauber
& Benbow, 1990).

Recommendations
Only with high goals will there be high accomplishment. Whether

perfectionism is perceived as an innate drive, a learned behavior, or a
combination of both, there are many ways to address its negative man-

ifestations (Adderholdr & Goldberg, 1999; Cohen & Frydenberg,

1996; Nugent, 2000; Schuler, 1999; Silverman, 1999). Parents and
teachers should be cautious about viewing perfectionism as unhealthy.
Gifted children and adolescents need assistance from parents, teachers,
and counselors to understand that wanting to achieve at a high level,
having a drive to excel, and enjoying order and organization can be
positive assets, while learning to set priorities, taking time to reflect on

the value of mistakes and relaxation, and pursuing one’s passion will

reduce the stress that results from unhealthy perfectionism.
Perfectionism that translates into trying again and again leads o
success; perfecnomsm that results in paralysis, avoidance, anxiety
attacks, and withdrawal guarantees failure. By helping gifted stu-
dents to take pleasure in their accomplishments and to see their set-
backs as learning opportunities, by praising them for their efforts

and determination, rather than being “smart” or “talented”; and by
éhcouraging them to channel their efforts into what they care about-

most, rather than trying to do everything equally well, adults can
help them toward passion, progress, creative achievement, and cele-
bration of their attainment.

References

Ablard, K. E., & Parker, W. D. (1997). Parents’ achievement goals and perfection-
ism in their academncally talented children. Journal of Youth and Adolescence,

76 26, 65-667.

Adderholdt, M. R, (1984). The efﬁ’cts of perfectionism upon the self-concepts of
undergraduate women at The University of Georgia. Unpublished doctoral dis-
sertation, University of Georgia, Athens.

Schuler

Adderholde, M. R., & Goldberg, J. (1999). Perfectionism: What's bad about being
to0 good? Minneapolis, MN: Free Spirit

Adderholdt-Elliotr, M. R. (1991). Perfectionism and the gifted adolescent. In M.
Bireley & J. Genshaft (Eds.), Understanding the gifted adolescent: Educational,
developmental, and multicultural issues (pp. 65-75). New York Teachers

. College Press.

Adkins, K. K. (1994). Relationship between perﬁctzonum and suicidal ideation for
students in a college honors program and students in a regular college program.
Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Alabama, Birmingham.

Adler, A. (1973). Superiority and the social interest: A collection of later writings. New
York: Viking Press.

Baker, J. A. (1996). Everyday stressors of academically gifted adolescents. Journal
of Secondary Gifted Education, 7, 356-368.

Barrow, J. C., & Moore, C. A. (1983). Group interventions with perfectionist

thinking. Personnel and Guidance Journal, 61, 612-615.

Bellamy, J. (1993). Perfectionism in adolescents: A comparison of private and pub-
lic school students. Unpublished master’s thesis, University of Manitoba,
Canada. ' ’

Bransky, P S. (1989). Academic perfectionism in intellectually gified adolescents: The .

rolés of atsribusion, response to failure, and irrational beliefs. Unpublished doc-
toral dissertation, University of Kansas, Lawrence.

Bransky, T,, Jenkins-Friedman, R., 8 Murphy, D. (1987). Identifying gifted students
as risk for disabling perfectionism: The role of the school psychologist. Paper pre-
sented at the annual meetmg of the American Psychological Association, New
York.

Brophy, B. (1986, April 7). Workaholics beware: Long hours may not pay. U.S.
- News and World Report, 60.

Brown, S. R. (1993). Perfectionistic thznkmg and self- eﬂicacy as predictors of college
student’s psychological development. Unpubhshed doctoral dlssertatxon,
University of Georgia, Athens.

Burns, D. D. (1980, November). The perfectlomsts script for self- defeat.
Psychology Today, 70-76.-

Cohen, L. M., & Frydenberg, E. (1996). Coping for capable kids: Strategzes for par-
ents, teachers, and students. Waco, TX: Prufrock Press.

Connolly, M. (1994). Are you drowning in details? Supervisory Management, 39(1),

1-2.

Crespi, T. D. (1990). Becoming an adult child of an alcoholic. Springfield, IL:
Thomas.

Dabrowski, K. (1972). Psychoneurosis is not an ilness. London: Little, Brown & Co.

Dauber, S. L., 8 Benbow, C. P (1990). Aspects of personality and peer relations
of extremely talented adolescents. Gifted Child Quarterly 34, 10-15.

Dweck, C. S. (2000). Self-theories: Their role in motivation, personality, and devel-

_ opment. Philadelphia: Taylor & Francis.

Elkind, D. (1981). The hurried child: Growing up too fast too soon. Readmg,

Adeson-Wesley

77

Perfectionism




Ferrari, J. R. (1992). Procrastinators and perfect behavior: An exploratory factor
analysis of self-presentation, self-awareness, and self-handicapping compo-
nents. Journal of Research In Personality, 26, 75-84.

Ford, M. A. (1989). Students’ perceptions of affective issues impacring the social
and emotional development and school performance of gified/talented
youngsters. Roeper Review, 11, 131-134.

Frost, R. O., Marten, P, Lahart, C., & Rosenblate, R. (1990). The dimensions of

perfectionism. Cognitive Therapy and Research, 14, 449-468.

Gallagher, S. A. (1990). Personality patterns of the gifted. Understandzng Our
Gified, 3(2), 11-13.

Hamachek, D. E. (1978). Psychodynamics of normal and neurotic perfectionism.
Psychology, 15, 27-33.

Hewitt, P. L., & Flett, G. L. (1989). The Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale:
Development and validation. Canadian Psychology, 30, 339.

Hewitt, P. L., & Flett, G. L. (1993). Dimensions of perfectionism, daily stress, and
depression: A test of the specific vulnerability hypothesis. Journal of Abnormal
Psychology, 102, 58-65.

Hollingworth, L. S. (1926). Gified children: Their narure and nurture. New York:
Macmlllan

Karnes, E, & Oechler-Stinnett, J. (1986). Life events as stressors with gifted ado-
lescents. Psychology in the Schooks, 23, 406-414. :

Kerr, B. A: (1991). A handbook for counseling the gifted and talensed: Alexandria,
VA: American Association for Counseling and Development.

Kline, B. E., & Short, E. B. (1991). Changes in emotional resilience: Gifted ado-
lescent girls. Roeper Review, 13, 184-187.

Kramer, H. J. (1988). Anxiety, perfectionism, and attributions for failure in gifted
and nongifted junior high school students. Dissertation Abstracts International,
48, 3077A (University Microfilms No. 88-03-891)

Lazarfeld, S. (1991). The courage for imperfection. Individual Psychology, 47(1),

93-96.
sleman, K. (1985). The birth order book: Why you are the way you are. New York:
Dell.

Lind, S. (1992). Perfectionism and the gifted underachiever. AEGUS Newsletter,
3(2), 1-2.

Lovecky, D. V. (1994). Exceptionally gifted children: Different minds. Roeper
Review, 17, 116-120.

Maslow, A. (1970); Motivation and personality (Rev. ed.). New York: Harper &
Row. :

Mosher, S. W. (1995). Perfectionism and personal project appraisals in psychological
strain and depression. Unpublished master’s thesis, York University, Canada.

Nugent, S. (2000). Perfectionism: Its manifestations and classroom-based inter-

C oD
1 a1

Pacht, A R (1984). Reflections on perfectionism. American Psychologist, 39,

386—390

er, W. D. (2000). Healthy perfectionism in the gifted. Journal of Secondary
Gzﬁed Education, 12, 173-182.

Parker, W. D. (1997). An empirical typology of perfectionism in academically tal-

ented children. American Educational Research Journal, 34, 545-562.

Parker, W. D., & Mills, C. (1996). The incidence of perfectionism in gifted stu-
dents. Gified Child Quarierly, 40, 194-199. :

Parker, W. D., & Stumpf H. (1995). An examination of the Mulndlmensxonal
Perfectionism Scale with a sample of academically talented students. Journal
of Psychoeducational Assessment, 13, 372-383.

- Pyryt, M. C. (1994, September). Perfectionism and gifiedness: Examining the con-

nection. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the Society for the
Advancement of Gifted Education, Calgary, Canada.
Roberts, S. M., & Lovett, S. B. (1994). Examining the “F” in gifted: Academically

gifted adolescents’ physiological and affective responses to scholastic failure. -

Journal for the Education of the Gified, 17, 241-259.

Roeper, A. (1982). How the gifted cope with their emotions. Roeper Review, 5(2),
21-26.

Rowell, J. (1986, Spring). Who says perfect is best? Growing Up Magazine, 8-9. -

Schuler, P. (1997). Characteristics and perceptions of perfectionism in gifted adolescents
in a rural school environment. Unpubhshed doctoral dlssertatlon, The
University of Connecticut, Storrs.

Schuler, P. (1999). Voices of perfectionism: Perfectionistic gifted adolescents in a rural
middle school. Storrs: National Research Center on the Gifted and Talented,
The University of Connecticur.

Schuler, P. (2000). Perfectionism and gifted adolescents. Tbe Journal of Secondary
Gifted Education, 11, 183-196.

Schuler, P, & Siegle, D. (2000). Perfectionism dlffercnces in gifred middle school
students. Roeper Review, 23, 3944,

Silverman, L. K. (1990a). The crucible of perfectionism. In B. Holyst (Ed.),
Mental health in a changing world (pp. 39-49). Warsaw: The Polish Society for
Mental Health.

Silverman, L. K. (1990b). Issues in affective development of the gifted. In J.
VanTassel-Baska (Ed.), A practical guide to counseling the gified in a school set-
ting (pp. 15-30). Reston, VA: Council for Exceptional Children.

Silverman, L. K. (1999). Perfectionism. Gifed Education International, 13,
216-255.

Webb, T. J., Meckstroth, E. A., & Tolan, S. S. (1982). Guiding the gifted child: A
practical source for parents and teachers. Columbus: Ohio Psychology Press.

Whitmore, J. R. (1980). Giftedness, conflict, and underachievement. Boston: Allyn

78 ventions. fournal of Secondary Gifted Education, 12, 215-221. and Bacon. 79
Oden, M. H. (1968). The fulfillment of promise: 40-year follow-up of the Terman
gifted group. Genetic Psychology Monographs, 77, 3-93.
Orange, C. (1997). Gifted students and perfectionism. Roeper Review, ?0, 39-41.
Schuler

Perfectionism




