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Preface
 

It has been seven years since the first edition of this book was published. Research 
examining perfectionism in sport, dance, and exercise has changed considerably 
over this period. Notably, there are now more longitudinal, experimental, 
intervention, and meta-analytical studies, all of which offer additional insight 
into perfectionism and its consequences. Ensuring that researchers and practi
tioners have an up-to-date account of this new research was one of the main 
reasons for proposing this second edition. 
Other impetus was provided by major changes in the leading protagonists in 

this area of research. Since the first edition, Professors Howard Hall and John 
Dunn have both retired, and Professor Joachim Stoeber has moved into a dif
ferent area of research. Those familiar with perfectionism research will be aware 
of the significance of these individuals to our understanding of perfectionism. 
Many of the key ideas and debates regarding perfectionism can be traced to 
their seminal work. Those of us who continue in this area have a tough act to 
follow. I hoped we could use a second edition of this book to begin to chart 
new ways forward. 
While eminent colleagues have left, several of the debates that characterize 

this area of research remain, of course; appropriate labels and measures, the 
perils of particular analyses, and, ultimately, the consequences of being perfec
tionistic. However, consensus is beginning to emerge on some of these issues. 
This consensus has been made possible due to recent conceptual, analytical, and 
empirical advancements that are organized and presented alongside each other 
in this edition for the first time. It will continue to be made possible, too, by 
the discussion, stock-taking, and reflection that inevitably takes place when 
collaborating to produce work such as this book. 
With these things in mind, as with the previous edition of this book, the aim 

of this edition is to give readers a comprehensive, and updated, account of 
scientific research examining perfectionism in sport, dance, and exercise. 
However, more so than for the previous edition, the aim is also to be instruc
tive of future empirical work and applied practice. New bones of contention, 
concepts, analytical approaches, and applied perspectives are emphasized 
throughout. Those who have kindly contributed to this book have been gen
erous in sharing their insights and expertise, and collegial in their willingness to 
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engage with each other even when debating opposing views. Thanks to these 
qualities, we continue to make strong progress in this area of research, and 
readers can benefit from the invaluable update that this second edition 
provides. 

Organization of the Book 

In curating and editing this second edition, my intention has been to serve 
readers who are familiar and unfamiliar with the first edition. Six of the original 
11 chapters have been retained and updated. It was not necessary to revise all of 
the content of these chapters – as the history of perfectionism has not changed, 
neither has the account of that history, for example. However, readers will find 
significant new content in all of the retained chapters and a thorough account of 
research that has taken place since the first edition. There are also nine completely 
new chapters that include three dedicated to novel approaches and concepts, 
three new chapters focused on applied issues and practitioner perspectives, and 
three new reflections and future directions chapters. 

Part I: Conceptual, Measurement, and Development Issues 

Part I of the book opens with a chapter I provide that focuses on the con
ceptualization of perfectionism. In this chapter, I trace the modern study of 
multidimensional perfectionism to its historical roots. Recent developments are 
accounted for and include the formalization of the Comprehensive Model of 
Perfectionistic Behaviour (Hewitt et al., 2017), additional measurement tools, 
and consideration of evidence for, and against, the way we have come to 
understand perfectionism using a two-factor hierarchical model. In revising the 
chapter, I have rewritten the “issues, debates, and controversies” section. I now 
discuss three new issues that will shape how we study perfectionism in the 
future – (1) whether the tripartite model of perfectionism is obsolete, (2) 
whether perceptions of external pressure should be considered a quality of the 
athlete, dancer, or exerciser or a quality of the social environment (or climate), 
and (3) the viable alternatives to “healthy” perfectionism in sport, dance, and 
exercise. 
Chapter 2 is authored by Daniel Madigan and provides an updated descrip

tion and critique of the most common instruments used to measure perfec
tionism in sport, dance, and exercise. The chapter is more narrowly focused 
than its predecessor and includes only those instruments that, on the basis of 
their validity and reliability, are considered the best means of assessing perfec
tionism in these domains. From within those instruments, the best proxies for 
the two main dimensions of perfectionism – perfectionistic strivings and per
fectionistic concerns – are also identified, along with sub-optimal and inade
quate proxies. In this regard, it is a very useful and practical chapter that will 
help guide measurement decisions and encourage more consistency in the way 
perfectionism is operationalized. 
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The final chapter of Part I revisits the development of perfectionism and is, 
again, provided by Paul Appleton and Thomas Curran. The authors have updated 
the chapter so to account for new research inside and outside sport, dance, and 
exercise domains. More evidence has accrued that shows, as is the case generally, 
parents can instil perfectionism in their sporting children. In addition, among the 
different routes to its development, social expectation is emerging as perhaps the 
most prominent pathway. In sport, there is now also further evidence that coa
ches/instructors are instrumental and, even, that their influence can surpass that of 
parents. Unique to the study of perfectionism in sport, dance, and exercise, is the 
focus on motivational climates. The authors highlight recent insights that have 
been gained from adopting this approach and advocate for its continued inclusion 
in models of perfectionism development. 

Part II: Established Approaches and Models 

Part II of the book includes three chapters that provide a comprehensive and 
updated account of the three main approaches to studying perfectionism in sport, 
dance, and exercise. These are led by authors of the previous chapters from the 
first edition, but also include new contributors. Chapter 4 is provided by Gareth 
Jowett, Sarah Mallinson-Howard, myself, and Daniel Madigan, and offers an 
updated account of research adopting an independent effects approach. With its 
catalogue of research studies, this chapter remains an essential reference point for 
researchers and practitioners. In this version of the chapter, total unique effects are 
also now discussed and illustrated. The total unique effect of perfectionism is a 
recent innovation that allows us to determine the overall effects of perfectionism 
based on the opposing forces of perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic con
cerns. The use of this approach suggests perfectionism is likely to have small net 
gains and large net costs in sport, dance, and exercise. 
Chapter 5 is provided by John Gotwals and Mick Lizmore, and revisits research 

examining the tripartite model of perfectionism. Using the previous chapter, and 
subsequent reviews of others as touchstones, they update their account of research 
that has tested this model and now include a growing number of qualitative stu
dies. In this chapter they also provide thoughtful responses to suggestions that the 
tripartite model may be obsolete (e.g. Hill & Madigan, 2017). The result is a 
reenvisaged tripartite model with underpinnings more closely aligned with the 2 � 
2 model of perfectionism and a sharpened focus on how the two differ. The merits 
of the reenvisaged model and how well it fairs in future research, particularly in 
comparison to the 2 � 2 model, will be a key issue for debate and discussion in 
sport, dance, and exercise. 
Chapter 6 is provided by Patrick Gaudreau and focuses on the 2 � 2 model 

of perfectionism. As with the other chapters in Part II, his chapter provides an 
update on research that has tested this particular model. Since the publication 
of the first edition, the popularity and standing of this model has increased and 
it is from this new vantage point that he argues that a focus on moderating 
factors and better measurement of personal standards perfectionism (or 
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perfectionistic strivings) will further advance our understanding of multi
dimensional perfectionism and address misconceptions regarding the benefits of 
pursuing perfection versus pursuing excellence. He also calls for the 2 � 2 
model to be used as a hub to integrate perfectionism research that has used 
different approaches. The argument for doing so is laid out convincingly in this 
chapter. 

Part III: New Approaches and Concepts 

Part III of the book is entirely new and includes chapters that introduce novel 
approaches and concepts. The first chapter in this part (Chapter 7) introduces 
perfectionistic tipping points. I have written this chapter and positioned it immedi
ately after the 2 � 2 model perfectionism as it builds on the model by proposing 
a new way of conceptualizing the interaction between dimensions of perfec
tionism. I believe the approach represents an advancement in perfectionism 
research in that it will help us identify, based on levels of perfectionism, and 
perfectionistic concerns, in particular, for which athletes, dancers, and exercisers, 
perfectionism is problematic and less problematic. From the studies we have so 
far, it appears to take surprising little perfectionistic concerns to alter the effects of 
perfectionistic strivings. The chapter is very practical and includes instructions and 
an example of how to identify perfectionistic tipping points. 
Chapter 8 focuses on perfectionism cognitions and is provided by Tracy 

Donachie, myself, and Marianne Etherson. This is the first departure in the 
book from a focus on trait perfectionism. The importance of perfectionism 
cognitions has so far been underappreciated in research in sport, dance, and 
exercise. In studying perfectionism cognitions, we are better able to access the 
inner experience of perfectionism. This is something that is especially valuable 
as we know the behaviours associated with perfectionism can sometimes 
be deceptive. Research in sport, dance, and exercise on perfectionism cogni
tions is currently limited to only a handful of studies. I envisage that perfec
tionism cognitions will become a much greater focus of research in these 
domains in the future. The useful overview and review presented in this 
chapter provides an excellent starting point for that research. 
Chapter 9 introduces the concept of perfectionistic climate. I  first pitched the 

idea of perfectionistic climates to Howard Hall and colleagues soon after the 
first edition of this book was published. One of the motives for this idea was 
the opportunity to challenge the notion that perfectionism was solely an indi
vidual issue or problem. It is quite evident that many athletes, dancers, and 
exercisers suffer the consequences of perfectionism not necessarily because they 
are perfectionistic themselves but because they find themselves in social envir
onments where there is a strong emphasis on the need for perfect performance 
or bodily perfection. In this chapter, Michael Grugan, Luke Olsson, and Laura 
Fenwick present our initial conceptual framework for perfectionistic climate 
and the work Michael has led in developing an instrument to measure it in 
sport. While empirical work is in its infancy, they show how we already know 
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a great deal about the likely effects of perfectionistic climates in sport through 
research examining perceptions of coach pressure. 

Part IV: Applied Issues and Practitioner Perspectives 

Part IV of the book includes three new chapters that introduce different 
interventions for working with perfectionism. Chapter 10 is provided by Dean 
Watson and two returning authors, Henrik Gustafsson and Carolina Lundqvist. 
The chapter illustrates how Acceptance-Commitment Therapy (ACT) can be 
used to work with perfectionism in sport. Intervention studies have only 
recently begun to emerge using this approach for perfectionism. However, it is 
evident from the chapter that this approach may be especially useful for per
fectionistic athletes whose ways of thinking may be so deeply entrenched that 
accepting their perfectionistic thinking may provide more effective respite than 
trying to eradicate the thoughts altogether. The illustrative schedule of work 
and examples are a strength of this chapter, and will be useful for researchers in 
designing intervention studies and practitioners in their work with clients. 
In Chapter 11, Leah Ferguson, Kent Kowalski, Danielle Cormier, and Abim

bola Eke draw on their research to show how perfectionism, and self-critical ten
dencies, deny athletes self-compassion and, in doing so, diminish a vital resource 
for dealing with setbacks and maintaining motivation and wellbeing. The first 
intervention addressing perfectionism in sport that used a rigorous randomized 
controlled design was self-compassion-based,  and took place  ten years  ago (Mose
wich et al, 2013). There has been little work examining self-compassion and per
fectionism in sport since. This is surprising given that the “compassionate self” is 
the antithesis of the “inner critic” that arises from perfectionism. The chapter 
illustrates a self-compassion-based approach in an applied context and is another 
excellent resource for researchers and practitioners. 
The third chapter in this part (Chapter 12) is provided by Anna Jordana and 

Martin Turner, and adopts a Rational Emotive Behaviour Therapy-based (REBT) 
perspective to working with perfectionism. Modern approaches to perfectionism 
can be traced directly to Albert Ellis’ work on irrational beliefs, who was the ori
ginator of REBT. As a result, perfectionism is enmeshed with irrational beliefs in a 
way that it can  be  difficult to disentangle. This chapter shows how they are dif
ferent, the role of irrational beliefs in determining the effects of pursuing perfec
tion, and proposes that, if irrational beliefs can be altered, so can the propensity for 
perfectionism to be problematic. Practitioners will find the example formulations 
and reformulations of perfectionism and beliefs extremely useful in understanding 
perfectionism and supporting their own athletes. 

Part V: Reflections and Future Directions 

The final part of the book again invites eminent experts on perfectionism to 
reflect on the current state-of knowledge in this area. The first of the three 
chapters (Chapter 13) is provided by Professor John Dunn – the developer of 
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one of the most widely used measures of perfectionism in sport (Sport-Multi
dimensional Perfectionism Scale) and a distinguished researcher and practitioner 
in the area of perfectionism in sport. He provides a personal account of his 
career, his views on perfectionism, and highlights some of the key questions 
that remain unanswered about perfectionism. His reflections are essential read
ing for anyone interested in his approach. His account is also an excellent 
illustration of how researchers and practitioners take inspiration from each 
other’s work, are driven by curiosity and good questions, and how behind 
every publication list and career there are interesting stories about the people 
doing the work and the connections they make. 
Readers may be struck by the differences between John’s position on some 

key issues surrounding perfectionism and those offered by others in this book, 
including my own. I expected this would be the case and it is one of the rea
sons I invited him to contribute to the book. To his credit, throughout the 
process John has been mindful and respectful of any potential awkwardness that 
might follow any disagreements. And, for my part, I have tried to do the same 
and adhere to the adage that editorship is not the same as censorship. For all 
these reasons, the chapter is both thoughtful and thought-provoking. It is 
noteworthy, too, that we actually agree on plenty of issues – perfectionism is 
complex and multidimensional, using the word “perfection” is important when 
measuring perfectionism, and the term “perfectionist” can be problematic. 
Regardless of any continuing areas of disagreement, I am grateful to John for 
writing the chapter and the book is undoubtably stronger as a result of its 
inclusion. 
The second chapter in this part (Chapter 14) is provided by Professor Patrick 

Gaudreau, Antoine Benoit, and Laurence Boileau. In this interesting chapter 
they lay a foundation for a new approach to studying perfectionism. Key to this 
new approach is separating core features of perfectionism from its signature 
expressions. In addition, the authors argue that we must distinguish between 
excellence strivers and perfection strivers and that conflating the two, con
ceptually and operationally, may have unintentionally fuelled notions of healthy 
perfectionism. They also show that decreasing perfectionism need not come at the 
expense of decreasing excellencism, and how to tell the difference. Having 
explained their approach, the authors chart a number of interesting avenues for 
future research. There are many features of the chapter that are innovative and 
novel. It could potentially have a major impact on the way we study and understand 
perfectionism in sport, dance, and  exercise  in  years to come.  
As in the first edition, the book closes with a reflection chapter provided by 

Professors Gordon Flett and Paul Hewitt (Chapter 15) who remain the two 
most eminent authorities on perfectionism. In their previous chapter they 
introduced the concept of perfectionistic reactivity to illustrate the problematic 
ways perfectionistic athletes respond to adversity. In their new chapter they 
revisit the theme of reactivity and introduce the concept of adaptability. In  
doing so, they juxtapose this essential quality of successful athletes with rigid 
perfectionism, a profile of perfectionism characterized by extreme scores of all 
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dimensions of trait perfectionism combined with other rigidities. They show 
how athletes, dancers, and exercisers exhibiting rigid perfectionism will typi
cally be ill-equipped to successfully respond to the adversities they face. The 
chapter reinforces another important point that I believe we may have lost sight 
of in this area. Given the costs of perfectionism, athletes are likely to have been 
successful not because of perfectionism, per se, but because they have acquired 
other skills, such as greater adaptability, that may have allowed them to avoid 
succumbing to perfectionism. If we can identify other factors, we will be in a 
better position to support athletes, their development, performance, and 
wellbeing. 
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Part I
 

Conceptual, Measurement, 
and Development Issues 





1 Conceptualizing Perfectionism 
Resolving Old Quarrels and Starting 
New Ones 

Andrew P. Hill 

This chapter provides a historical overview of the concept of perfectionism. 
The first section details descriptions of perfectionism provided by early clin
icians and theorists. The second section outlines common models of perfec
tionism adopted in sport, dance, and exercise. The third section discusses old 
and new debates in this area. These include whether the tripartite model of 
perfectionism is obsolete or can be re-envisaged, whether perceptions of external 
pressure should be considered a quality of the athlete, dancer, or exerciser or a 
quality of the social environment, and viable alternatives to “healthy” perfection
ism and the pursuit of perfection in sport, dance, and exercise. It is argued that a 
re-envisaged model of the tripartite has merit, but it remains in a precarious 
position. In addition, relocating parental pressure and coach pressure is necessary 
to advance our understanding of perfectionism and the study of perfectionistic 
climates. Finally, following the publication of meta-analytical evidence that per
fectionism likely has few benefits, and many costs, researchers and practitioners 
need to now consider the merits of its alternatives – pursuing high standards, 
imperfectionism, and excellencism. 

A Historical Overview of the Conceptualization 
of Perfectionism 

The historical roots of perfectionism lie in counselling and clinical literature. 
Indeed, in some form or another, perfectionism has featured in the work of a 
number of eminent psychotherapists including Adler (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 
1956), Freud (2015), and Horney (1946). However, Ellis (1957, 1962) was 
among the first to describe perfectionism in terms that can be more readily 
recognized in contemporary models. As noted by Ellis (2002), when he initially 
described the principles and practice of rational-emotive behaviour theory 
(REBT), a form of psychotherapy aimed at addressing illogical thinking and 
irrational ideas, he identified perfectionism as a major irrational idea associated 
with neurosis. In his view, perfectionism was reflected in the idea that “one 
should be thoroughly competent, adequate, intelligent, and achieving in all 
possible respects – instead of the idea that one … should accept oneself as a 
quite imperfect creature, who has general human limitations and specific 
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fallibilities” (Ellis, 1958, p. 41). When he later expanded the number of irra
tional beliefs associated with REBT, this particular idea was elaborated upon so 
to make clear that the competence, adequacy, and achievement to which he 
initially referred were tied to self-worth (Ellis, 1962). He also introduced a 
further irrational idea that he considered to reflect perfectionism. Specifically, 
that “there is invariably a right, precise, and perfect solution to human pro
blems and that it is catastrophic if this perfect solution is not found” (Ellis, 
1962, pp. 86–87). In REBT, these particular beliefs imbued individuals with an 
unrealistic and rigid perspective on the world and placed them under con
siderable stress, denied them potentially enjoyable and rewarding experiences, 
and invariably contributed to emotional disturbances. 
At a similar time, based on his experiences as a psychiatrist Missildine (1963) 

considered perfectionists to be individuals who demand perfection of them
selves, and sometimes others, and who “work methodically, systematically, and 
strenuously, with meticulous attention to detail, often to the point of exhaus
tion” (p. 75). He considered that perfectionists may typically be very successful 
in their respective fields. However, as normal standards of effort and achieve
ment were simply not considered to apply, Missildine observed that perfec
tionists often came to consider themselves to be a “successful failure” 
(Missildine, 1963, p. 76). For Missildine, herein was the difference between 
true masters of any field and their perfectionist counterparts. Regardless of any 
objective accomplishments, perfectionists were unable to derive any lasting 
satisfaction from their accomplishments, were beleaguered by a sense that they 
must strive for “still better”, and were beset by continual self-belittlement. In 
addition, it was continual self-belittlement, not a desire for mastery of other 
more virtuous goals, which underpinned the extraordinary efforts of 
perfectionists. 
Many of the same observations were made by Hollender (1965, 1978). 

Citing a definition provided in a dictionary of psychological and psycho
analytical terms, Hollender defined perfectionism as “the practice of demanding 
of oneself or others a higher quality of performance than is required by the 
situation” (English & English, 1958, p. 379). Again, drawing on his experience 
as a psychiatrist, he described perfectionists as the “painstaking worker” who 
tended to focus on minutiae and who was intent on identifying defects and 
flaws (Hollender, 1965, p. 94). Unlike Missildine, Hollender argued that the 
efforts of perfectionists were not underpinned by self-belittlement alone. 
Rather, in his view, it was a continued pursuit of parental acceptance, carried 
into adulthood, which was responsible. From his experience, perfectionists 
came to believe that it was not who they were that was important but what 
they did or achieved. He argued that in the absence of a stable sense of self-
worth, perfectionists came to depend on performance as a means of gaining 
acceptability and approval from others. Because of this dependency, and an 
intense emphasis on shortcomings, he noted that perfectionists rarely experi
enced complete satisfaction with their performance and were prone to bouts of 
severe psychological difficulties. 
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The theme of overvaluing achievement to the detriment of other things was 
also central to the description of perfectionism provided by Burns (1980, 1981). 
Burns described perfectionists as individuals who “strain compulsively and unre
mittingly toward impossible goals and who measure their own worth entirely in 
terms of productivity and accomplishment” (Burns, 1980, p. 34). Like the afore
mentioned views, Burns emphasized illogical and distorted thoughts. In particular, 
he emphasized all-or-nothing thinking, overgeneralizations, and rumination 
focused on personal imperatives (“should”, “ought”, and  “must”). Collectively, 
this “perfectionizing” encapsulated what Burns (1980, p. 308) considered to be a 
cognitive style responsible for much of the psychological difficulties he found 
perfectionists to report. These difficulties included mood swings, low self-esteem, 
and severe anxiety and depression. Unfortunately, in his experience, many per
fectionists came to view their perfectionism as a painful but necessary price for 
success despite the difficulties they experienced. 
The work of Burns is especially noteworthy as he provided the first instru

ment to measure perfectionism. This was a self-report questionnaire adapted 
from the Dysfunctional Attitudes Scale (DAS; Burns, 1980), an instrument 
designed to measure attitudes associated with anxiety and depression. The 
development of Burns’s instrument was shortly followed by the inclusion of a 
separate perfectionism subscale in an instrument designed to measure psycho
logical and behavioural traits associated with eating disorders (Eating Disorder 
Inventory, EDI; Garner et al., 1983).1 The description of perfectionism in the 
EDI closely matches Burns’s view of perfectionism as encompassing excessive 
standards and distorted, dichotomous thinking. The development of instru
ments to measure perfectionism marked an important change in this area as 
they allowed those interested in perfectionism to move beyond descriptive 
accounts of the characteristic to scientific, measurement-based, enquiry. 
As can be seen from the descriptions of perfectionism summarized here, no 

uniform perspective or definition was evident in the initial stages of research. 
Rather, those interested in perfectionism relied largely on the professional 
insights of clinicians and theorists to understand what the features of perfec
tionism were and what its likely effects might be. However, there were a 
number of common themes and, over time, perfectionism came to be under
stood as including exceedingly high personal standards and accompanying irra
tional beliefs or attitudes. Clinicians and theorists also rounded on the notion 
that perfectionism was largely a debilitating personality characteristic that held 
few benefits beyond, in some cases, a possible increase in productivity and 
success. In considering the overlap among these and other similar perspectives, 
they have described as unidimensional (Hewitt & Flett, 1991; Flett & Hewitt, 
2002). That is, these perspectives mainly focused on cognitive factors (i.e. 
beliefs and attitudes) and emphasized self-focused or intrapersonal dimensions 
of perfectionism (as opposed to other-focused or interpersonal dimensions). 
These perspectives can also be considered unidimensional in that the pursuit of 
high personal standards was not considered conceptually distinct from the irrational 
beliefs or attitudes they were thought to serve. 
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Contemporary Multidimensional Models 

Contemporary understanding of perfectionism has progressed from a uni
dimensional perspective to a multidimensional perspective. Multidimensional 
models began to emerge in the early 1990s and are characterized by the 
inclusion of multiple separate dimensions of perfectionism. Currently, there are 
a number of multidimensional models and psychometric instruments to mea
sure perfectionism and these vary in content. In some cases, models and mea
sures include interpersonal dimensions of perfectionism that focus on beliefs 
and perceptions about others, including specific others such as parents (e.g. 
Frost et al., 1990) and others in general (e.g. Hewitt & Flett, 1991). In other 
cases, high standards have been separated from other features evident in the 
accounts of early clinicians and theorists (e.g. Stoeber et al., 2006). A full 
description and critique of the instruments used to measurement perfectionism 
in sport, dance, and exercise is provided by Madigan in Chapter 2 of this book. 
Here, a briefer description is provided so to aid the reader in understanding 
research and other issues discussed in this and subsequent chapters. 
One of the first multidimensional models to be developed and used in sport, 

dance, and exercise was proposed by Frost and colleagues (Frost Multi
dimensional Perfectionism Scale, FMPS; Frost et al., 1990). This model 
involves the assessment of perfectionism across six dimensions. The first 
dimension is the setting of excessively high personal standards for performance 
(personal standards). The second two dimensions are related to overly critical 
evaluative tendencies. These are a concern and fear of making mistakes in 
performance (concern over mistakes) and a vague sense of uncertainty with the 
quality of one’s performance (doubts about actions). The next two dimensions 
reflect the conditional parental approval that is thought to give rise to perfec
tionism, high expectations (parental expectations) and a tendency to be overly 
critical (parental criticism). The final dimension is a desire for precision, neat
ness, and organization (organization). Though, due to its weak association with 
other dimensions and total perfectionism score, organization was not considered to 
be central to perfectionism by Frost and colleagues. 
The model proposed by Frost et al. (1990) was subsequently adapted and 

applied to sport by Dunn and Gotwals (Sport-Multidimensional Perfection
ism Scale, Sport-MPS and Sport-MPS-2; Dunn et al., 2006; Gotwals & 
Dunn, 2009; Gotwals et al., 2010). Their initial version entailed the removal 
of doubts about actions and organization dimensions because of concerns 
regarding the validity of the original items in the sport domain. In addition, 
two further dimensions were created to capture unrealistic expectations 
and criticism from coaches – a highly relevant other in the sport domain. 
Based on subsequent assessment of the psychometric properties of the adapted 
instrument, the two coach dimensions were merged and the two parental 
dimensions were merged to capture a sense that coaches (perceived coach 
pressure) and parents (perceived parental pressure) wanted athletes to be per
fect. In the latest iteration of the instrument, new versions of the doubts 
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about actions and organization dimensions have been added which focus on 
training/preparation and planning/routines, respectively. Chapter 13 by 
Dunn provides interesting reflections on the development of the S-MPS so I 
encourage readers to consult that chapter for more information on the 
instrument. 
Another popular multidimensional model of perfectionism that has been 

used by researchers in sport, dance, and exercise was developed by Hewitt and 
Flett (Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale, HF-MPS; Hewitt & Flett, 1991). 
According to their model, perfectionism has self-oriented, socially prescribed, 
and other-oriented dimensions. These dimensions differ in the underlying 
motivation and target of perfectionistic standards, including an intrapersonal or 
interpersonal focus. As described by Hewitt and Flett (1991), self-oriented 
perfectionism is the tendency to set exacting high personal standards and to 
evaluate one’s own behaviour stringently. By contrast, socially prescribed per
fectionism is the belief that significant others expect unrealistic standards to be 
met, are harsh critics, and withhold approval based on performance. The final 
dimension, other-oriented perfectionism, is the tendency to impose unrealistic 
standards on others and evaluate others stringently. 
A sport version of Hewitt and Flett’s (1991) was developed by Hill et al. 

(2016). The Performance Perfectionism Scale for Sport (PPS-S) includes three 
dimensions of perfectionism that applies the concepts included in the HF-MPS 
to sport performance: self-oriented performance perfectionism (e.g. “I put 
pressure on myself to perform perfectly”), socially prescribed performance per
fectionism (e.g. “People always expect my performances to be perfect”) and 
other-oriented performance perfectionism (e.g. “I criticize people if they do 
not perform perfectly”). The instrument was intended to provide a domain-
specific measure of dimensions of perfectionism that were analogous but also 
subordinate to Hewitt and Flett’s trait dimensions. Of note, too, socially pre
scribed performance perfectionism does not make reference to specific others 
but is intended to capture pressure from a “generalized other”. This was 
something that was considered important as other measures of pressure from 
specific others were available in sport (e.g. coaches) and the notion of the 
generalized other is prominent in the original concept (Hewitt & Flett, 2004). 
Much of the work of my research group has adopted Hewitt and Flett’s (1991) 

model. This is because we feel that it offers a more complete theoretical frame
work that explains the development of the three dimensions, the psychological 
mechanisms they are associated with, and their likely effects. In addition, these 
traits are now part of an encompassing model – The Comprehensive Model of 
Perfectionistic Behaviour (CMPB; Hewitt et al., 2017) – that provides a multi
level, multi-faceted, understanding of perfectionism. This model includes per
fectionism traits, perfectionism cognitions (Flett et al., 1998) and perfectionistic 
self-presentational styles (Hewitt et al., 2003) in one integrated framework. The 
formalization of the CMPB is a milestone for contemporary multidimensional 
study of perfectionism and is sure to be included as a key development in future 
historical accounts of the study of perfectionism. Readers can consult Chapter 8 
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of this book for an introduction to the CMPB and how it has begun to shape 
research in sport, dance, and exercise. 
A number of other multidimensional models and measures of perfectionism 

now exist that sit alongside those developed by Frost et al. (1990) and Hewitt 
and Flett (1991). One final model and measure of note, due to its popularity in 
sport research, is the Multidimensional Inventory of Perfectionism in Sport 
(MIPS; Stoeber et al., 2006). This approach was developed by Stoeber and 
colleagues. Originally the instrument included nine subscales that included, 
among others, personal “perfectionistic aspirations” and negative reactions to 
nonperfect performance, as well as pressure from coaches and parents, and 
pressure on teammates. In developing and revising the instrument, the two 
main subscales that are used are striving for perfection and negative reactions to 
imperfection (Stoeber et al., 2007; Stoeber et al., 2008). Both relate to personal 
standards and personal reactions (rather than others) and are assessed in relation 
to training or performance or both (i.e. “training/performance”). 
All of the measures discussed so far have, to varying degrees, been integrated into 

a hierarchical two-factor model of perfectionism. In the same way that the CMPB 
can be considered a major development for the study of multidimensional perfec
tionism, so too can the emergence of a hierarchical two-factor model of perfec
tionism. The model was created as a consequence of attempts to better understand 
commonality among different instruments and their underlying structure (e.g. 
Bieling et al., 2004;  Cox et al., 2002; Frost  et al., 1993). What consistently emerged 
from these studies is two higher-order dimensions of perfectionism. Some of these 
studies even suggest that the two-factor model offers a better representation of the 
structure of these instruments than separate models (i.e. dimensions loading on 
their respective instruments). Therefore, there is strong indication that, even 
though developed independently, and varying in content, quite often measures 
of perfectionism are tapping into the same two broad dimensions.2 

For the models and measures in sport, dance, and exercise, the first higher-
order dimension is manifest by combinations of personal standards, self-oriented 
perfectionism, and striving for perfection. Organization and other-oriented 
perfectionism can also be included but whether to do so is more contentious. 
Based on these manifest variables, the first higher-order dimension has been 
suggested to capture “aspects of perfectionism associated with self-oriented 
striving for perfection and the setting of very high personal performance stan
dards” (Gotwals et al., 2012, p. 264). The second higher-order dimension is 
manifest by combinations of concern over mistakes, doubts about actions, and 
negative reactions to imperfection. Others subscales such as parental pressure 
(or parental criticism and parental expectations), coach pressure, and socially 
prescribed perfectionism have also been included but, again, this is somewhat 
that has been debated. Based on these manifest variables, the second higher-
order dimension has been suggested to capture “aspects associated with con
cerns over making mistakes, fear of negative social evaluation, feelings of 
discrepancy between one’s expectations and performance, and negative 
reactions to imperfection” (Gotwals et al., 2012, p. 264). 
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The two higher-order dimensions have been given different labels. In the 
initial factor-analytical studies themselves, these were “positive striving” and 
“adaptive perfectionism” and “maladaptive evaluative concerns” and “mala
daptive perfectionism” (Bieling et al., 2004; Cox et al., 2002; Frost et al., 
1993). Here, the labels suggested by Stoeber and Otto (2006) are adopted – 
perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns. These labels are more 
desirable because they better convey the notion that these are dimensions of 
perfectionism, rather than forms or types of perfectionism. In addition, these 
labels do not presuppose the effects of these dimensions (“adaptive perfection
ism” suggests it might always be adaptive). Labelling them in a manner that 
presumes their effects is an ill-advised practice, in my view. In addition, dis
agreement over such labelling continues to be, at best, a distraction for 
researchers in this area and, at worst, has impended progress on understanding 
when and for whom perfectionism is adaptive or maladaptive. 
There are a number of advantages of adopting the hierarchical model 

of perfectionism. In particular, it allows multiple models of perfectionism to 
be integrated and represented in a single unified model. In an area with a large 
number of models and measures, this is a particularly attractive feature. The 
hierarchical model also capitalizes on the conceptual and statistical overlap 
between different measures. Consequently, any peculiarities of individual 
models and measures are marginalized in favour of an emphasis on the com
monality among them. These advantages have led to the hierarchical model 
establishing itself as a common approach to studying perfectionism in sport, 
dance, and exercise (e.g. Lizmore et al., 2019; Madigan et al., 2017; Watson et 
al., 2021) and the main way in which systematic reviews and meta-analyses of 
perfectionism research in these and other domains are organized (e.g. Hill et al., 
2018; Smith et al., 2018; Stricker et al., 2022). 
Despite its popularity and use, there have been very few formal tests of the 

hierarchal two-factor model in sport. The tests that do exist have normally 
been provided in measurement models or structural models that include other 
variables (e.g. Jowett et al., 2013). Two studies are particularly noteworthy 
with regard to testing the model, though. The first study was provided by 
Dunn et al. (2016) who tested the model using the S-MPS-2 and the MIPS in 
three independent samples of youth and university athletes. They found strong 
support for the two-factor model. This was the case using the S-MPS-2 alone 
and a combination of the S-MPS-2 and the MIPS, as well as when using 
confirmatory and exploratory-confirmatory analyses. The second study was 
provided by Hill et al. (2022) who tested the model using the S-MPS-2, MIPS, 
and PPS-S in university athletes. They also found support for the two-factor 
model but mainly from exploratory-confirmatory analyses and with some 
additional caveats regarding the inclusion of other-oriented perfectionism and 
perceived coach and parental pressure. These latter issues aside, though, generally, 
research so far is supportive of the two-factor model in sport. 
In addition to factor analytical studies, evidence to support the hierarchical 

model is also provided in what Gaudreau and Verner-Filion (2012) have 
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described as “functional homogeneity”. That is, most dimensions indicative of 
perfectionistic strivings or perfectionistic concerns tend to display similar pat
terns of relationships with other variables. This is evident in research in sport, 
dance, and exercise as well as other domains. Much of this research is described 
in detail in subsequent chapters, particularly in Chapter 4. Therefore, it is not 
reviewed here. Readers need simply to note that a pattern of findings whereby 
perfectionistic strivings typically contribute to a mix of adaptive and a mala
daptive characteristics, processes, and outcomes, and perfectionistic concerns 
typically contribute to maladaptive characteristics, processes, and outcomes is 
typical for research in this area. 
It is noteworthy that evidence has recently begun to emerge that suggests 

that not all subscales of perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns 
behave the same. For example, different subscales have been found to have 
different associations with athlete engagement (e.g. Hill, Madigan, & Jowett, 
2020) and athlete burnout (e.g. Waleriańczyk et al., 2022) in the same samples. 
In addition, meta-analytical evidence suggests that in some instances instru
ments may act as moderators of other observed effects. This includes, for 
example, the relationship between perfectionistic strivings and ego orientation 
and fear of failure, and perfectionistic concerns and anxiety (Hill et al., 2018). 
Therefore, some subscales appear demonstratable different even though they 
are constituting of the same higher order dimension. However, assuming 
similar effects for constitutes of the two-factor model, though not the same 
effects, appears to be a reasonable position for now given available evidence. 
In describing the hierarchical two-factor model, the term heuristic is perhaps the 

most apt. This is because while it is a very useful way of integrating different 
models and interpreting findings from different studies, it is ultimately a simplifi
cation of a complex state-of-affairs. It is a suitable starting point and organizing 
framework for both research and practice. However, it is not a substitute for the 
more detailed and formalized theory offered by other approaches such as the 
CMPB. The CMPB provides the basis for hypotheses to be constructed and tested, 
identification of moderating factors (i.e. factors that alter the effects of perfection
ism) and mediating factors (i.e. factors that explain the effects of perfectionism), and 
permits a level of scrutiny essential to careful development of our understanding of 
perfectionism. Some of the various disagreements in this area can be traced to the 
absence of clear definitions and sound theory. Therefore, it is important to retain 
firm theorical footing when testing the higher-order model of perfectionism, or 
any other model of perfectionism. 
In providing a historical overview of the study of perfectionism and how 

researchers and practitioners have come to understand it as a complex and 
multidimensional personality characteristic, I hope to brace the reader for what 
comes next in this chapter and this book. The historical roots of perfectionism 
in clinical and counselling psychology, key advances in both theory and mea
surement, and current trends in how perfectionism research is being summated 
are all part of the backdrop for the study of perfectionism in sport, dance, and 
exercise. Some of the more contentious issues, such as whether perfectionism 
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can be “healthy”, for example, can be traced to the some of the historical 
decisions made in labelling, measuring, and statistically analysing perfectionism. 
In the same way, and in an effort to resolve areas of disagreement, so too can 
some of the exciting research and innovations that have begun to emerge in 
this area and are evidenced in this book. 

Issues, Debates, and Controversies Revisited 

In the first edition of this book a number of unresolved issues were introduced 
and discussed. The issues were (1) the value of perfectionism in non-clinical 
settings, (2) whether perfectionism is best studied as unidimensional or multi
dimensional, (3) whether perfectionism is a trait or disposition, and (4) if per
fectionism exists in healthy, adaptive, or positive types and forms. Seven years 
on, some of these issues now appear uncontentious. For instance, perfectionism 
has never been a more popular focus for researchers in sport, dance, and exer
cise, most of this research focuses on non-clinical groups, and continues to 
attest to its predictive ability for various outcomes in these groups. Similarly, 
despite some infrequent aberrations (e.g. A. Hill et al., 2018), researchers con
tinue to be committed to a multidimensional, rather than unidimensional, 
perspective on perfectionism in sport, dance, and exercise. With a shifted 
landscape in mind, in this next section two new issues are discussed – (1) 
whether the tripartite model of perfectionism is obsolete and (2) whether per
ceptions of external pressure should be removed from measures of trait (or 
dispositional) perfectionism and added to a measure of perfectionistic climate. I 
also revisit to the notion of (3) “health perfectionism” to consider the progress 
that has been on this issue and to consider the alternatives to perfectionism. 

Is the Tripartite Model Obsolete or Can it Be Re-envisaged? 

Following the publication of the first edition of this book, colleagues and I took a 
very critical stance on the merits of the tripartite model and the approaches used to 
test it (see Hill & Madigan, 2017). We argued that the model was most likely 
obsolete and encouraged researchers and practitioners to abandon it in favour of the 
2 � 2 model of perfectionism (Gaudreau & Thompson, 2010). Our position was 
based on several key issues. First, a detailed review of research revealed mixed sup
port for the tripartite model. Notably, at the time, less than half of the studies sup
ported the hypothesized three-group structure of the model with other studies 
supporting a continuum-based structure (low, moderate, and high perfectionism 
groups) or alternative four-group structures. Second, we argued that the 
assumption that a typology of perfectionism exists, and the labels used (“heal
thy” and “unhealthy” perfectionists), were ill-founded and ill-advised with the 
only study examining the underlying structure of perfectionism concluding it was 
most likely continuum based (Broman-Fulks et al., 2008). Thirdly, research testing 
the 2 � 2 model of perfectionism had so far found consistent empirical support for 
distinguishing between four-groups rather than three-groups. 
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Gotwals and Lizmore (Chapter 5) have revisited research on the tripartite 
model and in doing so have provided an even-handed response to our argu
ments which may provide new impetus for use of a re-envisaged tripartite 
model in sport, dance, and exercise. Therefore, I thought it valuable to discuss 
the future of the tripartite model again here. Although we still disagree on 
some points – notably the utility of canonical correlation analysis as means of 
testing the tripartite model – we now agree on many key issues. The “healthy 
perfectionism” and “unhealthy” labels have been a source of contention for 
some time. We now agree that these are best abandoned. A re-envisaged tri
partite model of perfectionism is best without them. Gotwals and Lizmore also 
argue that the assumption of a typology of perfectionism that has historically 
underpinned the tripartite model should be abandoned in favour of the view 
that perfectionism exists in the form of latent continuous entities. I agree with 
this suggestion. This approach has served the 2 � 2 model of perfectionism 
well and will likely do the same for a re-envisaged tripartite model. Certainly, 
too, statistical analyses that rely on or presume the presence of discontinuities 
(as opposed to studying perfectionism across the range of continuous scores) 
should be avoided (Hill & Madigan, 2017). 
With agreement in place for these issues, the last remaining bone of con

tention is the existence of four versus three subtypes. Notably, the tripartite 
model does not include a group that has low perfectionistic strivings and high 
perfectionistic concerns (“pure evaluative concerns perfectionism” in the 2 � 2 
model). This makes the existence of this subtype and hypothesis two of the 2 � 
2 model (pure evaluative concerns perfectionism versus non-perfectionism) key 
to the survival of the re-envisaged tripartite model. This is a view previously 
espoused by Stoeber (2014) and Hill and Madigan (2017). If this subtype of 
perfectionism does not exist or there are no differences between this subtype 
and non-perfectionism, the tripartite model could retain its value and usefulness. If 
not, it may have been bettered by the 2 � 2 model. 
On this key issue, Gotwals and Lizmore highlight that the evaluative con

cerns perfectionism subtype has rarely emerged in tests of the tripartite model 
(only once in 22 tests). This is a noteworthy finding. They also highlight 
moderating factors could explain the absence of the group and null effects. This 
is also an important possibility that will need to be explored further. However, 
I would highlight that when we first suggested that the tripartite model may be 
obsolete, there were few empirical studies to draw upon. Since, we have 
completed a retrospective reanalysis of 63 studies in sport where we found that 
the two subtypes in question differed on 416 of 443 occasions (94% of the 
time; see Hill, Mallinson‐Howard, Madigan, & Jowett, 2020). In our analyses, 
large effect sizes were found when comparing the two subtypes for a range of 
motivation (e.g. fear of failure), wellbeing (e.g. depressive symptoms) and per
formance (e.g. performance satisfaction) outcomes. As such, the weight of evi
dence now appears even more in favour of abandoning the tripartite model. 
The identification of moderating factors in future work, then, is going to be 
extremely important to the continued use of the tripartite model. 
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Inclusion or Exclusion of Parental Pressure and Coach Pressure 

One new contentious issue is whether perceived coach pressure and perceived 
parental pressure should be included on measures of trait (or dispositional) 
perfectionism in sport, dance, and exercise. Based on our work developing the 
concept of perfectionistic climates, colleagues and I have recently argued these 
particular dimensions of perfectionism are best considered markers of the social 
environment (Hill & Grugan, 2020; Grugan et al., 2021). In the first response 
to our call to change approach, Dunn (Chapter 13) has defended their inclusion 
on the S-MPS-2 and argued that perceived coach pressure and perceived parental 
pressure are facets of socially prescribed perfectionism. The issue is therefore 
worthy of some consideration here. 
I agree that perceptions of pressure from coaches and parents could be 

reflective of socially prescribed perfectionism. However, there are some note
worthy differences between socially prescribed perfectionism and these other 
dimensions. In terms of their conceptualizations, socially prescribed perfection
ism is a much broader concept that captures an oppressive worldview. By 
contrast, as something more discreet, perceived coach pressure and perceived 
parental pressure reflect particular others and more tangible behaviours. In my 
view, because this is the case, perceived coach pressure and perceived parental 
pressure are more likely to be veridical. That is, perceptions of parental and 
coach behaviours are more likely to reflect actual behaviours. This is less likely 
to be the case for socially prescribed perfectionism which does not necessarily 
reflect the behaviours of any particular other and develops at the marked point 
at which perceptions of external pressure have been internalized. On this point, 
Hewitt, Flett, and Mikail state: 

Socially prescribed perfectionists are people who have incorporated 
imposed expectations into their broader sense of self. They have come to 
believe that people in general, or society as a whole, has placed on them 
an unrelenting pressure to be perfect. These individuals should be dis
tinguished from those who have the sheer misfortune of encountering a 
particular person who is impossible to please. 

(Hewitt, Flett, & Mikail, 2017, pp. 44–45) 

Our conceptualization of perfectionistic climate, and new intended home of 
perceived coach pressure and perceived parental pressure, aims to capture the 
experiences of the very people who are misfortunate enough to be in envir
onments where the goal structures, language, and behaviours of others, make 
them believe they need to perform perfectly. We propose to assess this sub
jectively (perceptions) and objectively (observation) and this necessitates a 
reconsideration of where best to locate perceived coach pressure and perceived 
parental pressure. In revisiting Frost et al. (1990), the developers of the original 
instrument from which the subscales come from, they justify the inclusion of 
parental pressure (criticism and expectations) on the basis of their value as 
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etiological factors. However, in addition to creating conceptual confusion 
regarding the core features of perfectionism, it is also unclear what the presence 
or absence of these factors can tell us about their previous presence or absence. 
In all, following the emergence of a promising alternative approach, the value of 
the inclusion of these subscales is now questionable. 
As Dunn points out, though, perceived coach pressure and perceived par

ental pressure do load well in higher-order models of perfectionism on perfec
tionistic concerns which supports their inclusion. As a counter argument, in 
recent work exploring the two-factor model of perfectionism in sport, we have 
found that the best fitting model is one that does not include these two sub-
scales (Hill et al., 2022). Coach expectations and coach criticism also seem to 
load well on our climate measure with other coach behaviours (see Grugan 
et al., 2021). Hopefully researchers and practitioners will eventually find 
these findings comforting in regards to repositioning measures of percep
tions and coaches and parents. However, ultimately, this is a conceptual 
issue for which we need to decide if relocating these dimensions of perfec
tionism helps clarify the core features of trait (or dispositional) perfectionism, 
and therefore strengthens or weakens its construct validity, and whether relo
cating them will help advance our understanding of perfectionism in sport, 
dance, and exercise. 
In regards to advancing understanding, much of what we have learned so far 

regarding perfectionistic pressure in sport is owed to Dunn and colleagues and 
the inclusion of the parental pressure and coach pressure subscales in the 
S-MPS-2. However, if the effects of perfectionistic pressure are to be fully 
understood, I believe they will need to be untethered from trait (or disposi
tional) measures of perfectionism. We are beginning to see the possible insights 
offered of doing so in work examining perfectionistic climates (e.g. Grugan et al., 
2022) and in other work on the development of perfectionism (e.g. Fleming et al., 
2023). I anticipate that work of this kind will justify this change in approach and 
reveal how athletes, dancers, and exercisers might suffer the effects of perfectionism 
without necessarily being perfectionistic themselves. 
Researchers and practitioners may quite rightly wait for more research to be 

provided before deciding on the merits of the change we are proposing. In the 
meantime, I highlight the steady emergence of evidence of perfectionistic cli
mates in sport. Take, for example, findings of the independent investigation 
into the high-performance culture at Rowing Canada Aviron (Thomlinson, 
2022a). The review provided participants with the opportunity to share their 
experiences of the high-performance environment and evidenced a culture in 
which maltreatment and disrespect behaviours from coaches was common. 
Staggeringly, 87% of respondents to the survey included as part of the investi
gation reported that they had “witnessed, been subjected to, or heard of mal
treatment occurring …” (Thomlinson, 2022b). In this instance, maltreatment 
referred to a range of conduct that results in, or has the potential to result in, 
psychological or physical harm, and included acts such as unwarranted personal 
criticism, punishing athletes for poor performance, and inattention to wellbeing 
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and care (Rowing Canada, n.d.). These particular behaviours feature heavily in 
our conceptualization of perfectionistic climate. 
A further example is provided by the Whyte Review (Whyte, 2022), an inde

pendent review into allegations of abuse in gymnastics commissioned by UK 
Sport. The review describes a culture where gymnast welfare was at the periphery 
of British Gymnastics World Class Programme and development pathways. Of the 
400 submissions provided as part of the call for evidence in the review, 50% of the 
reports from gymnasts, parents, coaches, and other adults included elements of 
emotional abuse that included belittling language, excessively controlling beha
viour, and instances of isolation and humiliation in front of others. The drive for 
“resilience” and “perfection” were identified among the factors that had con
tributed to this environment. The accounts of this environment are consistent with 
findings of recent qualitative research on the long-term effects of gymnasts’ mal
treatment experiences that also implicate the pressure to be perfect in enduring 
feelings of “not being good enough” (Salim & Winter, 2022). 
One of the more staggering findings in research that has taken place on 

perfectionistic pressure since the first edition of this book is from a study by 
Nixdorf et al. (2016). They found that perceived perfectionistic pressure from 
coaches was positively related to depressive symptoms in adolescent athletes. 
This finding has not received the attention it deserves and I would think would 
be jarring for researchers and practitioners. By locating perceived perfectionistic 
pressure as part of the trait, there is a danger that the difficulties athletes are 
experiencing are too easily attributed to the athletes themselves rather than the 
environments that are being creating in these domains. Greater scrutiny of 
these environments is required and more purposeful attempts to maximize 
athletic potential while safeguarding mental health is needed. Relocating per
ceived coach pressure and perceived parental pressure to the climate has the 
potential to help with that endeavour. 
A further reason I believe it is important to relocate coach pressure to a cli

mate measure are the general benefits of building a line of research that studies 
perfectionistic climate and the insights this might offer. We have only begun to 
undertake this work but, drawing on general climate research, we can start to 
see the possibilities of where it may take us. For example, there will surely be 
value in studying state perfectionism (or “perfectionistic involvement” analo
gous to the Achievement Goal Theory notion of “goal-involvement”; 
Nicholls, 1989) and observing how athletes, dancers, and exercisers are predis
posed towards perfectionistic involvement through an interactionist perspective 
including their personality (viz. trait perfectionism) and the context (viz. per
fectionistic climate). Doing so will allow us to study the effects of thinking that 
you need to be perfect or perform perfectly “right now”. This is something 
that could be more insightful than assessing either trait perfectionism or the 
climate alone (see Gershgoren et al., 2011, as an example) 
At least two studies have begun to broach this issue. Both are provided by 

Boone and colleagues (Boone et al., 2012; Boone & Soenens, 2015) when 
examining the relationship between perfectionism and eating disorder 
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symptoms. In the first study, they showed that a simple experimental induce
ment that encouraged university students to have the “highest possible stan
dards” and “thereby avoiding to fail or to disappoint yourself or others” 
increased agreement with measures of both perfectionistic strivings (personal 
standards) and perfectionistic concerns (concern over mistakes and doubts about 
action) during the next 24hrs. In addition, students in the perfectionism 
experimental conditions reported higher subsequent eating disorder symptoms 
(restraint and binge eating) versus a non-perfectionism control condition, with 
analyses also suggesting that state perfectionistic concerns mediated these effects. 
In the second study, they found the same manipulation again increased levels of 
perfectionistic strivings (personal standards) during the next 24hrs and that, 
when body dissatisfaction was high, the inducement predicted subsequent 
eating disorder symptoms. 
In their first study, Boone et al. (2012, p. 531) posed the interesting question 

“Is there a perfectionist in each of us?” I think the answer is yes and when we 
find ourselves in perfectionistic climates our more perfectionistic self is more 
likely to emerge. In order to test this and other proposals, we will need to 
relocate perceptions of external perfectionistic pressures from being a quality 
of the athlete, dancer, and exerciser, to being a reflection of the social 
environment. 

Revisiting “Healthy Perfectionism” and its Alternatives in Sport, Dance, 
and Exercise 

The final issue worth discussing featured in the first edition of this book – 
whether perfectionism exists in a healthy, positive, or adaptive type or form. It 
is an issue that researchers and practitioners have wrestled with and debated. 
Readers will find some evidence of progress towards consensus in this book 
with prominent researchers in this area supporting the proposal to abandon the 
terms “healthy perfectionist” (and “unhealthy perfectionist”) (see Chapter 5) 
and warning against the possibility that performers, coaches, and parents could 
come to view perfectionism as desirable, by conflating striving for perfection 
with striving for excellence (see Chapter 6). For those interested in a fuller 
understanding of this debate and its history in sport, dance, and exercise, I 
encourage readers to consult the writings of Hall (2006; Hall et al., 2013; Hall 
et al., 2014) and Flett and Hewitt (2005, 2014, 2016). Readers can also find the 
issue discussed in my work with colleagues (Hill, 2021; Hill, Mallinson‐
Howard, Madigan, & Jowett, 2020; Hill, Madigan, Smith, Mallinson, & 
Donachie, 2020). 
With other sources available, I do not want to dwell on this debate. How

ever, I would like to offer a brief update on how the literature in this area has 
changed and why, I believe, we can at least begin to think about focusing on 
other matters, like viable alternatives to healthy perfectionism. Since the first 
edition of this book a series of major meta-analyses have been published and 
provide convincing evidence that, at least typically, perfectionism – both 
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perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns – are likely to be unheal
thy. These meta-analyses include examination of burnout (Hill & Curran, 
2016), depressive symptoms (Smith et al., 2016), anxiety symptoms (Smith 
et al., 2017), bulimic symptoms (Kehayes et al., 2019), suicidality (Smith et al., 
2018), and other psychopathologies (Limburg et al., 2017). The idea of a 
healthy dimension or form of perfectionism has been all but dispelled by this 
work. 
Replicating this research in sport, dance, and exercise, though, particularly 

among more elite groups, may be necessary to fully extinguish the idea of 
healthy perfectionism in these domains. This is because some researchers and 
practitioners appear to remain unconvinced by this evidence and continue to 
justify the healthy moniker, and similar labels, on other grounds. Take, as 
examples, the proposal that “perfectionists … who succeed (i.e. win) can be 
said to possess a somewhat adaptive form of perfectionism – they have suc
cessfully adapted their perfectionism to the demands of the environment” 
(Rees et al., 2017, p. 239) or that “Behaviours considered dysfunctional in one 
context may be considered functional in another. For example, perfectionism 
may be considered functional in some elite sport settings but less so in life” 
(Henriksen et al., 2020, p. 555). These positions are dubious, in my view, 
and are not supported by robust empirical research. 
In reflecting on these positions, I have come to the realization that where I 

previously believed that it was research examining perfectionism and mental 
health in sport, dance, and exercise that was key to debunking myths regarding 
healthy, positive, and adaptive perfectionism, it is not the case. Rather, it is 
research examining perfectionism and performance in these domains that is 
more important in this regard. This is because the last outpost for healthy per
fectionism appears to be the idea that perfectionism, regardless of its other costs, 
might contribute to superior athletic performance. At the moment, there is 
indeed support for a positive relationship between perfectionistic strivings and 
athlete performance (see Hill et al., 2018). However, in actuality, there are very 
few studies of this relationship and most have notable limitations that include 
the lack of measures of “real world” performance and reliance on student-athlete 
samples. Even fewer studies have been designed to test notions of perfectionistic 
vulnerability and perfectionistic reactivity that will be important to performance 
(see Chapter 15). More research is required in order to better understand this 
relationship. 
In the meantime, what, then, are the possible alternatives to perfectionism 

and the pursuit of perfection? Some of the alternatives are discussed in this 
book. One interesting possibility is to pursue perfection more compassionately 
and less irrationally. Adopting an REBT perspective, Jordana and Turner 
(Chapter 12) argue that while perfectionism is extreme, rigid and illogical, it is 
not synonymous with being irrational. Rather, in their view, perfection is a 
goal that can be underpinned by irrational beliefs (“My performance must be 
perfect”) and rational beliefs (“I would like my performance to be perfect, but 
it doesn’t need to be”). A similar position is offered by Dunn (Chapter 13) who 
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also believes that differentiating between striving for perfection versus 
demanding or expecting perfection is possible and necessary. Opinions will differ 
with regard to whether perfectionism, a personality trait that is enmeshed 
with problematic goals and irrational beliefs, can be managed in this way. 
However, it is an interesting position and, as an initial practical step, practitioners 
may find it useful. 
Many might consider the absence of irrationality to mark a notable con

ceptual demarcation from perfectionism (see Greenspon, 2000, 2008, 2014). In 
reconciling these two views, perhaps we have arrived at something that might 
be termed imperfectionism. That is, the pursuit of perfection combined with 
acceptance that mistakes and failures are normal and have no bearing on per
sonal value or self-worth (viz. a form of unconditional self-acceptance). This 
concept is aligned with the aforementioned approaches but offers a concept 
distinct from perfectionism. Notably, it does not merely include low or minimal 
evaluative concerns. Rather, instead, it includes the presence of an additional 
psychological resource (akin to unconditional or resilient self-acceptance) that 
buffers the negative effects of pursuing perfection. The usefulness of the con
cept of imperfectionism will be worth exploring in future applied practice and 
research. 
A further alternative is to not pursue perfection at all. In most circumstances 

high standards are likely to be enough. Research has shown, at least in regards 
to emotional effects, differentiating between high standards versus perfection 
is important. This was illustrated nicely by Blasberg et al. (2016) who dis
tributed two different versions of the same perfectionism questionnaire. One 
version referred to “high standards” (e.g. “I have high standards for my per
formance …”) and the other version referred to perfectionistic standards (e.g. 
“I have perfectionistic standards for my performance …”). They found that 
whereas perfectionistic standards predicted greater depressive symptoms, lower 
self-esteem and lower life satisfaction, high standards predicted lower depressive 
symptoms (or did not predict them), higher self-esteem, and higher life satis
faction. We have yet to see this type of research in sport, dance, and exercise, 
but we might assume that the benefits of having high standards, rather than 
perfectionistic standards, will be similar. 
A final alternative to striving for perfection is excellencism. Gaudreau (2018; 

Gaudreau et al., 2022) distinguishes between excellence strivers and perfection 
strivers. The latter pursue standards that are more extreme and less realistic, inad
vertently pursuing excellence when doing so. In his view, “perfectionism starts 
when excellencism ends” (Chapter 14, this volume). This is a description 
that aligns well with views that perfectionism entails a form of “overstriving” 
(Covington, 1992). As such, encouraging athletes and others to stop at excellence 
may provide a better basis for success and satisfaction. Many questions remain 
about excellencsim – how it develops and its differences from conscientiousness. 
However, Gaudreau (2018; Chapter 14, this volume) has begun to lay the theo
retical foundations for the approach and, in time, more empirical work will be 
available to determine its merits and utility in sport, dance, and exercise. 
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Perfectionism is not simply the act of goal pursuit or striving, of course. 
It is a way of viewing the world, oneself, and the relationship between 
success and personal value. If perfectionism was just about goal setting it 
would be easier to offer alternatives and advice to athletes. For most people, 
goals that are realistic and optimally challenging (given the circumstances 
and their ability) are likely to be the most beneficial for their performance, 
athletic development, and wellbeing. If so, it would also be easier to 
understand positions that imply it may be “functional” in sport. However, 
“perfectionism is a self-esteem issue” (Greenspon, 2014, p. 986), not a 
“goals issue”. It is borne out of relational contexts in which acceptance and 
rejection from others has embedded a deep sense of inadequacy. Extreme 
achievement striving is an act of reparation. Alternatives to perfectionism, 
then, require alternative relational contexts and alternative energizing factors 
to underpin behaviour that are less perilous and based on a secure sense of 
self – a desire to challenge oneself, personal mastery, a sense of belonging, 
and sporting tradition. These motives need not be perfectionistic or com
promise performance and wellbeing, and will likely make for more resilient 
athletes. 

Concluding Comments 

The current chapter places modern study of multidimensional perfectionism in 
context of its historical development and the ways it has previously been 
viewed and conceptualized. In considering the most pressing issues that need to 
be resolved in order to advance our understanding of perfectionism further I 
argue that a tripartite model, even a re-envisaged version, remains precariously 
positioned as an inferior alternative to the 2 � 2 model of perfectionism. In 
addition, it is now timely to relocate perceptions of external pressure from 
others from being a quality of the athlete, dancer, or exerciser, to being a 
quality of the social environment. Finally, after revisiting the issue of “healthy 
perfectionism”, I argue that more research is required in order to substantiate 
the claim that, despite its costs, perfectionism may still, in some ways, be 
adaptive or functional in sport. As alternatives, I advocate for consideration of 
imperfectionism, high standards, and excellencism. 

Notes 
1 The perfectionism subscale has now been included in two further iterations of the 

Eating Disorder Inventory (EDI-2 and EDI-3; Garner, 1991, 2004). 
2 I have limited discussion here to the subscales/dimensions of the two models pre

sented in the chapter (Frost et al., 1990, and Hewitt & Flett, 1991). However, the 
subscales/dimensions of other models and corresponding instruments, such as the 
Almost Perfect Scale-Revised (APS-R; Slaney, Rice, Mobley, Trippi, & Ashby, 
2001) or the Multidimensional Inventory of Perfectionism in Sport (MIPS; Stoeber 
et al., 2007), can also be considered to align conceptually with one of the two 
higher-order dimensions. 
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2 Advances in the Measurement 
of Perfectionism in Sport, Dance, 
and Exercise 

Daniel J. Madigan 

There are currently many measures of perfectionism. These measures contain a 
different number of subscales and, most of the time, the subscales have different 
names. This presents a confusing situation to researchers unfamiliar with the 
perfectionism literature who want to conduct research on perfectionism in 
sport, dance, and exercise. The aim of the present chapter, then, is to provide 
clear recommendations for how to measure perfectionism in these domains. To 
do so, I first introduce readers to the conceptual foundations for these recom
mendations – the two-factor model and sub-domain-specific models of per
fectionism. I then review general and sport-specific measures of perfectionism. 
In each case I note key features, offer critique, and recommendations in regards 
to their general use. I close the chapter by discussing which subscales offer best, 
sub-optimal, and inappropriate proxies of the two-factor higher-order model of 
perfectionism in sport, dance, and exercise. 

Overview 

In the first edition of this chapter all extant measures of multidimensional per
fectionism were reviewed (Stoeber & Madigan, 2016). In this revised, second 
edition, my goal is somewhat different. While I again provide an overview of 
measures and measurement issues in this area, the focus is now only on the 
measures that are the most common, valid and reliable for assessing perfec
tionism in sport, dance, and exercise. In changing this approach, I have also 
updated the information provided based on new evidence and have added 
details of translated versions of measures now available in non-English lan
guages. As a result of changing evidence, some of the recommendations have 
now also changed. I begin the chapter with a brief discussion of three impor
tant conceptual and practical issues that form the backdrop to my review, 
critique, and proposed recommendations. 

The Two-Factor Model of Perfectionism 

Perfectionism is multidimensional. This is because it has various interrelated 
defining features. Research has shown that these different features – when 
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examined together using factor analytic procedures – form two higher-order 
factors (Stoeber & Otto, 2006): Perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic 
concerns. Differentiating perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns is 
central to understanding perfectionism. This is because this approach acts as a 
means to translate research adopting different measures, dimensions, and subscales 
into the same comparable language. Importantly, when we do so, perfectionistic 
strivings and perfectionistic concerns are found to show differing relationships with 
various outcomes, with only perfectionistic concerns consistently related to mala
daptive outcomes (such as depressive symptoms), and perfectionistic strivings more 
mixed and sometimes related to more adaptive outcomes (such as performance; 
Hill et al., 2018). This approach, then, is integral to understanding perfectionism 
and its measurement in sport, dance, and exercise domains. 

Proxies of Perfectionistic Strivings and Perfectionistic Concerns 

The two-factor model necessitates the use of the best “proxies” of perfectionistic 
strivings and perfectionistic concerns. This is because perfectionistic strivings and 
perfectionistic concerns are broad, higher-order, dimensions that cannot be fully 
captured with single indicators. Combining two or more subscales allows for 
greater confidence in capturing the higher-order dimensions, rather than model-
specific aspects of perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns. It also has 
the advantage of minimizing idiosyncrasies in individual subscales. As such, the 
recommendations that follow are based on the idea that multiple measures of 
perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns are required, or at least prefer
able, and that researchers should seek to use the best available proxy measures of 
the two higher-order dimensions of perfectionism when doing so. 

(Sub-)Domain-Specificity of Perfectionism 

One final issue taken into account as part of the present chapter is the importance 
of domain-specificity and the emergence of sub-domain measures of perfectionism. 
Few people are perfectionistic in all domains of life and, if you ask people about 
perfectionism in general, most will mention specific domains of functioning (such 
as work, school, or sport; Stoeber & Stoeber, 2009). Consequently, it is important 
to view perfectionism as a domain-specific characteristic (e.g. Dunn, Gotwals, & 
Causgrove Dunn, 2005). Researchers have therefore begun to measure perfec
tionism in this way. When doing so in sport, this approach shows greater pre
dictive utility of sport-specific characteristics, processes, and outcomes than general 
measures of perfectionism (e.g. Dunn et al., 2011). Hence it is important to dif
ferentiate between general measures of perfectionism and domain-specific measures  
of perfectionism. More recently, it has also become apparent that it is important to 
differentiate sub-domains – that is, particular aspects of a domain. As such, global 
(e.g. life generally), domain-specific (e.g. sport), and sub-domain-specific (e.g.  
performance) measures are differentiated when considering the merits of particular 
approaches to measuring perfectionism in sport, dance, and exercise. 



28 Daniel J. Madigan 

The next part of the chapter is a review of general measures of perfectionism 
that are recommended, to varying degrees, to measure perfectionism in sport, 
dance, and exercise, but were not specifically developed for this purpose. The 
second part will review domain-specific and sub-domain-specific measures of 
perfectionism that are recommended for use and were specifically developed to 
measure perfectionism in sport.1 

General Measures 

The Importance of Contextualization 

Since individuals who are invested in sport, dance, or exercise show higher 
levels of perfectionism in these domains than other areas of life (e.g. Dunn 
et al., 2005), if the intention is to measure perfectionism in sport, dance, and 
exercise, general measures of perfectionism need to be contextualized to make 
sure they capture individual differences in perfectionism in sport, dance, and 
exercise, not general perfectionism. 
To do so, research in personality and individual differences differentiates 

between tagging, instructional contextualization, and fully contextualized 
measures (e.g. Holtrop et al., 2014). Tagging refers to telling participants that 
the items of a measure should be responded to with reference to a specific 
domain by adding a “tag” in front of the item section (e.g. “In competitive 
rowing, …”; Hill et al., 2014). Instructional contextualization refers to adapting 
the instructions so to tell participants what domain the items should be 
responded to (e.g. “Below are a number of statements regarding attitudes 
toward sport and sport performance. Please read each statement and decide to 
what degree this statement characterizes your attitudes toward competitive rowing”; 
Hill et al., 2014). 
This, however, is often not sufficient for providing a reliable and valid 

assessment of domain-specific perfectionism, so general measures of perfec
tionism need to be fully contextualized. The reason is that these measures 
contain items that refer to life in general (e.g. “My parents rarely expected me 
to excel in all aspects of my life”; Hewitt & Flett, 1991) or to areas of life, 
activities, and people outside sport, dance, and exercise (e.g. “If I fail at work/ 
school, I am a failure as a person”; Frost et al., 1990). Such items need to be 
adapted (i.e. revised or rewritten), for example, by replacing “work/school” 
with “my sport” (e.g. Hill et al., 2014). Only when general measures of perfec
tionism are contextualized, can researchers be sure that they capture perfectionism 
in sport, dance, and exercise and not general perfectionism in athletes, dancers, and 
exercisers. 
This is different if researchers intend to examine the correlates and con

sequences of general perfectionism in athletes – for example, does general per
fectionism predict general life satisfaction in athletes? In that case, researchers 
are advised to make clear to participants that the items do not refer to their sport, 
but to life in general (cf. Gaudreau & Verner-Filion, 2012). Most of the time, 
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though, researchers should seek to use tagging or instructional contextualization 
when using general measures. 

Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (F-MPS) 

Description 

The F-MPS (Frost et al., 1990) differentiates six dimensions of perfectionism: 
personal standards, concern over mistakes, doubts about actions, parental expecta
tions, parental criticism, and organization. Personal standards reflect perfectionists’ 
exceedingly high standards of performance. Concern over mistakes reflects per
fectionists’ fear about making mistakes and the negative consequences that mis
takes have for their self-evaluation, whereas doubts about actions reflect a 
tendency towards indecisiveness related to an uncertainty about doing the right 
thing. In contrast, parental expectations and parental criticism reflect perfectionists’ 
perceptions that their parents expected them to be perfect and were critical if they 
failed to meet these expectations. Finally, organization reflects tendencies to be 
organized and value order and neatness. To capture these aspects, Frost et al. 
(1990) developed the F-MPS. The F-MPS is composed of thirty-five items 
forming six subscales: Personal Standards (seven items; e.g. “I have extremely high 
goals”), Concern over Mistakes (nine items; “If I fail at work/school, I am a failure 
as a person”), Doubts about Actions (four items; “I usually have doubts about the 
simple everyday things that I do”), Parental Expectations (five items; “My parents 
wanted me to be the best at everything”), Parental Criticism (four items; “As a 
child, I was punished for doing things less than perfect”), and Organization (six 
items; “Organization is very important to me”). 

Short Form 

Cox, Enns, and Clara (2002) published a twenty-two-item short form of the 
F-MPS, with five subscales: Personal Standards (five items), Concern over Mistakes 
(five items), Doubts about Actions (three items), Parental Pressure (five items from 
the Parental Expectations and Parental Criticism subscales), and Organization (four 
items). The short form has shown good factorial validity, but scores from the Doubts 
about Actions subscale have shown Cronbach’s alphas (α) <  .70 (Cox et al., 2002).  
Because α = .70 is generally considered the lower threshold for acceptable reliability 
(e.g. Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994), the reliability of the short form’s Doubts about 
Actions scores may be regarded as questionable.2 All subscales showed correlations 
with their original counterparts of r >.86 suggesting a strong alignment between the 
short and long versions. 

Reliability and Validity 

The F-MPS has shown reliability and validity in numerous studies outside 
sport, dance, and exercise (see Flett & Hewitt, 2015, for a comprehensive 
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review). In this regard, Personal Standards scores have shown to be a key 
indicator of perfectionistic strivings and Concern over Mistakes scores a key 
indicator of perfectionistic concerns (Stoeber & Otto, 2006). 
The use of the F-MPS in sport and dance, however, is limited and mainly 

restricted  to  the time before the sport  adaptation of the F-MPS was published 
(discussed shortly). Moreover, most of these studies used the F-MPS without 
contextualizing it (e.g. Gould, Udry, Tuffey, & Loehr, 1996). The same is 
true for research examining the F-MPS in exercise (Taranis & Meyer, 2010). 
Consequently, it is unclear to what degree the studies captured perfectionism 
in sport and exercise (rather than general perfectionism in athletes and 
exercisers). 
A few studies, however, continue to use contextualized versions of the 

F-MPS subscales and show satisfactory reliabilities. Mouratidis and Michou 
(2011), for example, contextualized Personal Standards and Concerns over 
Mistakes to examine perfectionism in sport, motivation, and coping in junior 
athletes; and Nordin-Bates et al. (2017) contextualized Personal Standards, 
Concerns over Mistakes, and Doubts about Actions to examine perfectionism 
in dance, motivation, and burnout in ballet dancers. 

Translations 

Given that the F-MPS was one of the first multidimensional measures of perfec
tionism, it is not surprising that there are several available translations. This includes 
Chinese (Cheng et al., 1999), Korean (Lee & Park, 2011), Polish (Piotrowski & 
Bojanowska, 2021), Portuguese (Amaral et al., 2013), Romanian (Magurean et al., 
2016), and Spanish versions (Gelabert et al., 2011). On the whole, the F-MPS has 
stood up well to translation with most versions maintaining at least evidence for 
the reliability and validity of its major subscales. The Portuguese and Spanish 
translations have also been used in sport (e.g. González-Hernández et al., 2021). 

Critique 

There are a number of critical points researchers should be aware of when 
using the F-MPS. First, the factorial validity of the F-MPS is unclear. Factor 
analyses of the F-MPS items usually find between three and five, rather than 
six factors, combining Concern over Mistakes and Doubts about Actions 
items to one factor, or Parental Expectations and Parental Criticism items, or 
both (e.g. Cox et al., 2002). Second, two items of the Personal Standards 
subscale (“If I do not set the highest standards for myself, I am likely to end 
up a second-rate person”; “It is important to me that I be thoroughly com
petent in everything I do”) seem to capture contingent self-worth rather than 
personal standards (DiBartolo et al., 2004). Hence researchers interested in 
capturing “pure” personal standards may consider using the reduced five-item 
version suggested by DiBartolo et al. (2004). Third, because three Concern 
over Mistakes items make reference to other people (e.g. “People will 
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probably think less of me if I make a mistake”), the scale confounds personal 
and social aspects of perfectionistic concerns (cf. Hewitt & Flett, 1991). 
Finally, most of the Parental Expectations and Parental Criticism items are in 
the past tense. Consequently, the scales capture how participants remember 
their parents (and how their parents raised them) rather than how participants 
perceive their parents today. This has two implications. First, it is unclear how 
accurate these retrospective reports are (cf. Halverson, 1988). Second, as dis
cussed, it is unclear if the scales capture aspects of perfectionism or if they 
should better be conceptualized as antecedents of perfectionism, that is, 
aspects that lead to the development of perfectionism (e.g. Damian, Stoeber, 
Negru, & Băban, 2013). 
It is also important to note that the items of the Organization subscale are 

not included when computing total perfectionism scores (Frost et al., 1990). 
The reason is that Frost et al. considered order and organization a characteristic 
closely associated with perfectionism, but not a defining component of perfec
tionism. This view is supported by factor analyses showing that order and 
organization form a factor separate from perfectionistic strivings and perfectio
nistic concerns (Kim et al., 2015). This also means that organization should not 
be regarded as an indicator of perfectionistic strivings or be included in composite 
measures of perfectionistic strivings (Stoeber & Otto, 2006). 

Recommendation 

Since there are two reliable and valid domain-specific measures of perfectionism in 
sport available that follow Frost et al.’s (1990) model of perfectionism – the S-MPS 
(Dunn et al., 2002) and the S-MPS-2 (Gotwals & Dunn, 2009) – the continued 
use of the F-MPS to measure perfectionism in sport and dance is difficult to justify, 
even if the measure is fully contextualized. Hence researchers interested in mea
suring the aspects of perfectionism in sport and dance following the model of Frost 
et al. (1990) should refrain from using the F-MPS and instead use the S-MPS or 
S-MPS-2 contextualizing the items to specific domains (e.g. dance) if necessary. 
Researchers interested in measuring perfectionism in exercise, however, may find 
it difficult to use the S-MPS or S-MPS-2 because of the items’ reference to 
competition and training and may instead prefer to use contextualized versions of 
the F-MPS. 

Hewitt–Flett Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (HF-MPS) 

Description 

The HF-MPS (Hewitt & Flett, 1991) is based on a multidimensional model of 
perfectionism differentiating three forms of perfectionism: self-oriented, other-
oriented, and socially prescribed. Self-oriented perfectionism reflects internally 
motivated beliefs that striving for perfection and being perfect are important. 
Self-oriented perfectionists have exceedingly high personal standards, strive for 
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perfection, expect to be perfect, and are highly self-critical if they fail to meet 
these expectations. In contrast, other-oriented perfectionism reflects internally 
motivated beliefs that it is important for others to strive for perfection and be 
perfect. Other-oriented perfectionists expect others to be perfect, and are highly 
critical of others who fail to meet these expectations. Finally, socially prescribed 
perfectionism reflects externally motivated beliefs that striving for perfection and 
being perfect are important to others. Socially prescribed perfectionists believe that 
others expect them to be perfect, and that others will be highly critical of them if 
they fail to meet their expectations (Hewitt & Flett, 2004). The HF-MPS is a 
forty-five-item measure with three subscales: Self-Oriented Perfectionism (fifteen 
items; e.g. “I demand nothing less than perfection of myself”), Other-Oriented 
Perfectionism (fifteen items; “If I ask someone to do something, I expect it to be 
done flawlessly”), and Socially Prescribed Perfectionism (fifteen items; “People 
expect nothing less than perfection from me”). 

Short Form 

Cox et al. (2002) published a fifteen-item short form of the HF-MPS (with each 
subscale comprising five items) that has shown excellent factorial validity, but may 
be problematic when used to measure other-oriented perfectionism. The reasons 
are two-fold. First, Other-Oriented Perfectionism scores showed α < .70 ques
tioning the reliability of the scores. Second, all Other-Oriented Perfectionism 
items are reverse-scored whereas none of the Self-Oriented Perfectionism and 
Socially Prescribed Perfectionism items are. Because reverse-scored items of the 
HF-MPS can form a separate method factor (De Cuyper et al., 2015), the short 
form of Cox et al. (2002) confounds content and method. Whereas self-oriented 
and socially prescribed perfectionism are measured with positively scored items 
(the more participants agree with the item content, the higher their perfectionism), 
other-oriented perfectionism is measured with reverse-scored items (the less par
ticipants agree with the item content, the higher their perfectionism). This is not a 
problem when only Self-Oriented Perfectionism and Socially Prescribed Perfec
tionism are used (e.g. Jowett et al., 2013), but presents difficulties of interpretation 
when using Other-Oriented Perfectionism because disagreeing with statements 
that it is OK for others to be imperfect may not be the same as agreeing with 
statements that others should be perfect (Hill et al., 2014). The Self-Oriented and 
Socially Prescribed subscales from the short measure show strong correlations of r 
> .94 with their original counterparts, and can therefore be recommended in 
situations where it is less feasible to use all items from the original version. The 
short and long version of Other-Oriented Perfectionism have a notably lower 
correlation of r = .73 which again raises questions about this particular subscale. 

Children and Adolescent Version 

Researchers should note that there is also a twenty-two-item version of the 
HF-MPS specifically created for use with children and adolescents called the 



Advances in the Measurement of Perfectionism 33 

Child–Adolescent Perfectionism Scale (CAPS; Flett et al., 2016) which captures 
self-oriented perfectionism (twelve items) and socially prescribed perfectionism 
(ten items). In order to measure other-oriented perfectionism in this popula
tion, the CAPS will need to be supplemented by the recently developed 
Other-Oriented Perfectionism Subscale-Junior Form (Hewitt et al., 2022). Use 
of the CAPS precedes the more recent publication of assessment of its psy
chometric properties as it was available for use in an unpublished form (Flett et 
al., 2000). Subscales have demonstrated acceptable reliabilities of α > .81 in 
samples aged 8 years and older (Hewitt et al., 2022). 

Reliability and Validity 

The HF-MPS has shown reliability and validity in numerous studies outside 
sport, dance, and exercise (see Flett & Hewitt, 2015, for a review). Fur
thermore, Self-Oriented Perfectionism scores have been shown to be a key 
indicator of perfectionistic strivings and Socially Prescribed Perfectionism 
scores a key indicator of perfectionistic concerns (Stoeber & Otto, 2006). 
The HF-MPS and its short form have been used frequently in sport, both 
in their original form and contextualised version. For example, Curran and 
Hill (2018) explored general perfectionism and responses to performance 
failure in a sample of athletes whereas Grugan et al. (2020) examined con
textualized perfectionism and antisocial behaviour in athletes. Studies have 
also used the HF-MPS in exercise domains. Deck et al. (2021), for exam
ple, examined perfectionism and exercise dependence. The CAPS has 
begun to be used more frequently,  too, and has been used in sport (e.g. 
Donachie et al., 2019) and dance (e.g. Molnar et al., 2021). These studies 
are generally supportive of the use of the HF-MPS, particularly the shorter 
versions of the instrument. 

Translations 

Similar to the F-MPS, there are several translations available of the HF-MPS 
for those interested in employing the scales in a non-English language. This 
includes Dutch (De Cuyper et al., 2015), Italian (Rice et al., 2020), Indonesian 
(Safitri & Preston, 2020), and Turkish versions (Yasar, 2015). Again, the 
majority of alternative iterations of the original HF-MPS have translated well 
and have shown reliability and validity evidence for its multidimensional 
structure. I am not aware, however, of any instances where these versions have 
been used in sport, dance, or exercise. 

Critique 

There are, however, a number of open questions regarding the HF-MPS. First, 
the position of socially prescribed perfectionism in relation to the two-factor 
model of perfectionism is not 100% clear (cf. Sironic & Reeve, 2015). Whereas 
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SPP has been shown to be a reliable and valid indicator of perfectionistic con
cerns across numerous studies, there are researchers who consider socially pre
scribed perfectionism – that is, the perception that others are expecting one to 
be perfect – to be associated with perfectionism, but not an integral part of 
perfectionism (Shafran, Cooper, & Fairburn, 2002). Moreover, one item (“My 
parents rarely expected me to excel in all aspects of my life”, reverse-scored) 
has a similar content as the items of the F-MPS Parental Expectations subscale 
capturing developmental antecedents of perfectionism rather than perfectionism 
itself (cf. Damian et al., 2013). Second, the factorial validity of the full-length 
scale has been questioned. Using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to test the 
three-factor structure of the scale, Cox et al. (2002) found most fit indices 
indicating an unsatisfactory fit, which lead them to develop the fifteen-item 
short form described above. The reason for Cox et al.’s finding of unsatisfactory 
fit may be that the HF-MPS contains a significant number of reverse-scored 
items (e.g. “I never aim for perfection in my work”). In support of this idea, in 
one study these items formed a separate factor (De Cuyper et al., 2015). When 
this “method factor” was included in the CFA, the model fit improved sig
nificantly. Finally, some researchers have suggested that there are factors within 
the subscales of self-oriented and socially prescribed perfectionism that show 
different predictive validities (e.g. Trumpeter et al., 2006). In particular, 
Campbell and Di Paula’s (2002) suggestion to differentiate perfectionistic striv
ing and importance of being perfect (when regarding self-oriented perfection
ism) and conditional acceptance and others’ high standards (when regarding 
socially prescribed perfectionism) has been empirically supported (Stoeber & 
Childs, 2010), but so far this has not been taken up in research on perfection
ism in sport, dance, and exercise with the exception of one study in which 
perfectionistic striving and importance of being perfect were differentiated (Hill 
et al., 2010). 

Recommendation 

Researchers interested in measuring the aspects of perfectionism in sport, 
exercise, and dance following Hewitt and Flett’s (1991) multidimensional 
model of perfectionism have a number of choices depending on their aims. If 
the goal is to measure general perfectionism, then researchers should use the 
HF-MPS, if the goal is to capture the proxies of perfectionistic strivings and 
perfectionistic concerns in sport – self-oriented and socially prescribed perfec
tionism – then researchers should use and contextualize the respective five-item 
subscales of Cox et al.’s (2002) HF-MPS short form, but if the goal is to cap
ture sub-domain aspects of perfectionism, the PPS-S (discussed shortly) is more 
appropriate. There is mixed evidence that Other-Oriented Perfectionism 
should be included in the two-factor model of perfectionism and was excluded 
by Cox et al. (2002). With its distinct focus on demands on others, it is not a 
clear proxy of either perfectionistic strivings nor perfectionistic concerns so is 
best excluded. 
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Domain-Specific Measures 

Sport-Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (S-MPS) and S-MPS-2 

Description 

The S-MPS (Dunn et al., 2002) was the first published sport-specific measure 
of perfectionism and is based on Frost et al.’s (1990) multidimensional model. 
The S-MPS is composed of thirty-four items forming four subscales: Personal 
Standards (seven items; e.g. “I have extremely high goals for myself in my 
sport”), Concern over Mistakes (eight items; “If I fail in competition, I feel like 
a failure as a person”), Perceived Parental Pressure (nine items; “I feel like I am 
criticized by my parents for doing things less than perfectly in competition”), 
and Perceived Coach Pressure (six items; “Only outstanding performance 
during competition is good enough for my coach”). 
Whereas the S-MPS is based on the F-MPS, there are some important dif

ferences to note. First, the S-MPS follows Stoeber (1998) in combining par
ental expectations and parental criticism to one dimension labelled perceived 
parental pressure (see also Cox et al., 2002). Second, the S-MPS adds another 
dimension that is of key importance to athletes: perceived coach pressure (see 
also the MIPS described below). Moreover, except for one Perceived Parental 
Pressure item, all items of the two pressure scales in the F-MPS are in the past 
tense, not present tense as is the case in the S-MPS. Third, the S-MPS omits 
Doubts about Actions and Organization which were, however, added in a later 
revision of the S-MPS, the S-MPS-2 (Gotwals & Dunn, 2009). 
In the S-MPS-2, Doubts about Actions (six items; e.g. “I usually feel unsure 

about the adequacy of my pre-competition practices”) reflects on doubts about 
the adequacy of pre-competition training, whereas Organization (six items; “I 
follow pre-planned steps to prepare myself for competition”)3 reflects on 
having an organized pre-competition training regime and – for the same rea
sons as F-MPS Organization detailed previously – should not be used as an 
indicator of perfectionistic strivings. 

Reliability and Validity 

The S-MPS is the most widely used domain-specific measure of multi
dimensional perfectionism in sport and has demonstrated reliability and validity 
in numerous studies (e.g. Dunn et al., 2006). The S-MPS-2 is less frequently 
used – most researchers continue to use the S-MPS or use the S-MPS-2 
ignoring Doubts about Actions and Organization (e.g. Crocker et al., 2014) – 
but has demonstrated reliability and validity as well (e.g. Gotwals et al., 2010). 
As with the F-MPS, Personal Standards and Concern over Mistakes scores have 
been shown to be key indicators of perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic 
concerns (e.g. Stoeber et al., 2009). To my knowledge, the S-MPS has not yet 
been used to measure perfectionism in dance or exercise. 
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Translations 

Like the F-MPS, on which the S-MPS is based, there are now several trans
lated versions available. This includes Brazilian (Nascimento Junior et al., 2015), 
Czech (Květon et al., 2022), Mexican Spanish (Pineda-Espejel et al., 2017), and 
Turkish versions (Ercan & Kabakçi, 2020). All are translations of the S-MPS-2 
rather than the original version so include the two additional subscales. It 
would appear that for the most part the scale translates well into these other 
languages with evidence to support their validities and reliabilities. 

Critique 

There are a few minor issues to note. First, one Personal Standards item (“If I 
do not set the highest standards for myself in my sport, I am likely to end up a 
second-rate player”) seems to capture contingent self-worth rather than perso
nal standards (see DiBartolo et al., 2004, and the F-MPS critique above). The 
absence of the mention of perfection from these items has also recently been 
raised as a possible concern (see Chapter 13). Second, whereas both S-MPS and 
S-MPS-2 have shown good factorial validity (e.g. Gotwals et al., 2010), some 
items have shown low loadings (loadings < .30) on their target factor or cross-
loadings (loadings of > .30 on a different factor than the target factor). Third, 
the scales measuring perceived parental pressure and perceived coach pressure 
comprise a different number of items and items with different content. Hence, 
scores are not directly comparable and therefore one cannot test, for example, if 
athletes perceive more pressure to be perfect coming from their coach or their 
parents (see e.g. Madigan, 2016). Finally, there are some inconsistencies across 
and within the S-MPS subscales regarding training and competition. Whereas 
all Concern over Mistakes items mention competition, only five of the Per
ceived Parental Pressure items, four of the Perceived Coach Pressure items, and 
none of the Personal Standards items do. Conversely, one Personal Standards 
item mentions training whereas no other S-MPS item does. In contrast, all 
S-MPS-2 Doubts about Actions and Organization items concern training. 

Recommendation 

Notwithstanding these issues, both the S-MPS and the S-MPS-2 are reasonable 
domain-specific measures of perfectionism in sport. Consequently, researchers 
interested in measuring the aspects of perfectionism in sport and dance follow
ing Frost et al.’s (1990) model of perfectionism should use the S-MPS or 
S-MPS-2 to measure perfectionism in sport and use contextualized versions 
where needed (e.g. dance). Note however that some items need to be adapted 
for different sports (e.g. items mentioning “players” need to be revised for 
sports that do not have players such as track or figure skating; Dunn et al., 
2011). The Personal Standards and Concerns over Mistakes subscales are the 
most appropriate to represent perfectionistic strivings and concerns. The S-MPS 



Advances in the Measurement of Perfectionism 37 

and S-MPS-2 cannot be recommended for measuring perfectionism in exercise 
as its items are not applicable or easily adapted for use in that domain. 

Multidimensional Inventory of Perfectionism in Sports (MIPS) 

Description 

The MIPS is based on a combination of different models of multidimensional per
fectionism: Frost et al.’s (1990), Hewitt & Flett’s (1991), and the two-factor model 
(Stoeber & Otto, 2006). The MIPS was developed in German (Stoeber, Otto, & 
Stoll, 2004) and later translated to English (Stoeber, Otto, & Stoll, 2006). The ori
ginal MIPS comprised 72 items forming nine subscales, each with eight items: Per
fectionistic Aspirations during Training (e.g. “During training, I strive to be as 
perfect as possible”), Perfectionistic Aspirations during Competitions (“During 
competitions, I strive to be as perfect as possible”), Negative Reactions to Non-
perfect Performance during Training (e.g. “During training, I feel extremely stressed 
if everything does not go perfectly”), Negative Reactions to Nonperfect Perfor
mance during Competitions (“During competitions, I feel extremely stressed if 
everything does not go perfectly”), Perceived Pressure from Parents (“My parents 
expect my performance to be perfect”), Perceived Pressure from Coach (“My coach 
expects my performance to be perfect”), Perceived Pressure from Teammates (“My 
teammates expect my performance to be perfect”), Perfectionistic Pressure on 
Teammates (“I expect perfect performance of my teammates”), and Negative 
Reactions to Nonperfect Performance of Teammates (“I feel extremely stressed if 
everything does not go perfectly for my teammates”) with the latter two subscales 
reflecting other-oriented perfectionism directed at teammates. 
In the journal publications following the construction of the MIPS, the first 

four scales were renamed Striving for Perfection during Training/Competition 
and Negative Reactions to Imperfection during Training/Competition (Stoe
ber et al., 2007; Stoeber et al., 2008). Moreover, the scales were reduced to 
five items to improve factorial validity (Stoeber et al., 2007). The parent and 
coach subscales were also renamed Parental Pressure to be Perfect and Coach 
Pressure to be Perfect (cf. Madigan, 2016). 

Reliability and Validity 

The five-item scales capturing striving for perfection and negative reaction to 
imperfection have shown reliability and validity in numerous studies (e.g. Mal-
linson-Howard et al., 2021). Moreover, in structural equation models, Striving for 
Perfection and Negative Reactions to Mistakes scores have been shown to be 
reliable indicators of perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns (e.g. 
Madigan et al., 2018). The Parental Pressure and Coach Pressure subscales have 
also shown reliability and validity in more recent studies (e.g. Madigan, 2016). The 
MIPS has been used on one occasion to examine perfectionism and creativity in 
dancers (Nordin-Bates et al., 2020), but has yet to be used in exercisers. 
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Translations 

In addition to the original German version of the MIPS, these are also Italian (De 
Maria et al., 2021) and Spanish versions (Atienza et al., 2020). The Spanish version 
focuses only on the Striving for Perfection and Negative Reactions to Imperfec
tion subscales, but provides evidence for their reliability and validity. The Italian 
version on the other hand includes all subscales from the original German version 
of the MIPS and was broadly supportive of the original factor structure in sport. 

Critique 

Even though the Negative Reactions to Imperfection scale has been shown to be a 
reliable and valid indicator of perfectionistic concerns (e.g. Gotwals et al., 2012), 
the scale captures negative reactions to imperfection rather than perfectionistic 
concerns per se, that is, anxiety and worry about imperfection (e.g. concern over 
making mistakes) or about the consequences of imperfection (e.g. negative eva
luation from others). Furthermore, the MIPS scales capturing perfectionistic pres
sure on teammates and negative reactions to nonperfect performance of teammates 
have never been properly tried and tested. Consequently, it is unclear what to 
make of these scales. This is different for the scales capturing perceived pressure to 
be perfect, where researchers are beginning to use them more frequently with 
athlete samples (e.g. Madigan et al., 2019). 

Recommendation 

Even though there are conceptual questions of whether Negative Reactions to 
Imperfection captures perfectionistic concerns (if we take “concerns” literally), both 
Striving for Perfectionism and Negative Reactions to Imperfection have been shown 
to be reliable and valid indicators of perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic con
cerns in numerous studies and can be recommended. Moreover, it is recommended 
that researchers consider using the MIPS scales capturing perceived pressure from 
teammates even though there is so far only limited information on their reliability and 
validity (cf. Madigan et al., 2016). This is because teammates are likely a significant 
influence on athletes’ experiences in sport, and while there are measures of parental 
pressure and coach pressure, there is currently no other measure of teammate 
pressure. 

Sub-Domain-Specific Measures 

Performance Perfectionism Scale for Sport (PPS-S) 

The most recent addition to the field has been the PPS-S (Hill et al., 2016). 
The PPS-S is based on Hewitt and Flett’s conceptualization of perfectionism 
and comprises twelve items forming three sub-scales: Self-Oriented Perfor
mance Perfectionism (four items; “I put pressure on myself to perform 
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perfectly”), Socially Prescribed Performance Perfectionism (four items; “People 
criticize me if I do not perform perfectly”), and Other-Oriented Performance 
Perfectionism (four items; “I criticize people if they do not perform perfectly”). 
The items are focused on the sub-domain of sport performance, rather than life 
or sport generally. 

Reliability and Validity 

Hill et al. (2016) provided reliability and validity evidence for all sub-scales of 
the PPS-S. This was across five samples of junior athletes (two for exploratory 
analyses, and three for confirmatory analyses). There is also evidence for relia
bility in adult athlete samples (e.g. Olsson et al., 2022). The scale has yet to be 
used in a dance domain. 

Translations 

There are also a few recent translations of the PPS-S. This includes a Brazilian 
version (Angelo et al., 2019), Polish version (Waleriańczyk et al., 2022), and a 
Turkish version (Esentas et al., 2020). A note of caution, however, is war
ranted in relation to the Turkish translation. Their analyses provided support 
for a unidimensional model. As the PPS-S purports to measure a multi
dimensional construct, at this time, the Turkish version cannot be recom
mended. The other translations appear to be adequate in terms of their 
reliability and validity. 

Critique 

There are a couple of points of critique to note. There is some evidence that 
one Socially Prescribed Performance Perfectionism item (“People always 
expect my performances to be perfect”) cross-loads onto Self-Oriented Per
formance Perfectionism. This was found in two of three samples when adopt
ing exploratory structural equation modelling (Hill et al., 2016). In addition, 
because the PPS-S is a relatively new addition to the perfectionism literature, it 
has yet to be used (and evaluated) in large numbers of samples and studies 
beyond its initial validation. 

Recommendation 

Those individuals wishing to capture perfectionism in the sub-domain of perfor
mance (i.e. sport or dance performance) are recommended to use the PPS-S. In 
addition, those wishing to adopt the popular Hewitt and Flett approach to con
ceptualizing perfectionism may prefer to use the PPS-S rather than contextualizing 
the HF-MPS. With regard to capturing perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic 
concerns, I recommend using the self-oriented and socially prescribed sub-scales of 
the PPS-S. Researchers have recently begun to do so in sport (e.g. Watson et al., 
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2021). While the scale has yet to be used in dance settings, it is recommended to 
those interested in capturing dance performance perfectionism as its items seem 
readily applicable. However, the scale cannot currently be recommended for use 
in exercise settings where the concept of performance and item phraseology in the 
scale may not easily apply. 

Overall Recommendations 

Based on the above discussions, I have some further broad recommendations 
regarding measuring perfectionism in sport, dance, and exercise. As noted in 
Table 2.1, there are now various proxies of perfectionistic strivings and perfec
tionistic concerns and these are available across various different measures. This 
includes three measures specifically developed for the sport domain. As such, so 
as to capture the two higher dimensions of perfectionism across the range of 
relevant aspects of sport, it is recommended to use multiple sport-specific mea
sures simultaneously (see Watson et al., 2021, for an example of how to do this). 
Adopting this approach has the benefit of capturing the breadth of perfectionistic 
strivings and perfectionistic concerns while counteracting some of the potential 
inadequacies and nuances found in individual subscales. 
I note here, however, that the subscales have different numbers of items and 

different response scales. Consequently, as highlighted in the first edition of this 
chapter, researchers should either use the scales as indicators in structural 
equation modelling (e.g. Stoeber et al., 2009) or – if this is not feasible – 
researchers should first standardize all scores to make sure the scores are on the 
same scale (M = 0,  SD = 1) before they are combined. This will ensure that all 
subscales combined get the same weight and avoid the situation where scales 
that have more items or use response scales with more categories (e.g. a one-
to-seven scale compared to a one-to-five scale) will get a disproportionate 
weight in the aggregate score (e.g. Madigan et al., 2015). 
The idea to use multiple measures may not be universally agreed upon. Nota

bly, Dunn et al. (2016) argued that using multiple subscales from one measure – 
the S-MPS-2 – is sufficient to capture perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic 
concerns. I respectfully disagree with this proposal. This is for two main reasons. 
First, conceptually, some particular aspects measured by the S-MPS-2, namely, 
parent and coach pressure, are best considered antecedents of perfectionism rather 
than defining features (see Madigan et al., 2019, in sport; Curran & Hill, 2022, 
more generally). Second, empirically, in factor analyses, the inclusion of the 
recommended proxy measures into a higher-order model suggests they better 
represent the higher order dimensions. This is perhaps best illustrated in Dunn et 
al.’s own study where the addition of Multidimensional Inventory of Perfection
ism in Sport (MIPS) subscales to the model results in reductions in factor loadings 
of other S-MPS-2 subscales, and the recommended proxies emerge as the stron
gest loading dimensions. Finally, it is worth noting that Dunn and colleagues have 
subsequently chosen to adopt a multiple measures approach (e.g. Lizmore et al., 
2019). 
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The recommendation that multiple instruments are used to capture the two 
factors of perfectionism necessitates best proxies are identified and used from 
domain-specific measures. In addition, it also requires exclusion of other 
proxies that are either sub-optimal or inappropriate (see again Table 2.1). 
In terms of sub-optimal proxies, there is one subscale – Doubts about 

Action – that could be used but only in instances where it is not possible to use 
other, better proxies (e.g. availability of translations). The main reason for this 
recommendation is based on evidence from the original F-MPS that it is diffi
cult to differentiate Doubts about Action from Concerns over Mistakes. In fact, 
in many instances, both form a single factor (Stoeber, 1998). Given that Con
cerns over Mistakes better represents the idea of perfectionistic concerns and 
overly critical evaluations that underpin perfectionistic concerns, in this 
instance, Doubts about Action should be considered second-best. In addition, 
this subscale could be considered to be too narrow to capture perfectionistic 
concerns in sport (at the domain level) – reflecting only doubts about the 
adequacy of pre-competition training – and therefore not in line with the rest 
of the S-MPS subscales. 
Finally, in terms of inadequate proxies, for the aforementioned reasons, parental 

and coach aspects (antecedents of perfectionism), organization (peripheral to perfec
tionism), and other-oriented perfectionism (distinctive in its focus on demands of 
others) cannot be recommended for use to represent perfectionistic strivings and 
perfectionistic concerns. Doing so weakens the construct validity of perfectionistic 
strivings and perfectionistic concerns. In addition, it provides sub-optimal measure
ment that may contribute to increased measurement error and confusion regarding 
the correlates and consequences of perfectionism in sport, dance, and exercise. 

Concluding Comments 

Measurement is the foundation on which the study of perfectionism is built. It 
is hoped that the recommendations that I have offered in this chapter provide 
more solid ground from which to further advance our understanding of per
fectionism in sport, dance, and exercise. I have reviewed current instruments 
and made recommendations for their use. I have also identified the subscales 
that should be used to capture the broad higher-order dimensions of perfec
tionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns. In doing so, I have advocated for 
the use of multiple measures of perfectionism and identified suboptimal sub-
scales and subscales that are best avoided. Adhering to these recommendations 
will improve measurement of perfectionism and our understanding of its effects 
in sport, dance, and exercise. 
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Notes 
1	 In this review, to aid clarity, the names of scales and subscales are capitalized (e.g. 

Personal Standards, Concern over Mistakes) whereas the psychological concepts the 
scales and subscales capture are in lowercase letters (e.g. personal standards, concern 
over mistakes). 

2	 Note that here and in the rest of the chapter when discussing the scores’ reliability, I 
refer to Cronbach’s alpha (α, internal consistency) which is the most commonly used 
statistic to assess reliability, but there are other statistics (e.g. test–retest correlation). 
Moreover, there are textbooks that regard Cronbach’s alphas between.60 and.70 as 
acceptable (e.g. George & Mallery, 2003). 

3	 Beware of the formatting error in Gotwals and Dunn’s (2009) table 2.1. Item 31 
captures doubts about actions, not organization. 
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Květon, P., Jelínek, M., & Burešová, I. (2022). Psychometric Properties of the Sport 
Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale-2 in Czech Adolescent Athletes: An Explora
tory Approach. SAGE Open, 12(3), 21582440221109581. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
21582440221109581. 

Lee, D. G., & Park, H. J. (2011). Cross-cultural validity of the frost multidimensional 
perfectionism scale in Korea. The Counseling Psychologist, 39(2), 320–345. https://doi. 
org/10.1177/0011000010365910. 

Lizmore, M. R., Dunn, J. G., Dunn, J. C., & Hill, A. P. (2019). Perfectionism and 
performance following failure in a competitive golf-putting task. Psychology of Sport 
and Exercise, 45, 101582. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2019.101582. 

Longbottom, J.-L., Grove, J. R., & Dimmock, J. A. (2010). An examination of perfec
tionism traits and physical activity motivation. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 11, 
574–581. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2010.06.007. 

Longbottom, J.-L., Grove, J. R., & Dimmock, J. A. (2012). Trait perfectionism, self-deter
mination, and self-presentation processes in relation to exercise behavior. Psychology of 
Sport and Exercise, 13, 224–235. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2011.11.003. 

Madigan, D. J. (2016). Confirmatory factor analysis of the Multidimensional Inventory 
of Perfectionism in Sport. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 26, 48–51. https://doi.org/ 
10.1016/j.psychsport.2016.06.003. 

Madigan, D. J., Curran, T., Stoeber, J., Hill, A. P., Smith, M. M., & Passfield, L. 
(2019). Development of perfectionism in junior athletes: A three-sample study of 
coach and parental pressure. Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 41(3), 167–175. 
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.2018-0287. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2016.06.003
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000010365910
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244022110958
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.psychsport.2007.09.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/jpsychsport.2007.09.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2009.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2009.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.2018-0287
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2016.06.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2011.11.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2010.06.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2019.101582
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000010365910
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244022110958
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.psychsport.2007.09.004
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0029770
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.2013-0206
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2015.06.015
https://doi.org/10.1037/spy0000125
https://doi.org/10.1016/jpsychsport.2007.09.004


48 Daniel J. Madigan 

Madigan, D. J., Stoeber, J., Culley, T., Passfield, L., & Hill, A. P. (2018). Perfectionism 
and training performance: The mediating role of other-approach goals. European 
Journal of Sport Science, 18, 1271–1279. https://doi.org/10.1080/17461391.2018. 
1508503. 

Madigan, D. J., Stoeber, J., & Passfield, L. (2016). Perfectionism and attitudes towards 
doping in junior athletes. Journal of sports sciences, 34(8), 700–706. https://doi.org/10. 
1080/02640414.2015.1068441. 

Madigan, D. J., Stoeber, J., & Passfield, L. (2015). Perfectionism and burnout in junior 
athletes: A three-month longitudinal study. Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 37  
(3), 305–315. https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.2014-0266. 

- -Magurean, S., Salagean, N., & Tulbure, B. T. (2016). Factor structure and psychometric 
properties of two short versions of Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale in 
Romania. Romanian Journal of Experimental Applied Psychology, 7.  

Mallinson-Howard, S. H., Madigan, D. J., & Jowett, G. E. (2021). A three-sample study 
of perfectionism and field test performance in athletes. European Journal of Sport Science, 
21, 1045–1053. https://doi.org/10.1080/17461391.2020.1811777. 

McArdle, S., & Duda, J. L. (2008). Exploring the etiology of perfectionism and per
ceptions of self-worth in young athletes. Social Development, 17, 980–997. https://doi. 
org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2007.00456.x. 

Molnar, D. S., Blackburn, M., Zinga, D., Spadafora, N., Methot-Jones, T., & Connolly, 
M. (2021). Trait perfectionism and dance goals among young female dancers: An 
application of the 2� 2 model of perfectionism. Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 
43(3), 234–247. https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.2020-0118 

Mouratidis, A., & Michou, A. (2011). Perfectionism, self-determined motivation, and 
coping among adolescent athletes. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 12, 355–367. http 
s://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2011.03.006. 

Nascimento Junior, J. R. A. D., Vissoci, J. R. N., Lavallee, D., & Vieira, L. F. (2015). 
Adaptation and validation of the Sport Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale-2 
(SMPS-2) for the Brazilian sport context. Motriz: Revista de Educação Física, 21, 125– 
136. https://doi.org/10.1590/S1980-65742015000200003. 

Nordin-Bates, S. M. (2020). Striving for Perfection or for Creativity? A Dancer’s 
Dilemma. Journal of dance education, 20, 23–34. https://doi.org/10.1080/15290824. 
2018.1546050. 

Nordin-Bates, S. M., Raedeke, T. D., & Madigan, D. J. (2017). Perfectionism, burnout, 
and motivation in dance: A replication and test of the 2� 2 model of perfectionism. 
Journal of Dance Medicine & Science, 21, 115–122. https://doi.org/10.12678/ 
1089-313X.21.3.115. 

Nunnally, J. C., & Bernstein, I. H. (1994). Psychometric theory (3rd ed.). McGraw-Hill. 
Olsson, L. F., Madigan, D. J., Hill, A. P., & Grugan, M. C. (2022). Do athlete and 

coach performance perfectionism predict athlete burnout? European Journal of Sport 
Science, 22(7), 1073–1084. https://doi.org/10.1080/17461391.2021.1916080. 

Pineda-Espejel, A., Arrayales, E., Morquecho-Sánchez, R., & Trejo, M. (2017). Vali
dation of the Sport Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale-2 for the Mexican sport 
context. International Journal of Human Movement and Sports Sciences, 5(2), 27–32. 

Piotrowski, K., & Bojanowska, A. (2021). Factor structure and psychometric properties 
of a Polish adaptation of the Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale. Current 
Psychology, 40(6), 2754–2763. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-019-00198-w. 

Rice, S. P., Loscalzo, Y., Giannini, M., & Rice, K. G. (2020). Perfectionism in Italy and 
the USA: Measurement invariance and implications for cross-cultural assessment. 

https://doi.org/10.12678/1089-313X.21.3.115
https://doi.org/10.1080/15290824.2018.1546050
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2011.03.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2011.03.006
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2007.00456.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2015.1068441
https://doi.org/10.1080/17461391.2018.1508503
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-019-00198-w
https://doi.org/10.1080/17461391.2021.1916080
https://doi.org/10.12678/1089-313X.21.3.115
https://doi.org/10.1080/15290824.2018.1546050
https://doi.org/10.1590/S1980-65742015000200003
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.2020-0118
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2007.00456.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/17461391.2020.1811777
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.2014-0266
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2015.1068441
https://doi.org/10.1080/17461391.2018.1508503


Advances in the Measurement of Perfectionism 49 

European Journal of Psychological Assessment, 36(1), 207. https://doi.org/10.1027/ 
1015-5759/a000476. 

Safitri, S., & Preston, M. (2020). The development of Indonesian Multidimensional 
Perfectionism Scale for senior high school students. 

Shafran, R., Cooper, Z., & Fairburn, C. G. (2002). Clinical perfectionism: A cognitive
behavioural analysis. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 40, 773–791. https://doi.org/10. 
1016/S0005-7967(01)00059–00056. 

Sironic, A., & Reeve, R. A. (2015). A combined analysis of the Frost Multidimensional 
Perfectionism Scale (FMPS), Child and Adolescent Perfectionism Scale (CAPS), and 
Almost Perfect Scale – Revised (APS-R): Different perfectionist profiles in adolescent 
high school students. Psychological Assessment, 27, 1471. https://doi.org/10.1037/pa 
s0000137. 

Stoeber, J. (1998). The Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale revisited: More 
perfect with four (instead of six) dimensions. Personality and Individual Differences, 24, 
481–491. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0191-8869(97)00207–00209. 

Stoeber, J. (2011). The dual nature of perfectionism in sports: Relationships with emo
tion, motivation, and performance. International Review of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 
4, 128–145. https://doi.org/10.1080/1750984X.2011.604789. 

Stoeber, J. (2014a). How other-oriented perfectionism differs from self-oriented and 
socially prescribed perfectionism. Journal of Psychopathology and Behavioral Assessment, 
36, 329–338. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10862-013-9397-7. 

Stoeber, J. (2014b). Perfectionism in sport and dance: A double-edged sword. 
International Journal of Sport Psychology, 45, 385–394. 

Stoeber, J., & Childs, J. H. (2010). The assessment of self-oriented and socially pre
scribed perfectionism: Subscales make a difference. Journal of Personality Assessment, 92, 
577–585. https://doi.org/10.1080/00223891.2010.513306. 

Stoeber, J., & Eismann, U. (2007). Perfectionism in young musicians: Relations with 
motivation, effort, achievement, and distress. Personality and Individual Differences, 43, 
2182–2192. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2007.06.036. 

Stoeber, J., & Madigan, D. J. (2016). Measuring perfectionism in sport, dance, and 
exercise: Review, critique, recommendations. In A. P. Hill (ed.), The psychology of 
perfectionism in sport, dance and exercise, 47–72. Routledge. 

Stoeber, J., & Otto, K. (2006). Positive conceptions of perfectionism: Approaches, evi
dence, challenges. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 10, 295–319. https://doi. 
org/10.1207/s15327957pspr1004_2. 

Stoeber, J., & Rambow, A. (2007). Perfectionism in adolescent school students: Rela
tions with motivation, achievement, and well-being. Personality and Individual 
Differences, 42, 1379–1389. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2006.10.015. 

Stoeber, J., & Rennert, D. (2008). Perfectionism in school teachers: Relations with 
stress appraisals, coping styles, and burnout. Anxiety, Stress, & Coping, 21, 37–53. http 
s://doi.org/10.1080/10615800701742461. 

Stoeber, J., & Stoeber, F. S. (2009). Domains of perfectionism: Prevalence and rela
tionships with perfectionism, gender, age, and satisfaction with life. Personality and 
Individual Differences, 46, 530–535. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2008.12.006. 

Stoeber, J., Harvey, L. N., Almeida, I., & Lyons, E. (2013). Multidimensional sexual 
perfectionism. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 42, 1593–1604. https://doi.org/10.1007/ 
s10508-013-0135-8. 

Stoeber, J., Hoyle, A., & Last, F. (2013). The Consequences of Perfectionism Scale: 
Factorial structure and relationships with perfectionism, performance perfectionism, 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-013-0135-8
https://doi.org/10.1080/10615800701742461
https://doi.org/10.1080/10615800701742461
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327957pspr1004_2
https://doi.org/10.1037/pas0000137
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0005-7967(01)00059%E2%80%9300056
https://doi.org/10.1027/1015-5759/a000476
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-013-0135-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2008.12.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2006.10.015
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327957pspr1004_2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2007.06.036
https://doi.org/10.1080/00223891.2010.513306
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10862-013-9397-7
https://doi.org/10.1080/1750984X.2011.604789
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0191-8869(97)00207�00209
https://doi.org/10.1037/pas0000137
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0005-7967(01)00059%E2%80%9300056
https://doi.org/10.1027/1015-5759/a000476


50 Daniel J. Madigan 

affect, and depressive symptoms. Measurement and Evaluation in Counseling and Development, 
46, 178–191. https://doi.org/10.1177/074817561348198. 

Stoeber, J., Kobori, O., & Tanno, Y. (2010). The Multidimensional Perfectionism 
Cognitions Inventory–English (MPCI-E): Reliability, validity, and relationships with 
positive and negative affect. Journal of Personality Assessment, 92, 16–25. https://doi. 
org/10.1080/00223890903379159. 

Stoeber, J., Otto, K., & Stoll, O. (2004). Mehrdimensionales Inventar zu Perfektio
nismus im Sport (MIPS) [Multidimensional Inventory of Perfectionism in Sport 
(MIPS)]. In J. Stoeber, K. Otto, E. Pescheck, & O. Stoll (eds), Skalendokumentation 
“Perfektionismus im Sport” (Hallesche Berichte zur Pädagogischen Psychologie Nr.7) (pp. 4– 
13). Department of Educational Psychology, Martin Luther University of Halle. 

Stoeber, J., Otto, K., & Stoll, O. (2006). MIPS: Multidimensional Inventory of 
Perfectionism in Sport. Retrieved from https://kar.kent.ac.uk/41560/. 

Stoeber, J., Otto, K., Pescheck, E., Becker, C., & Stoll, O. (2007). Perfectionism and 
competitive anxiety in athletes: Differentiating striving for perfection and negative 
reactions to imperfection. Personality and Individual Differences, 42, 959–969. https:// 
doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2006.09.006. 

Stoeber, J., Stoll, O., Pescheck, E., & Otto, K. (2008). Perfectionism and achievement 
goals in athletes: Relations with approach and avoidance orientations in mastery and 
performance goals. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 9, 102–121. https://doi.org/10. 
1016/j.psychsport.2007.02.002. 

Stoeber, J., Stoll, O., Salmi, O., & Tiikkaja, J. (2009). Perfectionism and achievement goals 
in young Finnish ice-hockey players aspiring to make the Under-16 national team. 
Journal of Sports Sciences, 27,  85–94. https://doi.org/10.1080/02640410802448749. 

Stoeber, J., Uphill, M. A., & Hotham, S. (2009). Predicting race performance in triathlon: 
The role of perfectionism, achievement goals, and personal goal setting. Journal of Sport & 
Exercise Psychology, 31, 211–245. https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.31.2.211. 

Taranis, L., & Meyer, C. (2010). Perfectionism and compulsive exercise among female 
exercisers: High personal standards or self-criticism? Personality and Individual 
Differences, 49, 3–7. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2010.02.024. 

Trumpeter, N., Watson, P. J., & O’Leary, B. J. (2006). Factors within multidimensional 
perfectionism scales: Complexity of relationships with self-esteem, narcissism, self-
control, and self-criticism. Personality and Individual Differences, 41, 849–860. https:// 
doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2006.03.014. 
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3 Revisiting the Development of 
Perfectionism in Sport, Dance, 
and Exercise 

Paul R. Appleton and Thomas Curran 

The aim of this chapter is to revisit Flett et al.’s model of perfectionism develop
ment as it applies to sport, dance, and exercise. In doing so, we discuss the four 
pathways that are used to explain how perfectionism can develop - via social 
learning, the presence of parental expectations, the absence of parental warmth, 
and due to anxious rearing. In each case, we include the latest research from gen
eral psychology, and from sport, exercise, and dance domains. Readers will find 
that we have made some progress with regard to understanding why and how 
perfectionism develops. We also update our previous discussions of this topic by 
introducing Hewitt et al.’s concept of asynchrony. This new concept cuts across all 
developmental pathways and identifies insecure interpersonal attachment as the 
root cause of perfectionism. We close the chapter by expanding our previous dis
cussion of coach/instructor pathways via the climates they create and describing 
the process by which perfectionism is internalized. 

Development of Perfectionism in Sport, Dance, and Exercise 

The importance of perfectionism in sport, dance, and exercise has consistently 
been demonstrated in empirical studies. Through this research we have learned a 
great deal about the likely consequences of perfectionism and, to some degree, the 
psychological mechanisms that may explain these effects. However, we continue 
to know far less about the development of perfectionism. As suggested by Flett et 
al. (2002), this is an important area of enquiry because examining the factors that 
contribute to the development of perfectionism offers additional means of under
standing the characteristic and how to prevent it. In sport and dance, research lags 
behind work examining the development of perfectionism in other contexts. This 
is surprising given the perfectionistic environments created in these domains and 
how important coaches, teachers, and instructors can be in shaping the experiences 
and identities of young athletes and dancers. 
The lack of research is also surprising because although perfectionism has 

around 30–40% genetic variance associated with its development (e.g. Tozzi et 
al., 2004), what’s left over after that genetic variance is subtracted out leaves 
much for the environment to explain (Curran, 2023). Thanks to recent 
research we have begun to gain a clearer understanding of who is important in 
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shaping perfectionism, how this happens and what key features of the envir
onment are important. These advances extend to sport and dance, and are 
supportive of studying coaches and instructors, in particular, their expectations, 
and the different climates they create. This updated chapter overviews recent 
conceptual and empirical advances and highlights where we have most to gain 
in developing our understanding further. 

A multi-pathway Model of Perfectionism Development 

To date, research on the origins of perfectionism has been mostly guided by Flett 
et al.’s (2002) conceptual model of perfectionism development (see Figure 3.1). 
This model is a forerunner of Hewitt et al.’s (2017) Comprehensive Model of 
Perfectionistic Behaviour (CMPB), discussed in more detail in Chapter 8, and 
addresses the developmental origins of three distinct trait dimensions of perfec
tionism; self-oriented (demanding perfection of oneself), other-oriented perfec
tionism (demanding perfection of others), and socially prescribed perfectionism 
(believing that others demand perfection). Flett et al.’s (2002) model was a 
significant and seminal contribution to research and continues to provide the 
only model that makes detailed reference to how different dimensions of per
fectionism develop. As such, in the same way that it guides general perfec
tionism research, it is the most appropriate point of reference for examining the 
development of perfectionism sport, dance, and exercise. 
Self-oriented perfectionism has an intrapersonal focus and is characterized by 

intemperate striving to attain perfection and the tendency to respond to 
imperfection with negative self-appraisal (Hewitt & Flett, 1991). Even a single 
failure can be debilitating to an individual scoring high in self-oriented perfec
tionism because it confirms fears that the successful accomplishment of self-set 
high standards may not be possible, despite maximal effort (Hall, 2006). This is 
particularly problematic because the perceived achievement of perfection is a 
necessary condition for the individual to feel worthy (Flett & Hewitt, 2005). As 
such, although this perfectionism dimension may contribute to positive achieve
ment outcomes, it is conceptualized as a vulnerability factor for motivational and 
psychological difficulties (Flett & Hewitt, 2006). 
Socially prescribed perfectionism involves the beliefs that others impose 

unrealistic standards on the self, that one’s performance is evaluated stringently 
by others, and that others withhold approval until perfect standards are 
obtained (Hewitt & Flett, 1991). As socially prescribed perfectionism entails 
motivation towards standards determined by others, and one’s performance is 
critically evaluated by these same individuals, perceptions of control over per
formance outcomes becomes largely external (Periasamy & Ashby, 2002). As a 
result of this limited control, the individual can mistakenly believe that their 
efforts have been futile when the result of the achievement striving is perceived 
as discrepant from externally set standards (Hall, 2006). The resulting implica
tions are a range of motivationally dysfunctional behaviours such as helplessness, 
poor coping, procrastination, and hopelessness (Hewitt & Flett, 1991). Unlike 
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Figure 3.1 Model of the development of perfectionism.
 
Adapted from “Perfectionism in children and their parents: A developmental analysis”,
 
by G. L. Flett, P. L. Hewitt, J. M. Oliver, and S. Macdonald’s (2002), In G. L. Flett &
 
P. L. Hewitt (eds), Perfectionism: Theory, Research, and Treatment (pp. 89–132). Washington, 
DC: American Psychological Association. Copyright 2002 by American Psychological 
Association. 

self-oriented perfectionism, socially prescribed perfectionism therefore appears 
to hold no benefits and is uniformly debilitating. 
Other-oriented perfectionism has a distinctly interpersonal focus. It is the 

tendency to impose unrealistic standards on others and to evaluate others 
stringently (Hewitt & Flett, 1991). This form of perfectionism is associated with 
other-focused conditional acceptance (Lundh, 2004). Therefore, acceptance 
and approval of significant others are also limited to the rare occasions when 
they attain unrealistically high standards. As a result, although other-oriented 
perfectionism may represent high self-confidence and assertiveness, it also has 
hostile and aggressive overtones (Habke & Flynn, 2002). 
When originally describing the trait dimensions of their approach, Hewitt 

and Flett’s (1991) proposed that the development of self-oriented, socially 
prescribed and other-oriented perfectionism occurs within a relational context, 
and is determined by the quality of interpersonal attachment the child’s devel
oping world (Greenspon, 2008). Such attachment is reflected in Flett et al.’s 
(2002) conceptual model of perfectionism development. Although studies 
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outside of sport, dance, and exercise settings have identified a genetic com
ponent to perfectionism (e.g. Wade et al., 2008), Flett et al.’s model is a social 
psychological approach that emphasizes the role of social agents and formative 
environments in perfectionism development. In particular, parent-child 
interactions are considered especially influential to a child’s proclivity towards 
perfectionism. The various environments and influences are captured in Flett 
et al.’s original model via four pathways, with each pathway emphasizing the 
different influences parents can have. These pathways offer a means of 
understanding research into the aetiology of perfectionism in sport, dance, 
and exercise. The next section introduces each pathway and provides an up
to-date account of research in general psychology and in these domains, in 
particular. 

Pathway One: Social Learning Model 

Flett et al.’s (2002) social learning model captures the child’s tendency to imi
tate the perfectionism that is displayed by their parents. Flett et al. proposed 
that a child’s tendency to imitate is underpinned by an idealized notion of their 
seemingly “perfect” parent. It is also hypothesized in this model that gifted 
children will be especially inclined to imitate their parent’s perfectionism 
because, for this population of children, the achievement of perfection is 
deemed possible. This suggestion may be relevant to young elite athletes and 
dancers, for example, who may not only consider perfection a realistic goal, but 
for whom perfection can be an expected standard. 
Empirical tests of the social learning model have taken place in general psy

chology. Notably, this includes a large recent meta-analytical study by Smith et 
al. (2022). This study used 46 studies, including 13,364 participants, to test the 
social learning model (and social expectations model). The findings provided 
evidence of a positive relationship between parent self-oriented perfectionism 
and child self-oriented perfectionism, and parent socially prescribed perfec
tionism and child socially prescribed perfectionism. In addition, there was 
minimal cross-over effects (e.g. parent self-oriented perfectionism predicting 
child socially prescribed perfectionism). The size of the relationships was, 
however, small and accounted for only 4% and 3% variance, respectively. As 
such, it may be that other influences or pathways are more important than 
direct social learning or imitation of perfectionism. 
This meta-analysis also provided insight into two alternative social learning 

hypotheses for the development of perfectionism. The first is a primary care
giver hypothesis that children acquire perfectionism by imitating their mothers’ 
perfectionism because mothers typically retain child-rearing responsibilities (and 
thus children have greater exposure to mother’s perfectionism) (Frost et al., 
1991). The second is a same-sex hypothesis that children model perfectionism 
displayed by their same-sex parent (Frost et al., 1991), and reject the perfec
tionism of their opposite sex-parent (Vieth & Trull, 1999). Previous research 
findings have provided a mix of support for both hypotheses and often include 
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complex patterns of findings (e.g. Frost et al., 1991, Soenens et al., 2005a, 
2005b). Smith et al.’s (2022) meta-analysis was similarly inconclusive in that, 
while the relationship between father’s self-oriented perfectionism and chil
dren’s self-oriented perfectionism was stronger for sons than daughters (sup
porting the same-sex hypothesis), the same was not found for mothers and 
daughters (not supporting the same-sex hypothesis) 
With regard to research in sport, the first test of the social learning model in 

athletes was provided by Appleton et al.’s (2010). Appleton and colleagues 
recruited mothers and fathers and their athletic children. Separate regression 
analyses were conducted for mother–child and father–child dyads. Findings 
revealed athletes’ perceptions of their fathers’ or mothers’ self-oriented perfec
tionism was the sole positive predictor of athletes’ self-oriented perfectionism. 
In addition, athletes’ perceptions of their fathers’ or mothers’ other-oriented 
perfectionism emerged as the strongest positive predictor of athletes’ self-
reported other-oriented perfectionism. Finally, athletes’ perceptions of their 
fathers’ or mothers’ socially prescribed perfectionism emerged as the strongest 
positive predictor of athletes’ socially prescribed perfectionism. Moderation 
analyses showed that the association between parents’ and athletes’ perfection
ism were not limited to same-sex parent–child dyads. Therefore, Appleton et 
al.’s findings provide initial support for social learning model of perfectionism 
development in sport, but did not offer support for the same-sex hypothesis. 
In explaining the findings of Appleton et al.’s (2010) study, and findings of 

Smith et al. (2022), it may be that rather than same-sex modelling, a child’s 
modelling tendencies are guided by a desire to acquire characteristics most 
appropriate to their own developmental goals (Maccoby, 1998). This may tend 
to be the father for sons, generally. However, it does not preclude the sig
nificance of the mother. For elite junior athletes, whose sporting progression 
may depend on the production of perfect performances, they may actively seek 
out, and subsequently model, their parent (or parents) who demonstrate per
fectionistic tendencies regardless of the caregiver’s gender. In this regard, just as 
both mothers and fathers may be relevant to the overall development of ath
letic children (e.g. Wuerth et al., 2004), they may also be relevant to the 
development of their children’s perfectionism in sport. 
More recently researchers have sought to disentangle the roles of actual par

ents’ perfectionism and perceived parents’ perfectionism in the development of 
athlete perfectionism. To do so, Olsson et al. (2020) examined the social 
learning model in junior athletes and their parent who was most involved with 
their child’s sport participation. Building on Appleton et al.’s (2010) study and 
guided by Bandura (1977) symbolic coding theory (that actual behaviour is the 
initial basis from which later impressions are formed), Olsson and colleagues 
proposed that actual and perceived parental perfectionism are likely to be 
important in the development of perfectionism in junior athletes. As a statistical 
model, this was tested with the relationship between parents’ self-reported 
perfectionism and athletes’ self-reported perfectionism being mediated by ath
letes’ perceptions of their parents’ perfectionism. Their findings were 
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supportive of this model. As such, it appears that accounts of the social learning 
pathway should also include parents’ actual perfectionism as well as athletes’ 
perceptions. 

Extending the Social Learning Model: Parenting Styles 
and Practices 

The social learning model provides a starting point from which to investigate 
perfectionism development in sport, dance, and exercise. However, it is also 
important to take heed of Darling and Steinberg’s (1993) recommendations 
that models of parenting should account for the processes through which par
ents influence children. For example, perfectionism may in fact be “trans
mitted” from parent to their children indirectly through specific parenting 
styles and practices, as well as directly modelled. In support of this possibility, 
research in the general perfectionism literature has confirmed an association 
between mothers’ and fathers’ perfectionism and various parental practices such 
as overcontrolling (e.g. Affrunti & Woodruff-Borden, 2015), over-protective 
(e.g. Enns et al., 2002), and guilt- and shame-inducing parenting (e.g. Curran 
et al., 2020). Moreover, other research has statistically modelled how such par
enting practices explain the intergenerational transmission of perfectionism from 
parent to child. 
One especially important explanatory process appears to be parents’ use of 

psychological control. Psychological control is an insidious form of parenting 
that inhibits a child’s psychological development (Barber, 1996). Research 
supports the link between parents’ perfectionism and psychological control (e.g. 
Smith et al., 2017; Soenens et al., 2005b) and between psychological control 
and children’s perfectionism (e.g. Filippello et al., 2017; Gong et al., 2016; 
Smith et al., 2017). In addition, as provided by Soenens et al. (2005a), there is 
direct evidence that psychological control mediates the relationship between 
maternal and paternal perfectionism and children’s perfectionism (in this case 
daughters). In explaining these findings, they argued that perfectionistic parents 
may ultimately be less attuned to their child’s behaviour and development 
needs, and may inadvertently use psychological control as a consequence. 
In sport and exercise, a number of studies have examined the inter-relationships 

between parents’ and their children’s perfectionism and parental psychological 
control. For example, in a group of young adults who were regular exercisers, 
Costa et al. (2016) found that mother’s and  father’s psychological control (as 
perceived by the exercisers) were positively correlated with exercisers’ self-reported 
perfectionism (concerns over mistakes and doubts about action). This was the 
case for both male and female exercisers regardless of whether the mother or 
father was the source of psychological control. However, this study did not 
assess psychological control as a mediating mechanism. Rather, perfectionism 
was itself considered a mechanism through which psychological control 
exerted an effect on eating disorder symptoms and exercise dependence 
symptoms. 
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In a study in sport, Appleton et al. (2009) examined the mediating role of 
psychological control in the relationships between parents’ and elite junior 
athletes’ self-oriented and socially prescribed perfectionism. In addition, 
Appleton et al. (2009) also examined the mechanisms that explain the association 
between parents’ perfectionism and their psychological control in the form of the 
mediating role of (a lack of) empathy. Mediation between parents’ perfectionism 
and psychological control was expected because perfectionistic parents are sug
gested to be preoccupied with their own psychological development and attain
ment of perfection, experience difficulties in developing secure relationships with 
their offspring, and are unable to identify the needs of their child. As a result, when 
parent-child interactions occur, the caregiver lacks the necessary sensitivity and 
empathetic concern towards their child, and thus he/she engages in an intrusive 
and autonomy-inhibiting child rearing style characteristic of psychological control 
(Soenens et al., 2005a). 
Using structural equation modelling, Appleton et al. (2009) found that 

empathy partially mediated the relationship between parents’ socially prescribed 
perfectionism and psychological control. In turn, the relationship between 
parents’ socially prescribed perfectionism and athletes’ socially prescribed per
fectionism was partially mediated by empathy and psychological control. The 
relationship between parents’ and athletes’ self-oriented perfectionism was sig
nificant but not mediated by either empathy or psychological control. Thus, the 
initial evidence provided by Appleton et al. (2009) suggests that similar parenting 
styles and practices found to operate outside of sport (i.e. psychological control 
and a lack of empathy) may also explain intergenerational transmission of socially 
prescribed perfectionism from parents to their athletic children. 

Pathway Two: Social Expectations Model 

The major premise guiding the social expectations model is that children who 
develop perfectionism do so within an environment of extreme parental 
expectations and conditional parental acceptance (Flett et al., 2002). That is, 
parents exert considerable pressure on their children to obtain exceptionally 
high standards and approval is only forthcoming when these standards are met. 
Evidence from the general perfectionism literature has supported the social 

expectations model. This evidence was recently summarized in a large meta
analytical study of perfectionism and parental pressure. Drawing on the findings 
of 21 studies, including 7060 participants, Curran and Hill (2022) found that all 
three trait dimensions of perfectionism – self-oriented, other-oriented, and 
socially prescribed – were positively correlated with perceptions of parental 
expectations and parental criticism. The relationships were strongest for socially 
prescribed perfectionism, as might be expected given that this dimension 
encompasses perceptions of external pressure. Perhaps more intriguingly, the 
relationships were generally also stronger for parental expectations than parental 
criticism. Curran and Hill argued that, in regard to directing behaviour, exces
sive expectations may be experienced as more overtly perfectionistic and 
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explicitly instructive by children than criticism. Regardless, with effects notably 
stronger than for direct social learning (Smith et al., 2022), their findings 
provide strong support for the social expectations model. 
Other evidence for the social expectations pathway by research that has 

examined perfectionism and parental conditional regard. Curran et al. (2017; 
Curran, 2018) have provided evidence that perceptions of parental conditional 
regard are common to different dimensions of perfectionism in sport. These 
include perfectionistic strivings, perfectionistic concerns, self-critical perfectionism, 
and narcissistic perfectionism. In a recent study of child-parent dyads, too, Curran 
et al. (2020) found that the relationships between parent self-oriented perfec
tionism and both child self-oriented perfectionism and child socially prescribed 
perfectionism were mediated by parental conditional regard (as reported by the 
child). As such, parental conditional regard should be considered central to the 
development of perfectionism. 
In other sport samples, support for the social expectations models can be 

inferred from the finding that parental expectations are typically positively 
correlated with core dimensions of athletes’ perfectionism. Most studies that 
have used the Sport-Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (S-MPS, S-MPS-2; 
Dunn et al., 2006; Gotwals et al., 2009), that includes a measure of parental 
pressure (a combination of perceptions of parental expectation and criticism) 
along with other dimensions of perfectionism, find this relationship. In their 
study with soccer and figure skaters, for example, Dunn et al. (2005) found that 
a perceived parental pressure dimension of perfectionism was positively related 
to athletes’ self-reported self-oriented, socially prescribed, and other-oriented 
perfectionism. 
One particularly noteworthy study in terms of the social expectations model 

has been provided by McArdle and Duda (2004). With a sample of young 
athletes, and using cluster analysis, McArdle and Duda’s (2004) identified four 
groups that differed in terms of perfectionism and other motivation-related 
factors. Among the four groups identified, the two reporting higher parental 
expectations and criticism also reported higher concerns over mistakes. How
ever, there were no differences in terms of personal standards between the four 
groups. In this sense, parental pressure appears to be particularly important in 
terms of the development of more problematic dimensions of perfectionism. 
The study by Appleton et al. (2010) described earlier also provides support 

for the social expectations model in sport. Appleton et al. argued that other-
oriented perfectionism captures the defining parenting behaviours central to 
the social expectations model, including holding unreasonable high standards 
for others and withholding approval until those standards are attained (Hewitt 
& Flett, 1991). If parents demonstrate other-oriented perfectionistic tenden
cies within the home and that is directed to their offspring, the sense of 
conditional self-worth that would ensue in children could be reflected in high 
socially prescribed perfectionism scores (Flett et al., 2002). In support of this 
idea, Appleton et al. found that, in addition to parents’ socially prescribed 
perfectionism (as indicative of social learning), parents’ other-oriented 
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perfectionism was a positive (albeit weaker) predictor of athletes’ socially 
prescribed perfectionism. This finding supports a social expectations explana
tion for the development of socially prescribed perfectionism in sport and 
alludes to the possibility of multiple interwoven pathways (i.e. both modelling 
and responding to social expectations) in the development of perfectionism in 
junior athletes. 

Pathway Three: Social Reaction Model 

In addition to high expectations and conditional approval, children who 
develop perfectionism are thought to do so through exposure to a harsh family 
environment (Flett et al., 2002). A harsh family environment can take many 
forms; from physical abuse through to psychological maltreatment, including 
the withdrawal of love and exposure to shame, or a chaotic family environment 
that involves a sense of unpredictability (Flett et al., 2002). This is labelled the 
social reaction model by Flett et al. (2002). 
In proposing their different pathways, Flett et al. (2002) noted the substantial 

overlap between the social expectations model and the social reaction model. 
This overlap exists because both models examine parental behaviors and atti
tudes that are subsequently directed towards their child. However, the models 
were viewed separately by Flett and colleagues because each approach addresses 
a particular dimension of parenting. Specifically, parental demands are captured 
in the social expectations model, and range from exceedingly high expectations 
and overcontrolling tendencies to a lack of interest in the child’s development. In 
contrast, parental warmth are captured in the social reaction model, and ranges 
from extreme harshness and criticalness to extreme warmth and unconditional 
approval. 
Parental expectations and warmth were conceived as orthogonal dimensions 

by Flett et al. (2002), and thus different combinations may exist. Some parents 
have high expectations, and are warm and accepting of their child, regardless of 
performance outcome. These parents respond to mistakes with encouragement 
and value the attainment of realistic standards. It is hypothesized children 
exposed to this desirable form of parenting will respond with an adaptive pat
tern of achievement striving. This is because the child’s self-worth is uncondi
tionally accepted regardless of whether parental standards are attained. 
Moreover, the child does not fear failure because the parent is generally 
accepting of achievement outcomes and adopts a developmental stance towards 
performance errors. 
Another subset of parents, in contrast, not only expect impossibly high 

standards but are austere, critical, and lack warmth and acceptance when eval
uating their child. This combination of parenting dimensions (i.e. high parental 
expectations, low parenting warmth) is labelled affectionless control within the 
parental literature (see Parker et al., 1979). In the confines of the family home, 
children are increasingly vulnerable to the development of perfectionism when 
their parents are affectionless controlling because the attainment of parental 
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approval, or the avoidance of parental disproval, becomes central to the child’s 
self-worth. In turn, only by attaining unrealistic performance standards can the 
child reaffirm their self-worth (Flett et al., 2002). 
Research in the general perfectionism has established an indirect link 

between affectionless controlling parents and children’s perfectionism. This has 
been provided by research that has examined authoritarian and authoritative 
styles of parenting (Baumrind, 1971, 1991). Authoritarian parents are highly 
controlling, highly demanding, and relatively non-responsive towards their 
children, and thus are characterized as affectionless and controlling. Author
itative parents are also highly demanding but, in contrast to authoritarian par
ents, are much less controlling and more responsive and supportive of their 
children’s development. Flett et al. (1995) reported positive correlations 
between socially prescribed perfectionism and parents’ authoritarianism, and 
Speirs Neumeister (2004) and Kawamura et al. (2002) found similar links for 
the same, as well as other, perfectionism dimensions (socially prescribed per
fectionism, concern over mistakes, and doubts about actions) in samples of 
undergraduate students. 
In sport, Sapieja et al. (2011) examined the relationship between authoritative

ness parenting and children’s perfectionism in a sample of young male soccer 
players. A cluster analysis revealed three perfectionism groups, which were labelled 
as “healthy perfectionism”, “unhealthy perfectionism”, and  “non-perfectionism”. 
A subsequent analysis revealed  the  groups  differed on parents’ authoritativeness 
scores. Healthy perfectionists and non-perfectionists had higher perceptions of 
both mother and father authoritativeness than unhealthy perfectionists. However, 
healthy perfectionists and non-perfectionists did not differ in their perceptions of 
either mother or farther authoritativeness. The findings from Sapieja et al.’s study  
provides initial, albeit indirect, evidence for the role of affectionless controlling 
parenting in the development of athletes’ perfectionism. 
The social reaction model was also recently tested in sport by Fleming et al. 

(2022). In a sample of adolescent soccer players, they examined whether parent-
child warmth – defined as the tendency for the relationship to be imbued by 
support, affection, and sensitive interactions (Dorsch et al., 2016) – mediated the 
relationship between perceptions of maternal and parental pressure and athletes’ 
perfectionistic striving and concerns. Structural equation modelling revealed no 
direct or indirect effects for maternal pressure. However, paternal pressure had 
both direct and indirect effects on athletes’ perfectionistic striving and perfectio
nistic concerns. Paternal pressure was directly related to higher perfectionistic 
strivings and higher perfectionistic concerns. However, indirectly, paternal pres
sure was related to lower perfectionistic strivings and concerns. This latter, 
unexpected, finding was due to a positive correlation between paternal warmth 
and dimensions of perfectionism in the model. It is not clear at the moment 
whether this finding reflects a direct challenge to one aspect of the social reaction 
model, offers new insight (i.e. perfectionism developing even when or because 
parental warmth is high), or is an artifact of the analyses and statistical model (e.g. 
due to statistical suppression). 
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Pathway Four: Anxious Rearing Model 

The fourth pathway identified by Flett et al. (2002) considered the role of 
anxious parents, who are preoccupied with mistakes and the negative con
sequences of mistakes, in the development of perfectionism. An anxious rearing 
parenting style may be reflected in overprotection, where the mother and/or 
father constantly reminds their offspring about being on the “lookout” for 
possible errors that may pose a threat to the child, because mistakes will be 
evaluated unfavourably by significant others. 
This particular pathway has received growing attention in the general per

fectionism literature. Flett et al. (2002) reported on an unpublished study (Flett, 
Sherry, & Hewitt, 2001) in which anxious parental rearing was positively 
associated with socially prescribed, but not self- and other-oriented perfection
ism in undergraduate students. More recently, anxious rearing parenting has 
emerged as a positive predictor a children’s perfectionism (Affrunti & Woo
druff-Borden, 2017) and university students’ perfectionism (Segrin et al., 2019). 
Notably, in a short-term longitudinal study by Domocus and Damian (2018), it 
was also demonstrated that anxious rearing parenting predicted increases in 
adolescents’ socially prescribed perfectionism over three months. 
In sport, there is indirect evidence that supports the role of anxious parental 

rearing in the development of athletes’ perfectionism in the form of research 
examining the relationship between the parent-initiated motivational climate 
and athletes’ perfectionism. The motivational climate is a central construct 
within Achievement Goal Theory (Nicholls, 1989), which proposes parents can 
create a task-involving (where parents encourage their child to derive enjoy
ment and personal satisfaction from skill acquisition) or ego-involving climates 
(where parents create a worry-conducive environment and/or reserve approval 
for success that is achieved without effort) (White, 1996). A parent-initiated 
ego-involving climate, and specifically a preoccupation with ensuring their 
child is aware of, and subsequently avoids making, mistakes (i.e. a worry con
ducive environment), has conceptual overlap with the description of anxious 
rearing parenting provided by Flett et al. (2002). 
Appleton et al. (2011) proposed that athletes enveloped by a parent-initiated 

ego-involving climate will report higher perfectionism scores because he/she is 
taught the negative implications of mistakes and learns that performance errors 
means parental disapproval is forthcoming. Appleton et al. (2011) tested the 
hypothesized relationship between the parent-initiated motivational climate 
and athletes’ perfectionistic cognitions in a sample of elite junior athletes from 
individual and team sports. Perfectionistic cognitions are automatic thoughts 
characterized by images involving a desire to be perfect (Flett et al., 1998). 
Regression analyses revealed that the father-initiated worry-conducive climate 
positively predicted male athletes’ perfectionistic cognitions, and a mother-
initiated worry-conducive climate positively predicted female athletes’ perfec
tionistic cognitions, thus providing indirect support for the role of anxious 
parenting in the prediction of athletes’ perfectionism. 
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The relationship between a parent-initiated motivational climate and ath
letes’ perfectionism was also examined by Gustafsson et al. (2016) in a sample of 
junior athletes. Using latent profile analysis, Gustafsson et al. identified four 
groups within the sample that differed in their perfectionism and parental cli
mate scores. These included three groups with high, moderate, and low levels 
of perfectionism in a largely task-involving climate and a fourth group that was 
high in perfectionism in a mixed task- and ego-involving climate. The fourth 
group included the highest level of a worry-conducive and its existence pro
vides at least some support for the notion that the presence of this element may 
result in perfectionism. In addition, of the three aspects of the parent-initiated 
climate, in this study it was a worry-conducive climate that was most strongly 
related to dimensions of perfectionism. 

Recent Advances in Development Theory 

Hewitt et al. (2017) have recently advanced their thinking on the development of 
perfectionism. In their new book, they integrate the pathways described in Flett et 
al. (2002) and explain the development of perfectionism in terms of parent-child 
“asynchrony”. From this perspective, perfectionism emerges in response to par
ental socialization that only intermittently fulfils attachment needs of self-esteem 
and belonging. Germane to asynchrony is the (non)availability and (non)respon
siveness of parents to such attachment needs. Parental behaviours understood to 
promote asynchrony cut across the discussed pathways to include pressurizing, 
punitive, anxious and controlling socialization, which involves a combination of 
high expectations and harsh criticism (Flett et al., 2002). Perfectionism ultimately 
develops because being perfect promises to satisfy unmet needs (“if I am perfect, 
then there’ll be nothing to criticize or reject”). 
Studies outside of sport support the major tenets of Hewitt et al.’s (2017)  con

cept of asynchrony. The work of Chen and colleagues, for example, shows that 
facets of perfectionism including socially prescribed perfection were positively 
correlated with insecure parental attachment in adolescents and college students 
(Chen et al., 2015; Chen et al., 2012). More recently, Ko et al. (2019) similarly 
found that attachment anxiety mediated the relationship between adverse parent
ing (i.e. lack of autonomy support, warmth, and involvement) and socially pre
scribed perfectionism in college students. To our knowledge, no studies have 
tested links between insecure and anxious forms of attachment and perfectionism 
in sport. However, Hewitt et al.’s (2017) model shows promise in adjacent 
research. Insecure attachment styles, for example, are positively correlated with 
image-related pathology such as eating disorders in athlete populations (e.g. 
Shanmugam et al., 2012). Likewise, in sport, parental attachment is an important 
predictor of social functioning and self-esteem (e.g. Kang et al., 2015). 
In subsuming and extending Flett et al.’s (2002) pathways, Hewitt et al. 

(2017) provide a more comprehensive model of perfectionism development. 
This model essentially views perfectionism as a product of prolonged attach
ment anxiety, which is implanted from an early age and by particular parental 
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styles and practices (i.e. anxious, harsh, controlling, and conditionally regarding 
parenting). The concept of asynchrony is an important theoretical advance 
because it provides a way of understanding how a variety different styles and 
behaviours, from previously formalized pathways and beyond, might affect 
universal needs (for belonging and self-esteem). Moreover, the concept is 
generalisable and readily applied to a range of different domains, including 
sport, dance, and exercise. 

Extending the Conceptual Model of Perfectionism Development 
for Sport, Dance, and Exercise 

Within their conceptual models, Hewitt and Flett recognized the influence of 
wider societal factors and social actors in perfectionism development. Within 
the context of sport-related literature it has been consistently emphasized that 
one additional social actor that is central to the development of athletes’ perfec
tionism is the coach (Anshel & Eom, 2003; Dunn et al., 2006). Here, we propose 
an extension to Flett et al.’s model in the form of an additional pathway to the 
development of perfectionism that is specific in sport, dance, and exercise via 
coaches and instructors. 
The first source of evidence for the inclusion of the coach/instructor is pro

vided by research using sport- (or dance-) specific measures of perfectionism 
that include coach (or instructor) “pressures” (reflecting expectations and criti
cism) (e.g. Gotwals & Dunn, 2009; Sport-Multidimensional Perfectionism 
Scale-2). As discussed earlier in context of the social expectations model, 
empirical research in sport (e.g. Sapieja et al., 2011) adopting one or more of 
these sport-specific measures of perfectionism has reported a positive relation
ship between athletes’ self-reported perfectionism (e.g. high personal standards, 
concern over mistakes) and perceptions of parent and coach pressures, while 
similar findings have also emerged with classical ballet and contemporary dan
cers (Nordin-Bates et al., 2011). Interestingly, research has now also demon
strated that when parental- and coach-related pressures are examined 
simultaneously, it is the latter (and not the former) that emerges as a significant 
predictor of changes in athletes’ perfectionistic striving and concerns over time 
(3 and 6 months) (Madigan et al., 2019). 
The second source of evidence for the coach/instructor-based pathway of per

fectionism development is available via the motivational climate literature. The 
coach-created motivational climate has received considerable attention from sport 
psychologists (see Duda et al., 2017, for a summary), and in the dance psychology 
literature (e.g. Quested & Duda, 2010). As with the parental motivational climate, 
the coach  climate from an AGT  perspective is considered to be task- or  ego-
involving. An ego-involving climate reflects the coach’s concern for his/her ath
letes’ attaining success without effort and outperforming opponents. In contrast, a 
task-involving climate encourages enjoyment throughout the learning process, 
enables athletes to cooperate and work together, and is thought to facilitate posi
tive cognition, affect, and behaviour (Duda et al., 2017). Consistent with the 
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theorizing presented earlier in this chapter regarding the parental motivational cli
mate, it is expected that a coach/instructor–created ego-involving climate will 
foster perfectionistic tendencies within athletes and dancers. 
Evidence for the proposed relationship between the coach-created motiva

tional climate and athletes’ perfectionism is provided by Lemyre et al. (2008). 
In their study they examined the relationship between social cognitive moti
vational variables, including athletes’ perfectionism and perceptions of the 
coach-created motivational climate, and burnout in 141 current Olympic and 
junior elite winter athletes. They found that a task-involving coach climate was 
negatively correlated with athletes’ concern over mistakes and doubts about 
actions. In contrast, an ego-involving climate was positively associated with 
athletes’ high personal standards, concern over mistakes and doubts about 
actions. 
Appleton et al.’s (2011) study with elite junior athletes provides further 

evidence for the association between the coach-created motivational climate 
and athletes’ perfectionism. As a secondary purpose to their study, Appleton 
et al. examined whether the coach-created motivational climate predicted 
athletes’ perfectionistic cognitions after controlling for the effects of the 
parent-initiated climate. Hierarchical regression analyses revealed that, after 
controlling for the effects of the parent-initiated climate, an ego-involving 
coaching climate emerged as a positive predictor of athletes’ perfectionistic 
cognitions. For female athletes, in particular, task- and ego-involving coach
ing climates were significant predictors of perfectionistic cognitions after 
controlling for the parental climate. 
The relationship between the instructor-created climate and dancers’ self-

reported perfectionism has also been examined. Carr and Wyon (2003) con
ducted a study with 181 dance students, and regression analyses revealed that 
task- and ego-involving climate dimensions predicted dancers’ tendency to 
experience concern over making mistakes, high personal standards, and doubts 
about their actions. Further inspection of the regression analyses revealed that 
features of a task-involving climate negatively predicted concern over mistakes 
and positively predicted personal standards, and facets of an ego climate 
positively predicted concern over mistakes and doubts about actions. 
In a second study in dance, Nordin-Bates et al. (2014) used a cross-lagged 

design to examine the relationship between the instructor-created climate and 
dancers’ perfectionism over time. Young dancers completed measures of the 
instructor-created climate, striving for excellence and concerns over mistakes 
on two occasions, six months apart. Nordin-Bates et al. (2014) found that 
perceptions of a task-involving climate at time one was associated with 
increased perfectionistic striving over time. Furthermore, perfectionistic con
cerns at time one were associated with increased perceptions of an ego climate 
and decreased perceptions of a task climate over time. These findings suggest an 
interesting relationship between perfectionism and the motivational climate that 
at least in part includes the potential for a task-involving climate to contribute 
to the development of perfectionistic strivings in dance. 



Revisiting the Development of Perfectionism 65 

In addition to AGT, researchers have recently begun to employ self-
determination theory as a framework for investigating additional aspects of the 
coach-created motivational climate and its role in the development of 
perfectionism. In sport, research that has adopted SDT when investigating 
perfectionism has focused on autonomy-supportive and controlling behaviours 
of coaches. In an autonomy-supportive coach-created motivational climate, 
athletes’ preferences are recognized and their perspectives are considered, their 
feelings are acknowledged, they are provided with meaningful choices, their 
input into decision making (when and where possible) is welcomed, and a 
rationale is provided when they are asked to do something (Mageau & Valler
and, 2003). This kind of climate is hypothesized to be negatively correlated 
with perfectionism. Conversely, controlling coaching behaviours pressurize, 
coerce, and intimidate sports participants (Bartholomew et al., 2010). This kind 
of climate and is expected to be positively correlated with perfectionism. 
A small number of recent studies have adopted this approach. For example, 

Jowett et al. (2020) found a negative relationship between perceptions of dance 
instructors’ autonomy-support and adolescent dancers’ perfectionistic concerns. 
These initial studies suggest future research on the origins of perfectionism in 
athletes and dancers may benefit from examining SDT and AGT facets of the 
coach- (and parent) created motivational climate. 
In broadening the examination of climates, there will also be value in 

examining the concept of perfectionistic climate (Hill & Grugan, 2020). As 
outlined in Chapter 8 of this book, the perfectionistic climate comprises fea
tures of the social environment that promote the value of perfect performances 
and the view imperfect performances are unacceptable. As part of their theo
rizing, Hill and Grugan proposed that perfectionistic climates will likely hold 
implications for the development of perfectionism. Specifically, in defining the 
perfectionistic climate, Hill and Grugan drew from three of the four pathways 
identified by Flett et al. (2002) regarding the influence of parents’ behaviours, 
practices, and relational styles: social expectations, social reactions and anxious 
rearing. In addition, the perfectionistic climate as defined by Hill and Grugan 
has conceptual similarities with ego-involving and controlling climates. A per
fectionistic climate is one where the social actor has unrealistic expectations, is 
critical of mistakes, demonstrates coercive and controlling behaviour, and uses 
the withdrawal and manipulation of recognition in response to the level of 
performance (imperfect vs. perfect) of others. Intuitively, perfectionistic climates 
will be involved in the development of perfectionism in sport and dance. 
The aforementioned studies provide support for Flett et al.’s (2002) sugges

tion that parent-child interactions and environmental pressures are both 
important to perfectionism development. Thus, an understanding of the mul
tiple pathways to perfectionism in athletes and dancers will undoubtedly be 
strengthened via a consideration of the role of coaches and instructors. In light 
of this suggestion, Flett et al.’s original model (see Figure 3.1) has been exten
ded and adapted to sport and dance to include the influence of coach- and 
instructor-related factors (highlighted in grey). 
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Completing the Conceptual Model of Perfectionism 
Development 

The model presented in Figure 3.1 depicts Flett et al.’s (2002) model in full. 
The model makes clear that the specific perfectionism dimension/s acquired by 
the individual will be determined by the pathways that are in operation. 
However, Flett and colleagues also argued that the extent to which perfec
tionism develops, and the type of perfectionism acquired, also depends on fac
tors outlined in the lower half of their model. According to the lower half of 
the model, whether perfectionism develops depends upon the individual 
internalizing socially imposed standards into a coherent self-view. Because 
children, in particular, vary in the degree to which they are open to socializa
tion and subsequent internalization of values (Flett et al., 2002), young athletes, 
dancers, or exercisers may or may not develop perfectionism in response to 
parental and environment pressures. Children who are more open to parental 
and societal influence are vulnerable to the acquisition of perfectionism. Other 
children may choose to reject external pressures for a number of reasons; children 
may want to avoid modelling their mother and/or father, for example, because 
they have come to despise their parent’s perfectionism. A further reason for the 
rejection of external pressure is because the child views perfection as an unrealistic 
goal. Flett et al. expanded upon this second reason, and suggested children will 
most likely strive for perfection in domains where feelings of competence are 
experienced and the achievement of high-performance standards is deemed 
possible. Thus, when a personal history of success and achievement has been 
attained (e.g. gifted performers), the performer may subsequently believe that 
perfection is a realistic goal for future performance. 
Once the child is exposed to external pressures to be perfect, and has sub

sequently accepted the pressures into their self-view (see centre box of Figure 
3.1), a number of important factors determine the type of perfectionism on 
display. According to the conceptual model of perfectionism development, 
the internalization of external pressures leads to the development of socially 
prescribed perfectionism. This is consistent with the social expectations and 
reaction models, which outline the role of parental demands, conditional 
acceptance, and fear over mistakes as sources of socially prescribed perfec
tionism. When external pressures to be perfect are translated into expectations 
on the self, self-oriented perfectionism will emerge. However, the translation 
of external pressures into one’s self-concept is far from simple. Flett et al. 
(2002) proposed a complex set of factors that determine whether external 
pressures to be perfect subsequently develop into self-oriented perfectionism, 
including the degree to which the child is open to socialization, whether the 
child decides to model self-oriented perfectionism, whether important envir
onments (e.g. family, sport/dance/exercise) emphasize the achievement of 
perfection, whether the child has the skills and abilities to achieve perfection, 
and whether the child has a personality characterized by extreme persistence 
and fearfulness. 
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External pressures to be perfect may also be externalized in the form of 
expectations on others, which is subsequently reflected in other-oriented per
fectionism. A number of factors also determine the extent to which external 
pressures to be perfect are directed towards others, including exposure to an 
environment that is extremely evaluative in nature, in which the child acquires 
a similar need to evaluate; maintaining a self-view that perfection is possible 
and therefore others should also perform to a similar standard; the need for 
social support within a chaotic environments; and a reaction to a history or 
perception of being mistreated or disappointed by others (Flett et al., 2002). 

Concluding Comments 

Research examining the development of perfectionism has made recent con
ceptual and empirical advances. This work continues to be grounded in Flett et 
al.’s (2002) model and its refinement. The notion of multiple interwoven par
ental pathways provides a framework that can readily be applied to sport and 
dance by researchers and practitioners. It also provides the basis for under
standing the role of significant others, such as the coach. Some of the key 
findings in this regard is evidence of the especial importance of social expecta
tions and how these can be rooted in multiple social agents. Emerging evidence 
to support coaching/instructor specific pathways point to the need to further 
examine motivational climates. 
Despite the many advances made, more research is sorely needed. Indeed, the 

development of perfectionism remains an understudied aspect of the trait, both 
inside and outside sport. Recent evidence suggests that perfectionism is on the rise 
in adolescents and young adults, with the implication being that more and more 
young people will arrive on the sports field with underlying vulnerabilities (Curran 
& Hill, 2019). Better understanding the origins of perfectionism, and the various 
mechanisms that link parent and coaching practices to perfectionism, will be 
essential for effective prevention and intervention in sport and dance, environments 
that may commonly be experienced as perfectionistic. 
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Independent Effects Approach 
to Perfectionism in Sport, Dance, 
and Exercise 
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Andrew P. Hill and Daniel J. Madigan 

Most research on perfectionism in sport, dance, and exercise continues to examine 
the effects of dimensions of perfectionism separately. In this chapter, we describe 
this independent-effects approach and revisit our previous review of research that 
has adopted it in sport, dance, and exercise. In doing so, we provide an updated 
account of the thoughts, emotions, and behaviours related to multidimensional 
perfectionism. In a further extension of our previous work, we also include a focus 
on the total unique effect of perfectionism. This is a new approach to examining 
the effects of multidimensional perfectionism and can be used to help determine 
whether, overall, perfectionism is adaptive, maladaptive, or neutral. Our updated 
review shows that research in this area continues to grow, most notably in sport. In 
addition, consistent with our previous review perfectionistic concerns and perfec
tionistic strivings continue to be associated with contrasting patterns of effects. In 
illustrating the use of total unique effects, we show for the first time that, overall, 
perfectionism is likely to be maladaptive in these domains, largely due to the 
relative influence of perfectionistic concerns. 

Perfectionistic Strivings and Concerns in Sport, Dance, 
and Exercise 

Perfectionism in Sport, Dance, and Exercise 

As described in previous chapters in this book, there are several different multi
dimensional models of perfectionism that have been adopted in research in sport, 
dance, and exercise. Here, we follow the hierarchical model described in Chapter 
1. Specifically, we consider the dimensions of perfectionism drawn from separate 
models to be indicative of two higher-order dimensions. Perfectionistic strivings 
capture “aspects of perfectionism associated with self-oriented striving for perfec
tion and the setting of very high personal performance standards” (Gotwals et al., 
2012, p. 264). Perfectionistic concerns capture “aspects associated with concerns 
over making mistakes, fear of negative social evaluation, feelings of discrepancy 
between one’s expectations and performance, and negative reactions to imperfec
tion” (Gotwals et al., 2012, p. 264). When considering how these two broad 
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dimensions of perfectionism might manifest in sport, dance, and exercise, it might 
be apparent that they have the potential to have opposing effects. One might 
visualize this as a tug of war, with perfectionistic strivings pulling hard in one 
direction and perfectionistic concerns pulling hard in the other. 
The competing forces of perfectionistic strivings and concerns are often evident 

in the personal accounts of perfectionistic athletes. One recent illustrative example 
is provided from tennis, in the case of Emma Raducanu. At the 2021 US Open, 
Raducanu, a self-identified perfectionist, became the first qualifier to win a cove
ted grand slam since the open era began in 1968. Both perfectionistic strivings and 
perfectionistic concerns appear to have been instrumental in her development and 
in shaping her experiences. When recounting her formative years, Raducanu 
(2022) has expressed the importance of her drive for exacting and perfectionistic 
standards for her success. However, she also cited the strain of an inability to accept 
even minor mistakes, how it could be “really self-destructive”, and recognized the 
need to try to let go of her unrealistic pursuit of perfection. 

Capturing the Independent Effects of Perfectionistic Strivings 
and Concerns 

One of the most common approaches to examining perfectionistic behaviours in 
sport, dance, and exercise, is to focus on the effects of perfectionistic strivings and 
perfectionistic concerns separately. This approach is based firmly on the notion 
that perfectionism is multidimensional and that the two main dimensions ought to 
be differentiated. The differentiation between the two dimensions is important 
because perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns have long been shown 
to have a contrasting pattern of relationships with various criterion variables 
(Stoeber & Otto, 2006). Consequently, research that considers the two dimensions 
separately helps address this issue and, in turn, provides insight into the opposing 
effects of dimensions of perfectionism (Stoeber, 2012). This approach contrasts to 
other approaches described later in this book that attempt to examine different 
combinations or interactive effects of perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic 
concerns (see Chapters 5 and 6 for discussion of the tripartite model and 2 � 2 
model of perfectionism, respectively). 
The first approach to examining the effects of perfectionistic strivings and per

fectionistic concerns separately is to do so in a manner that ensures each dimension 
is conceptually “intact” and statistically unaltered. That is, any relationship 
between the two dimensions is not statistically controlled or taken into account. 
Here, we are referring to an approach that examines the linear relationship 
between perfectionistic strivings or perfectionistic concerns and some other cri
terion variable. This approach can be observed in research examining perfection
ism in sport, dance, and exercise (and research more widely) when using bivariate 
correlations (e.g. Madigan et al., 2016a) or error-free correlations among latent 
factors in structural equation modelling (e.g. Curran, 2018). 
A second approach to examining the effects of perfectionistic strivings and per

fectionistic concerns separately focuses on their unique effects. This entails 
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examination of the effects of perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns 
after statistically controlling for their relationship. This is achieved via statistical 
partialling. Statistical partialling involves holding the effects of one variable con
stant while examining the effects of another (Lynam, Hoyle, & Newman, 2006). 
Partialling can take place among predictor variables only (creating semi-partial 
correlations) or among predictor variables and the criterion variable (creating par
tial correlations). In the case of the former, new residualized predictor variables are 
created and the criterion variable is unchanged. In the case of the latter, new resi
dualized predictor variables and a new residualized criterion variable are created. 
Partialling can be observed in research examining perfectionism in sport, dance, 
and exercise (and research more widely) when using multiple regression (regres
sion coefficients; e.g. Květon et al., 2021) and structural equation modelling (path 
coefficients; e.g. Wang et al., 2020). 
The new dimensions of perfectionism that are created following partialling have 

previously been referred to as “pure” perfectionistic strivings and “pure” perfec
tionistic concerns (Hill, 2014; Hill & Curran, 2016; Stoeber, 2014). These terms 
were used to portray the notion that perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic 
concerns are not “contaminated” by the other (Stoeber & Otto, 2006). We now 
consider the terms “residual perfectionistic strivings” and “residual perfectionistic 
concerns” to be a more accurate and less misleading labels. This is because the 
“pure” label suggests that following partialling the two dimensions are unre
lated to each other when, in fact, it is the residualized variable and the unresi
dualized opposite that are unrelated (e.g. residual perfectionistic strivings and 
perfectionistic concerns) (Hill et al., 2018). The term “pure” is also used in the 
2 � 2 model of perfectionism when labelling subtypes of perfectionism (see 
Chapter 6) so confusion can be avoided in that regard, too. 
Partialling is illustrated in Figure 4.1 which depicts the unpartialled, par

tialled, and semi-partialled relationship between perfectionistic strivings and 
perfectionistic concerns with a criterion variable. The conceptual ramifications 
of the creation of residual perfectionistic strivings and residual perfectionistic 
concerns are discussed later. For now, the reader can simply note that 

Figure 4.1	 A depiction of unpartialled (left), partialled (middle), and semi-partialled 
(right) relationship of perfectionistic strivings on a criterion variable 
controlling for perfectionistic concerns. 
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perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns are altered following statistical 
partialling and, therefore, warrant new labels. 
Partialling perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns is warranted for 

several reasons. Firstly, perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns typi
cally display a positive and moderate relationship with each other. Consequently, if 
one is interested in whether a particular relationship is due to the unique features 
of perfectionistic strivings or the unique features of perfectionistic concerns, par
tialling is necessary. Secondly, perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns 
often display opposing relationships with the same criterion variable (e.g. depres
sive symptoms; Smith et al., 2018). Therefore, examining their unique effects 
provides a clearer reflection of these divergent relationships. Thirdly, there is evi
dence that perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns supress each other 
and this is especially pronounced for perfectionistic strivings. That is, before par
tialling, perfectionistic strivings can often appear ambiguous in terms of its corre
lates but is more clearly adaptive after partialling. Due to these issues, there is value 
in partialling perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns and to studying 
residual perfectionistic strivings and residual perfectionistic concerns (see Hill, 
2014, for consideration of some of the pitfalls). 

A Review of Research Examining Perfectionistic Strivings 
and Concerns 

A large amount of research has examined perfectionistic strivings and perfec
tionistic concerns separately. Outside of sport, dance, and exercise, Stoeber and 
Otto (2006) conducted the first substantial review of perfectionism research and 
adopted this approach. In terms of perfectionistic strivings and concerns, the 
first aim of their review was to examine whether the two could be differ
entiated based on their associations with positive and negative characteristics. 
The second aim was to investigate whether perfectionistic strivings might be 
considered positive due to its association with positive characteristics. Studies 
were considered for inclusion if perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic 
concerns had been measured using established multidimensional instruments. 
This resulted in the inclusion of thirty-five studies published between 1993 and 
2005. The samples in these studies were drawn from undergraduate students, 
outpatients, and academically gifted children. Of these studies, fifteen examined 
the correlates of perfectionistic strivings and concerns (the other studies used 
group-based approaches). To address the second aim, the fifteen studies were 
graded in terms of the support provided for the notion that perfectionistic 
strivings are positive or adaptive (viz. positive evidence, negative evidence, 
mixed evidence, and inconclusive/null findings). 
Across the fifteen studies there was a clear distinction between perfectionistic 

strivings and perfectionistic concerns. The pattern of findings for perfectionistic 
concerns was straightforward in that they were positively related to negative 
characteristics (e.g. neuroticism, depression, and avoidant coping) and either 
unrelated or inversely related to positive characteristics (e.g. self-esteem, 
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positive affect, and social support). However, for perfectionistic strivings, the 
pattern of findings was more equivocal. That is, in six of the fifteen studies, 
perfectionistic strivings were found to be positively related to positive char
acteristics only (e.g. conscientiousness, positive affect, and satisfaction with life). 
These studies provided positive evidence. In four studies, perfectionistic striv
ings were related to negative characteristics only (e.g. self-blame, depression, 
and anxiety). These studies were taken as negative evidence. A further four 
studies indicated that perfectionistic strivings were related to both positive and 
negative characteristics (e.g. conscientiousness and neuroticism). These studies 
were taken as mixed evidence. There was one inconclusive, null finding, where 
perfectionistic strivings were found to be unrelated to a positive characteristic 
(self-esteem). 
While this initial categorization of findings provided useful insight into per

fectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns, Stoeber and Otto (2006) 
noted and then addressed a key limitation. Specifically, they identified that 
findings from the fifteen correlational studies seemed to relate to how strongly 
perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns were correlated, with high 
correlations (.45 ≤ rs ≤ .70) tending to result in negative evidence or mixed 
evidence. In accord, the studies were re-examined using partial correlations. 
The purpose was to identify any change in findings for perfectionistic strivings 
when the overlap with perfectionistic concerns was controlled for (i.e. when 
examining residual perfectionistic strivings). Based on partial correlations, ten of 
the fifteen studies (versus six of fifteen previously) could now be categorized as 
positive evidence. Of the remaining five studies, no studies were categorized as 
negative evidence, three provided mixed evidence, and two had inconclusive/ 
null findings. Therefore, controlling for the relationship between perfectionistic 
strivings and concerns helped to clarify the distinction between the two 
dimensions, as well as the associations of perfectionistic strivings, in the form of 
residual perfectionistic strivings. 
Building on this work and others (e.g. Stoeber, 2011), Gotwals et al. (2012) 

conducted the first systematic review of perfectionistic strivings and perfectio
nistic concerns in sport. The particular focus of the review was on the nature of 
perfectionistic strivings and its associations with adaptive and maladaptive char
acteristics, processes, and outcomes. Studies were included if bivariate correla
tions between indicators of perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns 
were reported and at least one characteristic examined could be clearly identi
fied as adaptive (e.g. positive affect, task orientation, and self-esteem) or mala
daptive (e.g. negative affect, ego orientation, and symptoms of athlete burnout). 
This resulted in the inclusion of twenty-six research articles, reporting thirty-
one studies, published between 1998 and 2010. Across the thirty-one studies, 
ninety-two bivariate and partial correlations with adaptive characteristics and 
one hundred nine bivariate and partial correlations with maladaptive char
acteristics were examined. These correlations were categorized in terms of 
support for the degree to which perfectionistic strivings, with perfectionistic 
concerns unpartialled and partialled, were associated with adaptive versus 
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maladaptive characteristics (viz. supportive evidence, contrary evidence, mixed 
evidence, and non-significant findings). 
The findings of the review demonstrated a mixed profile for perfectionistic 

strivings when unpartialled from perfectionistic concerns. In terms of emotions, 
perfectionistic strivings were positively related to positive emotional experi
ences, including positive affect, self-confidence, and self-esteem (e.g. Kaye et 
al., 2008; McArdle & Duda, 2008; Stoeber et al., 2007). They were also posi
tively related to negative emotional experiences, including negative affect, 
anger, cognitive anxiety, and self-esteem instability (e.g. Dunn et al., 2006; Hall 
et al., 2009; Kaye et al., 2008). In terms of motivation, perfectionistic strivings 
were positively related to hope of success, mastery-approach goals, and a task 
orientation, but also fear of failure, mastery-avoidance goals, performance-
avoidance goals, and an ego orientation (e.g. Appleton et al., 2009; Stoeber & 
Becker, 2008; Stoeber, Stoll, Salmi, & Tiikkaja, 2009). In addition, they were 
positively related to intrinsic motivation, identified regulation, introjected reg
ulation, and external regulation (McArdle & Duda, 2004). Finally, in terms of 
performance, perfectionistic strivings were positively related with performance 
in training and performance in competition (Stoeber, Uphill, & Hotham, 2009; 
Stoll et al., 2008). 
The profile of residual perfectionistic strivings mirrored the profile of per

fectionistic strivings in relation to performance. However, a more adaptive 
profile was evident for residual perfectionistic strivings in relation to emotions 
and motivation. When residual perfectionistic strivings were examined, the 
relationships with positive emotions became stronger (e.g. Kaye et al., 2008; 
McArdle & Duda, 2008; Stoeber et al., 2007); the relationships with negative 
affect, anger, and self-esteem instability became non-significant (e.g. Dunn 
et al., 2006; Hall et al., 2009; Kaye et al., 2008); and residual perfectionistic 
strivings displayed an inverse relationship with cognitive and somatic anxiety 
(e.g. Stoeber et al., 2007). Regarding motivation, the relationships between 
residual perfectionistic strivings and adaptive motivation were comparable or 
stronger (e.g. Appleton et al., 2009; McArdle & Duda, 2004; Stoeber et al., 
2008). Specifically, the relationship with fear of failure became inverse (e.g. 
Stoeber & Becker, 2008); the positive relationships with ego orientation and 
external regulation were smaller (e.g. Dunn et al., 2002; McArdle & Duda, 
2004); and the relationships with mastery-avoidance goals, performance-avoidance 
goals, and introjected regulation became non-significant (e.g. McArdle & Duda, 
2004; Stoeber, Stoll et al., 2009). 
The growing body of studies available by the mid-2010s enabled the first 

meta-analysis of multidimensional perfectionism in sport by Hill et al. (2018). 
The aim of this meta-analytical review was to update and extend previous 
reviews by calculating effect sizes across studies for the unpartialled and par
tialled relationships that perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns 
shared with motivation, emotion/well-being, and performance. Hill et al. 
(2018) included criterion variables providing there were at least three studies to 
calculate effects and, unlike previous reviews where only clearly adaptive or 
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maladaptive criterion variables were examined, also included criterion variables 
that were neither clearly adaptive nor maladaptive (e.g. performance approach 
goals). They were also able to use the meta-analytical approach to assess 
potential moderators of the effects of perfectionism (gender, age, sport type and 
the instrument/subscale used to measure perfectionism). The meta-analysis 
comprised 52 studies and 361 effect sizes. 
Consistent with Gotwals et al. (2012), unpartialled perfectionistic strivings 

displayed a mixed profile of motivation, emotion/well-being and performance. 
Specifically, Hill et al. (2018) found that perfectionistic strivings shared negli
gible (task-involving coach climate) to medium (intrinsic motivation, mastery 
approach) positive relationships with adaptive motivation, small positive rela
tionships with mastery avoidance and fear of failure, small to medium rela
tionships with identified and introjected regulation, and a medium to large 
positive relationship with performance approach goals. Further, perfectionistic 
strivings shared small positive relationships with self-esteem and self-confidence 
but also trait anxiety, cognitive anxiety and worry, small-to-medium positive 
relationships with positive affect and enjoyment, and a medium positive rela
tionship with self-criticism. Perfectionistic strivings was unrelated to negative 
affect, rumination, depressive symptoms and satisfaction. It shared a small-to
medium positive relationship with athletic performance. In line with previous 
reviews, the profile of residual perfectionistic strivings was more adaptive in 
terms of motivation and emotion. For example, residual perfectionistic strivings 
was unrelated to fear of failure and shared a small negative relationship with 
cognitive anxiety. The relationship with athletic performance remained positive 
and small-to-medium. 
Unpartialled perfectionistic concerns displayed a largely maladaptive profile 

of motivation and emotion/wellbeing. Specifically, perfectionistic concerns was 
unrelated to intrinsic motivation, mastery approach goals, shared a small-to
medium positive relationship with ego orientation, medium positive relation
ships with performance approach goals, performance avoidance goals, mastery 
avoidance goals and amotivation, a medium-to-large positive relationship with 
ego-involving coach climate, introjected regulation, external regulation, and 
fear of failure, and a small negative relationship with task-involving coach cli
mate. Perfectionistic concerns also shared a small-to-medium positive relation
ship with negative affect, medium positive relationships with trait anxiety, 
cognitive anxiety, self-criticism, rumination, and depressive symptoms, small
to-medium negative relationships with self-confidence and satisfaction, a 
medium-to-large negative relationship with self-esteem, and was unrelated to 
positive affect, enjoyment and athletic performance. As expected, for some vari
ables residual perfectionistic concerns displayed more maladaptive associations 
(e.g. a large positive relationship with cognitive anxiety, small negative rela
tionship with intrinsic motivation). However, there were a small number of 
other instances where residual perfectionistic concerns displayed a relatively less 
maladaptive profile (e.g. negligible relationship with ego orientation). 
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Some initial evidence of moderation by gender, age, sport type, and instru
ment were also found. However, these findings should be interpreted tenta
tively given they are based on a relatively small number of studies (Hill et al., 
2018). For gender, the relationships found for predominantly female samples 
appeared to be typically more maladaptive than for predominantly male sam
ples (e.g. perfectionistic strivings and negative affect). For age, the differences in 
the relationships for predominantly adult and adolescent samples were mixed 
with some relationships more adaptive for adolescents (e.g. perfectionistic 
strivings and perceived athletic ability) and others more maladaptive for ado
lescents (e.g. perfectionistic strivings and negative affect). For sport type, some 
relationships also differed in direction as well as magnitude and significance 
depending on team versus individual sport (e.g. the relationship between per
fectionistic concerns and self-confidence was small, negative and significant for 
team sports but small, positive and non-significant for individual sports). Finally, 
for instrument, there was evidence that relationships differed depending on the 
specific subscales used to measure perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic 
concerns. For example, the positive relationship between residual perfectionistic 
concerns and cognitive anxiety was small and significant when the concern 
over mistakes subscale was used but large and significant when negative reactions 
to imperfection was used. 
Taken together, we now have an extensive body of knowledge documenting 

and reviewing the independent effects of perfectionistic strivings and perfectionis
tic concerns in sport. This work has highlighted perfectionistic concerns to be 
maladaptive with regard to emotion/wellbeing and motivation. By contrast, per
fectionistic strivings are more complex and ambiguous, sharing a mixed pattern of 
relationships with the same criterion variables but seemingly more advantageous 
than perfectionistic concerns when it comes to performance. Also, it is clear from 
the reviews to date that partialling matters. That is, when the variance between 
perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns and the relevant outcome is 
controlled, the magnitude and in some cases the direction of the relationships can 
change. Of particular note, while residual perfectionistic concerns are largely 
similar to perfectionistic concerns, residual perfectionistic strivings often appear 
much more adaptive than perfectionistic strivings. 

An Updated Review of the Independent Effects of Perfectionism 

For this current chapter, we have revisited and updated our original review of 
research that was presented in the first edition of this book. It is valuable to do 
so, first because since the first edition chapter, interest in perfectionism in sport, 
dance, and exercise appears to have grown considerably. We are now seeing 
studies examining perfectionism in these domains in academic journals and at 
scientific conferences much more frequently. Second, while the first meta
analytical review has also appeared since our last review, it focused only on 
sport, rather than dance and exercise. It has also been five years since the end of 
the search date in the Hill et al. (2018) meta-analyses. Therefore, for the 
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benefit of researchers and practitioners, we are seeking to re-establish the state 
of knowledge and what is now known about the separate effects of perfec
tionism in these domains. Third, in repeating our review, we have been able to 
check and correct any previous errors when reporting the features of the studies, 
correlations and partial corrections. 
In conducting the new review, we followed the same methodological 

approach to our original review. The review is based on an electronic search of 
PsycINFO, PsycARTICLES, and SPORTDiscus using the terms perfection* (for 
perfectionism, perfectionist) AND sport OR dance OR exercise for peer-
reviewed journal articles published in English. The review spanned from Jan
uary 1990 to July 2022, and the search took place on 23 June 2022. The search 
produced k = 804 studies. After removing duplicates, and reviewing titles and 
abstracts for relevance this was reduced to k = 296. As in our previous search 
we excluded qualitative studies, unidimensional measures of perfectionism, or 
studies reporting only total scores, studies that used instruments with question
able validity, and those that did not include bivariate correlations. The final 
total was 156 studies. The results of the are shown in Table 4.1. 
An obvious initial observation regarding the results of the review is the 

considerable increase in the number of studies since our first review. The 
number of studies included in the new review has doubled over a much shorter 
period (1990 to 2016 versus 2016 to 2022). Most research that has taken place 
since the first review has done so in a sport domain. Some of this research 
revisits existing relationships (e.g. burnout) and other research includes pre
viously unexamined variables (e.g. attitudes towards doping). There is also a 
notable increase in focus on the athlete’s social context and performance in 
newer studies. Of note, too, is that studies in dance and exercise have increased 
but to a lesser extent. New research in dance and exercise largely includes 
studies that have examined similar variables found in sport research such as 
burnout, goals and motives for participation, and psychological needs (e.g. 
Jowett et al., 2021; Molnar et al., 2021; Nordin-Bates et al., 2020). However, a 
distinctive focus on exercise dependence and eating pathology is a feature of 
emerging research in the exercise domain (e.g. Deck et al., 2021). 
In regards to the findings of this new research, our updated review supports 

previous work by again highlighting divergence between perfectionistic striv
ings (complex/ambiguous) and perfectionistic concerns (maladaptive). With 
reference to some of the new criterion variables, perfectionistic strivings, when 
unpartialled, shared a medium positive relationship with failure/evaluation 
worry, a small positive relationship with optimism in athletes (Dunn et al., 
2020), small-to-medium positive relationships with dimensions of engagement 
in dancers (Jowett et al., 2021), and large positive relationships with the dark 
triad personality traits in exercisers (González-Hernández et al., 2021). As 
expected, residual perfectionistic strivings generally displayed a generally more 
adaptive profile (e.g. a non-significant relationship with failure/evaluation 
worry, and a medium positive relationship with optimism). By contrast, per
fectionistic concerns, when unpartialled, shared a large positive relationship 
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with failure/evaluation worry and a small negative relationship with optimism 
(Dunn et al., 2020), medium-to-large positive relationships with the dark triad 
(González-Hernández et al., 2021), and small negative relationships with 
engagement (Jowett et al., 2021). Residual perfectionistic concerns displayed a 
more maladaptive profile with some variables (e.g. small-to-medium negative 
relationships with engagement), but also a more adaptive profile with others (e.g. 
small-to-medium relationships with the dark triad). 
New research also suggests similar patterns for perfectionistic strivings and 

perfectionistic concerns in relation to social interactions with coaches and par
ents. Unpartialled and residual perfectionistic strivings shared small positive 
correlations with the coach-athlete relationship (Martin et al., 2021) and par
ental conditional regard (Curran, 2018). By contrast, unpartialled and residual 
perfectionistic concerns shared non-significant correlations with the coach-athlete 
relationship, and large positive relationships with parental conditional regard 
(Curran, 2018). The picture for interactions with peers is less consistent. In the 
study by Grugan et al. (2019), perfectionistic strivings (unpartialled and residual) 
shared non-significant relationships with angry reactions towards teammates as 
well as antisocial behaviour towards teammates and opponents. By contrast, 
perfectionistic concerns (unpartialled and residual) shared small positive 
relationships with these negative peer interactions. Conversely, Mallinson-
Howard et al. (2019) found that perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic 
concerns, when unpartialled, shared medium positive relationships with 
antisocial behaviour toward teammates and opponents, and that residual 
perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns shared small positive 
relationships with antisocial behaviour. 
More research has begun to emerge examining the relationship between per

fectionism and performance. Research findings appear relatively consistent. With 
regard to perceived performance, perfectionistic strivings was typically positively 
related to perceived performance and perfectionistic concerns was unrelated (e.g. 
Haraldsen, et al., 2020), or was negatively related (e.g. Květon et al., 2021), to 
perceived performance. With regard to actual performance, a similar pattern is 
evident. Perfectionistic strivings were typically positively related to actual per
formance whereas perfectionistic concerns was typically negatively related or 
unrelated to actual performance. This pattern was evident for golf putting 
(Lizmore et al., 2019), basketball free throws (Madigan et al., 2018), and a 
range of physical fitness testing (Mallinson-Howard et al., 2021). 
In summary, based on the findings of previous reviews and our new review, 

we see some consensus for the independent effects of perfectionistic concerns 
and perfectionistic strivings. Perfectionistic concerns are typically problematic as 
they demonstrate inverse relationships with a range of adaptive characteristics 
(e.g. positive affect, self-esteem, and social support) and positive relationships 
with a range of maladaptive characteristics (e.g. negative affect, fear of failure, 
and avoidant coping) in sport, dance and exercise. When perfectionistic concerns 
are partialled from perfectionistic strivings, residual perfectionistic concerns do 
not appear to be discernibly different in terms of their effects. By contrast, 
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perfectionistic strivings are more ambiguous. Specifically, perfectionistic strivings 
demonstrate positive relationships with both adaptive (e.g. positive affect, task 
orientation, and self-confidence) and maladaptive characteristics (e.g. negative 
affect, ego orientation, and self-blame) in sport, dance and exercise. Some of this 
ambiguity is explained by the positive correlation between perfectionistic 
strivings and perfectionistic concerns. That is, when perfectionistic strivings 
are partialled from perfectionistic concerns, residual perfectionistic strivings 
can demonstrate positive relationships with adaptive characteristics (e.g. hope 
for success, mastery-approach goals, and social support) and non-significant or 
inverse relationships with maladaptive characteristics (e.g. anxiety, fear of 
failure, and negative affect). 

The Case for Total Unique Effects and Relative Weights 

A shortcoming of previous reviews in this area, including our own, is that they 
fail to resolve the tug of war between perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic 
concerns. On one hand, we have perfectionistic concerns pulling towards more 
problematic outcomes and, on the other hand, we have perfectionistic strivings 
pulling towards less problematic outcomes and some desirable outcomes such as 
better athletic performance. For many researchers and practitioners this is an 
unhelpful state of affairs when seeking to advise, educate, and inform others 
about perfectionism. It is also unnecessary because the partialling approaches 
described in this chapter can be used to determine the overall effects of per
fectionism. That is, they can be used to understand whether athletes, dancers, and 
exercisers are typically better or worse off because of perfectionism depending on 
the criterion variable being measured. This is achieved by determining the overall 
effect of perfectionism and weighing the relative contributions of perfectionistic 
strivings and perfectionistic concerns to that effect. 
Creating total perfectionism scores is not new. Indeed, in the first study of 

perfectionism in sport, Frost and Henderson (1991) proposed that a total per
fectionism score could be calculated as the sum of the subscales included on his 
multidimensional perfectionism instrument. However, simply adding subscales 
together provides us with little means to account for the different and unique 
effects of each dimension. Stoeber et al. (2020) recently attempted to address 
this shortcoming by calculating a combined effect of perfectionistic strivings and 
concerns. To do so, they adapted the regression equations from the 2 � 2 
model of perfectionism (see Chapter 6 in this book) so to compare the effects 
of a non-perfectionism subtype of perfectionism (low in both perfectionistic 
strivings and perfectionistic concerns) with a mixed perfectionism subtype (high 
in both perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns). The combined 
effect approach provides a useful way for researchers to assess differences in 
outcomes between two important subtypes and was the first to recognize the 
usefulness of deriving an overall effect of perfectionism. 
With Stoeber et al.’s (2020) combined effects approach as impetus, Hill et al. 

(2021) proposed the idea of a total unique effect (TUE) that could also be used to 
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determine if perfectionism is, overall, adaptive, maladaptive, or neutral. Unlike, 
the combined effect approach, the total unique effect does not rely on a “pick
a-point” approach (viz. high versus low scores) or comparison of subtypes. 
Rather, it is based on summing the unique effects of perfectionistic strivings 
and perfectionistic concerns to derive a total effect. TUE is calculated by sum
ming the two standardized residual regression coefficients (TUE = βPS + 
βPC). These are partialled effects that are very similar to the semi-partial cor
relations introduced earlier. By adding the effects together, TUE is interpreted 
as the change in the criterion variable following a one standard deviation 
increase in both perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns. 
As should be evident, TUE is determined by the strength and the direction 

of the effects of perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns. This means 
that when perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns pull equally in 
opposing directions in relation to a given outcome, the TUE will signal per
fectionism as neutral. When the pull of perfectionistic concerns is stronger (or 
in cases where perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns pull in the 
same direction for an undesirable outcome), the TUE will signal perfectionism 
as, overall, maladaptive. When the pull of perfectionistic strivings is stronger, 
the TUE will typically signal that perfectionism is, overall, adaptive (again 
depending on the criterion variable, though of course). We can test the sig
nificance of the TUE by calculating its standard error (SE) and 95% confidence 
intervals. A computational example for how to calculate TUE is provided in Hill 
et al. (2021). Code for R is also available (Hill, 2022a), as is a more user-friendly 
web-based application (Hill, 2022b). 
Once TUE is calculated, the contribution of residual perfectionistic strivings 

and residual perfectionistic concerns to the overall effects is determined by 
calculating their relative weights. By calculating relative weights, we can assess 
the percentage of variance in the criterion variable explained by residual per
fectionistic strivings or residual perfectionistic concerns. The relative weight can 
be considered an effect size for residual perfectionistic strivings and residual 
perfectionistic concerns in context of the TUE. As such, the relative weights 
also tell us which dimension is more important for a particular criterion vari
able. So far, the use of TUE has been illustrated using research outside of sport, 
dance, and exercise (Hill et al., 2021). To show what insight can be gained 
from applying it to research in these domains, we have illustrated the approach 
for some of the effects observed in Hill et al.’s (2018) meta-analysis. The results 
are displayed in Table 4.2. 
In applying the TUE to the meta-analytical data in sport we can draw con

clusions regarding the likely overall effects of perfectionism as an athlete 
becomes more perfectionistic. Starting with motivation, for task orientation, 
the non-significant TUE suggests that perfectionism is, overall, neutral. This 
might be surprising as there is a clear positive effect for perfectionistic strivings 
but as perfectionistic concerns is pulling in the opposing direction to a similar 
degree there is no “net gain” for perfectionistic athletes in regards to motiva
tion for this goal orientation. For ego orientation, TUE suggests that, overall, 
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perfectionism is maladaptive. So, as athletes become more perfectionistic, we 
can expect to deal with the problematic motivation issues that arise from being 
more ego- oriented (and not task-oriented). In examining the relative weights, 
we can see that perfectionistic strivings largely accounts for the prediction of 
task orientation whereas perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns are 
equally important in predicting ego orientation. 
To consider athlete wellbeing we can use self-confidence and depression as 

proxies. Like with task orientation, calculation of TUE suggests that there is no 
net gain of being perfectionistic for self-confidence with increases in perfec
tionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns resulting in, overall, a neutral 
effect. However, based on TUE we can expect athletes to report higher 
depressive symptoms so in this regard perfectionism is, overall, maladaptive. 
Indeed, this was the largest total effect we observed in this set of examples. In 
reviewing the relative weights, we can see a similar contribution to the pre
diction of self-confidence for the two dimensions of perfectionism but, by 
some way, perfectionistic concerns accounts for the prediction of depressive 
symptoms. 
The last criterion variable we consider is athletic performance. In this case we 

see an overall adaptive effect with increases in perfectionism resulting in better 
athletic performance. There are complexities to this relationship, of course, and 
we remain unconvinced of the benefits of perfectionism for athlete perfor
mance for most people, most of the time. Nonetheless, we have illustrated here 
that current evidence suggests perfectionism may aid athlete performance, albeit 
to a small degree. The relative weights in this regard are important, too, as they 
show, as you would expect, the prediction of performance is almost entirely 
due to perfectionistic strivings. 
Although these TUEs and relative weights are only a small set of examples 

and are limited to sport, they provide us with important insight into whether, 
overall, perfectionism is neutral, maladaptive or adaptive. Driven predominantly 
by perfectionistic strivings, perfectionism appears to offer some small benefit to  
athletic performance, but at what cost? An overall association with an ego 
orientation and neutral effects for task orientation and self-confidence alludes 
to potential motivational difficulties. Furthermore, due predominantly to the 
pull of perfectionistic concerns, perfectionism is associated with increased risk of 
maladjustment in the form of depressive symptoms. This is aligned with the 
TUEs we have seen outside of sport that show maladaptive effects for anxiety, 
burnout, depression, eating disorders and suicide ideation (Hill et al., 2021). 
Based on this evidence, we contend that perfectionism is most likely, overall, 
maladaptive for athletes, dancers, and exercisers. 

Concluding Comments 

In this chapter we described an independent effects approach to examining the 
two main dimensions of perfectionism and a new approach that focuses on 
deriving their overall effect and relative weights. Based on previous reviews and 
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our updated review, we believe there is now sufficient evidence to derive 
consensus regarding the likely effects of perfectionistic strivings and perfectio
nistic concerns in sport, dance, and exercise. Because perfectionistic concerns 
are consistently associated with maladaptive characteristics, we can expect 
higher levels to undermine motivation and contribute to personal difficulties. 
Because perfectionistic strivings display a mixed pattern of adaptive and mala
daptive characteristics, they are best considered ambiguous. In addition, when 
examining residual perfectionistic strivings, they appear more adaptive in rela
tion to well-being, motivation, and performance. Beyond these conclusions, if 
we wish to determine whether, overall, perfectionism is adaptive, maladaptive, 
or neutral, we need to add the contributions of perfectionistic strivings and 
perfectionistic concerns to calculate a total effect. Doing so suggests that, 
overall, perfectionism may aid performance to a small degree but to a much 
larger degree is likely to be maladaptive for athletes due to the contribution of 
perfectionistic concerns. Further research is required to establish whether these 
total effects and conclusions are also evident in dance and exercise, as well as for 
a broader range of psychological outcomes. 
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Waleriańczyk, W., Hill, A. P., & Stolarski, M. (2022). A re-examination of the 2 � 2 
model of perfectionism, burnout, and engagement in sports. Psychology of Sport and 
Exercise, 61, 102190. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2022.102190. 
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5 Re-envisioning the Tripartite 
Model of Perfectionism in 
Sport and Dance 
An Updated Review and Response
 
to Critiques
 

John K. Gotwals and Michael R. Lizmore 

The tripartite model of perfectionism was the first model to identify forms of 
perfectionism that had distinct dimensional profiles and were associated with dif
ferent performance, health, and well-being outcomes. Evidence for the model 
stems largely from research based in academic contexts and was controversial from 
the outset. The first edition of this chapter used research from sport and dance to 
evaluate the model and address some of the controversy. Since then, two addi
tional reviews of that same body of research have been published. Both concluded 
that the sport and dance literature provided limited support for the tripartite model 
and questioned the model’s foundational assumptions. In light of this context, this 
chapter re-evaluates and re-envisions the tripartite model within sport and dance. 
This extensive update incorporates recent research not included in any previous 
review, responds to critiques of the model, and suggests a new perspective on the 
assumptions of the model. Doing so allowed us to make nuanced conclusions 
about aspects of the tripartite model that are supported versus challenged by 
research in sport and dance, and to clarify how the model converges with and 
diverges from other perfectionism conceptualizations. There are three sections to 
the chapter. The first presents the foundations and history of the tripartite model. 
The second evaluates the degree to which research findings from sport and dance 
support the model. The third responds to recent critiques that have been levied 
against the model and offers a new perspective that supports its continued use. 

Foundations and History of the Tripartite Model 

The tripartite model is presented in Figure 5.1. The model is founded on two 
principles. The first is that perfectionism consists of two overarching continuous 
dimensions: perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns (Stoeber & 
Otto, 2006). As described in previous chapters, perfectionistic strivings repre
sent “aspects of perfectionism associated with self-oriented striving for perfec
tion and the setting of very high personal performance standards” (Gotwals et 
al., 2012, p. 264). Perfectionistic concerns represent “aspects associated with 
concerns over making mistakes, fear of negative social evaluation, feelings of 
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Figure 5.1 The tripartite model of perfectionism. Three orientations (healthy perfec
tionism, unhealthy perfectionism, and non-perfectionism) are defined by 
distinct profiles across two overarching dimensions (perfectionistic strivings 
and perfectionistic concerns). 

Source: Adapted from “Positive conceptions of perfectionism: Approaches, evidence, 
challenges”, by J. Stoeber and K. Otto, Personality and Social Psychology Review, 10, p . 296.  
Copyright 2006 by Lawrence Erlbaum. 

discrepancy between one’s expectations and performance, and negative reactions 
to imperfection” (Gotwals et al., 2012, p. 264). 
The second principle of the tripartite model is that when levels across the 

two perfectionism dimensions are simultaneously considered, three qualitatively 
distinct orientations can be identified: healthy perfectionism, unhealthy perfectionism, 
and non-perfectionism (Parker, 1997; Stoeber & Otto, 2006). Healthy perfec
tionism is defined by high levels of perfectionistic strivings combined with low 
levels of perfectionistic concerns. Unhealthy perfectionism is defined by high levels 
of both perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns. Non-perfectionism is 
defined by low levels of perfectionistic strivings and undifferentiated levels of per
fectionistic concerns. As indicated by their labels, the three orientations are 
proposed to show different patterns of relationships with external constructs. 
Healthy perfectionism – in comparison to unhealthy perfectionism and non-
perfectionism – is proposed to be more strongly linked to healthy, positive, and 
adaptive characteristics, processes, and outcomes. Unhealthy perfectionism – in 
comparison to healthy perfectionism and non-perfectionism – is proposed to 
be more strongly linked to unhealthy, negative, and maladaptive characteristics, 
processes, and outcomes. 
The tripartite model was developed in an inductive manner. The origins of 

this process stem from Hamachek’s (1978) anecdotal distinction between 
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normal perfectionists and neurotic perfectionists. Normal perfectionists were 
proposed to combine a self-oriented drive for high, but realistic, standards of 
performance with the ability to separate achievement of those standards from 
evaluations of self-worth. This approach to achievement desensitizes percep
tions of socially prescribed performance pressures, alleviates irrational concerns 
about mistakes, and allows for positive self-worth and satisfaction even when 
faced with imperfection. As a result, normal perfectionists enter achievement 
contexts “excited, clear about what needs to be done, and emotionally 
charged” (ibid., p. 28). In contrast, neurotic perfectionists were proposed to 
demand unreasonably high performance standards, perceive significant socially 
prescribed pressures to achieve those standards, and directly tie their ability to 
do so to evaluations of their self-worth. As a result, neurotic perfectionists tend 
to be overly sensitive to the perceived expectations and criticisms of significant 
others, driven by a fear of failure and perceptions of inferiority, chronically 
dissatisfied with their performances. It is no wonder, then, that neurotic per
fectionists enter achievement contexts “feeling anxious, confused, and emo
tionally drained” (ibid., p. 28). Hamachek’s distinction between normal and 
neurotic perfectionists served as the foundation for the tripartite model’s 
distinction between healthy perfectionists and unhealthy perfectionists. 
Inspired by Hamachek’s (1978) description of different types of perfectionists 

(Greenspon et al., 2000), Parker (1997) conducted a study that sparked the line 
of research and modelled the analytical approach that eventually led to the 
creation of the tripartite model. Parker used cluster analysis to categorize aca
demically gifted 6th grade students according to their responses to the Multi
dimensional Perfectionism Scale (F-MPS; Frost et al., 1990). A three-cluster 
solution was chosen as the best categorization of the participants. Based on their 
respective profiles across the F-MPS subscales, as well as inter-cluster differences 
across several positive/negative criterion variables, the clusters were deemed to 
distinguish between non-perfectionists, healthy perfectionists, and dysfunctional 
perfectionists. Parker’s use of cluster analysis was soon adopted in many studies; 
especially those by Rice, Ashby, and Slaney (e.g. LoCicero & Ashby, 2000; 
Rice & Mirzadeh, 2000; Rice & Slaney, 2002). This research team was very 
prolific, introduced several methodological innovations (including investigating 
perfectionism through the use of qualitative inquiry and latent profi
e.g. Rice et al., 2003; Rice et al., 2013), and eventually produced much of the 
research upon which the tripartite model is founded. 
Two works proved seminal in codifying the tripartite model. The first was 

Stoeber and Otto’s (2006) review of group-based perfectionism studies from 
general psychology. The review presented a “common conceptual framework” 
(p. 296) that is generally accepted as representing the tripartite model (repro
duced in Figure 5.1) and concluded that “the great majority” (ibid., p. 312) of 
findings demonstrated that healthy perfectionists show higher levels of positive 
characteristics in comparison to unhealthy perfectionists and non-perfectionists. 
The second was Rice and Ashby’s (2007) development of a method of classi
fying types of perfectionists. Specifically, cut-scores were established across the 

le analysis; 
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subscales of the Almost Perfect Scale (Slaney et al., 1996) that could be used to 
classify people as adaptive perfectionists, maladaptive perfectionists, or non-
perfectionists. This approach was especially influential in that it helped to for
malize the profiles across perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns 
that are associated with each perfectionism orientation. 
Dunn and colleagues have been leaders in terms of producing sport-based 

research that aligns with the tripartite model. The founding principles that 
guide much of this group’s research are that perfectionism is multidimensional, 
“that an individual’s patterns of ratings across all dimensions of perfectionism 
should be considered” (Dunn et al., 2002, p. 379), and that “examining all 
perfectionism dimensions simultaneously may shed further light on the corre
lates of maladaptive and adaptive perfectionism” (Gotwals et al., 2003, p. 20). 
Dunn and colleagues operationalized this perspective through the use of cluster 
analysis (e.g. Dunn et al., 2014; Lizmore et al., 2016; Vallance et al., 2006) and 
canonical correlation (e.g. Gotwals et al., 2003; Gotwals et al., 2010; Dunn et 
al., 2020). As indicated earlier, and argued again later in the chapter, we feel 
that these principles should be considered to represent overarching assumptions 
of the tripartite model. 

Evidence from Perfectionism Research in Sport and Dance 

This section of the chapter examines the degree to which research from sport 
and dance supports the tripartite model.1 Two previous reviews – Hill and 
Madigan (2017) and Hill et al. (2020) – have been conducted with the same 
purpose. Both reviews focused solely on research that used cluster analysis. The 
present review advances these past efforts in two primary ways. First, it re
examines the cluster analytic literature and incorporates recent research that 
utilized what has been presented as a more sophisticated and appropriate suc
cessor to cluster analysis: namely, latent profile analysis (Pastor et al., 2007). 
Second, the present review incorporates two bodies of literature from sport and 
dance that we consider applicable to the tripartite model, but that were not 
included in the previous reviews: namely, research that used canonical correla
tion analysis and qualitative inquiry. In doing so, we provide an up-to-date and 
comprehensive review of the tripartite model in sport and dance. The review is 
broken down into sub-sections by analytical approach. Each sub-section begins 
by describing the approach and then categorizes studies based on the degree to 
which the produced findings support the tripartite model. 

Studies that Utilized Person-Oriented Approaches to Analysis 

In person-oriented approaches the person (as opposed to the variable) is the focus of 
analysis, is considered holistically, and is distinguished by their profile across multi
ple meaningful characteristics (Bergman & Andersson, 2010). Cluster analysis is a 
person-oriented approach that has been connected to the tripartite model since 
its inception and is the analytical tool used most often when testing the model 
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(Stoeber & Otto, 2006). The technique uses characteristics pre-selected by the 
researcher to identify “naturally occurring” groups (or clusters) among a sample 
(Hair et al., 2010). The general goal is to identify a set of clusters (i.e. a cluster 
solution) that, in respect to a profile across the pre-selected characteristics, mini
mizes differences between people within the same cluster and maximizes differ
ences between people in different clusters. Latent profile analysis has emerged more 
recently as a successor to cluster analysis (Pastor et al., 2007). While both techniques 
share the same general goal, latent profile analysis differs from cluster analysis in that 
it is less exploratory, is model based, provides more rigorous criteria that can be used 
to choose the best cluster solution, and recognizes that cluster membership is a 
matter of degree (as opposed to all-or-nothing). 
Cluster analysis and latent profile analysis are well-suited to the tripartite 

model because individuals’ levels across perfectionistic strivings and perfectio
nistic concerns can serve as the characteristics upon which they are clustered or 
grouped. Support for the model is produced if a three-cluster solution emerges 
as the most optimal solution, if the three clusters demonstrate profiles across per
fectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns that reflect the expected profiles 
for healthy perfectionists, unhealthy perfectionists, and non-perfectionists, and if 
the clusters differ across external criteria in ways that demonstrate their proposed 
healthy/unhealthy nature. Nine studies have utilized cluster analysis to group 
athletes or dancers according to their levels of perfectionistic strivings and perfec
tionistic concerns. Only one study has so far used latent profile analysis to do the 
same.2 Table 5.1 identifies and describes these ten studies and indicates the degree 
to which each supports the tripartite model. 

Studies that Support the Tripartite Model 

Four of the ten studies produced results that generally support the tripartite 
model (Dunn et al., 2014; Lizmore et al., 2016; Pacewicz et al., 2018, and 
Sapieja et al., 2011). Each sampled athletes, clustered those athletes according to 
their levels across the subscales of the Sport Multidimensional Perfectionism 
Scale-2 (SMPS-2; Gotwals & Dunn, 2009), and chose a three-cluster solution 
as providing the best fit. Three of the studies labelled the clusters as healthy 
perfectionists, unhealthy perfectionists, and non-perfectionists, whereas Pacewicz et al. 
(2018) used labels from the 2 � 2 model of perfectionism (i.e. pure personal 
standards perfectionists, mixed perfectionists, and non-perfectionists; see Chapter 6). 
Cluster differences across the SMPS-2 subscales supported use of those labels. 
For instance, the healthy perfectionists and unhealthy perfectionists generally 
showed higher levels of subscales representing perfectionistic strivings (e.g. 
Personal Standards and Organization) than the non-perfectionists, whereas the 
unhealthy perfectionists consistently showed higher levels of subscales repre
senting perfectionistic concerns (e.g. Concern Over Mistakes and Doubts 
About Actions) than both the healthy perfectionists and non-perfectionists. 
Such findings reflect the expected profiles the tripartite model uses to define 
the three perfectionist orientations (see Figure 5.1). 
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Across the four studies’ criterion variables, the clusters were also found to lar
gely differ in ways that aligned with the predictions of the tripartite model. In 
comparison to both the healthy perfectionists and the non-perfectionists, the 
unhealthy perfectionists were more likely to experience anger/dejection after 
committing mistakes in competition (Lizmore et al., 2016), more likely to 
experience burnout (Pacewicz et al., 2018), and less likely to perceive their 
parents as authoritative (i.e. demanding, yet responsive, supportive, and 
empowering; Sapieja et al., 2011). When coping with performance slumps, the 
unhealthy perfectionists were also less likely to use task-focused strategies and 
more likely to use avoidance strategies in comparison to healthy perfectionists 
and more likely to engage in wishful thinking than the non-perfectionists 
(Dunn et al., 2014). Effect sizes associated with the significant cluster differ
ences in these studies reflected small to large effects (see Hill et al., 2020).3 All 
these effects were in the expected direction, except for one: unhealthy perfec
tionists were more likely to use planning to cope with performance slumps 
than non-perfectionists (Dunn et al., 2014). 
In three of these four studies healthy perfectionists were not found to differ sig

nificantly from non-perfectionists across any criterion variable. This included anger 
in reaction to mistakes (Lizmore et al., 2016), burnout (Pacewicz et al., 2018), and 
perceptions of parental authoritativeness (Sapieja et al., 2011). However, one study 
did find that healthy perfectionists were more likely to employ planning, 
increased effort, and active coping when faced with performance slumps than 
non-perfectionists (Dunn et al., 2014). 
Taken collectively, two trends are evident in the cluster differences presented 

across these four studies. First, unhealthy perfectionists appear to show a greater 
propensity towards negative outcomes and a lower propensity towards positive 
outcomes in comparison to healthy perfectionists and non-perfectionists. 
Second, while healthy perfectionists and non-perfectionists do not appear to 
differ in their general propensity towards positive or negative outcomes, heal
thy perfectionists do appear to adopt more proactive and task-focused coping 
strategies in response to slumps. These trends generally support the tripartite 
model but do question whether healthy perfectionists always demonstrate 
healthier characteristics than non-perfectionists. 

Studies that Challenge the Tripartite Model 

Six of the ten studies presented in Table 5.1 challenge the tripartite model’s 
foundational principles. For example, two cluster analytic studies – one with 
vocational dance students (i.e. Cumming & Duda, 2012) and one with university 
athletes (i.e. Gotwals, 2011) – challenge the model’s contention that there are 
three perfectionistic orientations. Both studies considered a three-cluster solution 
but found that it was not compatible with the tripartite model and ultimately 
chose a four cluster solution as the best way to categorize their participants. 
Cumming and Duda (2012) contended that their four-cluster solution 

aligned with the 2 � 2 model of perfectionism (see Gaudreau & Thompson, 
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2010; Chapter 6, this volume) and labelled the clusters accordingly. The pure 
personal standards perfectionism cluster and the mixed perfectionism cluster showed 
profiles across perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns that reflected 
the profiles expected for healthy and unhealthy perfectionists (respectively). 
However, the final two clusters showed profiles that are not readily associated 
with any orientation represented in the tripartite model: the non-perfectionism 
cluster was defined by low levels across both perfectionistic strivings and per
fectionistic concerns, whereas the pure evaluative concerns perfectionism cluster was 
defined by low perfectionistic strivings and moderate-to-high perfectionistic 
concerns.4 Moreover, the pure evaluative concerns cluster reported lower levels 
of psychological and physical health than both the pure personal standards 
perfectionism cluster and the non-perfectionism cluster, but did not differ in 
this regard to the mixed perfectionism cluster.5 These findings suggest that the 
tripartite model may benefit from distinguishing between non-perfectionists 
who show low levels across perfectionistic concerns and those that show high 
levels across perfectionistic concerns. 
In Gotwals’s (2011) four cluster solution, one cluster reflected healthy perfec

tionism, a second cluster reflected non-perfectionism, and the final two clusters 
both reflected unhealthy perfectionism. The two unhealthy perfectionism clusters 
could be differentiated by their levels of two perfectionistic concerns subdimen
sions: one showed the highest score of Doubts About Actions and the other 
showed the highest score of Perceived Parental Pressure. As such, the two clusters 
were labelled doubt-oriented unhealthy perfectionists and parent-oriented 
unhealthy perfectionists. The healthy perfectionists generally reported the lowest 
levels of burnout across all four clusters. These findings suggest that there may be 
value in revising the tripartite model to consider if different subdimensions of 
perfectionistic concerns may serve to distinguish between different variants of 
unhealthy perfectionism. 
Another main tenet of the tripartite model that is challenged by findings from 

several cluster analytic studies is the appropriateness of distinguishing between 
qualitatively distinct perfectionist orientations (e.g. healthy perfectionism and 
unhealthy perfectionism). This challenge is based on the distinction between cate
gorical and dimensional approaches to conceptualizing perfectionism. The tripartite 
model adopts a categorical approach. That is, in distinguishing between healthy 
perfectionism, unhealthy perfectionism, and non-perfectionism, the model assumes 
that different types of perfectionism exist and that these types reflect qualitatively (as 
opposed to quantitatively) different perspectives on achievement (Flett & Hewitt, 
2002). In contrast, a dimensional approach assumes that “people differ in degrees of 
perfectionism, rather than in kinds of perfectionism” (Flett & Hewitt, 2002, p. 18, 
italics in original). That is, a dimensional approach assumes that different types of 
perfectionism do not exist; instead, individuals’ perfectionistic tendencies differ 
quantitatively (as opposed to qualitatively) along a continuum. 
It is appropriate to adopt a categorical approach (over a dimensional 

approach) to interpret a cluster solution when discontinuities exist within the 
solution (Flett & Hewitt, 2002). Discontinuity is present when the rank order 
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of clusters does not follow the same pattern across one or more subdimensions 
of perfectionism. As an example, consider the cluster solutions in Dunn et al. 
(2014), Lizmore et al. (2016), Pacewicz et al. (2018), and Sapieja et al. (2011). 
Across all four solutions, the cluster of unhealthy perfectionists scored higher 
than the cluster of healthy perfectionists on the SMPS-2 Concern Over Mis
takes, Doubts About Actions, and Perceived Parental Pressure subscales. In 
contrast, the healthy perfectionists scored higher than the unhealthy perfec
tionists on Organization. Finally, the two clusters’ scores on the Personal 
Standards subscale did not significantly differ. The presence of these dis
continuities helps to justify categorical interpretations of the cluster solutions, 
such as that offered by the tripartite model. 
If discontinuity is not present within a cluster solution (in other words, when 

cluster solutions demonstrate continuity), then it is more appropriate to utilize a 
dimensional approach (over a categorical approach) to interpret the solution 
(Flett & Hewitt, 2002). Continuity is present when the rank-order of clusters 
remains the same regardless of the perfectionism facet in question. Within the 
body of literature on perfectionism in sport and dance, there are two studies 
(specifically, Nordin-Bates et al., 2011; and Vallance et al., 2006) in which the 
researchers recognized the continuous nature of their cluster solution and 
accordingly adopted a dimensional approach for interpretive purposes. Both 
adopted a three-cluster solution where, with regard to their levels across sub-
dimensions of perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns, one cluster 
always ranked first, a second cluster always ranked second, and a third cluster 
always ranked third. The labels chosen for each cluster reflect this high degree 
of continuity (perfectionistic tendencies, moderate perfectionistic tendencies, 
and no perfectionistic tendencies in Nordin-Bates et al., 2011; high perfec
tionism, moderate perfectionism, and low perfectionism in Vallance et al., 
2006). As Flett and Hewitt (2002) indicate, such cluster solutions suggest that 
individual differences in perfectionism are “quantitative rather than qualitative 
in nature” (p. 19) and, as such, challenge the validity of models–including the 
tripartite model–that adopt a categorical approach to perfectionism. 
It has been suggested that sometimes studies adopt a categorical approach to 

interpret cluster solutions when a dimensional approach may have been more 
appropriate (Flett & Hewitt, 2002). Two sport-based cluster analytic studies 
appear to fit this description: Gucciardi et al. (2012) and Martinent and Ferrand 
(2006). Both identified a three-cluster solution as the best way to categorize 
their participants, and interpreted the findings in line with the tripartite model. 
In both studies the clusters were labelled as non-perfectionists, adaptive per
fectionists (i.e. healthy perfectionists), and maladaptive perfectionists (i.e. 
unhealthy perfectionists). Inspection of the cluster solutions in the two studies, 
though, reveals no evidence of discontinuity and clear evidence of continuity. 
As such, it would have been more appropriate to interpret both cluster solu
tions in line with a dimensional, as opposed to categorical, approach. Accord
ingly, we have categorized both studies as producing findings that challenge the 
tripartite model.6 
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Summary 

This section reviewed the degree to which 10 studies that used person-oriented 
analytical approaches to examine perfectionism in sport and dance produced 
findings that support the tripartite model. There appears to be considerable 
variability in this regard. Four studies generally supported the model by iden
tifying clusters that reflected the model’s three orientations and by supporting 
the model’s contention that unhealthy perfectionists should show higher levels 
of negative outcomes and lower levels of positive outcomes in comparison to 
both healthy perfectionists and non-perfectionists. Additionally, while healthy 
perfectionists and non-perfectionists did not differ across many criteria, when 
they did, those differences supported the notion that healthy perfectionism is 
the healthier of the two orientations. In contrast, findings from two studies 
challenged the number of perfectionism orientations proposed in the tripartite 
model, while four others challenged the appropriateness of distinguishing 
between qualitatively different perfectionism orientations in the first place. As a 
result, the conclusion of the present review parallels that of previous reviews 
(Hill & Madigan, 2017; Hill et al., 2020): that studies that use person-oriented 
approaches to examine perfectionism among athletes and dancers provide 
mixed support for the tripartite model. 

Studies that Utilized Canonical Correlation Analysis 

Canonical correlation is an additional technique that can be used to investigate 
the tripartite model. The goal of canonical correlation is to identify relation
ships between one set of predictor variables and another set of criterion vari
ables. Within canonical correlation terminology, those relationships are 
presented by canonical functions. Each function illustrates the relationship 
between two canonical variates: one defined by a pattern of loadings across the 
predictor set variables and another defined by a pattern of loadings across the 
criterion set variables. The canonical correlation coefficient reflects the strength and 
direction of the relationship between two variates depicted within a function. 
Canonical correlation has the potential to produce results that align with the 

tripartite model when subdimensions of perfectionistic strivings and perfectio
nistic concerns are entered as variables in the predictor set and indicators of (un) 
healthy characteristics, processes, or outcomes are entered as variables in the 
criterion set. While such analyses will not produce results pertaining to non-
perfectionism, they can support the distinction between healthy and unhealthy 
perfectionism if: (a) two meaningful canonical functions are extracted, (b) the 
profile of one predictor variate reflects healthy perfectionism and the profile of 
the other predictor variate reflects unhealthy perfectionism, and (c) each pre
dictor variate relates to a criterion variate in a manner that is consistent with the 
tripartite model’s contentions. While no studies have used canonical correlation 
analysis to examine perfectionism among dancers, 12 studies have done so 
among athletes. These studies are presented in Table 5.2.7 
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Table 5.2	 Studies that used canonical correlation to examine how perfectionism profiles 
relate to healthy and unhealthy characteristics, processes, and outcomes in 
sport. 

Study Participants Instrumentb Criterion variate Findings 

Dunn et al. 174 high school Cana- SMPS Achievement Support 
(2002) dian football players goal orientation 

(0% female) 

Dunn et al. 119 competitive figure SMPS Body image Support 
(2011)-sporta skaters (100% female) 
Dunn et al. 144 youth Canadian SMPS-2 Worry; optimism Support 
(2020) football players (0% 

female) 

Gotwals et al. 181 intercollegiate ice SMPS-2 Competitive trait Support 
(2010)-sporta hockey players (0% anxiety 

female) 

Vaartstra 216 youth soccer SMPS-2 Social loafing Support 
et al. (2018) players (75% female) 

Dunn et al. 119 competitive figure HF-MPS Body image Partial 
(2011) skaters (100% female) Support 
globala 

Dunn et al. 138 high school SMPS Trait anger; state Partial 
(2006) Canadian football anger Support 

players (0% female) 

Hall et al. 119 high school F-MPS Achievement Partial 
(1998) runners (62% female) goal orientation Support 

Vallance et al. 229 youth ice hockey SMPS Trait anger Partial 
(2006) players (0% female) Support 

Curran et al. 266 youth athletes HF-MPS Passion Challenge 
(2014) (50% female) 

Gotwals et al. 181 intercollegiate ice F-MPS Competitive trait Challenge 
(2010) hockey players (0% anxiety 
globala female) 
Gotwals et al. 87 intercollegiate F-MPS Self-esteem, Challenge 
(2003) athletes (59% female) satisfaction with 

performance, 
perceived athletic 
competence 

Notes. Perfectionism instrument: F-MPS = Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (Frost et al., 
1990); HF-MPS = Hewitt and Flett Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (Hewitt & Flett, 1991); 
PI = Perfectionism Inventory (Hill et al., 2004); SMPS = The original Sport Multidimensional 
Perfectionism Scale (Dunn, Causgrove Dunn, & Syrotuik, 2002); SMPS-2 = Sport Multi
dimensional Perfectionism Scale-2 (Gotwals & Dunn, 2009). Criterion variate: Construct repre
sented by the variables included on the criterion variate. Findings: Support = Findings from the 
study support the tripartite model; Challenge = Findings form the study challenge the tripartite 
model. 
a These studies each conducted two canonical correlation analyses: one with the SMPS(2) and one 
with the HF-MPS or the F-MPS. b Instrument used to measure perfectionism. 
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Study Findings that Fully Support the Tripartite Model 

Five of the twelve studies produced findings that fully supported the tripartite 
model (Dunn et al., 2002; Dunn et al., 2011; Dunn et al., 2020; Gotwals et al., 
2010; and Vaartstra et al., 2018). Each study extracted two canonical functions. 
In one of these canonical functions, the predictor variate always represented 
healthy perfectionism. Higher levels of predictor variate was found to relate to 
stronger task goal orientations (Dunn et al., 2002), more positive body image 
(Dunn et al., 2011), greater concentration (Gotwals et al., 2010), higher opti
mism and less worry (Dunn et al., 2020), and less acceptance of social loafing 
(Vaartstra et al., 2018). In the second canonical function, the predictor variate 
represented unhealthy perfectionism. Higher levels of this predictor variate was 
found to relate to stronger ego goal orientations (Dunn et al., 2002), poorer 
body image (Dunn et al., 2011), higher levels of competitive trait anxiety 
(Gotwals et al., 2010), lower optimism and greater worry (Dunn et al., 2020), 
and more acceptance of the social loafing (Vaartstra et al., 2018). This pattern 
of relationships supports the tripartite model’s contention that healthy perfec
tionism is associated with positive outcomes while unhealthy perfectionism is 
associated with negative outcomes. 

Study Findings that Partially Support the Tripartite Model 

Four of the twelve studies in Table 5.2 produced partial support for the tri
partite model (Dunn et al., 2006; Dunn et al., 2011; Hall et al., 1998; Vallance 
et al., 2006). Each study extracted a canonical function in which a predictor 
variate reflecting unhealthy perfectionism was positively related to character
istics generally perceived to be unhealthy in sport. These characteristics inclu
ded tendencies to experience anger in reaction to mistakes and negative social 
evaluation (Dunn et al., 2006; Vallance et al., 2006), to have a negative body 
image (Dunn et al., 2011), and to be predominantly ego oriented (Hall et al., 
1998). However, none of these four studies produced a canonical function with 
a predictor variate that reflected healthy perfectionism. As such, findings from 
these studies support the tripartite model’s contentions regarding unhealthy 
perfectionism, but not healthy perfectionism. 

Studies that Challenge the Tripartite Model 

Three of the twelve studies in Table 5.2 produced findings that challenge the 
tripartite model (Curran et al., 2014; Gotwals et al., 2003; Gotwals et al., 
2010). Across these studies, the predictor variate in every extracted canonical 
function was defined by subdimensions of perfectionistic strivings or perfectio
nistic concerns, but not both. Curran et al. (2014) extracted two canonical 
functions: one containing a predictor variate defined by self-oriented perfectionism 
(a subdimension of perfectionistic strivings) and the other containing a pre
dictor variate defined by socially prescribed perfectionism (a subdimension of 
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perfectionistic strivings). Each of Gotwals and colleagues’ studies extracted a 
single canonical function in which the predictor variate was defined only by 
subdimensions of perfectionistic concerns (Gotwals et al., 2003; Gotwals et al., 
2010). In each case, the predictor variate cannot be deemed to reflect healthy 
perfectionism or unhealthy perfectionism because, in the tripartite model, both 
orientations are defined by unique profiles across both perfectionistic strivings 
and perfectionistic concerns. Instead, such findings are better interpreted 
through an independent effects approach where the dimensions of perfectionism 
are considered independently as opposed to simultaneously. 

Summary 

This section examined the degree to which 12 sport-based studies that used 
canonical correlation produced findings that supported the tripartite model. 
Five studies produced full support by producing canonical functions that related 
healthy perfectionism to positive outcomes and unhealthy perfectionism to 
negative outcomes. Four studies partially supported the model by providing 
evidence of unhealthy perfectionism, but not of healthy perfectionism. Finally, 
three studies challenged the model by not producing evidence of any orienta
tion defined in the tripartite model. This body of literature demonstrates mixed 
support for the tripartite model, provides greater support for the existence of 
unhealthy perfectionism than healthy perfectionism, and generally parallels the 
pattern of findings exhibited by studies that adopted person-oriented approaches 
to analysis. 

Studies that Utilized Qualitative Approaches to Analysis 

Perhaps the most straightforward way to evaluate the tripartite model is to 
identify healthy and unhealthy perfectionist athletes and dancers and then to 
ask them about their perspectives and experiences. Five studies – four based in 
sport (Gotwals & Spencer-Cavaliere, 2014; Gotwals & Tamminen, 2022; 
Mallinson-Howard et al., 2018; Sellars et al., 2016) and one based in dance 
(Nordin-Bates & Kuylser, 2020) – have done this through a two-stage mixed 
methods approach. In the first stage, a sample of participants completed a 
perfectionism questionnaire. Individual participants were then identified 
whose profile of scores on the questionnaire’s subscales were prototypical of 
the dimensional profile that defines healthy perfectionism or unhealthy per
fectionism. In other words, the researchers identified athletes or dancers who, 
based on their subscale score profile, appeared to qualify as healthy perfec
tionists or unhealthy perfectionists.8 In the second stage, tools of qualitative 
inquiry – semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and audio-diaries – were 
then used to explore these participants’ perspectives on achievement, success 
and failure, and perfectionism. Table 5.3 presents a summary of these five 
studies. 
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Table 5.3	 Studies that used qualitative inquiry to explore healthy and unhealthy 
perfectionism in sport and dance. 

Study 1st stage sample Instrumentb 2nd stage sample Qualitative 
methods 

Gotwals & 
Spencer

117 adult 
intercollegiate 

SMPS-2 11 unhealthy 
perfectionists & 

Semi-structured 
one-on-one 

Cavaliere (2014) athletes (41% 
female) 

7 healthy 
perfectionists 

interviews 

Gotwals & 
Tamminen 
(2022) 

122 adult 
intercollegiate 
athletes (48% 
female) 

SMPS-2 7 unhealthy 
perfectionists & 
3 healthy 
perfectionists 

Semi-structured 
one-on-one 
interviews and 
audio diaries 

Mallinson-
Howard et al. 

192 adolescent 
school- or 

SMPS-2 5 unhealthy 
perfectionists & 

Focus groups 
followed by 

(2018) community-
based athletes 
(100% female) 

5 healthy 
perfectionists 

semi-structured 
one-on-one 
interviews 

Nordin-Bates & 
Kuylser (2020) 

77 adolescent 
high perfor
mance dance 
students (77% 
female) 

Dance-
MIPS 

3 unhealthy 
perfectionists & 
1 healthy 
perfectionist 

Semi-structured 
one-on-one 
interviews 

Sellars et al. 
(2016) 

67 adult high 
performance 
athletesa 

SMPS-2 10 unhealthy 
perfectionists 

Semi-structured 
one-on-one 
interviews 

Note. Perfectionism instrument: SMPS-2 = Sport Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale-2 (Gotwals & 
Dunn, 2009); MIPS = Multidimensional Inventory of Perfectionism in Sport (Stoeber et al., 2007). 
aSellars et al. (2016) did not report gender in their first-stage sample. bInstrument used to measure 
perfectionism. 

Findings that Support the Tripartite Model 

Comparison of the themes identified by the five studies in Table 5.3 reveals 
several trends that support the tripartite model. One was that the healthy per
fectionists and unhealthy perfectionists tended to report attitudes, beliefs, and 
perspectives that reflected the profiles used in the tripartite model to define 
both orientations. For example, both the healthy perfectionists and the 
unhealthy perfectionists relentlessly pursued high standards of performance that 
maximized and exhausted their abilities. This pursuit was self-regulated, fuelled 
by a desire for continual progress and improvement, and supported through a 
penchant for preparation, planning, and organization. This suggests that both 
the healthy and unhealthy perfectionists showed high levels of perfectionistic 
strivings. The healthy perfectionists were also found to not be overly concerned 
about mistakes, to generally have positive perceptions of coaches, teammates, 
and parents, and to not be preoccupied with demonstrating their athletic 
legitimacy. In contrast, the unhealthy perfectionists were highly sensitive to 
significant others’ expectations, evaluations, and criticisms, driven by desires to 
not let these people down, and concerned about publicly demonstrating their 
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worth as athletes. They were also highly self-critical when they committed 
mistakes, did not perform their best, and/or were outperformed by peers. This 
suggests that the healthy perfectionists also showed low levels of perfectionistic 
concerns, whereas the unhealthy perfectionists showed high levels of perfectionistic 
concerns. 
A second trend evident across the five qualitative studies is that the healthy 

and unhealthy perfectionists diverged across a host of other characteristics in 
ways that aligned with the tripartite model. For example, the healthy perfec
tionists showed an unwavering appreciation of, and commitment to, hard 
work, generally adopted a mastery-approach achievement goal orientation, and 
rationally, effectively, and constructively responded to setbacks. In contrast, the 
unhealthy perfectionists endorsed a fragile, irrational, and rigid belief in hard work, 
were generally performance-avoidance oriented, and had difficulty responding to, 
disengaging from,  and coping effectively with setbacks. These divergences support 
the tripartite model’s contention that healthy perfectionism is a more positive type 
of perfectionism in comparison to unhealthy perfectionism. 

Findings that Challenge the Tripartite Model 

The five studies in Table 5.3 also produced findings that challenge the tripartite 
model. For example, in the tripartite model high levels of perfectionistic striv
ings are a defining feature of all types of perfectionism. Accordingly, the heal
thy and/or unhealthy perfectionists in each study were selected on grounds that 
they showed this feature (based on self-report perfectionism measures). High 
levels of perfectionistic strivings imply “that the person is aiming and striving to 
be perfect” (Gaudreau, 2019, p. 199). However, no study reported that their 
perfectionistic athletes or dancers identified perfection as the goal of their 
achievement efforts. Instead, the perfectionists were found to judge success by 
their ability to perpetually improve and continually progress, give maximum 
effort, perform to the best of their abilities, and win (Gotwals & Spencer-
Cavaliere, 2014; Gotwals & Tamminen, 2022; Mallinson-Howard et al., 2018). 
It is unclear whether these features should be incorporated into the tripartite 
model as indicators of perfectionistic strivings or whether these features do not 
adequately represent the “exceedingly stringent (if not unreasonable) and 
exacting” (Gaudreau, 2019, p. 199) standards that define perfectionism. 
While the tripartite model contends that healthy perfectionists and unhealthy 

perfectionists have different propensities towards positive and negative experi
ences, it does not describe factors that might enhance, inhibit, or even reverse 
these propensities. The reviewed qualitative investigations of perfectionism 
illuminated several potential factors. For example, Nordin-Bates and Kuylser 
(2020) found that unhealthy perfectionist dancers’ concern over mistakes varied 
depending on their perceived degree of support from others. Mallinson-
Howard et al. (2018) reported that healthy and unhealthy perfectionist athletes’ 
potential to have positive experiences in sport depended on whether they 
perceived themselves to have superior comparative ability. Gotwals and 
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Tamminen (2022) chronicled the case of a healthy perfectionist athlete whose 
reactions to failure transitioned over time to being more in-line with those of 
unhealthy perfectionists after experiencing a high degree of personal success and 
being exposed to a more accomplished peer’s work ethic. Incorporating such 
factors into the tripartite model would enhance the model’s utility and contribution 
to the study of perfectionism (see Hill et al., 2020). 

Summary 

This section reviewed five studies (see Table 5.3) that used qualitative inquiry 
to explore healthy and unhealthy perfectionist athletes’ and dancers’ perspec
tives on a variety of topics including achievement, success and failure, and 
perfectionism itself. Across the studies the athletes and dancers expressed senti
ments that aligned with the profiles that define healthy and unhealthy perfec
tionism and that reflected the orientations’ proposed propensities towards 
positive and negative outcomes. While such findings support the tripartite 
model, the studies also produced novel findings that, if incorporated into the 
model, could enhance its utility to researchers and practitioners. Taken collec
tively, these findings demonstrate the ongoing value of utilizing qualitative 
inquiry to investigate the tripartite model within sport and dance contexts. 

Summary of Findings across Analytical Approaches 

This section of the chapter examined the degree to which the tripartite model 
is supported by studies on perfectionism in dance and sport that used one of 
three distinct analytical approaches: person-centred analytical approaches, 
canonical correlation analysis, and qualitative inquiry. Within each body of lit
erature, a similar pattern emerged. Some studies fully supported the model by 
producing representations of both healthy and unhealthy perfectionism and 
showing that the two orientations differ in their association to positive and 
negative outcomes. In contrast, other studies did not show that healthy per
fectionism was more healthy than non-perfectionism, did not produce evidence 
of both healthy and unhealthy perfectionism, directly challenged the notion of 
qualitatively distinct perfectionistic orientations altogether, or identified mean
ingful factors that are not addressed by the model. This pattern of variable 
support parallels the results produced in two previous reviews of the tripartite 
model (Hill & Madigan, 2017; Hill et al., 2020) and shows, importantly, that 
the findings extend to analytical approaches beyond solely cluster analysis. 

Responses to Critiques of the Tripartite Model 

Having provided a comprehensive review of research that has tested the tri
partite model, we now address some critiques that have been directed toward 
the model. In their respective reviews, Hill and Madigan (2017) and Hill et al. 
(2020) highlighted and critiqued several contentious aspects of the tripartite 
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model. In combination with the mixed empirical support, the authors con
tended that these critiques signal the demise of the tripartite model. In this 
section we respond to these critiques and re-evaluate this conclusion. 

(Un)healthy Perfectionism Labels 

One critique directed at the tripartite model is that by using the terms healthy 
and unhealthy to label perfectionism orientations the model is presupposing 
that those orientations are unconditionally associated with healthy and unheal
thy outcomes (Gaudreau, 2016; Hill, 2021). This critique is based on the 
recognition that “no dimension or subtype of perfectionism is likely to be 
maladaptive (or adaptive) for everyone, under all circumstances” (Hill et al., 
2020, p. 152). As indicated earlier, qualitative investigations of healthy and 
unhealthy perfectionistic athletes and dancers have provided evidence in sup
port of this contention. As such, we feel that this is a valid critique and suggest 
that the labels used in the tripartite model to capture perfectionistic orientations 
should be revised to be valence-free and descriptive of their respective profiles 
across the two perfectionism dimensions. In recognition of large and expanding 
amount of research on the 2 � 2 model, and to avoid adding new terms to a 
field that already has an expansive and confusing lexicon, we would be in 
favour of adopting personal standards perfectionism and evaluative concerns perfection
ism as labels for the two perfectionism dimensions and changing the labels of 
healthy perfectionism and unhealthy perfectionism to pure personal standards perfectionism 
and mixed perfectionism, respectively.9 

Dimensional vs. Categorical Perfectionism 

A second critique of the tripartite model concerns what is often considered to be 
a basic assumption of the tripartite model: namely, that perfectionism has a 
categorical structure and that “different types of perfectionists exist” (Hill et al., 
2020, p. 127, italics in original; see also Hill & Madigan, 2017). Unpacked, this 
assumption infers that every person can be wholly categorized as endorsing one 
qualitatively distinct type of perfectionism. Given the dimensional solutions pro
duced by some of the cluster analytic studies presently reviewed (e.g. Gucciardi 
et al., 2012; Nordin-Bates et al., 2011; Vallance et al., 2006), and in considera
tion of taxometric research suggesting that perfectionism exists in varying degrees 
(Broman-Fulks et al., 2008), this critique is difficult to argue against. 
To determine how best to move forward we feel that it is important to 

highlight the predominant use of cluster analysis in the empirical development 
of the tripartite model. The stated purpose of Parker’s (1997) seminal article 
was “to conduct a cluster analysis of the perfectionism scores of academically 
talented children to determine if there are different types of perfectionism” (p. 548). 
Rice, Slaney, and Ashby’s collaborations repeatedly used cluster analysis to distin
guish between groups of adaptive perfectionists, maladaptive perfectionists, or non-
perfectionists (e.g. LoCicero & Ashby, 2000; Rice & Mirzadeh, 2000; Rice & 
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Slaney, 2002). Cluster analysis also featured prominently in the two works that 
codified the tripartite model. Stoeber and Otto’s (2006) review was  based on 20  
group-based studies, 13 of which relied on cluster analysis to establish the groups 
(the other 7 studies used some form of dichotomization; e.g. mean- or median-
splits). An initial cluster analysis also served as the starting point in Rice and 
Ashby’s (2007) method of classifying perfectionists (see p. 76). 
Given that cluster analysis assigns people to one – and only one – cluster 

(Pastor et al., 2007), it is understandable that a foundational assumption of the 
tripartite model would be that people can be categorized as one – and only 
one – type of perfectionist. Overreliance on a single method, though, can 
make any line of research susceptible to criticism based on the limitations of 
that method. In the case of the tripartite model, it is that the aim of categorical 
classification via of cluster analysis contrasts with evidence that perfectionism is 
an entity that varies by degree. In light of this, we feel that the foundational 
assumptions of the tripartite model should be re-envisioned. 
Instead of basing the model on a method-based assumption of perfection

ism typologies, we suggest shifting focus to assumptions that are more integral 
to perfectionism and more aligned with the construct’s foundational structure. 
As foreshadowed earlier in the chapter, we propose a set of three assumptions. 
First, that perfectionism is composed of two overarching dimensions that are 
distributed quantitatively (as opposed to categorically) along a continuum. 
Second, that three different prototypical forms (as opposed to types) of per
fectionism can be distinguished by distinct profiles of levels across the two 
continuous dimensions. Third, that different degrees of endorsement of these 
forms of perfectionism tend to be differentially associated with positive/ 
negative outcomes. 
Cluster analysis partially aligns with the proposed set of assumptions in that 

the method can be used to group people into clusters based on their profile of 
scores across the two perfectionism dimensions and the clusters can subse
quently be tested for differences on positive/negative criterion variables. 
However, the categorical and typological nature of these clusters does not 
reflect the assumption that people can endorse forms of perfectionism to dif
ferent degrees. There are other methods, though, that do not show this lim
itation. Percentiles across the perfectionism dimensions have been used, for 
example, to identify participants who strongly endorse a certain form of per
fectionism and who, as a result, are suitable candidates for subsequent inter
views (e.g. Gotwals & Tamminen, 2022; Nordin-Bates & Kuylser, 2020). In 
addition, latent profile analysis “allows membership of a person to each cluster 
to a certain degree, allowing for fractional cluster membership as captured in 
the posterior probabilities” (Pastor et al., 2007, p. 20). As a result, in compar
ison to the original perfectionism typology assumption, the proposed set of 
assumptions are more amenable to examination through a diversity of methods 
and more resilient to criticism based on the limitations of any single method. 
The proposed set of assumptions also align well with several contentions in 

the 2 � 2 model of perfectionism (Gaudreau & Thompson, 2010). This 
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includes contentions that the two perfectionism dimensions “differ across indi
viduals in terms of ‘degree’ (i.e. quantity) rather than in terms of ‘kind’ (i.e. 
types)” (Gaudreau, 2016, p. 175) that subtypes represent “different ways of 
being a perfectionist”, (ibid., p. 175) and that endorsement of a perfectionism 
subtype “is probabilistic rather than deterministic” (ibid., p. 195). As a result, 
we feel that the proposed set of assumptions better position the tripartite model 
as a forebearer of the 2 � 2 model. This enhanced alignment also allows for 
examination of key differences between the two models. We address one of 
these key differences next. 

Pure Evaluative Concerns Perfectionism 

A third critique of the tripartite model is that it does not recognize pure eva
luative concerns perfectionism (Hill & Madigan, 2017). In the 2 � 2 model of 
perfectionism, pure evaluative concerns perfectionism is defined by low levels 
of perfectionistic strivings in combination with high levels of perfectionistic 
concerns. In comparison to other perfectionism subtypes, the 2 � 2 model 
hypothesizes that pure evaluative concerns should show the strongest associa
tion with negative outcomes. Research findings in sport, dance, and exercise 
that test the 2 � 2 model tend to support this hypothesis (Hill et al., 2020). 
Accordingly, we agree that the absence of this group is worthy of investigation. 
It is interesting that pure evaluative concerns perfectionism was generally not 

represented in the studies reviewed in this chapter. To be specific, we reviewed 
22 studies that examined perfectionism through cluster analysis, latent profile 
analysis, or canonical correlation. Only 1 of those studies (Cumming & Duda, 
2012) produced findings that included a representation (e.g. a cluster, a class, or 
a variate) of pure evaluative concerns perfectionism. There are several potential 
explanations for this. One is that perhaps researchers did not know to look for 
pure evaluative concerns perfectionism. The 2 � 2 model was originally pre
sented by Gaudreau and Thompson (2010). Many of the cluster analytic studies 
we reviewed were published around that time or earlier (7 out of 9 studies 
were published in or before 2012). Given that relevance to theory is a char
acteristic to consider when selecting cluster solutions (Hair et al., 2010), perhaps 
at the time researchers were not aware enough of the 2 � 2 model to recog
nize the theoretical meaningfulness of clusters defined by low perfectionistic 
strivings and high perfectionistic concerns. 
A second explanation could be that most of the studies reviewed in this 

chapter were contextualized within high performance sport or dance. As 
argued by Pacewicz et al. (2018), these contexts encourage and reward perfec
tionistic strivings and are rife with socially imposed pressures, expectations, and 
criticism. People who endorse pure evaluative concerns perfectionism, with 
their weak self-oriented drives for exceptional performance and strong sensi
tivities to socially prescribed pressures, may not fare well in such contexts and 
may thus be underrepresented. Analytical approaches highlighted in this review 
could be used to examine this speculation. For example, cluster analysis and 
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latent profile analysis could be used across competition levels (e.g. intramural 
sport vs. club sport vs. varsity sport in North American colleges and uni
versities) to identify differences in prevalence and degree of endorsement of 
pure evaluative concerns perfectionism. Qualitative methods could also be used 
to explore the experiences of pure evaluative concerns perfectionists as they 
progress through different levels of sport and dance. Such examinations would 
advance understanding this key difference between the tripartite model and the 
2 � 2 model. 

Summary 

On basis of these criticisms of the tripartite model, in combination with the 
mixed evidence from sport- and dance-based cluster analytic research, Hill and 
Madigan (2017) concluded that the tripartite model and the 2 � 2 model are 
“contradictory” and that and that the rise of the latter “signals the end of the 
tripartite model” (p. 74). In contrast, in this section we offer a re-envisioned 
version of the tripartite model – one that shares considerable conceptual over
lap with the 2 � 2 model. We have also recognized key differences between 
the two models and identified research directions that could potentially 
advance understanding of those differences. As such, we feel that the new 
version of the tripartite model that we have presented is analogous to the 2 � 2 
model, that signalling the end of the tripartite model was perhaps premature, 
and that additional research using analytical tools covered in this chapter would 
likely benefit both models. 

Concluding Comments 

The purpose of this chapter was to use literature from sport and dance to 
evaluate the tripartite model. A review of three bodies of literature that used 
distinct analytical approaches identified a pattern of mixed support. On one 
hand, findings consistently showed that healthy perfectionism was more 
strongly linked to positive characteristics, processes, and outcomes than 
unhealthy perfectionism. On the other hand, the orientations specified in the 
model were often not reproduced, it is unclear if it is always better to be a 
healthy perfectionist than a non-perfectionist, and the model does not account 
for important moderating factors. We took this as an opportunity to respond to 
critiques of the model and to re-envision the foundational assumptions of the 
model. When seen from the suggested perspective, we feel that the tripartite 
model is better aligned with the multidimensional structure of perfectionism, 
more resilient to criticism, and better positioned as a predecessor to the 2 � 2 
model. In line with the inductive manner in which the model was developed, 
analytically diverse research efforts are now needed to advance understanding of 
when and under what circumstances the principles of the tripartite model will 
be supported. It is hoped that this chapter inspires those kinds of research efforts 
within sport, dance, and exercise. 
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Notes 
1	 The chapter does not incorporate research from exercise because, to the best of our 

knowledge, no exercise-based studies on perfectionism have adopted analytical 
approaches that are amenable to the tripartite model. 

2	 Several studies that used cluster analysis or latent profile analysis to examine perfectionism 
among athletes or dancers were excluded from this review. This included studies that 
incorporated additional achievement motivation constructs as classification criteria (e.g. 
Gustaffson et al., 2016; Lemyre et al., 2008) and studies that conducted their analyses in a 
confirmatory, as opposed to exploratory, manner (e.g. Nordin-Bates et al., 2017). 

3	 Hill et al. (2020) presents effect sizes for all of these studies except for Pacewicz et al. 
(2018), who found that “mixed perfectionists” (i.e. unhealthy perfectionists) had sig
nificantly higher general burnout (d = 1.02), emotional and physical exhaustion (d = 
0.72), perceptions of reduced accomplishment (d = 0.91), and sport devaluation (d = 
1.22) compared to “pure personal standards perfectionists” (i.e. healthy perfectionists). 

4	 There is also some concern over the degree to which Cumming and Duda’s (2012) 
cluster solution reflects the 2 � 2 model (see Stoeber, 2014). 

5	 These cluster differences were reported in two articles using the same samples: 
Cumming and Duda (2012) and Quested, Cumming, and Duda (2014). 

6	 In Hill et al.’s (2020) review, the cluster solutions produced by Gucciardi et al. (2012) and 
Martinent and Ferrand (2006) were treated as representative of the tripartite model. We do 
not feel that this is appropriate given the dimensional nature of the solutions. This is 
noteworthy because Hill et al. documented six instances in which differences between 
clusters of ‘healthy perfectionists’ and ‘non-perfectionists’ were not in the expected direc
tion. These instances were judged as contradictory to the tripartite model. However, all six 
instances came from Gucciardi et al.’s and Martinent and Ferrand’s studies. While we agree 
that these two studies challenge the tripartite model, we feel that it is not because differ
ences between the clusters do not evidence the proposed healthy nature of healthy per
fectionism. Instead, the studies challenge the model because their cluster solutions were 
dimensional and, as a result, did not represent healthy perfectionism in the first place. 

7	 Dunn et al. (2011) and Gotwals et al. (2010) each conducted two separate canonical 
correlation analyses: one involving assessments of global perfectionism and one 
involving assessments of sport perfectionism. In this review, each analysis is con
sidered to represent a separate ‘study.’ Some other sport-based studies that also used 
canonical correlation were not included (e.g. Lemyre et al., 2008; Ommundsen et 
al., 2005) because they incorporated additional achievement motivation constructs 
within the predictor variates (see also Footnote 2). 

8	 None of these studies identified athletes whose subscale score profile reflected non-per
fectionism as defined in the tripartite model. Additionally, two of the studies – Mallinson-
Howard et al. (2018) and Nordin-Bates and Kuylser (2020) – identified examples of all 
four subtypes in the 2 � 2 model of perfectionism. For these studies the present review 
summarizes findings pertaining only to the examples of “pure personal standards perfec
tionism” and “mixed perfectionism”. This is because the dimensional profile that defines 
these two subtypes matches those of healthy and unhealthy perfectionists (respectively). 

9	 Despite this, we continue to use the tripartite model’s original labels through the 
remainder of the chapter in an effort to maintain consistency with earlier sections and 
reflect current usage. 
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6 The 2 � 2 Model of Perfectionism 
in Sport, Dance, and Exercise 
An Updated and Critical Review 

Patrick Gaudreau 

More than a decade ago, the 2 � 2 model of perfectionism was proposed to 
revisit and reformulate the effects studied in the multidimensional perfectionism 
literature. The model has received a fair amount of empirical attention and the 
2 � 2 literature has been summarized in several reviews. In this chapter, I will 
start with a brief overview of the four subtypes of perfectionism and four 
hypotheses of this model. Then, I will present an updated review of studies that 
specifically investigated the 2 � 2 model with athletes, dancers, and exercisers. 
Attention will also be paid to a recent review that reinterpreted the whole 
perfectionism literature in sport, dance, and exercise in light of the 2 � 2 
model. Finally, critical issues will be discussed to further enrich our understanding 
of the 2 � 2 model. 

The 2 � 2 Model of Perfectionism 

Key Definitions, Assumptions, and Hypotheses 

Perfectionism is operationalized as a personality system composed of two broad 
dimensions applicable to all individuals: Personal Standards Perfectionism (PSP) 
and Evaluative Concerns Perfectionism (ECP). The 2 � 2 model proposes that 
crossing these two broad dimensions reveals four distinct within-person con
figurations of PSP and ECP (hereafter referred as subtypes of perfectionism). 
Although everyone probably has a unique way of being a perfectionist, the 2 � 
2 model tries to parsimoniously summarize key individual differences situated at 
the intersections of low and high levels of PSP and ECP in a quadripartite 
framework that differentiates four prototypical ways of being a perfectionist (see 
Figure 6.1). 
The first subtype, non-perfectionism is positioned as a control condition in the 

2 � 2 model. As its name implies, it represents people with low scores on both 
PSP and ECP. If we agree that perfectionism is unhealthy, then we inherently 
assume that non-perfectionism should be the most optional subtype in the 2 � 
2 model. If there is one way of being a perfectionist that could potentially yield 
positive outcomes, it would be the second subtype, pure PSP, which portrays 
individuals with a combined high score on PSP and low score on ECP. The 
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Figure 6.1 Four subtypes of perfectionism and four hypotheses of the 2 � 2 model of 
perfectionism. > denotes better psychological adjustment. = denotes 
equivalent psychological adjustment 

third subtype, mixed perfectionism, describes the prototypical case of people with 
combined high levels of both PSP and ECP. Finally, the 2 � 2 model differ
entiates this subtype from a fourth within-person combination – pure ECP – 
that depicts individuals with a high level of ECP combined with a low level of 
PSP. 
The 2 � 2 model of perfectionism is advantageous because it proposes tes

table and refutable hypotheses. The model was developed after nearly 20 years 
of research, at a time at which a priori and falsifiable hypotheses were needed 
to move our research from an exploratory to a theory-driven paradigm. After a 
decade of research, the 2 � 2 model remains a flexible open-ended system 
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composed of four hypotheses (see Figure 6.1). It has proven useful to encou
rage further theorizing, both inside (Gaudreau, 2019) and outside the perfec
tionism literature (Schellenberg et al., 2018). As expected, the model guided 
research, facilitated the interpretation of findings, and provided a framework to 
compare findings across studies. 
Ten years ago, many researchers and practitioners highlighted the need to 

investigate the possible healthiness of perfectionism because several empirical 
studies showed positive associations between PSP and desirable outcomes such 
as positive affectivity, subjective well-being, and task performance (Gotwals 
et al., 2012; Stoeber, 2011). Since then, meta-analytical reviews provided evi
dence for a positive association between PSP and a mixture of desirable and 
undesirable outcomes (e.g. Hill & Curran, 2015; Hill et al., 2018; Limburg 
et al., 2017). The subtype of pure PSP still remains at the forefront of fruitful 
discussions regarding the healthiness and unhealthiness of perfectionism (Hill, 
2014; Stoeber & Gaudreau, 2017) and the three alternative versions of 
Hypothesis 1 are still relevant to examine whether pure PSP is associated with 
better (Hypothesis 1a), worse (Hypothesis 1b), or equivalent (Hypothesis 1c) outcomes 
compared to a subtype of non-perfectionism. 
As shown in previous chapters of this book, the unhealthiness of ECP has 

been commonly accepted in the perfectionism literature. Even when the 2 � 2 
model was developed, ample evidence had already accumulated to indicate that 
ECP relates to a myriad of undesirable outcomes in sport, dance, and other life 
domains. Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was meant to foreshadow that a subtype of 
pure ECP should be associated to worse outcomes compared to a subtype of 
non-perfectionism. Another important question addressed in the 2 � 2 model 
is whether pure ECP is actually the worst subtype of perfectionism. Before the 
2 � 2 model, the tripartite model had already proposed that high levels of both 
PSP and ECP should be worse than other subtypes of perfectionism (e.g. Rice 
& Ashby, 2007). The last two hypotheses of the 2 � 2 model stood in contrast 
to this assertion. A within-person combination with high levels of PSP and 
ECP is defined as mixed perfectionism rather than as inherently maladaptive 
perfectionism. In mixed perfectionism, the person tends to perceive that others 
are exerting pressure to be perfect, to evaluate accordingly, and to doubt one’s 
capacity to reach exceedingly high outcomes that are socially prescribed. Yet, 
the person also has a self-directed tendency to set, embrace, and pursue exact
ing standards that are deemed important, valuable, and consequential for one’s 
self-worth. The combinatory presence of high levels of ECP and PSP denotes a 
partial internalization in which the perceived external contingencies are coha
biting in relative harmony with personal standards, values, and priorities. This 
form of person-environment congruence is likely to buffer some of the nega
tive effects of ECP associated with the socially pressuring and evaluative char
acteristics of perfectionism. Considering the aforementioned rationale, the 2 � 
2 model hypothesized that mixed perfectionism should be associated to rela
tively better outcomes compared to pure ECP (Hypothesis 3) but to worse 
outcomes compared to pure PSP (Hypothesis 4). In that sense, the 2 � 2 model 
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proposes that pure ECP is potentially the most debilitative subtype of 
perfectionism. 

Conceptual, Analytical, and Interpretational Considerations 

In a typical study on the 2 � 2 model of perfectionism, participants complete 
questionnaires designed to measure core dimensions of perfectionism (i.e. PSP 
and ECP) and/or their underlying characteristics. A majority of studies relied 
on Frost et al. (1990; F-MPS) and Hewitt and Flett (1991; HF-MPS) Multi
dimensional Perfectionism Scale or scales inspired by these frameworks (e.g. 
Dunn et al., 2006). Researchers have relied on different measures because the 2 
� 2 model is not prescriptive regarding which ones should preferably be used 
in empirical studies. At a first glance, the variety of measurement decisions 
made by researchers could be seen as an obstacle to compare findings across 
studies. However, this variety is an opportunity to evaluate the extent to which 
different conceptual frameworks generate comparable findings. As such, some 
studies have found important differences depending on which questionnaires 
were used to test the model (Hill, Madigan, & Jowett, 2020; Waleriańczyk, 
Hill, & Stolarski, 2022). 
Studies on the 2 � 2 model have operationalized perfectionism at different 

levels of analysis. The F-MPS and HF-MPS ask individuals to refer to their 
lives in general. This global level of generality has proven useful to predict 
global life outcomes (e.g. life satisfaction, depression) as well as outcomes that 
are specific to a life domain (e.g. academic achievement). Sport scientists have 
also adopted a domain-specific approach in which the participants rate their 
perfectionism in reference to their experience in sport (e.g. Mallinson-Howard 
et al., 2019) or dance (e.g. Jowett et al., 2021). Domain-specific ratings can 
capture some of the idiosyncrasies of being a perfectionist in sport or dance 
without necessarily being a perfectionist across all other areas of one’s lives.  
Overall, both approaches remain acceptable given that researchers have yet 
to consensually determine if perfectionism is better operationalized at the 
dispositional or the domain-specific level. 
Subtypes of perfectionism are not known and directly observable subgroups in 

the population. Scores of PSP and ECP (or scores from their specific facets) are 
analysed with multivariable statistical analyses to evaluate and compare the con
sequences associated with the subtypes of perfectionism proposed in the 2 � 2 
model. These statistical analyses have fallen into two broad families of multivariate 
statistics: A group-centred approach (e.g. cluster analyses, latent class modelling) 
and a variable-centred approach (e.g. multiple regression, structural equation 
modelling). Multiple regression, with and without interaction terms, is a straight
forward approach to test the model. A methodological tutorial is available to help 
the interpretation of results from multiple regressions in light of the hypotheses of 
the 2 � 2 model (Gaudreau, 2012). These guidelines can also be used to interpret 
the findings obtained with more advanced analytical approaches that corrects for 
measurement errors (i.e. structural equation modelling) and non-independence of 
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the data (i.e. multilevel modelling). The variable-centred approach offers flexibility 
to incorporate categorical (Franche et al., 2012) and continuous (Crocker et al., 
2014) variables that can moderate the associations between subtypes of perfec
tionism and outcomes. Of foremost importance, multiple regressions and their 
extensions are treating perfectionism dimensions as continuous distributions. Sub
optimal or unwarranted partitioning of the total sample into subgroups is therefore 
avoided. “Breaking up” can be difficult (Streiner, 2002). Arbitrary divisions per
formed with “eye balling” or median split are known to create spurious effects 
hardly replicable across samples (Bissonnette et al., 1990) and should not be used in 
the 2 � 2 model. 
Technically appropriate cluster analyses and latent class modelling have been 

performed in the 2 � 2 literature (e.g. Cumming & Duda, 2012; Nordin-Bates 
et al., 2017; Quested et al., 2014). This approach, however, require larger 
samples to divide them in smaller subgroups. The number and the definition of 
the subgroups obtained with these techniques are often misaligned with the 
operational definitions of the 2 � 2 model (Gaudreau et al., 2018). Better 
alignment with the theory could be obtained by placing specific constraints on 
the parameters of the latent class model. Researchers espousing the group-
centred tradition should test the 2 � 2 model with confirmatory rather than 
exploratory latent class modelling (Finch & Bronk, 2011). For all these reasons, 
the current review focused on studies that relied on the variable-centred 
approach. 
In the following section, the results of studies are reported and interpreted in 

terms of their effect size rather than statistical significance. Statistical significance 
was relied on only when effect sizes were not published or calculable. First, null 
hypothesis significance testing offers a dichotomous portrait of whether evi
dence exists to support a hypothesis. Second, moderate effects, like the ones 
typically observed in personality psychology (Richard et al., 2003), are likely to 
reach statistical significance in larger samples while failing to reach the same 
threshold with relatively smaller samples. Consequently, null hypothesis sig
nificance testing offers an ambiguous metric to evaluate and compare findings 
across studies. Effect sizes, like the Cohen’s d, offer a more nuanced inter
pretation that helps evaluate the strength of effects in each study and across 
studies. The Cohen’s d estimates of .20, .50, and .80 were interpreted as weak, 
medium, and strong effects, respectively (Johnson & Boynton, 2008). 

Research in Sport, Dance, and Exercise 

For more than a decade, the 2 � 2 model has offered refutable hypotheses to 
guide research. Many researchers have cited, discussed, and even praised the 
model as a significant contribution to the literature. However, far less empirical 
effort has been invested to directly test the model. Given the growing accep
tance of the model (e.g. Hill & Madigan, 2017; Stoeber, 2014), Hill, Mal-
linson-Howard, Madigan, & Jowett (2020) reanalysed and reinterpreted the 
independent effects of PSP and ECP using the 2 � 2 model as an integrative 
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framework. Their results are summarized before focusing on studies that carried 
specific tests of the 2 � 2 model. 

Reanalysing the Independent Effects of PSP and ECP with the 2 � 2 Model of 
Perfectionism 

Hill, Mallinson-Howard, Madigan, & Jowett (2020) reanalysed the extant lit
erature conducted in sport, dance, and exercise using the 2 � 2 model as a 
framework to reinterpret and integrate the findings. Sixty-three studies totalling 
1772 effect sizes were included in their review. Robust support (94% of the 
time) was found for Hypotheses 2 and 4 across different types of affective, 
motivational, and performance outcomes. This finding indicates that pure ECP 
and mixed perfectionism are quite systematically associated with a bad outcome 
(i.e. low adjustment or high maladjustment) compared non-perfectionism and 
pure PSP, respectively. Results for Hypotheses 1 and 3 showed more variability, 
which could suggest potential impact of moderating influences. Support was 
found 70% of the time, meaning that pure PSP (compared to non-perfectionism) 
and mixed perfectionism (compared to pure ECP) were mostly associated with a 
good outcome (i.e. high adjustment or low maladjustment) while being less fre
quently (30% of the time) associated with a bad outcome (i.e. low adjustment or 
high maladjustment). Overall, results of the studies using the independent effects 
approach closely matched the four hypotheses even if they were not formally 
conducted to test the 2 � 2 model of perfectionism. 

Direct Tests of the 2 � 2 Model of Perfectionism 

Research that directly studied the 2 � 2 model was mostly conducted with 
athletes using a sport-specific operationalization of perfectionism. Summarizing 
this growing literature is a complex task because researchers have measured 
different types of outcomes. In this review, studies are regrouped depending on 
whether they mostly focused on indicators of positive/negative sport experi
ences, burnout and engagement, coping and emotion regulation, doping in 
sport, and performance. When available the effect sizes of these studies are 
summarized based on the four hypotheses of the model (see Table 6.1). 

Positive/Negative Sport Experiences 

Gaudreau and Verner-Filion (2012) presented the first test of the 2 � 2 
model of perfectionism in sport. A sample of 208 athletes (aged between 14 
and 28 years) rated their general perfectionism and their affective (i.e. positive 
affect), eudemonic (i.e. vitality), and cognitive (i.e. life-satisfaction) subjective 
well-being. 
Results for Hypothesis 1 indicated that pure PSP was not associated with 

significantly better overall subjective well-being than non-perfectionism. The 
absolute average Cohen’s d effect size was 0.14, thus indicating a very small 
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advantage of pure PSP over non-perfectionism. This advantage, which was 
more marked for life-satisfaction (d = 0.21) than positive affect (d = 0.08) and 
vitality (d = 0.12), nonetheless remained small. Overall, weak support was 
provided for Hypothesis 1 and the idea that pure PSP relates to healthy out
comes compared to non-perfectionism. 
The 2 � 2 model is unique in proposing that pure ECP and non-perfec

tionism should be treated as two distinct subtypes of perfectionism (Hypothesis 
2). It also diverges from the tripartite model because it proposes that mixed 
perfectionism is associated with better (rather than worse) outcomes than pure 
ECP (Hypothesis 3). On the one hand, results indicated that non-perfectionism 
was significantly associated with higher scores on each indicator of subjective 
well-being than pure ECP (Hypothesis 2); effects were medium (d = .63) to 
strong (d = 0.90). On the other hand, similar effects and support were found 
for Hypothesis 3. Overall, these findings provided strong support for these two 
original hypotheses of the 2 � 2 model. 
Mixed support was obtained for Hypothesis 4. Pure PSP was associated with 

significantly higher life-satisfaction than a subtype of mixed perfectionism (d = 
0.43). However, the findings for positive affect and vitality did not reach sta
tistical significance. It could be said that the difference between pure PSP and 
mixed perfectionism was limited to the cognitive indicator of subjective well
being, but there was nonetheless a small advantage of pure PSP compared to 
mixed perfectionism in relation to vitality (d = 0.20). 
Mallinson et al. (2014) recruited 219 adolescents from various school- and 

community-based sports. Enjoyment of sport, positive views of one’s physical 
skills, and positive friendship experiences are important to promote active living 
and positive development during and beyond adolescence. Participants rated 
their sport-related perfectionism and their sport enjoyment, physical self-worth, 
and six characteristics of friendship experience in sport. 
Results for sport enjoyment, physical self-worth, and three characteristics of 

friendship experience in sport (i.e. enhancement and supportiveness of self-
esteem, loyalty and intimacy, and companionship and pleasant play) supported 
the four hypotheses of the 2 � 2 model. Pure PSP was associated with higher 
scores on each of these outcomes than non-perfectionism (Hypothesis 1) and 
mixed perfectionism (Hypothesis 4). Pure ECP was associated with lower scores 
on each of these outcomes compared to non-perfectionism (Hypothesis 2) and 
mixed perfectionism (Hypothesis 3). Effects varied from medium (d = 0.41) to 
strong (d = 0.84). 
Two characteristics of friendship experience were useful to illustrate the 

advantages of reinterpreting non-significant findings with their effect sizes. The 
findings for Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 4 did not reach statistical significance 
but showed a small to moderate advantage of pure PSP compared to non-
perfectionism on sharing things in common (d = 0.33) and conflict resolution 
(d = 0.28) as well as a small advantage of pure PSP over mixed perfectionism 
on these two characteristics of friendship in sport (d = 0.13; d = 0.23). Finally, 
Hypothesis 2 and 3 were supported with medium to strong advantage for non
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perfectionism and mixed perfectionism compared to pure ECP on sharing 
things in common (d = .67; d = .87) and conflict resolution (d = .85; d = .90). 
Mallinson-Howard et al. (2019) turned their attention to negative 

experiences in youth sport. They recruited 222 adolescents from various 
school- and community-based sports who rated their sport-related perfection
ism, both their positive and negative affect as well as their anxiety, antisocial 
behaviours, and intention to dropout from sport. 
Eighteen of the 32 effects reached statistical significance (in the expected 

direction) with more consistent support for Hypothesis 2 (6 out of 8) and 
Hypothesis 4 (7 out of 8) and largely unsupportive evidence for Hypothesis 1 (2 
out of 8) and Hypothesis 3 (3 out of 8). Results outlined the antagonistic nature 
of pure PSP. On the one hand, young sport participants with pure PSP dis
played higher positive affect (d = .86) and lower intention to dropout (d = 
–.50). On the other hand, their worry (d = .10), somatic anxiety (d = .21), and 
antisocial behaviours toward their opponents (d = .28) were higher than a 
subtype of non-perfectionism. Many differences did not reach significance, but 
these findings nonetheless indicate that a subtype of pure PSP may not always 
be adaptive. Nevertheless, pure PSP appears preferable to a subtype of mixed 
perfectionism (Hypothesis 4), with a weak effect for somatic anxiety (d = –.23), 
medium effects for concentration disruption, worry, and intention to dropout 
(d = –.45 to –.53), and strong effects for antisocial behaviours, positive affect, 
and negative affect (d = –.72 to –1.28). Overall, these results illustrate that pure 
PSP (compared to non-perfectionism and other subtypes of perfectionism) may 
provide some motivational advantages (e.g. being enthusiastic and positively 
aroused; having the intention to persevere) without necessarily dampening the 
negative emotions and behaviours experienced by youth sport participants. 

Burnout and Engagement 

Hill (2013) was the first to revisit the associations between perfectionism and 
burnout through the lens of the 2 � 2 model. A sample of 167 male adolescent 
soccer players from academies of professional clubs in England rated their sport-
related perfectionism and burnout. 
Good support was found for the four hypotheses of the 2 � 2 model for 

total athletic burnout and reduced sense of accomplishment, with a medium 
effect size (ds from –0.67 to –0.76). In contrast, only two hypotheses were 
supported when looking at exhaustion and sport devaluation. The difference 
between non-perfectionism and pure PSP (Hypothesis 1) was smaller for 
exhaustion (d = –0.22) and sport devaluation (d = –0.31). The difference 
between mixed perfectionism and pure ECP was also smaller for exhaustion 
(Hypothesis 3; d = –0.22), just like the difference between pure PSP and mixed 
perfectionism was smaller for sport devaluation (Hypothesis 4; d = –0.34). 
Although appealing, a total burnout score may obscure important differences in 
how symptoms of burnout are experienced by athletes across subtypes of 
perfectionism. 
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Hill, Madigan, and Jowett (2020) followed by examining athletes’ engage
ment. Engagement can be positioned as the opposite of burnout, but it also offers a 
unique window into the experience of persistent motivation toward one’s sport. In  
sport, engagement can be operationalized using indicators of vigour, dedication, 
enthusiasm, and confidence. Three samples of adolescent (N = 297 and 222) and 
adult athletes (N = 211) completed various measures of sport-related perfectionism 
and a measure of sport engagement. 
Distinct ways of measuring perfectionism generated different results. Hypoth

eses 1 and 3 were supported in samples 1 and 2 across all four indicators of 
engagement, but only when PSP/ECP were operationalized as self-oriented/ 
socially prescribed perfectionism or as personal standards/concerns over mis
takes. In sample 1, very limited support was found when PSP/ECP were 
operationalized as perfectionistic standards/negative reactions to imperfection; 
only 4 of the 16 effects supported the hypotheses. In contrast, 10 of the 16 
effects supported the hypotheses when reusing this operationalization in sample 
3. Overall, the ways of measuring perfectionism, the specific characteristics of 
the samples (e.g. adolescents versus adults), or a complex sample by measurement 
interaction appear to substantially alter the results. This finding raises serious 
conceptual and methodological concerns not only for the 2 � 2 model but also 
for the entire literature on perfectionism in sport, dance, exercise, and beyond. 
Support for Hypothesis 2 and 4 was even less systematic across the four indi

cators of engagement. More support was found for confidence and dedication 
(15 of the 24 effects supported the hypotheses) compared to vigour and 
enthusiasm (7 of the 24 effects supported the hypotheses). Overall, these find
ings could suggest that positive self-beliefs and motivation are more likely to 
differ across subtypes of perfectionism compared to the feelings of energy/ 
liveness and excitement. 
Waleriań czyk, Hill, and Stolarski (2022) moved this literature forward 

by including and contrasting engagement and burnout in a sample of 377 athletes 
from various sports. Across all three indicators of engagement (i.e. vigour, dedica
tion, absorption), Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3 were supported regardless of whether 
PSP/ECP were operationalized as self-oriented/socially prescribed perfectionism 
or as personal standards/concerns over mistakes. Less support was found for 
Hypothesis 4 (2 of the 6 effects supported the hypothesis), which indicates that pure 
PSP and mixed perfectionism are associated with more comparable level of 
engagement. 
Pure PSP was associated with lower burnout (compared to non-perfectionism; 

Hypothesis 1) only when it was operationalized as personal standards/concerns over 
mistakes. The same conclusion applied to the difference between mixed perfec
tionism and pure ECP (Hypothesis 3). In contrast, support for Hypotheses 2 and  4 was  
found regardless of how perfectionism was operationalized. Overall, these results 
suggest that the four hypotheses of the 2 � 2 model are distinctly affected when 
small variations are introduced in the operationalization of PSP and ECP. 
Madigan et al. (2016) further advanced this literature by conducting a first 

longitudinal test. A sample of 129 young adults from varsity and local clubs 
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participated in a three-month longitudinal study that focused sport-specific 
perfectionism and residual changes in athlete burnout. The four hypotheses of 
the model were supported for changes in total athletic burnout and reduced 
sense of accomplishment, with medium to strong effects (ds from –0.30 to 
–0.75). Of note, pure ECP was the only subtype showing increased burnout 
over the three-month period. Change in sport devaluation closely mirrored the 
four hypotheses of the 2 � 2 model, with medium effects (ds from –0.32 to 
–0.49). The change in exhaustion associated with pure PSP did not sig
nificantly differ from non-perfectionism (d = –0.21; Hypothesis 1) and mixed 
perfectionism (d = –0.04; Hypothesis 4). Findings from this study mostly 
replicated the results of Hill (2013) – this time using a longitudinal design. 
Waleriań czyk and Stolarski (2022) pursued this line of research in a five-

month longitudinal study of 173 athletes from various sports that focused sport-
specific perfectionism and residual changes in both engagement and burnout. 
Changes in total athletic burnout and reduced change in accomplishment again 
supported the hypotheses of the 2 � 2 model. This time, the change in 
exhaustion also matched the hypotheses of the model. However, the four 
hypotheses of the model were not supported for the change in sport devalua
tion. Effects sizes could not be calculated. Statistical significance should be 
prudently interpreted because 49% of the original sample of 377 did not participate 
in the five-month follow-up. 
Change in total engagement, absorption, and vigour provided support for 

Hypothesis 2 and 4. Engagement was significantly higher for pure PSP (compared 
to mixed perfectionism; Hypothesis 2) and non-perfectionism (compared to pure 
ECP; Hypothesis 4). Elevated levels of engagement for non-perfectionists could 
potentially explain why they not significantly differed from athletes with pure PSP 
(Hypothesis 1). Changes in dedication supported the four hypotheses of the 2 � 2 
model, which again suggests the motivational ingredients that undergird sport 
engagement are more likely to differ across subtypes of perfectionism compared to 
the elements of positive energy and attention respectively entailed vigour and 
absorption. 

Coping and Emotion Regulation 

Hill and Davis (2014) recruited 238 coaches from various sports. The capacity 
to optimally manage one’s emotions – particularly anger – appears pivotal to 
ensure that coaches can thrive and flourish over the long haul while max
imizing their capacity to create a secure and nurturing training climate for 
their protégés. Coaches rated their general perfectionism. They also eval
uated their current tendency to use cognitive reappraisal and suppression as 
well as their capacity to control outward and inward expression of anger in 
general in their lives. 
Results concerning the tendency to control expression of anger provided 

support for the four hypotheses of the 2 � 2 model of perfectionism with small 
(d = 0.24) to medium (d = 0.35) effect sizes. 
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Cognitive reappraisals and expression suppression are typically associated with 
adaptive and maladaptive emotional outcomes, respectively. Pure PSP was asso
ciated with significantly stronger cognitive reappraisals than non-perfectionism 
(Hypothesis 1; d = 0.35). Pure PSP was not more nor less likely to suppress their 
emotions (d = 0.05). As expected, pure PSP was associated with significantly lower 
suppression (d = –0.72) and with non-significant higher cognitive reappraisals (d = 
0.23) than mixed perfectionism (Hypothesis 4). 
Mixed perfectionism in relation to pure ECP (Hypothesis 3) yielded both 

expected and unexpected effects. As expected, mixed perfectionism was asso
ciated with significantly higher cognitive appraisals than pure ECP (d = 0.35). 
Contrary to expectations, mixed perfectionism was associated with significantly 
higher expressive suppression than pure ECP (d = 0.53). Suppression, which is 
generally associated with negative outcomes in the general population, might 
enable coaches to maintain composure and dampen their emotions while 
managing the ongoing demands of a sport competition. Therefore, the finding 
that mixed perfectionism is associated to higher suppression of emotions might 
reflect the need of coaches to develop a broad and diversified repertoire of 
emotion regulation strategies. 
Crocker et al. (2014) conducted the first longitudinal study that relied on 

the 2 � 2 model of perfectionism in sport. They recruited 274 varsity athletes 
from various sports. At Time 1, they rated their sport-related perfectionism. At 
Time 2, four weeks later, a sample of 179 athletes evaluated their cognitive 
appraisals, coping strategies, affective states, and goal progress during their 
recent sport competitions. 
Results yielded more consistent support for Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 4 across 

the eight outcome variables, with an absolute average Cohen’s d effect size of 0.38. 
Results yielded mixed support for Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 3. Across eight out
comes, the absolute average Cohen’s d effect size was 0.34, thus indicating a small to 
medium advantage of pure PSP over non-perfectionism (Hypothesis 1) and  mixed  
perfectionism over pure ECP (Hypothesis 3). These advantages were moderate to 
strong for outcomes that are generally associated with positive adjustment such as 
positive affect (d = 0.71), perceived control (d = 0.61), appraisal of challenge (d = 
0.38), and goal progress (d = 0.60), but they were weak for outcomes such as 
negative affect (d = –0.12) and appraisal of threat (d = 0.01). Coping strategies were 
not markedly different across non-perfectionism and pure PSP and across mixed 
perfectionism and pure ECP. Pure PSP (versus non-perfectionism) and mixed per
fectionism (versus pure ECP) were associated with similar problem-focused coping 
(d = 0.07) and slightly lower avoidance-focused coping (d = –0.22). Overall, we can 
conclude that support (or lack of thereof) for Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 3 was 
largely dependent on the type of outcomes under investigation. 

Doping in Sport 

Madigan et al. (2020) studied the associations between perfectionism and 
attitudes toward doping through the lens of the 2 � 2 model. A sample of 181 
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competitive athletes rated their sport-related perfectionism and their attitudes 
about performance enhancement drug. Differences between the subtypes were 
consistent with the four hypotheses of the model (with medium to strong effect 
sizes), but only two hypotheses reached statistical significance. The differences 
of pure PSP with non-perfectionism (d = –0.31; Hypothesis 1) and mixed per
fectionism (d = –0.33; Hypothesis 4) were smaller than the differences of pure 
ECP with non-perfectionism (d = –1.01; Hypothesis 2) and mixed perfection
ism (d = –0.99; Hypothesis 3). Overall, athletes with pure ECP showed the 
highest tolerance toward doping. 

Performance 

Crocker et al. (2014) found support for the longitudinal association between 
subtypes of perfectionism and progress made by athletes on their athletic goals 
in a subsequent competition in the study described earlier. All four hypotheses 
of the model were supported. 
Gaudreau et al. (2019) followed 97 high school students as they were 

learning a new skill across six physical education classes. During the first class, 
students performed simple acrobatic gymnastic figures before being introduced 
to more complex figures in the second class. Objective performance (rated by 
the teacher) decreased from the first to the third classes as students learned their 
novel and complex movements. The grades of students with pure PSP did not 
significantly decrease whereas the grades of non-perfectionism, pure ECP, and 
mixed perfectionism respectively decreased by 6%, 12%, and 6%. Pure PSP 
was associated with the best performance trajectory compared to both non-
perfectionism (Hypothesis 1) and mixed perfectionism (Hypothesis 4). Pure ECP 
was associated with the poorest performance trajectory compared to both non-
perfectionism (Hypothesis 2) and mixed perfectionism (Hypothesis 3). Perfor
mance improved across the last three classes, but the rate of improvement did 
not significantly differ across subtypes of perfectionism. Overall, subtypes of 
perfectionism can differentially influence learning outcomes when students 
are introduced and try to acquire novel and increasingly complex motor 
movements. 
Waleriańczyk & Stolarski (2021) estimated the association between sport-

specific perfectionism measured before a competition and the objective per
formance of 332 runners in a 10-kilometre race (Study 1) and 115 runners in a 
half-marathon (Study 2). PSP (but not ECP) was a significant positive predictor 
of performance. Once reinterpreted through the lens of the 2 � 2 model, this 
result indicates that only Hypotheses 1 and 3 were supported. Pure PSP per
formed significantly better than non-perfectionism while mixed perfectionism 
performed significantly better than pure ECP. Results replicated across the 
10-kilometre and half-marathon races. 
A similar effect was found to predict anticipated performance (i.e. a rating of 

one’s expected time for the upcoming race). The main effects of PSP dis
appeared after entering anticipated performance in the regression model and 
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complex interactions (i.e. PSP  anticipated performance in both studies; PSP 
� ECP in Study 1) turned signi

�
ficant. Three possible interpretations are equally 

defendable. First, anticipated performance potentially acted as a mediator of the 
differences between pure PSP and non-perfectionism and between mixed 
perfectionism and pure ECP. Second, the positive beta weight of the PSP � 
anticipated performance effect suggests that support for Hypotheses 1 and 3 
potentially increased for runners who anticipated a better race time. As such, it 
could be said that holding positive performance expectancies boosted the 
advantage of pure PSP compared to non-perfectionism. Third, anticipated 
performance radically changed (i.e. potential suppression; Stoeber & Gaudreau, 
2017) the associations between perfectionism and performance. For two run
ners with equal anticipated performance (Study 1), pure PSP was still associated 
with better performance than non-perfectionism (Hypothesis 1). However, pure 
ECP was now associated with better performance than non-perfectionism and 
mixed perfectionism, thus contradicting Hypotheses 2 and 3. With interpreta
tion difficulties in mind, more research is warranted to investigate the role of 
anticipated performance in the associations between perfectionism and 
performance. 

Potential Moderators in the 2 � 2 Model 

Performance in sport (e.g. goal progress, winning/losing) is not only an 
important outcome; it is also a potential achievement stressor capable of altering 
the psychological experience of perfectionists. Consistent with a stress-diathesis 
framework (e.g. Flett et al., 1995) failure to attain meaningful athletic goals could 
attenuate the potentially desirable effects of pure PSP (compared to non-
perfectionism; Hypothesis 1). Athletes spend a significant amount of their 
lives in the sport environment. For them to optimally learn, perform, and thrive, 
they need to train and compete in environments that are supportive rather than 
unsupportive or adversarial. 
Gaudreau et al. (2018) introduced the differential susceptibility hypothesis to 

formulate the potential impact of achievement and environmental stressors in 
the 2 � 2 model of perfectionism. Advantages associated with pure PSP are 
potentially accentuated when people partake in non-distressful situations (e.g. 
after attaining an important goal) or supportive environments (e.g. receiving 
autonomy support). However, these advantages can vanish in stressful situations 
(e.g. not attaining an important goal in one competition) or unsupportive 
environments (e.g. laissez-faire leadership style). They could even be replaced 
by negative outcomes in distressful situations (e.g. not attaining an important 
goal across multiple competitions) or adverse environments (e.g. abusive, toxic, 
overly autocratic). In surveying the literature, four studies are particularly relevant 
in regards to the differential susceptibility hypothesis. 
In the study of Crocker et al. (2014), support was found for this moderating 

effect but only for 2 of the 8 outcomes (i.e. control appraisals, positive affect). 
Athletes with pure PSP (compared to non-perfectionism) who reported high 
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level of goal progress displayed more perceived control and positive affect. How
ever, the advantage associated with pure PSP vanished for athletes who repor
ted low level of goal progress. These findings are consistent with the differential 
susceptibility hypothesis introduced by Gaudreau et al. (2018). 
Waleriańczyk, Stolarski, & Matthews (2022) offered indirect evidence for the 

impact of sport performance in the associations between perfectionism and 
affective states. A sample of 154 runners was followed before and a few days 
after a 10-kilometre street run. Runners who exceeded their expected perfor
mance (e.g. goal attainment) experienced lower tense arousal a few days after 
the race – a typical effect expected by self-regulation theories (e.g. Carver & 
Scheier, 1998). However, this effect differed across subtypes of perfectionism. 
Runners with pure PSP (compared to non-perfectionism) who reported higher 
level of goal attainment experienced lower tense arousal. However, the advantage 
associated with pure PSP vanished for runners who failed to attain their 
expected running time (i.e. low level of goal progress). 
Jowett et al. (2021) offered convincing support for the differential susceptibility 

hypothesis in a study of burnout and engagement among 244 adolescent dancers. 
Dancers with pure PSP (compared to non-perfectionism) who reported that their 
teacher provided them with a high level of autonomy support displayed higher 
engagement and lower burnout. However, the advantage associated with pure 
PSP vanished for dancers who reported low level of teacher’s autonomy support. Low 
autonomy support could be seen as an unsupportive rather than an adversarial 
environment. More research is needed to evaluate what would happen to the 
burnout and engagement of performers with pure PSP if their teachers and coa
ches create abusive, toxic, and psychologically unsafe (e.g. need thwarting envir
onment). Whether these moderating effects generalize to parenting environments 
is another question in need to investigation. 
Gaudreau et al. (2018) discussed the implications of the differential susceptibility 

hypothesis specifically for the difference between pure PSP and non-perfectionism 
(Hypothesis 1). However, the same principles could generalize to other hypotheses 
of the 2 � 2 model. For example, Curran and Hill (2018) focused on Hypothesis 3 
in their examination of the self-conscious emotions of perfectionists when exposed 
to successive failures. A sample of 60 students participated in four 4-minute trials of 
a cycling sprinting task in which the goal was to outperform other cyclists. After 
each trial, all participants received false failure feedback; they were told that they 
ranked last among their group of three or four cyclists. Such a condition of suc
cessive failures can be distressful for everybody, and the results showed that shame 
and guilt increased across the four successive experiences of failure. Increases in 
guilt and shame were significantly stronger for mixed perfectionism compared to 
pure ECP. This finding, which contradicted Hypothesis 3 of the 2 � 2 model, was 
obtained in a distressful situation of successive and repeated failures. Finishing last 
across multiple competitions is rare and upsetting and appears to create the needed 
condition to overturn the positive advantages of mixed perfectionism (compared to 
pure ECP) into significant emotional disadvantages. In this extreme and potentially 
distressful achievement situation, none of the four hypotheses of the 2 � 2 model  
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was supported. Increases in guilt and shame were also comparable across pure PSP 
and non-perfectionism (Hypothesis 1). This study did not directly compare athletes 
across success and failure scenarios, but these findings are nonetheless consistent 
with a differential susceptibility hypothesis. 

Taking Stock and Moving Forward 

The results of studies in sport and dance have offered partial support for the 
hypotheses of the 2 � 2 model. As such, a few caveats need to be discussed to 
help moving this literature forward. 
First, the 2 � 2 model requires a good understanding of multivariate statistics. 

Over the years, most researchers have maintained a preference for a dualistic 
approach in which the main effects (e.g. beta weights) of PSP and ECP are inter
preted independently of each other. This has resulted in a literature in which PSP 
and ECP are interpreted as if they were characteristics of two different individuals 
rather than characteristics that co-exist to a certain degree within everyone. The 2 
� 2 model has been increasingly discussed and cited, but direct and complete tests 
remain far less frequent. Parameter estimates (the intercept and unstandardized beta 
weights) from a multiple regression can easily be used to calculate predicted values 
and effect sizes for each of the four subtypes of perfectionism. This step requires 
some technical knowledge and skills, which have been obstacles in the imple
mentation and scaling-up of this theoretical model. Several published studies did 
not calculate the predicted values and effect sizes, thus making it difficult to grasp 
and non-ambiguously interpret their findings. Other studies not reviewed in this 
chapter apparently made mistakes that called into question our capacity to trust
worthily interpret their findings. Technically demanding models – even if parsi
monious in their conceptual logic – run the risk of being undervalued, 
misunderstood, and simply put away on the sidings. This caveat has limited our 
capacity to build a large corpus of knowledge to identify the boundary conditions 
of some of the effects observed in the 2 
Second,

� 2 model. 
 scales designed to measure PSP appear to be lacking construct 

validity. More precisely, results of factor analytical research revealed that several 
items from these scales are measuring high standards rather than perfectionistic 
standards (Blasberg et al., 2016). Pursuing high standards can be a healthy 
approach toward goal pursuit and self-regulation (e.g. Gaudreau, 2019; Gau
dreau et al., 2022). In contrast, perfectionistic standards are often unrealistic, 
unattainable, and unreasonably taxing for one’s self-regulatory resources. The 
measurement of high standards in scales designed to measure perfectionism may 
have inadvertently boosted and overestimated the potentially adaptive out
comes associated with PSP. Not all scales have the same percentage of items 
tapping into high standards. Therefore, the potential overestimation of the 
pure PSP effects likely depends on the precise scale(s) used in each study. 
Even if support was found for Hypothesis 1 in several studies, it remains 
unclear if pure PSP is really associated with desirable outcomes compared to a 
subtype of non-perfectionism (Gaudreau, 2019). 
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Third, the 2 � 2 model assumed that a subtype of non-perfectionism could 
be used as a control condition to estimate the effects associated with pure PSP. 
Although defendable, this assumption is questionable because individuals in the 
subtype of non-perfectionism might be pursuing lower standards than non
perfectionistic standards. Pursuing low standards potentially lacks some of the 
motivational ingredients seen in individuals pursuing excellence. Those indivi
duals – characterized as excellence strivers in the Model of Excellencism and 
Perfectionism (e.g. Gaudreau, 2019; Gaudreau et al., 2022) – offer a much 
better control condition upon which to estimate the effects of perfectionistic 
standards. Comparing pure PSP to a subtype of low standards was not intended 
in the 2 � 2 model, and potentially boosted and overestimated some of the 
adaptive outcomes associated with a subtype of pure PSP. 
Given all the above, one could easily wonder if time has come to retire the 2 � 

2 model of perfectionism. The independent effects approach still undisputedly 
remains the dominant paradigm in sport, dance, and exercise. However, as elo
quently demonstrated by Hill, Mallinson-Howard, Madigan, & Jowett (2020), this 
line of research can easily be reanalysed and reinterpreted through the lens of the 2 
� 2 model. Noteworthy insights are offered when crossing the dimensions of PSP 
and ECP within each person rather than isolating their respective effects as if they 
were the effects of two separate persons. However, research from both the 2 � 2 
model and the independent effects approaches has failed to neatly separate the 
pursuit of perfection from the pursuit of high personal standards. This limitation 
applies to the entire perfectionism literature and is not bounded to the 2 � 2 
model. Better measurement, like the ones developed in the Model of Excellen
cism and Perfectionism (Gaudreau et al., 2022), have already started to move the 
perfectionism literature in the right direction (e.g. Cheek & Goebel, 2020; 
Goulet-Pelletier et al., 2022; Grieve et al., 2021). 
Years of labour will be needed for these advances to widely penetrate and 

influence research and practice. However, this is urgently required for three 
main reasons. First, we cannot afford to lure performers, coaches, teachers, and 
parents into thinking that perfectionism is a desirable personality dimension. 
Ample evidence now suggests that perfectionism is a transdiagnostic risk factor 
for psychopathologies (e.g. Limburg et al., 2017). Second, recent research sug
gests that excellencism rather than perfectionistic standards is associated with 
desirable achievement outcomes (Gaudreau et al., 2021; Gaudreau et al., 2022; 
Goulet-Pelletier et al., 2022). More of this research is warranted to help con
vince the sport community to abandon the pursuit perfection because the 
pursuit of excellence can be more than good enough. Third, perfectionistic 
standards and concerns are often experienced together as indicated by their 
moderately high intercorrelation. Promoting perfectionistic standards without 
increasing perfectionistic concerns is likely undoable. Cross-sectional and short-
term longitudinal studies are insightful, but they often fail to account for the 
many ways through which the long-term development and the daily enact
ment of perfectionistic standards and concerns can co-occur. As noted across 
many definitions, perfectionism is a “personality disposition characterized by 
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striving for flawlessness and setting exceedingly high standards of performance 
accompanied by overly critical evaluations of one’s behavior” (Stoeber, 2018, 
p. 3). If we accept that perfectionistic concerns are frequently experienced by 
those who possess high perfectionistic standards, we then accept that perfec
tionistic standards are directly and indirectly involved in making perfectionism a 
risk factor for psychopathologies for many perfectionists at least once during 
their lives (Gaudreau, 2021). Prudence is therefore warranted when interpret
ing the good outcomes (i.e. high adjustment and low maladjustment) associated 
to a subtype of pure PSP. 

Concluding Comments 

So far, the 2 � 2 model of perfectionism has been used as an alternative way of 
studying perfectionism. However, as shown by Hill, Mallinson-Howard, 
Madigan, & Jowett (2020), the model offers a framework to revisit, reanalyse, 
and reinterpret the extant literature on the independent effects of PSP and 
ECP. Time has come to start seeing and using the 2 � 2 model of perfec
tionism as a hub to integrate the literature rather than as a separate, orphan or 
niche model of perfectionism. 
Contexts in which high levels of achievement is valued and reinforced – 

such as sport, dance, and higher education – might create the needed condi
tions to attract perfectionists and increase their propensity toward the pursuit of 
perfection. Parental pressure and perfectionism are on the rise among newer 
generations (Curran & Hill, 2019; Curran & Hill, 2022) and teachers, coaches, 
and parents should try to mitigate the risks associated with perfectionism rather 
than promote it in a despairing way of boosting performance. Evidence cur
rently exists to suggest that some of the advantages of pure PSP vanish when 
the going gets tough or when athletes experience stress from performance dif
ficulties and unsupportive environments. Results also differ across dependent 
variables, which indicate that pure PSP is not a panacea. Future work is needed 
to explore mental health outcomes (e.g. anxiety, depression, eating disorders) of 
athletes and dancers to comprehensively assess many dangers associated with 
perfectionism. 
Research on the 2 � 2 model acted as a springboard for the elaboration of 

the Model of Excellencism and Perfectionism (e.g. Gaudreau, 2019; Gaudreau, 
2021). After drawing a clear distinction between excellencism and perfection
ism, little evidence will remain for the position that perfectionistic standards 
(i.e. including a subtype of pure PSP)1 are associated with healthy outcomes. 
The pursuit of perfection is psychologically taxing and likely to yield dimin
ishing returns compared to the pursuit of excellence. Even when they equally 
attain their athletic goals, perfection strivers (compared to excellence strivers) 
may end up paying a higher psychological price for the same amount of goal 
success (Gaudreau et al., 2021). In that sense, perfectionism is both inefficient 
and unsustainable. Perfectionistic standards are inextricably associated with 
perfectionistic concerns; they accompany the pursuit of perfection. The 
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perfectionistic concerns, doubts, fears, automatic thoughts, self-presentation 
schemes, and social pressure derive from the pursuit of perfection. They char
acterize the ongoing and recurrent phenomenological experience of the per
fection strivers as they strive toward perfection. As such, these expressions of 
perfectionism play an essential role in explaining the many ways through which 
perfectionistic standards participate in the multifarious difficulties experienced 
by perfection strivers (Gaudreau, 2021). Overall, the Model of Excellencism 
and Perfectionism provides the theoretical roadmap to revisit and clarify per
fectionistic standards and their associations with affective, motivational, social, 
performance, health, and psychopathological outcomes. 
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Note 
1	 Perfectionistic concerns are highly prevalent in perfection strivers; much more com

pared to excellence strivers (Cohen’s d from 0.69 to 1.25; Gaudreau et al., 2022). 
Therefore, pure PSP (i.e. high personal standards with low evaluative concerns) may 
have inadvertently measured a subtype of excellencism (i.e. high personal standards 
and low perfectionistic standards) rather than a subtype of perfectionism. 
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Waleriańczyk, W., & Stolarski, M. (2022). Perfectionism, athlete burnout, and engage
ment: A five-month longitudinal test of the 2 � 2 model of perfectionism. Personality 
and Individual Differences, 195, 111698. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pa 
id.2022.111698. 
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7 Perfectionistic Tipping Points and 
How to Find Them 

Andrew P. Hill 

While there are a number of disagreements regarding perfectionism, most agree 
that in order to gain a fuller understanding of its effects we will need to study 
different combinations of its dimensions and the way in which its dimensions 
interact. As seen in the chapters in this book on the Tripartite model and the 2 
� 2 model of perfectionism, there is growing evidence that different profiles of 
perfectionism are associated with different outcomes in sport, dance, and exer
cise, and that quite often the effects of one dimension of perfectionism – per
fectionistic strivings – can depend on the degree to which the other dimension 
of perfectionism – perfectionistic concerns – is present. With this in mind, the 
aim of the current chapter is to describe a new conceptual and analytical 
approach to examining the interaction between the two main perfectionism 
dimensions. The focus of the approach is on the identification of perfectionistic 
tipping points. That is, the precise level of perfectionistic concerns at which the 
effects of perfectionistic strivings are altered and become helpful or harmful. 
The chapter also aims to provide a practical illustration of how to identify 
perfectionistic tipping points. Readers will be able to follow the instructions 
provided to identify perfectionistic tipping points in their own work and 
contribute to efforts to better understand the effects of perfectionism. 

Multidimensional Perfectionism 

Can athletes, dancers and exercisers ever be too motivated or strive too hard? 
There probably is a point at which we could agree that the behaviours neces
sary to be successful in these domains – hard work, dedication, discipline – 
become excessive and unhealthy. Arguably, this is when these behaviours 
become counterproductive and have a detrimental impact on the individual, 
their health and performance, or on other people. Train too much, for exam
ple, and you may injure yourself. Similarly, invest too much of your identity in 
these domains and you will be vulnerable to mental health issues when things 
don’t pan out the way you hoped. If this is the case, it would be useful to 
know at what point the pursuit of important goals tip from being helpful to 
harmful. This idea and the notion that there maybe points at which seemingly 
desirable behaviours become problematic underlies the content of this chapter 
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and recent efforts to understand the effects of perfectionism and perfectionistic 
striving, in particular. 
The effects of perfectionism in sport, dance, and exercise continue to be a 

contested issue. Researchers have previously argued that pursuing perfection 
may be reflective of a healthy pursuit of excellence (e.g. Stoeber, 2011). Others 
have suggested that it is inevitably problematic (e.g. Hall, 2006). Moving away 
from these perspectives, more lately the focus has turned towards the challen
ging task of identifying when and for who perfectionism may be helpful, harmful 
or neutral in sport, dance, and exercise. To do so has required new theoretical 
and conceptual approaches, the use of more complex designs in our research, 
and novel ways of analysing and reanalysing new and old data. In these regards, 
this chapter will provide readers with an understanding of a novel concept – 
perfectionistic tipping points – and is intended to be instructional of the practical 
steps required to conduct the statistical analyses used to identify them. 
Before we get to perfectionistic tipping points, though, it is useful if we first 

briefly highlight aspects of perfectionism research that have provided impetus for 
this approach. Perfectionism is multidimensional – it includes a range of different 
dimensions. The dimensions depend on the particular model (and measure) of 
perfectionism you use. In sport psychology we tend to use three main models. The 
first model includes a focus on whether perfectionistic standards and evaluation are 
directed to the self (“My performances need to be perfect”), to other people (“My 
teammates performances need to be perfect”) or are perceived to be directed from 
others (“Others expect my performances to be perfect”) (Hill et al., 2016). The 
second model separates out personal standards (“I hate being less than the best at 
things in my sport.”) from an array of other qualities such as being overly con
cerned by mistakes (“If I fail in competition, I feel like a failure as a person.”) and  
doubts about the quality of one’s actions (“I rarely feel that my training fully pre
pares me for competition.”) (Gotwals et al., 2010). The third model, like the 
second one, includes a striving for perfection dimension (“I strive to be as perfect 
as possible.”) but has only one other feature which is a strong aversion to mistakes 
in the form of negative reactions to imperfection (“I get completely furious if I 
make mistakes.”) (Stoeber et al., 2007). Each of these models requires us to con
sider the separate, combined, and interactive effects of different dimensions of 
perfectionism. 
Researchers also often combine multiple measures to create two composite 

scores – one for perfectionistic strivings (PS) and one for perfectionistic con
cerns (PC). There are a number of studies that suggest this approach makes 
sense as most measures of perfectionism appear to include dimensions that are 
indicators of either one of these two broad dimensions. This approach also 
maps on nicely to one of the early definitions of perfectionism as being a 
combination of excessively “high standards of performance which are accom
panied by tendencies for overly critical evaluations of one’s own behavior” 
(Frost et al., 1990, p. 450). PS primarily capture the personal standards and 
striving elements of perfectionism in the definition whereas PC primarily cap
ture the critical evaluative concerns, negative reactions, and perceived pressures 
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of perfectionism. Here, too, researchers must consider the interplay between PS 
and PC when seeking to understand the effects of perfectionism. 
As a multidimensional and complex personality characteristic, it has not been 

easy to get a clear picture or agreement on the likely effects of perfectionism. In our 
meta-analytical work in sport, for example, we have found that, on one hand, PC is 
consistently related to motivation and wellbeing problems for athletes (see Hill 
et al., 2018). This includes, for example, a higher ego orientation, higher fear of 
failure and higher depressive symptoms (with little or no relationship with athletic 
performance). On the other hand, PS is much more ambiguous and is often related 
to both positive and negative outcomes for athletes. This includes indicators of 
better and worse quality motivation (e.g. ego and task orientation) and wellbeing 
(e.g. self-confidence and anxiety). There is also evidence that PS may contribute to 
better athletic performance. With the opposing effects of PS and PC in mind, 
whether perfectionism is likely to be “good, bad, or both” (Bieling et al., 2004, 
p. 1373) for athletes, dancers, and exercisers remains a difficult question to answer. 
A clearer picture has begun to emerge thanks to research that has examined 

combinations or profiles of perfectionism and how PS and PC interact with each 
other. Much of the progress is owed to researchers who have tested the Tripartite 
model of perfectionism and the 2 � 2 model of perfectionism (see Chapters 5 and 
6). These two models encourage researchers to compare the outcomes associated 
with different combinations of high and low PS and PC. The 2 � 2 model of 
perfectionism, in particular, has provided especial impetus to shift attention to the 
interaction between PS and PC, and includes a set of a priori hypotheses and sta
tistical methods to guide research in this area. Though not without limitations, 
research testing this model has typically provided support for its use and has 
strongly suggested that it is the presence of high or low PC that is the critical factor 
in determining the effects of the different combinations of PS and PC (see Hill & 
Madigan, 2017). 
With these issues as a backdrop, and in keeping with a focus on the inter

action between PS and PC, the concept of perfectionistic tipping points has 
recently been proposed (Hill, 2021). Perfectionistic tipping points are the pre
cise level of perfectionistic concerns at which the effects of perfectionistic 
strivings are altered. They are proposed to be conceptual, statistical, and prac
tical points of interest. Notably, they are intended to help identify for whom 
perfectionism may be problematic in sport based on levels of PS and PC, but 
PC in particular. In addition, a focus on perfectionistic tipping points is also 
proposed as a means of progressing our understanding of PS by clarifying when 
we can expect PS to be helpful, harmful, or neutral for athletes – an unresolved 
and enduring issue. A final note is that while the usefulness of perfectionistic 
tipping points was first illustrated in context of the 2 � 2 model of perfec
tionism, they can be examined independent of the 2 � 2 model providing that 
the interaction between PS and PC remains the focus of the research question. 
Identification of perfectionistic tipping points requires a statistical test of the 

interaction between PS and PC in predicting a given dependent variable (e.g. 
athlete burnout). This interaction signals whether the size and/or direction of 
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the relationship between PS and the dependent variable depends (or is “con
ditional”) on the level of PC. If the interaction is statistically significant (p < 
.05), the J-N technique is then used to probe and plot the interaction (Johnson 
& Neyman, 1936). The J-N technique has been around for a long time but is 
not widely used in sport psychology. Instead, the most common technique for 
probing interactions is the pick-a-point approach which tests the conditional 
effect of the predictor variable (e.g. PS) on the dependent variable (e.g. burn
out) at a small number of arbitrary values of the moderator (e.g. PC), normally 
one standard deviation above and below the mean of the moderator. Unlike 
the pick-a-point approach, however, the J-N technique tests the relationship 
between the predictor variable and the dependent variable at all recorded 
values of the moderator. This is a key strength of the technique that allows 
perfectionistic tipping points to be identified and is a notable departure to the 
approach used in the 2 � 2 model of perfectionism. 
In his excellent book on moderation and mediation, Hayes (2013) provides a 

summary of the three possible outcomes of the J-N technique. The outcomes 
focus on “regions of significance” that signal when the conditional effect of the 
predictor variable (x) on the dependent variable (y) is statistically significant. 

�	 The first outcome is the identification of a single value of the moderator 
(M) that marks the start of a region of significance. In this case, the con
ditional effect of x on y becomes statistically significant when M is equal to 
or more than a certain value (M ≥ J-NM1) or equal to or less than a certain 
value (M ≤ J-NM1). 

�	 The second outcome is the identification of two values of M that mark the 
start and end of a region of significance. In this case, the conditional effect 
of x on y is statistically significant when M is within the range of the two 
values (M ≥ J-NM1 and M ≤ J-NM2) or outside the range of these two 
values (M ≤ J-NM1 and M ≥ J-NM2). 

�	 The third outcome is that there are no values of M that signal the start or 
end of a region of significance. In this case, the conditional effect of x on y 
is either statistically significant across the entire range of M or none of it. 

These three possible outcomes of the J-N technique, may be somewhat abstract 
and confusing at this point so some examples may be helpful. The concept of 
perfectionistic tipping points is relatively new so there is not a great deal of research 
to draw upon. However, while there are only a few studies, those that do exist are 
illustrative. Evidence comes from attempts to re-examine previous statistically sig
nificant interactions between PS and PC in sport to identify perfectionistic tipping 
points (Hill, 2021) and precursory work using the J-N technique in perfectionism 
research (e.g. Lizmore et al., 2019; Curran & Hill, 2018). Collectively, so far, this 
work suggests that perfectionistic tipping points may exist for athlete burnout, 
athlete engagement, coach emotion regulation, and athlete performance and 
emotions following competitive failure. The use of the J-N technique and 
findings for athlete burnout, athlete engagement, coach emotion regulation, 
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and athlete performance following failure are used as examples of the three 
outcomes described by Hayes (2013) next. 
Evidence for a perfectionistic tipping point for athlete burnout comes from a 

study that examined perfectionism and burnout in junior soccer players (Hill, 
2013). Athlete burnout has three main symptoms – physical and emotional 
exhaustion, reduced sense of athletic accomplishment and sports devaluation. The 
initial study found a statistically significant interaction between PS and PC when 
predicting sports devaluation. When the interaction was re-examined using the 
J-N technique it was found that at the point at which soccer players reported PC 
greater than or equal to 2.54 (on a scale of 1 to 7) PS became significantly related 
to lower sports devaluation. Although this finding might be counterintuitive at 
first glance (presuming you expect perfectionism to be related to higher burnout), 
it makes at least some sense that higher PC may intensify commitment to sport due 
to the additional importance its presence would attach to performance. 
Evidence for a similar type of perfectionistic tipping point comes from a 

study that examined perfectionism and emotion regulation in sports coaches 
(Hill & Davis, 2014). When attempting to control or regulate emotions you 
can seek to either inhibit and hide emotion, called expressive suppression, or 
try to alter perceptions of the situation, called reappraisal. While neither is good 
or bad for you in all circumstances, when used habitually, research suggests that 
expressive suppression is problematic as it requires ongoing management of 
unresolved emotions (Gross & John, 2003). The initial study found a statisti
cally significant interaction between PS and PC when predicting the use of this 
emotion regulation strategy. When the interaction was re-examined using the 
J-N technique it was found that at the point at which coaches reported PC 
greater than or equal to 2.83 (on a scale of 1 to 7) PS became significantly 
related to higher expressive suppression. In this case, it suggests that higher 
levels of PC may inhibit effective emotion regulation for coaches. 
These two studies illustrate how levels of PC “tip” the conditional effect of 

PS on different outcomes into being statistically significant at one single point – 
potentially making PS more or less problematic for athletes and coaches. They 
are examples of the first outcome of the J-N technique described by Hayes 
(2013). However, perfectionistic tipping points can also be more complex. This 
is illustrated by a study examining perfectionism and athlete performance fol
lowing competitive failure (Lizmore et al., 2019). Which is also the first study 
in which we used the term “tipping point” to describe what we were obser
ving. In this study student-athletes were told that they were being out
performed by an opponent on a golf putting task. After receiving this feedback, 
initially PS was significantly related to better performance. However, as PC 
increased and was greater than or equal to 2.80 (on a response scale of 1 to 5) 
the relationship between PS and performance became non-significant. Even
tually, when PC was greater than or equal to 4.53, PS became significantly 
related to worse performance. This is an example of the second outcome of the 
J-N technique described by Hayes (2013). It is also indicative of how higher 
PC may eventually subvert any initial benefits of PS for athletes. 
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A final recent study provides an example of the third outcome of the J-N 
technique described by Hayes (2013). In this study, the interaction between 
different measures of PS and PC was examined in context of predicting burn
out symptoms and what some have argued to be the opposite – athlete 
engagement – among adult athletes from various sports (Waleriańczyk et al., 
2022). A statistically significant interaction was found between PS and PC 
when predicting all dimensions of engagement (vigour, dedication, and 
absorption). Using the J-N technique to probe the interactions, it was also 
found that the conditional effect of PS on vigour and dedication was statisti
cally significant (p < .05) at all reported values of PC when using one measure 
of perfectionism and the conditional effect of PS on absorption was statistically 
significant (p < .05) at all report values of PC when using another measure of 
perfectionism. In these four cases PS was associated with higher engagement 
regardless of the level of PC exhibited by the athletes. 

Illustrative Research Example 

What follows next is a demonstration of how to identify perfectionistic tipping 
points. The demonstration uses data from Hill (2021) which sought to identify 
perfectionistic tipping points in previous research that had found evidence of 
statistically significant interactions between PS and PC. To start, the study by 
Hill (2021) is briefly described with a focus on the design, methods, and find
ings. The subsequent sections then focus on three main steps: (1) how to con
duct and interpret moderated regression, (2) how to interpret the results of the 
J-N technique and identify perfectionistic tipping points, and (3) how to plot 
the results of the J-N technique. The three steps are illustrated using SPSS 
(version 26) and Hayes’s (2013) PROCESS macro (version 3.4). You will need 
access to this software if you would like to follow along and complete your 
own analyses. 
Hill (2021) presented a reanalysis of data from Hill and Davis (2014). As 

described earlier, the original study examined the relationship between per
fectionism and emotion regulation in coaches. Two-hundred and thirty-eight 
coaches from various team and individual sports took part in the study. They 
completed short measures of perfectionism which were then combined to 
create measures of PS and PC (Cox et al. 2002). PS and PC were labelled 
Personal Standards Perfectionism and Evaluative Concerns Perfectionism in 
the study which are the labels used in the 2 � 2 model of perfectionism. 
Coaches also completed the Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (Gross & 
John, 2003) and the control of anger subscales of the State-Trait Anger 
Expression Inventory-2 (STAXI-2; Spielberger, 1999). The design was cross-
sectional, so the survey was completed once. A statistically significant inter
action between PS and PC was found for expressive suppression but not the 
other variables. This interaction was later re-examined by Hill (2021) using 
the J-N technique. 
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Step One – Moderated Regression Analyses 

Step one is the completion of a moderated regression. Before doing so, a quick 
note on preliminary analyses is in order. It is always worthwhile to conduct 
initial checks on any data before the primary analysis. This can include check
ing for missing data, missing data imputation, screening for univariate outliers 
and multivariate outliers, and assessing the reliabilities of the measures used. 
Most statistics textbooks provide guidelines on how to do each of these things. 
One text that I have found especially helpful is Tabachnick and Fidell (2007) 
which I tend to follow for preliminary analyses. Preliminary analyses are not 
discussed in detail in this chapter so you are encouraged to read about the topic 
elsewhere. 
I usually remove participants with missing data that exceed 5%, as suggested 

by Tabachnick and Fidell (2007), and use a simple technique of replacing 
missing values with the mean of the reported items for that subscale and parti
cipant (ipsative mean substitution; Graham et al., 2003). This is typically one or 
two questions for a very small number of people. I also screen for univariate 
and multivariate outliers to help minimize issues with non-normal distribution 
of the data and ensure that findings are less likely to be due to a small number 
of extreme scores and individuals. Finally, I assess the reliability of instruments. 
This can be done in a number of ways, although slowly being replaced by 
better approaches, most commonly this involves assessing internal reliability 
(e.g. Cronbach’s alpha). Each of these things were done in Hill and Davis 
(2014) and resulted in a final sample of 227 coaches. 
Preliminary analyses also include checking the assumptions of the primary 

analyses. Hayes (2013) discusses the assumptions of moderated regression in his 
book which include (1) the relationships between the predictors and the 
dependent variable are linear (linearity), (2) differences between estimates of the 
dependent variable and the actual dependent variable are normally distributed 
(normally distributed residuals), (3) differences between estimates of dependent 
variable and the actual dependent variable are equally variable (homo
scedasticity of residuals), and (4) differences between estimates of the dependent 
variable and the actual dependent variable for one person is not related to dif
ferences in another person (independence of residuals). These assumptions are 
typically checked or it is assumed that they are not violated to a degree that it is 
problematic. On this issue, Hayes (2013, p. 52) advises that, while not down-
playing their importance, we “should not lose too much sleep” over violating 
these assumptions providing we are mindful of the properties of our data. 
Once you are satisfied with the preliminary analyses, the moderated regres

sion is straightforward. The instructions to conduct the analyses using SPSS and 
the PROCESS macro are presented in Figure 7.1 and the output is presented 
in Figure 7.2 and Figure 7.3. Note that the PROCESS macro must be 
downloaded and installed before it can be used in SPSS (see Hayes, 2022). 
The first set of key features of the output in Figure 7.1 to take note of are 

multiple “R” (the correlation between the estimated dependent variable scores, 
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Figure 7.1 Instructions for moderated regression using SPSS and the PROCESS macro 

using a combination of the predictor variables and their interaction scores as 
predictors, and the actual dependent variables scores), “R-sq” (the squared 
multiple correlation or amount of variance explained in the actual dependent 
variable scores by the predictors and their interaction scores, ranging from 0% 
to 100%), corresponding F-statistic for the model, its degrees of freedom, and 
whether the model is statistically significant (or better than no predictors at all). 
These all provide an indication of model fit. That is, how closely the predicted 
values of expressive suppression from our model correspond with the actual 
scores. The better the fit, the more variance explained, and the more useful the 
model. In this case, PS, PC, and their interaction explained 13.6% of variance 
in expressive suppression, and the model was statistically significant (p < .001). 
Next, we consider the individual predictors. First note though that the 

“constant” tells us the value of the score of the estimated expressive suppression 
score when all the predictors are zero (i.e. where the regression line intersects 
zero on the y-axis, the intercept). Whether this is meaningful or useful depends 
on scaling of the predictor variables and whether zero is actually a possible 
response (i.e. whether people score zero on your response format). Quite often 
it isn’t useful or meaningful. For the purpose of the illustration here it is not 
important. 
In regression analyses, the focus is normally on the regression weights or, as 

labelled in SPSS, unstandardized B-values (“coeff” in the PROCESS output). 
These indicate the change in the dependent variable for every one unit increase 
in the predictor variable in the original units (e.g. a 1 to 7 response format). So, 
here, for every one unit increase in PS, expressive suppression decreases by .401 
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Figure 7.2 PROCESS output for moderated regression analyses 

(because the unstandardized B-value is –0.401) and, likewise, for every one unit 
increase in PC, expressive suppression decreases by .512 (because the unstan
dardized B-value is –0.512). When multiple predictors are included in the model, 
the estimates are provided after statistically controlling for (or “partialling”) the  
relationship between the predictors. 
In moderated regression analyses, the individual or main effects of the pre

dictors need to be ignored as an interaction term is included in the model. The 
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interpretation of the interaction unstandardized B-value for the interaction 
terms is more complex. The inclusion of the term tests a hypothesis that the 
effect of a predictor on a dependent variable is conditional on the level of the 
other predictor (the moderator variable). The size of the unstandardized B-
value for the interaction term tells us the amount of change in the dependent 
variable when there is a one unit increase in the predictor at different levels of 
the moderator. Here, then, it indicates that for every one unit increase in PC, 
the impact of PS on expressive suppression increases by .205 on our response 
format. 
Whether the unstandardized B-values, including for the interaction term, are 

statistically significant is reported in two ways. The first way is via a t-test that 
assesses whether the difference between the unstandardized B-value (remember, 
“coeff”) and zero exceeds sampling error (“s.e.”). Sampling error is an estimate of 
the difference we would expect anyway as a consequence of selecting a sample of 
coaches from the entire population of coaches. The probability of the resulting 
t-score indicates whether the unstandardized B-value is statistically significant. For 
our interaction term, it can be seen that the size of the unstandardized B-value for 
the interaction term is significantly different from zero as the p-value is less than.05 
(e.g. 0 minus .205 [coeff] / 1.03 [s.e.] = t = 1.995,  p = .047). 
The second way the statistical significance of the unstandardized B-values is 

displayed is via reporting confidence intervals. If the confidence intervals include 
zero, the unstandardized B-value is not statistically significant (note that 95% 
confidence intervals signal statistical significance at p < .05 and 99% confidence 
intervals at p < .01). The range of the confidence intervals are also useful because 
they provide the other likely values of the unstandardized B-value. Here, as our 
confidence interval excludes zero, we know that our interaction is statistically 
significant. Also, we are 95% confident that the unstandardized B-value for our 
interaction term is between .003 and .407. However, note, if we used a more 
stringent criteria, and wanted to be 99% confident, the interaction would not be 
considered statistically significant. 
The change in the model associated with the inclusion of the interaction 

term is also displayed (“R2-chng”). This is important as it tells us whether the 
model that includes the interaction term (PS � PC) is better than a model that 
includes only PS and PC. A model with only two predictors, rather than three, 
that explains a similar mount of variance in the dependent variable would be 
more parsimonious and therefore more desirable. However, here, the results 
signal that the interaction accounts for 1.5% of the model (or 1.5% of a total of 
13.6%) and that this is a significant improvement in comparison to a model that 
includes only PS and PC (p = .047). While only a small amount of variance, 
this is typical of interaction effects. 
The results of this moderated regression analyses are reported in Hill (2021, 

p. 9) as follows: 

The interaction model for expressive suppression was statistically significant, F 
(3, 223) = 11.66, p < .001. The two dimensions of perfectionism and their 
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interaction term explained 13.56% of variance in expressive suppression (ΔR2 
interaction term =.02). PS was not a significant predictor (B = −0.40 [95% 
CI = −1.03 to 0.22], t = –1.27, p = .206) and neither was PC (B = −0.51 
[95% CI = −1.40 to −0.37], t =−1.24, p =.255). The interaction term was 
statistically significant (B = 0.20 [95% CI = 0.003–0.41], t = 2.00,  p = .047). 

You can therefore see the correspondence between the PROCESS output and 
what and how things are reported. 

Step Two – Interpret the Results of the J-N Technique 

The PROCESS output also includes the information required to probe the 
interaction. The first part of the output is the pick-a-point approach that tests the 
conditional effect of PS on the dependent variable at three specific levels of PC: 
(1) at one standard deviation below the mean of PC (2.196), (2) at the mean of 
PC (2.652), and (3) at one standard deviation above the mean of PC (3.708). As 
mentioned earlier, these are only a small number of possible values of PC and are 
arbitrary indicators of “high” and “low” scores of PC so offer limited insight in 
comparison to the J-N technique that follows next in the output. Notably, by 
testing conditional effects only at a small number of values of PC, statistically 
significant effects that take place outside of those the values tested are missed. 
The part of the output for the J-N technique displays the conditional effect 

of PS on expressive suppression (“Effect”) across all reported PC scores in the 
sample from the lowest recorded PC score (1.300) to the highest (4.683), along 
with 95% confidence intervals for the conditional effect (“LLCI” and “ULCI”). 
It also tests whether the conditional effect at every level of PC is statistically 
significant in the same way described earlier. Herein lies the usefulness of the J
N technique for identifying perfectionistic tipping points. It allows you to 
identify the precise level of PC that corresponds with changes in the effect of 
PS on the dependent variable. In this example, when values of PC exceed 
2.826 (rounded to 2.83), the effect of PS on expressive suppression becomes 
statistically significant. This marks the start of a region of significance. Prior to 
this level of PC, the effect of PS on expressive suppression was not statistically 
significant. The J-N technique also provides the percentage of the sample that 
report a PC score above 2.826 (53.744%) and the percentage that report below 
2.826 (46.256%). In terms of the three possible outcomes discussed earlier, the 
finding is indicative of the first outcome – the identification of a single value of 
a moderator that marks the start of a region of significance. 

Step Three – Plotting the Results of the J-N Technique 

Having identified the perfectionistic tipping point, it is useful to depict the inter
action graphically and display the results of the J-N technique. This can be done 
using any software with a graphing function. Lin (2020) provides a review of 
software that can be used to plot the results of the J-N technique. In Figure 7.4, I 
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Figure 7.3 PROCESS output for J-N technique 
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Figure 7.4 Instructions to graph results of J-N technique in SPSS 

have provided the instructions to produce a graph in SPSS. Once the graph is 
produced, you will need to edit the graph and add labels to each axis so it is clear 
what is being displayed. If you want to formally present it somewhere, the more 
editing work required. If you follow the instructions, the x-axis is the response 
format for PC and the y-axis is the conditional effect of PS on expressive sup
pression. The estimate of the conditional effect of PS on expressive suppression is 
plotted on the graph along with 95% confidence intervals. An edited version of 
the SPSS graph produced here is displayed in Hill (2021, p. 8, fig. 7.1). Having 
now followed all three steps, you have reproduced the findings of Hill (2021), 
replicated in Figure 7.5. 

Future Directions and Questions 

I close the chapter with some brief consideration of future directions for 
research. The idea of perfectionistic tipping points is new in sport, dance, and 
exercise (and other domains). Therefore, there is considerable scope for novel 
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Figure 7.5 Conditional effect of PS on Emotion Suppression as PC increases
 
Adapted from Hill, A. P. (2021). Perfectionistic tipping points: Re-probing interactive
 
effects of perfectionism. Sport, Exercise, and Performance Psychology, 10(2), 177–190.
 
Copyright 2021 by American Psychological Association.
 

research in this area and there is much we don’t know. As illustrated in the 
examples provided in the current study, revisiting previous research and 
applying this approach can be valuable. Most studies that have found evidence 
of interactions between PS and PC would benefit from being revisited in the 
same way. Recent studies that spring to mind is those that have been con
ducted in domains other than sport and include a focus on interesting variables 
such as social physique anxiety in exercisers (Deck et al., 2021) and enjoyment 
goals in young dancers (Molnar et al., 2021). This type of research is a good 
example of how beneficial secondary analyses can be and how it can bring 
about new insights. The frequency of this types of analyses generally is also 
likely to increase as more data is made publicly available. 
Examining the replicability of existing findings is also needed using either 

existing or new data. Such research will be fundamental to determining the 
usefulness of the concept of perfectionistic tipping points. In doing so, 
researchers will need to be especially mindful of ensuring adequate statistical 
power. This is because unlike the 2 � 2 model of perfectionism that can be 
tested in the absence of a statistically significant interaction, this is not the case 
for perfectionistic tipping points. Interaction effects are typically small and 
account for less than 5% of variance in the dependent variable. Although not 
the only consideration, power analyses suggest that in order to detect effects of 
3% to 5% variance, samples between 152 to 252 are required (see Hill, 2021). 
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In some cases, larger samples will be necessary if smaller effect sizes are considered 
meaningful. 
Other directions for future research include seeking to identify perfectionistic 

tipping points in new data for dependent variables not yet examined when 
testing for interactions. For those interested in doing so, I would recommend 
reviewing the content of Chapter 4 and Chapter 6 of this book because toge
ther they provide a comprehensive account of research that has employed 
independent and interactive approaches. In my view, a focus on some for the 
features of perfectionistic strivings that might be identified as signalling its 
desirability would be revealing, like optimism and perseverance of effort (Dunn 
et al., 2019), for example. I am curious to know if these relationships are 
affected by the level of perfectionistic concerns athletes also exhibit and what 
percentage of our samples enjoy (or don’t enjoy) the benefits of a more opti
mistic outlook and determination. These questions could be answered by 
seeking to identify any perfectionistic tipping points for these variables. 
One final suggestion is more general and it is to extend the use of J-N 

technique to identify other tipping points in sport, dance, and exercise 
psychology. Some areas in which this would be applicable include the study 
of passion (obsessive and harmonious), dichotomous achievement goals (ego 
and task orientation), and narcissism (self-inflated and dominant). The idea 
of “passion tipping points,” for example, might help better understand the 
interplay between obsessive passion and harmonious passion which are 
similar to PS and PC in that they often have opposing effects (see Curran et 
al., 2015). Given its comparative benefits, it would also be good to see the 
J-N technique used more routinely and replace the use of pick-a-point 
approach when probing significant interactions in research. The J-N tech
nique can be conducted easily mainly due to the excellent PROCESS 
macro provided by Hayes (2022) and is a valuable addition to the statistical 
tools at our disposal. 

Concluding Comments 

This chapter has described perfectionistic tipping points as a new way of con
ceptualizing and analysing the interaction between dimensions of perfectionism 
so to better understand their effects. In particular, how the relationship 
between PS and various dependent variables may depend on the level of PC 
that is exhibited. Research examining perfectionistic tipping points so far has 
found support for their existence for a range of common outcomes (e.g. 
burnout, engagement, and emotion regulation). More research is needed to 
replicate these findings and identify new perfectionistic tipping points. This 
might be undertaken by re-examining data from previous studies where statis
tically significant interactions have been found or by collecting new data. 
Although there are many merits of this approach, perhaps most of all, its 
strength lies in its potential to help our ongoing efforts to identify for whom 
perfectionism is helpful, harmful, or neutral. 
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The chapters of this book have so far focused on trait perfectionism – which 
has been the main focus of perfectionism research in sport, dance, and exercise. 
However, perfectionism manifests at multiple levels and includes cognitive 
elements that are essential when seeking to understand its full effects. With this 
in mind, this chapter focuses on perfectionism cognitions and how this type of 
ruminative over-thinking offers further insight into the inner experiences of 
athletes, dancers, and exercisers. Only a handful of studies have examined per
fectionism cognitions in these domains so far. However, these studies show the 
importance of perfectionism cognitions and mirror more extensive work out
side of sport. The chapter starts with a brief overview of the Comprehensive 
Model of Perfectionistic Behaviour and Perfectionism Cognitions Theory. We 
then review and discuss existing research examining perfectionism cognitions in 
sport, dance, and exercise. We conclude the chapter by identifying future 
directions for research and key research questions that should be prioritized. 

Comprehensive Model of Perfectionistic Behaviour 

Research examining perfectionism in sport, dance, and exercise domains has 
mainly focused on trait (or dispositional) perfectionism. However, trait perfec
tionism sits at only one level of a larger model used to study perfectionism. As 
presented by Hewitt et al. (2017), the Comprehensive Model of Perfectionistic 
Behaviour (CMPB) is an encompassing approach that views perfectionism as a 
“multifaceted and multilevel personality style” (p. 3). In the CMPB, perfectionism 
functions at trait, interpersonal (or other-relational), and intrapersonal (or self-
relational) levels, and there are components at each level which themselves include 
multidimensional traits, multifaceted self-presentational styles, and automatic 
thoughts (or perfectionism cognitions). In deriving the model, Hewitt et al. (2017) 
emphasize the importance of including, and differentiating between, these levels 
and what people “have” with regard to perfectionism (their traits and the content 
of their traits) and what people “do” in terms of its expression (how they hide 
imperfection from others or experience perfectionistic thoughts). 
As described by Hewitt et al. (2017), at the trait level, the focus is on the 

motivation and requirement to be perfect. Traits include intrapersonal and 
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interpersonal dimensions that reflect different targets of the requirement to be 
perfect. The requirement can be for the self to be perfect (self-oriented per
fectionism), for others to be perfect (other-oriented perfectionism), or to meet 
other people’s requirements to be perfect (socially prescribed perfectionism). These 
dimensions of trait perfectionism are separate entities, but covary and interact, 
allowing people to be higher in one, two or all traits, and creating “complex 
blends” of trait perfectionism that determine its effects (Hewitt et al., 2017). 
At the interpersonal (or other-relational) level, the focus is on the expression 

of perfectionism to others via perfectionistic self-presentational styles. Perfec
tionistic self-presentation is composed of three facets: perfectionistic self-pro
motion (displaying perfection to others), non-display of imperfection 
(concealing and avoiding behavioural demonstrations of imperfection), and 
nondisclosure of imperfection (avoiding verbal admissions of imperfection) 
(Hewitt et al., 2003). Perfectionistic self-promotion is the presentation of the 
perfect self so to impress others and gain admiration (Hewitt et al., 2017). By 
contrast, the other two facets of perfectionistic self-presentation are passive and 
concealing styles and involve preventing any signs of imperfection being 
known to others (Hewitt et al., 2003). 
At the intrapersonal (or self-relational) level, the focus is on the inner 

expression of perfectionism. In particular, the manner in which an individual’s 
need to be perfect manifests in perfectionistic thoughts and images (Flett et al., 
1998). These thoughts and images include automatic negative self-statements 
and rumination, and a paucity of positive self-statements (Flett et al., 1998). 
Perfectionism cognitions are more state-like in comparison to trait perfection
ism and perfectionistic self-presentational styles as they are more directly linked 
to daily events and immediate concerns (Flett et al., 2018). However, they can 
become chronically activated and serve as a subconscious cognitive filter for 
people’s everyday experience (Hewitt et al., 2017). They also provide an 
additional source of internal pressure to be perfect (Flett et al., 2018). 
In formalizing the CMPB, Hewitt and Flett have brought together lines of 

research that span over thirty years – it is perhaps the most complete account of 
perfectionism available. The CMPB highlights the various ways perfectionism 
can exist and, through the way in which components within and between 
levels interact, shows the large heterogeneity we can expect with regard to 
manifestations of perfectionism and the variability in its effects. Research in 
sport, dance, and exercise is heavily skewed towards trait perfectionism with 
few studies of the other two levels. As such, currently we have only part of a 
view of the overall picture of perfectionism. However, this is changing and an 
increasing number of studies are including multiple components in these 
domains. In the current chapter, we focus on the intrapersonal level and per
fectionism cognitions as this has been the focus of most of the research that has 
included more than just trait perfectionism. In addition, the interpersonal level 
is also key to understanding the inner turmoil of perfectionism, regardless of 
whether outwardly any desirable behaviours are being exhibited in sport, 
dance, and exercise. 
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Perfectionism Cognitions Theory 

Perfectionism Cognitions Theory (PCT; Flett et al., 2015, 2018) is a sub-
theory of the CMPB that seeks to explain the cognitive elements and 
mechanisms related to perfectionism. Building on historical cognitive approa
ches to perfectionism, PCT is derived from the work of Hewitt and Genest 
(1990) and Flett et al. (1998). This work focused on the cognitive processing of 
self-relevant information and the role of different self-schemas (or beliefs about 
ourselves and our characteristics). Notably, this included the role of the “ideal 
self” in the inner expression of perfectionism and the thoughts that can arise 
that are focused on the need to be perfect. In this work, the salience 
of the ideal-self was proposed to make those higher in trait perfectionism 
prone to the experience of negative, automatic thoughts centred on perfectionistic 
themes such as personal shortcomings and failures. Flett et al. (1998) labelled these 
thoughts perfectionism cognitions. 
In revisiting their work, Flett et al. (2015, 2018) expanded the approach 

based on the cognitive taxonomy proposed by Ingram and colleagues (Ingram, 
1990; Ingram & Kendall, 1986; Ingram et al., 1998) and their four-level fra
mework: (a) structural level, (b) propositional level, (c) operational level, and 
(d) cognitive products level. The structural level contains self-schemas, long-
term memories, and deep neural networks. At this level, perfectionism is 
evident in the content of both actual self- and ideal self-schemas and the 
interconnectedness of perceived negative attributes and personal deficits. Per
fectionism is also evident at this level via its influence on important long-term 
memories of success and failures that have merged to create generalized views 
of the self as being imperfect. 
The propositional level contains beliefs and attitudes stored in various cog

nitive structures. According to Flett et al. (2018), for perfectionism, the cogni
tive content of these beliefs and attitudes are dysfunctional and reflect 
contingencies of self-worth and irrational perfectionistic beliefs. They also 
highlight the prominence of two conflicts and sources of tension associated 
with perfectionism at this level. The first conflict is between “emotional per
fectionism” – a dysfunctional belief about the importance of maintaining per
fect emotional control – and the routine experience of intense negative 
emotions. The second conflict is the “approach-avoidance conflict” which 
pertains to the experience of the need to balance the perceived rewards of 
perfection against the consequences of striving but failing to be perfect. 
The operational level contains ongoing cognitive operations and functions. 

Perfectionism is proposed to be influential at this level by creating attentional 
biases and reactivity towards perceived threats and evaluative cues, and any 
other perfectionism-relevant cues. This includes information from social and 
performance contexts, particularly those that pertain to possible rejection or 
failure. Perfectionism is also evident at this level in how this kind of pre
occupation and sensitivity impedes other cognitive processes, creates cognitive 
interference, and limits working cognitive capacity. These latter effects are 
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proposed to be especially evident under conditions of negative mood, emotional 
distress, and stress or pressure. 
The final product level contains cognitive outputs – thoughts, images, and 

self-statements. At this level, the products of perfectionism include ruminative 
thoughts and other forms of overthinking such as worry (Flett et al., 2018). It is 
at this level that perfectionism cognitions sit. Perfectionism cognitions are fre
quent, uncontrollable, and negative thoughts centred on perfectionistic themes. 
Flett et al. (2018) draw on theories of ruminative cognitions to conceptualize 
perfectionism cognitions as a form of perseverative thought that accompanies 
failed goal pursuit. Cognitive interference is also evident at this level in the 
form of mind-wandering, with onus placed on the difficulty associated with 
suppressing perfectionism cognitions due to the reasons for their occurrence 
lying deep within the lower levels of the model and the importance of the 
goals and objectives associated with perfectionism (being perfect or appearing 
to be perfect). 

Measuring Perfectionism Cognitions 

To measure perfectionism cognitions, Flett and colleagues developed the Per
fectionism Cognitions Inventory (HF-PCI; Flett et al., 1998). The measure is a 
unidimensional scale with 25-items that are used to calculate a total score. The 
instructions ask responders to indicate how frequently, if at all, they have 
experienced particular thoughts in the last week. The thoughts are those such 
as “Why can’t I be perfect?” and “I should be perfect”. The response format is 
from “Not at all” [0] to “All the time” [4]. There has been a number of studies 
that have examined the psychometric properties of the HF-PCI including in its 
original development and validation (Flett et al., 1998), and subsequent work 
focused on particular populations such as adult psychiatric patients (Flett et al., 
2007), students (Rudolph et al., 2007), and adolescents (Flett et al., 2012a). 
The findings of these studies tend to be similar and are supportive of the use of 
the HF-PCI. 
By way of example, in the initial validation of the HF-PCI Flett et al. (1998) 

used 11 samples of university students and one sample of adult psychiatric 
patients in five studies. The HF-PCI was assessed in regard to factor structure 
(using exploratory factor analysis), test-retest reliability (r), and internal con
sistency (using Cronbach’s alpha). Evidence was found to support the uni
dimensional structure in that all items appeared to load meaningfully on one 
factor (study 1). Test–retest reliability over a three-month period was also rea
sonably high in both a student sample (r = .67; study 2) and adult psychiatric 
patient sample (r = .85; study 4). The scale was considered internally consistent 
in all samples in which it was assessed (α ≥ .90). 
In the initial validation, Flett et al. (1998) also examined the predictive ability 

of the HF-PCI in six samples of university students and one sample of adult 
psychiatric patients. They found that more frequent perfectionism cognitions 
were related to higher performance difficulties, negative affect, and general 



240 Tracy Donachie et al. 

distress. In addition, perfectionism cognitions predicted unique variance in 
psychological distress (anxiety and depressive symptoms) after controlling for 
trait perfectionism dimensions, trait neuroticism, and general measures of 
negative automatic thoughts. In other words, perfectionism cognitions were 
found to be an important predictor of maladjustment regardless of whether trait 
perfectionism was being exhibited or general tendencies to experience similar 
types of negative thoughts. 

Multidimensional versus Unidimensional Measurement 

The conceptualization and measurement of perfectionism cognitions have not 
been without controversy. Notably, there has been disagreement among 
researchers with regard to whether perfectionism cognitions are best treated as 
unidimensional or multidimensional. Disagreement followed the publication of 
a Multidimensional Perfectionism Cognitions Inventory (MPCI) first published 
by Kobori (Kobori, 2006; Kobori & Tanno, 2004, 2005) in Japanese and then 
subsequently published in English (MPCI-E) by Stoeber et al. (2010). The 
MPCI-E is a 15-item scale that uses the same instructions and time frame as the 
HF-PCI, and a similar response format (“Not at all” [1] to “Always” [4]). 
However, it includes multiple dimensions that distinguish between positive and 
negative perfectionism cognitions. The dimensions are personal standards cogni
tions (e.g. “It’s important to set high standards for myself”), pursuit of perfection 
cognitions (e.g. “I must be perfect at any cost”) and concern over mistakes cognitions 
(e.g. “I’ll blame myself if I make a mistake”). Personal standards cognitions are 
considered positive and concern over mistakes cognitions are considered nega
tive with pursuit of perfection cognitions somewhere in-between (Stoeber et 
al., 2014). 
The validation of the MPCI-E included rigorous tests of its validity and 

reliability. In a sample of university students, Stoeber et al. (2010) found evi
dence for the three-factor structure (using confirmatory factor analysis) and 
satisfactory internal consistency for all subscales (using Cronbach’s alpha). In 
addition, supporting the distinction between dimensions of perfectionism cog
nitions, personal standards cognitions displayed a significant, positive, and small 
relationship with positive affect, whereas concerns over mistakes cognitions 
displayed a significant, negative, and small relationship with positive affect. In 
addition, both concerns over mistakes cognitions and pursuit of perfection 
cognitions displayed significant, positive, and small-moderate relationship with 
negative affect. MPCI-E subscales also predicted positive and negative affect 
beyond trait perfectionism (self-oriented and socially prescribed perfectionism). 
In a subsequent study, Stoeber et al. (2014) sought to compare multi

dimensional versus unidimensional assessment of perfectionism cognitions. In 
critiquing the unidimensional approach of Flett et al (1998), they reasoned that 
(1) as trait perfectionism is multidimensional, so should perfectionism cogni
tions, (2) inspection of the items of the HF-PCI suggest close alignment 
between items on the scale and those on other measures indicative of the two 
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broad dimensions of perfectionism (perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic 
concerns), and (3) re-examination of the statistical analyses in Flett et al. (1998) 
suggests that the HF-PCI has two or three underlying dimensions. Stoeber et 
al.’s (2014) study included assessing the factor structure of the HF-PCI, deriving 
a multidimensional version of the HF-PCI (which we will call the HF-MPCI), 
and comparing unidimensional and multidimensional versions of the instru
ments when predicting positive and negative affect and depressive symptoms. 
After finding greater predictive ability when using the multidimensional ver
sion, they argued that multidimensional assessment of perfectionism cognitions 
is more advantageous than unidimensional assessment. 
This study led to a rejoinder by Flett and Hewitt (2014a) who reiterated 

their position that, in their model, perfectionism cognitions are con
ceptualized as unidimensional and should be measured as such. Key to their 
position was how they viewed perfectionism cognitions as part of their 
CMPB as an intrapersonal level component focused on the self, and the 
underlying mechanisms they considered key to explaining why and when they 
arise. Notably, their perspective is in keeping with general theories of rumi
nation and how this type of thinking is typically considered to be negative, 
unintentional and unwanted, and the result of failed goal pursuit (e.g. 
Klinger, 1996; Nolen-Hoeksema, 1996; Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1987). 
Flett and Hewitt (2014a) also questioned the interpretability of the three 
factors of the HF-MPCI, the appropriateness of the factor labels, and the 
distinctiveness of the factors. In all, Flett and Hewitt (2014a) argued that any 
multidimensional approach to perfectionism cognitions was an alternative to 
their own. 
To help resolve this issue, Hill and Donachie (2020) adopted the view that 

theory should take precedence over the findings regarding the factor structure of 
the HF-PCI and sought to create a more robust unidimensional version of the 
instrument. In doing so, the HF-PCI and the version derived by Stoeber et al. 
(2014) (HF-MPCI) were also compared. Across two adolescent athlete samples, 
and using more robust tests of factor structure than used in both previous studies 
(confirmatory and exploratory-confirmatory factor analysis), it was confirmed 
that the HF-PCI was most likely multidimensional, but support for the HF
MPCI version was also mixed. A new short version of the HF-PCI (the PCI-10) 
was developed that was superior in comparison to both the HF-PCI and HF
MPCI. The new version was also highly correlated with the original (r = .94  in  
both samples) providing some reassurance of comparability for studies using the 
two versions. 
Given these circumstances, what should researchers in sport, dance and exer

cise do in regards to conceptualizing and measuring perfectionism cognitions? It 
is our view that when adopting Hewitt and Flett’s approach, perfectionism cog
nitions are best conceptualized and measured as unidimensional. In addition, 
although Stoeber et al. (2014) illustrated that there may be merit in using a 
multidimensional approach, doing so currently lacks the theoretical basis of 
Hewitt and Flett’s approach. As such, it is more difficult to hypothesize why and 
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when positive versus negative perfectionism cognitions would arise. For the same 
reason, at the moment, we are unconvinced of the utility of this approach and its 
ability to inform applied practice in sport, dance, and exercise. Until this changes, 
we therefore recommend that those in sport, dance, and exercise domains adopt 
a unidimensional approach to perfectionism cognitions and use the PCI-10 when 
doing so. 

Research Examining Perfectionism Cognitions 

There is a considerable amount of research that has examined perfectionism 
cognitions outside of sport, dance, and exercise. This research attests to the 
negative effects of the experience of more frequent perfectionism cognitions. 
Some of the most common findings pertain to the relationship with emotional 
experiences, including stress (e.g. Flett et al., 2016), anxiety (e.g. Flett et al., 
2002), and depressive symptoms (e.g. Flett et al., 2012a). These findings are in 
keeping with research that has also illustrated that perfectionism cognitions are 
related to deficits in emotion regulation (Rudolph et al., 2007), coping (Kobori 
et al., 2011), and cognitive self-management (e.g. Flett et al., 2007). In addi
tion, on the more extreme and clinical end, the experience of frequent per
fectionism cognitions is related to a host of anxiety-related disorders, including 
generalized anxiety disorder, obsessive compulsive disorder, and social anxiety 
disorder (e.g. Tyler et al., 2021). 
As we noted earlier, perfectionism cognitions have been found to predict 

some of these outcomes, including anxiety and depressive symptoms, after 
controlling for trait perfectionism (e.g. Flett et al., 1998, 2007, 2012b). The 
implication being that the experience of perfectionism cognitions is important 
regardless of more stable perfectionistic qualities. Building on this idea, more 
recent research has found support for the notion that the experience of more 
frequent perfectionism cognitions is an explanation for why trait perfectionism 
is associated with a range of difficulties. So far, research testing a mediation 
model has included negative affect (e.g. Kobori et al., 2005), eating dis
turbances (e.g. Downey et al., 2014), and anxiety and depression (e.g. Macedo 
et al., 2017). Some of the most impressive work testing this model has 
demonstrated these effects over time (e.g. Besser et al., 2020). 
To our knowledge, six studies have included perfectionism cognitions in sport, 

dance, and exercise, and all of the studies have been conducted in sport. The focus 
of these studies mirror those outside of sport in that they have included an 
emphasis on emotional experiences, tested predictive ability above traits, and more 
recently sought to model perfectionism cognitions as a mediating factor between 
traits and various outcomes. To account for the current state of knowledge in 
sport, we have described each of these studies in detail below and provided a 
shorthand account of their features and findings in Table 8.1. Of the six studies, 
two focus on pre-competition emotions, three focus on athlete burnout, and one 
focuses on motivational climate. 
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Table 8.1	 A summary of research examining perfectionism cognitions in sport, exercise, 
and dance. 

Study Sample Domain Measure Criterion variable r 

T1 T2 T3 

Appleton et 73 female Sport PCI Coach-created mastery .25 – – 
al. (2011) adolescent climate 

athletes Coach-created perfor .34 – – 
mance climate 

Mother-initiated learning –.11 – – 
enjoyment climate 

Father-initiated learning .05 – – 
enjoyment climate 

Mother-initiated success .22 – – 
without-effort climate 

Father-initiated success .17 – – 
without-effort climate 

Mother-initiated worry .45 – – 
conducive environment 

Father-initiated worry .23 – – 
conducive environment 

117 male Sport PCI Coach-created mastery .05 – – 
adolescent climate 
athletes 

Coach-created perfor .31 – – 
mance climate 

Mother-initiated learning –.04 – – 
enjoyment climate 

Father-initiated learning –.03 – – 
enjoyment climate 

Mother-initiated success –.12 – – 
without-effort climate 

Father-initiated success –.21 – – 
without-effort climate 

Mother-initiated worry .01 – – 
conducive environment 

Father-initiated worry .19 – – 
conducive environment 

Hill & 202 male Sport PCI BO: Reduced .27 – – 
Appleton adult rugby accomplishment 
(2011) players 

BO: Exhaustion .21 – – 

BO: Devaluation .03 – – 

Donachie et 206 adoles- Sport PCI-10 Anxiety .32 – – 
al. (2018) cent soccer 

players (62% 
females) 

Anger .29 

Dejection .24 – – 

Happiness .12 – – 

Excitement .13 – – 
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Study Sample Domain Measure Criterion variable r 

T1 T2 T3 

Donachie et 352 adoles- Sport PCI-10 Anxiety .30 .44 .41 
al. (2019) cent soccer 

players (33% 
females) 

Anger 

Dejection 

.27 

.24 

.39 

.39 

.39 

.35 

Happiness .10 .13 .22 

Excitement –.01 .13 .33 

Cognitive anxiety .46 .49 .53 

Somatic anxiety .37 .39 .41 

Feeling anger .25 .29 .24 

Verbal anger .31 .30 .24 

Physical anger .32 .33 .33 

Hassmén et 272 adult Sport PCI BO: Exhaustion .41 – – 
al. (2020) sports coaches 

(15% females) Working hours .14 – – 

Crowell & 170 uni- Sport PCI BO: Exhaustion .14 .14 – 
Madigan versity ath
(2021) letes (44% 

females) BO: Reduced .07 .11 – 
accomplishment 

BO: Devaluation –.04 .01 – 

PCI-10 BO: Exhaustion .18 .14 – 

BO: Reduced .15 .18 – 
accomplishment 

BO: Devaluation .05 .08 – 

PSC BO: Exhaustion .04 –.03 – 

BO: Reduced –.09 –.12 – 
accomplishment 

BO: Devaluation –.17 –.14 – 

PCC BO: Exhaustion .23 .29 – 

BO: Reduced .22 .36 – 
accomplishment 

BO: Devaluation .12 .24 – 

PD BO: Exhaustion .05 .05 – 

BO: Reduced .03 –.05 – 
accomplishment 

BO: Devaluation –.12 –.16 – 

Notes: PCI = Perfectionism Cognitions Inventory (Flett et al., 1998); PCI-10 = Perfectionism cognitions 
Inventory-10 (Hill & Donachie, 2020); PSC = Perfectionistic Strivings Cognitions (Stoeber et al., 2014) 
PCC = Perfectionistic Concerns Cognitions (Stoeber et al., 2014); PD = Perfectionistic Demands 
Cognitions (Stoeber et al., 2014). All correlations for longitudinal studies are within timepoints. 

Motivational Climates and Perfectionism Cognitions 

We start with the study examining perfectionism cognitions and motivational cli
mate in sport (Appleton et al. 2011). This is one of the few studies in any domain 
to examine if the experience of perfectionism cognitions is related to perceptions 
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of the social environment. The study adopted Achievement Goal Theory (AGT; 
Nicholls, 1989) to test the relationship between perfectionism cognitions and 
perceptions of different motivational climates created by parents and coaches in 
youth sport. Within AGT, coaches create a mastery climate (emphasizing effort 
and personal development) and a performance climate (emphasizing the impor
tance of normative ability and comparative superiority). Similarly, parents are 
considered to initiate a learning-enjoyment climate (emphasis on enjoyment 
derived from skill acquisition), worry-conducive climate (emphasis on negative 
consequences of mistakes), and success-without-effort climate (reserving approval 
for occasions of success with minimal effort) (White, 1996). Athletes report the 
subjective experience of these climates by commenting on the behaviours, 
expectations, and values of their coach and parents. 
Perceptions of the motivational climate have an important influence on how 

athletes feel about themselves and their sport (Duda & Balaguer, 2007). Based 
on the last review of research in this area (Harwood et al., 2015), we know for 
instance that a mastery climate is typically positively related to valuing effort, 
intrinsic motivation, self-esteem, and prosocial moral attitudes. By contrast, a 
performance climate is typically positively related to valuing ability, extrinsic 
motivation, negative affect, and antisocial moral attitudes. These relationships 
are mirrored when it comes to parents. In terms of outcomes, a learning-
enjoyment climate is akin to a mastery climate, and worry-conducive and a 
success-without-effort climates are akin to a performance climate (e.g. Gustafsson 
et al., 2016; Kolayiş et al., 2017; Wagnsson et al., 2016). 
Appleton et al. (2011) examined whether perceived parent and coach-created 

motivational climates predicted perfectionism cognitions in a sample of youth ath
letes. In doing so, they also sought to test alternative hypotheses on the development 
of perfectionism whereby perfectionism in children is more strongly related to the 
primary caregiver (mother) or same-sex parent (mother–daughters and father– 
sons). For female athletes, mother-worry-conducive climate predicted more 
frequent perfectionism cognitions, as did father-learning-enjoyment climate. For 
male athletes, father-worry-conducive climate predicted more frequent per
fectionism cognitions and father-success-without-effort climate predicted less 
frequent perfectionism cognitions, as did mother-worry-conducive climate. 
After controlling for these effects, coach performance climate predicted more 
frequent perfectionism cognitions for both male and female athletes, and coach 
mastery climate predicted more frequent perfectionism cognitions for female 
athletes. 
In a second analysis they examined whether athlete gender and age moder

ated the relationships between parent and coach motivational climates and 
perfectionism cognitions. Age did not moderate any of the relationships. 
However, it was found that gender moderated the relationship of one of the 
climate measures – mother-worry-conducive climate – with perfectionism 
cognitions. The moderation showed that, for female athletes, as perceptions of 
mother-worry-conducive climate increased, the frequency of perfectionism 
cognitions increased. However, for male athletes, as perceptions of the mother
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worry-conducive climate increased, the frequency of perfectionism cognitions 
decreased. 
The findings of this study are complex and include some unexpected find

ings (e.g. a father-learning-enjoyment climate predicting higher perfectionism 
cognitions in female athletes). However, the findings are noteworthy with 
regard to a coach performance climate predicting more frequent perfectionism 
cognitions in junior athletes. This is the first indication that coaches are 
important in the experience of perfectionism cognitions. In addition, findings 
are also noteworthy with regard to an interesting same-sex effect for parents 
whereby a worry-conductive climate predicts more frequent perfectionism 
cognitions when there is a gender match (mothers–daughters and father–sons). 
More research is needed to follow-up this study to better understand its findings, 
but for now it provides a clear indication that the social environment created in 
sport may be important for the experience of perfectionism cognitions. 

Perfectionism Cognitions and Burnout 

One of the most examined relationships involving perfectionism in sport is trait 
perfectionism and burnout (see Curran & Hill, 2018). Likewise, most studies in 
sport that include perfectionism cognitions also include a focus on burnout. 
Athlete burnout is a syndrome that includes three symptoms: reduced sense of 
accomplishment, physical and emotional exhaustion, and sport devaluation 
(Raedeke & Smith, 2001). There are different models of burnout but the most 
popular and well-supported model views burnout as the result of chronic stress 
(Smith, 1986). Trait perfectionism is implicated in the development of burnout 
because of its role in the stress process – making appraisals of threat and the 
experience of stress more likely. In a similar manner, perfectionism cognitions 
may also be important because of the internal sense of pressure they can 
generate and their potential to magnify and maintain stressful experiences 
(Flett et al., 2018). 
The first study to examine perfectionism cognitions and athlete burnout was 

conducted by Hill and Appleton (2011). They examined whether perfection
ism cognitions were related to burnout symptoms in male youth and adult 
rugby union players and whether perfectionism cognitions predicted burnout 
symptoms after controlling for trait perfectionism. The trait dimensions they 
controlled for were self-oriented perfectionism and socially prescribed perfec
tionism. Results showed that perfectionism cognitions had a significant, positive, 
and small-to-medium relationship with two burnout symptoms – reduced sense 
of athletic accomplishment and emotional and physical exhaustion. In addition, 
perfectionism cognitions also predicted variance in all three symptoms of athlete 
burnout after controlling for the two trait dimensions of perfectionism. 
The findings suggest that perfectionism cognitions are likely to increase the 

risk of burnout for athletes. It may be that perfectionism cognitions maintain 
and exacerbate stress experiences leaving them physically and emotionally 
exhausted. Alternatively, ruminating about imperfect performances may 
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undermine their motivation and lead athletes to feel dissatisfied with their 
accomplishments in sport. Regardless, as found outside of sport, the study 
provides evidence that perfectionism cognitions are a unique feature of per
fectionism and need to be considered alongside whether athletes are typically 
more or less perfectionistic (i.e. trait perfectionism). As such, perfectionism 
cognitions may warrant additional attention when examining the perfection
ism-athlete burnout relationship, when considering who is most at risk to 
burnout, and when devising interventions aimed at reducing burnout. 
A second study by Crowell and Madigan (2021) has examined the relation

ship between perfectionism cognitions and burnout in sport over time. Crowell 
and Madigan (2021) built on Hill and Appleton’s (2011) study by using a two-
wave, three-month longitudinal design with measures taken at the start and end 
of season. In this study the sample were university athletes from various sports. 
The study is noteworthy, too, because it also examined all versions of the HF
PCI (HF-PCI, PCI-10, and HF-MPCI). Scores on the PCI-10 and HF-MPCI 
were related to burnout symptoms at Time 1 and Time 2. However, only 
concern over mistakes cognitions (labelled perfectionistic concerns cognitions in 
their study) from the HF-MPCI predicted changes in athlete burnout over 
time. Specifically, concern over mistakes cognitions predicted increases in 
reduced accomplishment and sport devaluation over the course of the season. 
With controversy regarding the use of the HF-MPCI in mind, we believe 

some caution is required when extrapolating from this study. However, as the 
only test of the perfectionism cognitions and burnout relationship over time to 
date, it clearly has evidential value and is potentially informative. In this regard, 
it suggests that the relationship between perfectionism cognitions and athlete 
burnout symptoms may be something that is evident over time. If this is the 
case, there is a considerable amount we still do not know about this finding 
such as why the relationship exists for some symptoms of burnout (and possibly 
some cognitions) but not others. More longitudinal research of this kind is 
sorely needed to address these issues and further our understanding of the role 
of perfectionism cognitions in the development of athlete burnout. 
One final study has examined the relationship between perfectionism cog

nitions and burnout (Hassmén et al., 2020). In this study, the focus was not on 
athlete burnout but on coach burnout. This built on the two aforementioned 
studies as well as a small number of studies that have examined trait perfec
tionism and burnout in coaches (e.g. Vealey et al., 2020). There are similarities 
and differences between the circumstances athletes and coaches find themselves. 
For example, both share irregular working hours, long seasons with limited 
breaks, and can be focus of harsh criticism from others (e.g. Bentzen et al., 
2016). However, coaches have the additional burden of stress associated with 
being responsible for overall team performance and the emotional investment 
in both the sport and their athletes (e.g. Lee & Cho, 2021). It may be, then, 
that coaches are even more prone to burnout than athletes. 
Noting the differences and the additional stressors for coaches, Hassmén et al. 

(2020) examined the relationship between perfectionism cognitions and one 
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symptom of burnout (exhaustion) in a sample of professional soccer coaches. 
They also examined the predictive ability of a range of demographic and work 
factors, as well as a perfectionistic self-presentational style. Perfectionism cog
nitions were found to have a significant, positive, and moderate relationship 
with exhaustion. The relationship remained after demographic and work fac
tors were taken into account (gender, age, civil status, and level of coaching, 
work hours). It also remained when considered alongside the three facets of a 
perfectionistic self-presentational style (one of which also predicted higher 
exhaustion – non-display of imperfection). 
The study by Hassmén et al. (2020) illustrates that coaches may, like athletes, 

also be susceptible to burnout when they experience more frequent perfec
tionism cognitions. We believe it is noteworthy that this relationship was evi
dent beyond perfectionistic self-presentational styles, too. Typically, research 
has focused on traits when examining incremental predictive ability. It appears 
that thinking you should be perfect places coaches at risk to burnout even if 
they are also trying to appear perfect. It would be interesting to see if perfec
tionism cognitions still emerged as a unique predictor alongside both trait per
fectionism and perfectionistic self-presentation styles. There are few studies that 
include all three, generally. One examining burnout in sport would be espe
cially useful given we now know that components at all levels of the CMPB 
are related to higher burnout symptoms. 

Perfectionism Cognitions and Emotions in Sport 

Two studies in sport have examined the relationship between perfectionism 
cognitions and pre-competition emotions (Donachie et al., 2018; Donachie et 
al., 2019). Pre-competition emotions are complex and their influence depends 
on a number of factors (Jekauc et al., 2021). However, athletes experiencing 
positive pre-competition emotions (e.g. excitement) are typically considered to 
be braced for competition and energized. By contrast, athletes experiencing 
negative pre-competition emotions (e.g. anger) are typically considered more 
prone to being distracted and having displaced energy (e.g. Vast et al., 2010). 
Over time, too, pre-competitive emotions are a key aspect of the overall sport 
experience. With these issues in mind, a better understanding of why some 
athletes report more negative and less positive pre-competition emotions, and 
vice versa, provides an opportunity to better support athletes with their wellbeing 
and their performance. 
In the first study, Donachie et al. (2018) examined the relationship between 

trait perfectionism, perfectionism cognitions, and pre-competition emotions in 
youth soccer players. Youth soccer players completed a questionnaire once 
approximately a day before their next match. Perfectionism cognitions displayed 
significant, positive, and small-to-moderate relationships with pre-competition 
anxiety, dejection, and anger. After controlling for trait perfectionism, perfec
tionism cognitions predicted unique variance in all of these pre-competition 
emotions. In the same way that perfectionism cognitions predicted burnout 
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symptoms in an incremental fashion, then, they also did the same for the negative 
pre-competition emotions soccer players were reporting. 
In a follow-up study, Donachie et al. (2019) examined whether perfectionism 

cognitions act as a mediator between trait perfectionism and pre-competition 
emotions. Youth footballers completed questionnaires three times, three-weeks 
apart, and approximately three days before their next match. The mediation was 
modelled at both between-person (changes relative to other athlete’s scores) and 
within-person level (changes relative to an individual’s own scores). At the 
between-person level, perfectionism cognitions mediated the relationships 
between trait perfectionism (self-oriented and socially prescribed perfectionism) 
and all pre-competition emotions, as well as multidimensional anxiety and 
anger. At the within-person level, again, perfectionism cognitions mediated 
the relationship between trait perfectionism and general pre-competition 
anxiety and anger, as well as multidimensional anxiety and anger. That is, it was 
found that as self-oriented and socially prescribed perfectionism increase over time 
so do perfectionism cognitions and, subsequently, so do pre-competition anxiety 
and anger. 
This study provides one of the strongest indications  yet that the  experience  

of perfectionism cognitions explain why perfectionistic athletes will be prone 
to more negative emotional experiences. In this regard, the findings are very 
much consistent with research outside of sport. Pre-competition anxiety and 
anger, in particular, appear to be a key aspect of their emotional experiences 
and may pose particular difficulties with regard to emotion regulation.  Of  
note, too, the experience of more negative pre-competition emotions is 
related to perfectionism cognitions regardless of whether an athlete typically 
expects perfection of themselves or believes others expects it of them. Hence, 
whether the result of trait perfectionism or the social environment, as per
fectionism cognitions become more frequent athletes will likely experience 
more emotional difficulties. 

Managing Perfectionism Cognitions in Sport 

As evidenced in previous sections, perfectionism cognitions predict both burn
out and negative emotions beyond trait perfectionism. In addition, perfection
ism cognitions appear to be the mechanism by which trait perfectionism is 
related to undesirable emotional experiences. Therefore, it is important to find 
ways to protect athletes (and coaches) from the harmful consequences of per
fectionism cognitions. Despite the evidence that perfectionism can be proble
matic in sport, studies testing the effectiveness of interventions for perfectionism 
are scarce. As trait perfectionism is relatively stable and may not be as amenable 
to change, it may even be that a focus on perfectionism cognitions, which is 
more state-like, may be a better focus for this work and is more likely to be 
successful. 
Outside of sport, at least two intervention studies have found evidence that 

perfectionism cognitions can be reduced. The first study examined a 12-week 
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web-based cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) intervention with university 
students (Radhu et al., 2012). While they found that perfectionism cognitions 
(and concerns over mistakes) significantly reduced from pre- to post-intervention, 
no significant difference between the intervention group and control post-
intervention was found. The second study also examined a web-based CBT 
intervention in students albeit slightly shorter (10 weeks) and compared it to 
both a general stress intervention and a control group in university students 
(Arpin-Cribbie et al., 2012). They found that perfectionism cognitions sig
nificantly reduced from pre- to post- for both intervention groups. In addition, 
the CBT group reported significantly lower perfectionism cognitions com
pared to the general stress intervention group and the control group post-
intervention, when pre-intervention scores were controlled. As such, while 
limited and somewhat mixed, there is at least some emerging evidence that 
perfectionism cognitions can be reduced via intervention. 
There are two studies that have tested interventions aimed at reducing 

perfectionism cognitions in the three domains this book is focused on. The 
first is by Karin and Nordin-Bates (2020) in dance and the second in by 
Donachie and Hill (2020) in sport. In the first study, Karin and Nordin
Bates’s (2020) used a pre-test–post-test design to examine  the influence of a 
five-day intervention on 13 adolescent vocational ballet students. The inter
vention was pedagogical (rather than therapeutic or psychoeducational) with 
an emphasis on the use of implicit- learning and sensori-kinetic imagery as a 
means of improving creativity and reducing perfectionism cognitions. They 
found support for the intervention with statistically significant reductions in 
perfectionism cognitions pre- to post-intervention. Limitations of the design 
aside, these are intriguing findings and suggest that educational and indirect 
interventions may be useful in reducing perfectionism cognitions in dance 
and other domains. 
In the second study, Donachie and Hill (2020) examined the effectiveness of 

a CBT-based self-help book (“When Perfect Isn’t Good Enough”; Antony & 
Swinson, 2009) for reducing trait perfectionism and perfectionism cognitions 
among athletes. This approach, and book, had successfully been used in pre
vious intervention research focused on trait perfectionism outside of sport 
(Pleva & Wade, 2007; Steele & Wade, 2008). One hundred and fifteen soccer 
players were randomly allocated to the self-help intervention group or a con
trol group. The intervention group had access to the book for 8-weeks and 
were encouraged to read its 16 chapters and complete as many of its 53 exer
cises as possible. In support of the intervention, there were statistically sig
nificant, moderate-to-large, differences found between the two groups post-
intervention in perfectionism cognitions which were also evident three months 
later. 
The results from the two studies provide early indication that the experience 

of perfectionism cognitions is amenable to intervention in dance and sport. The 
use of implicit-learning and sensori-kinetic imagery is particularly novel. It may 
be that a focus on multisensory images and absorption in the task leaves less 
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“cognitive room” for negative thoughts. By contrast, CBT-based practices may 
provide the opportunity to abate perfectionism cognitions by challenging and 
changing some of the preceding beliefs and behaviours. However, given that 
the origins of perfectionism cognitions lie at a deep structural level, funda
mental change is likely to be more involved and difficult, and possibly require 
other types of intervention (see Hewitt et al., 2017). While we wait for more 
research, we recommend practitioners consider the content of studies reviewed 
here in their own applied work and use them as the basis for interventions 
aimed at reducing perfectionism cognitions. 

Other Future Directions for Research 

We close the chapter by briefly considering avenues for future research. Per
haps the most obvious avenue for future research is the general need to 
increase the number of studies of perfectionism cognitions in sport, dance, 
and exercise. Our view is that the importance of perfectionism cognitions is 
currently underappreciated in these domains. Perfectionism cognitions are 
likely to be extremely influential with regard to the experiences of athletes, 
dancers, and exercisers, and revealing in regards to the consequences of being 
perfectionistic. Perfectionism cognitions are a unique aspect of perfectionism 
that can help distinguish the characteristic from other personal qualities and is 
an important explanatory factor for the effects of trait perfectionism. This 
includes, in our view, being part of a key indirect pathway that links ambig
uous dimensions of perfectionism – perfectionistic strivings – to negative 
outcomes such as burnout and emotional difficulties. As such, we believe 
research examining perfectionistic cognitions as an explanatory factor and 
mediator for outcomes associated with perfectionism to be an important 
avenue for future research. 
One related future avenue pertains to broadening the focus of research to 

include other outcomes. So far research has focused mainly on pre-competition 
emotions and burnout. We would encourage researchers in sport, dance, and 
exercise to consider examining more clinically oriented outcomes (e.g. depres
sive symptoms and eating disorder symptomology). As noted by others, this 
would mirror research outside of sport and address concerns that we are in 
danger of painting too positive a picture of perfectionism in these domains (e.g. 
Flett & Hewitt, 2014b). We would also encourage researchers to examine how 
the experience of perfectionism cognitions undermines the presence of positive 
outcomes, such as enjoyment, confidence, and satisfaction. These types of 
outcomes have the potential to show how perfectionism cognitions not only 
increase the likelihood of problems, but also deny athletes, dancers, and exer
cisers experiences that are considered central to the value of participation in 
these domains. 
A final future avenue pertains to the types of designs that are used to test 

these relationships. There have been many calls for more longitudinal research 
in the perfectionism area (e.g. Hill & Curran, 2016; Stoeber, 2018; Crowell & 
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Madigan, 2021). These calls are applicable to perfectionism cognitions, too, and 
maybe especially important when considering their more state-like features and 
the situational and momentary changes that can only be captured over time. As 
such, some of the longitudinal designs and methods we have seen in trait per
fectionism research would be useful for perfectionism cognitions like the use of 
daily diaries (e.g. MacKinnon et al., 2019). Other designs and methods used in 
sport, dance, and exercise capable of capturing more momentary changes such 
as the think aloud method would also be useful in this regard (see Eccles & 
Arsal, 2017). Such designs are necessary if we are to capture the experience of 
perfectionism cognitions in ecologically valid ways. 
Many of the same merits apply to the use of more experimental designs. 

Again, while in short supply, some of the more revealing studies in the per
fectionism area include attempts to observe the consequences of failure and 
negative feedback in competitive scenarios (e.g. De Muynck et al., 2021; 
Curran & Hill, 2018; Lizmore et al., 2019). To date, perfectionism cognitions 
have not featured in this research but, arguably, may be more relevant and 
revealing in regards to immediate responses to these types of manipulations. It 
would be interesting to see how responsive perfectionism cognitions are in 
these scenarios and their impact on state thoughts, feelings and behaviour such 
as performance. As such, we also call for more routine inclusion of perfectionism 
cognitions in these types of studies. 

Concluding Comments 

This chapter focused on perfectionism cognitions and their role in revealing the 
inner experiences of athletes, dancers, and exercisers. The chapter begun by out
lining the Comprehensive Model of Perfectionistic Behaviour and Perfectionism 
Cognitions Theory (Flett et al., 2018) which illustrated the deep-rooted nature of 
perfectionism cognitions and how they differ from other components of perfec
tionism. We then reviewed and discussed the research examining perfectionism 
cognitions in sport, dance, and exercise. These studies are indicative of the 
importance of perfectionism cognitions, particularly in regards to the emotional 
experiences of athletes and coaches, and suggest perfectionism cognitions are 
amenable to interventions aimed at reducing them. We concluded the chapter by 
identifying future directions for research and called for a greater focus on perfec
tionism cognitions and different outcomes, the use of more sophisticated research 
designs and methods, and the inclusion of perfectionism cognitions in research that 
examines responses to negative feedback and competitive failure. 
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In studying perfectionism in sport, dance, and other performance environments, 
researchers have typically conceptualized perceptions of external pressure to be 
perfect as a reflection of a performer’s perfectionistic personality. However, we 
believe that when some performers report the experience of external pressure, their 
experiences are not solely generated internally. Rather, for many performers, they 
are reporting experiences that are to a much greater degree rooted in the behaviour 
of others. The major theme forwarded in this chapter is that some performers – 
regardless of how perfectionistic they are themselves – will have the misfortune of 
encountering specific others and environments that are highly perfectionistic. We 
are referring particularly to coaches, teachers and instructors, and clubs, teams, and 
classes, and how these leaders can imbue these environments with perfectionistic 
messages and cues. To elaborate on this theme, in the current chapter, we intro
duce, define, and discuss a new construct that captures the degree to which an 
environment is perfectionistic – perfectionistic climate. 

Introducing and Conceptualizing Perfectionistic Climate 

To introduce the notion that experiences of pressure to be perfect can be externally 
rooted in the behaviour of others – rather than generated internally by the perfec
tionistic personality of performers – Hill and Grugan (2019) proposed the construct 
of perfectionistic climate. They defined perfectionistic climate as the informational 
cues and goal structures that align with the view that performances must be perfect and less than 
perfect performances are unacceptable. In the  first part of the  definition, the terms infor
mational cues and goal structures refer to leader behaviours, practices, and relational 
styles that shape how performers experience their environment. The second part of 
the definition helps to delineate a perfectionistic climate from other types of climate 
experience. That is, the key feature of a perfectionistic climate is that it is shaped by 
leader interactions and practices that emphasize to performers that nothing less than 
perfect performance will be tolerated. 
There are two major rationales underpinning the introduction of perfectio

nistic climate. The first rationale, which is emphasized in the opening to this 
chapter, is that the perfectionistic pressure experienced by many performers 
exists independent from their perfectionistic personality. Instead, for some 
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performers, experiences of perfectionistic pressure are rooted in the behaviours 
of others, and this is demonstrably so. The second rationale is that current 
approaches to studying climates in sport, dance, and other performance environ
ments (e.g. Achievement Goal Theory, AGT; Nicholls, 1984; Self-Determination 
Theory, SDT; Ryan and Deci, 2017) do not adequately account for the full range 
of practices that shape how performers experience their environment (Morgan, 
2017). In particular, existing approaches do not account for how environments can 
be imbued with unrealistic and perfectionistic messages. 
The definition of perfectionistic climate lends language from AGT and seminal 

work on motivational climate and, as such, is intended to sit alongside other moti
vational climate constructs (Ames, 1981; Ames & Ames, 1984; Ames, 1992). In line 
with classical climate-based research, perfectionistic climate is a construct that cap
tures the characteristics of a social environment created by leaders (e.g. coaches, 
teachers, or instructors). In addition, there is the same focus on the goal structures 
and informational cues (i.e. behaviours, practices, and relational styles) that shape 
how performers experience the environment. This includes the demands and 
expectations, evaluative criterion, and values that are set and governed by leaders. In 
this sense, as with other climate-based constructs, perfectionistic climate captures a 
performers perceptions of the external environment shaped by the actions and 
behaviours of others. The key factor that distinguishes perfectionistic climate from 
existing climate constructs, though, is that it focusses on a unique set of behaviours 
that give rise to perceptions that only perfect performance is acceptable. 
The behaviours, practices, and relational styles that populate the content of the 

perfectionistic climate construct are drawn from theory on perfectionism  develop
ment. As such, the models of perfectionism development outlined by Flett, Hewitt, 
and colleagues (Flett et al., 2002;  Hewitt  et al., 2017) are also a key touchstone for 
the perfectionistic climate construct. These models, which are outlined by Appleton 
and Curran (Chapter 3), explain the various ways leaders shape environments and 
instil in children and adolescents the need to be perfect. The theme emphasized 
across these models is that perfectionism develops in environments where leaders are 
seen as being extremely demanding and difficult to please, highly critical and intol
erant of mistakes, and extremely worried about the potential for anything other than 
perfect performance. On this basis, perfectionistic climate includes five specific 
components that capture these perfectionistic behaviours. 
The first component of perfectionistic climate is expectations. In context of 

perfectionistic climate, the expectations component is the perception that lea
ders hold and demand unrealistically high performance expectations of others. 
This component is primarily grounded in the social expectations model or pathway 
of perfectionism development. In line with this model, the focus is on the 
extent to which young people believe a leader sets and demands unrealistically 
high goals. In defining this component, emphasis was placed on the distinction 
between high standards and unrealistically high standards. As Flett and Hewitt 
(2006) have emphasized, there is a difference between someone who thinks, 
“My parents demand absolute perfection, and nothing else will do”, versus 
someone who thinks “My parents have high expectations of me” (p. 476). In 
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this regard, unrealistically high performance expectations (as opposed to high or very 
high performance expectations) are a notable part of the definition. 
The second component of perfectionistic climate is criticism. In context of per

fectionistic climate, the criticism component is the perception that leaders engage 
in harsh criticism whenever the performance of others is not perfect. This com
ponent is primarily grounded in the social reaction model or pathway of perfection
ism development. In line with this model, the focus is on the extent to which 
young people believe a leader is being overly critical. In defining this component, 
it was important to distinguish between perfectionistic criticism and criticism that 
might be considered reasonable or constructive. The defining characteristics of 
perfectionistic criticism are that it is harsh, unreasonable, and follows almost all 
mistakes, no matter how small or inconsequential. This includes being criticized 
despite best effort, personal improvement, or task difficulty. 
The third component of perfectionistic climate is control. In context of perfec

tionistic climate, the control component is the perception that leaders employ 
externally controlling strategies that place pressure on others to perform perfectly. 
In line with the externally controlling socialization strategies emphasized in SDT, 
the focus in this component is on tangible, external, and overt contingencies that 
put pressure on young people (Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2010). These are struc
tural in the sense that they are features of the environment created by the coach 
and what a coach explicitly does to motivate perfect performances. This includes 
use of punishment and sanctions or an overemphasis on rewards. In terms of 
models of perfectionism development, the control component is primarily 
grounded in the social reaction model or pathway. This is because, like criticism, 
controlling practices shape a highly intimidating and challenging environments in 
which young people feel extreme pressure to be perfect. 
The fourth component of perfectionistic climate is conditional regard. In context of 

perfectionistic climate, the conditional regard component is the perception that lea
ders employ internally controlling strategies that place pressure on others to perform 
perfectly. In line with the internally controlling socialization strategies emphasized in 
SDT, the focus in this component is on communications that express disappoint
ment, disregard for personal feelings and opinions, and love withdrawal. Unlike with 
the strategies for control, the behaviours for conditional regard appeal primarily to 
forces and regulations that reside within performers (Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 
2010). This component is primarily grounded in the social expectations model or 
pathway of perfectionism development. This is because this model focusses on the 
extent to which young people believe a leader is extremely difficult to please, 
reluctant to provide approval, and quick to disapprove of anything less than perfec
tion. The behaviours emphasized in this model activate an internal compulsion to 
engage in perfectionistic behaviour with the aim of pleasing others. 
The fifth component of perfectionistic climate is anxiousness. In context of 

perfectionistic climate, anxiousness is the perception that leaders are extremely 
worried and vigilant about mistakes and the consequences of others not per
forming perfectly. This component is primarily grounded in the anxious rearing 
model or pathway of perfectionism development. In line with this model, the 
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focus is on the extent to which young people believe a leader is concerned 
over mistakes and wants mistakes to be avoided. In line with the other com
ponents of perfectionistic climate, anxiousness captures an excessive level of 
worry, rather than any due concern. That is, young people believe that leaders 
worry about all mistakes, go to extreme lengths to limit the potential for mis
takes, and express a level of concern that is experienced as disproportionate to 
any actual consequences of being imperfect. 

Applying Perfectionistic Climate to Sport 

The model of perfectionistic climate outlined above can be applied to various 
performance environments and the leaders that operate in those environments 
(e.g. coach-created perfectionistic climate in sport or teacher-created perfec
tionistic climate in dance). Our research on perfectionistic climate has so far 
been in youth sport and has focused on the development of the first scale to 
measure the construct (Grugan et al., 2021a). The first stage of this process 
involved identifying and addressing key considerations pertaining to the 
applicability, conceptualization, and measurement of perfectionistic climate in 
youth sport. In this regard, we and other colleagues outlined several guiding 
proposals that helped to provide a sound foundation for the development of 
the Perfectionistic Climate Questionnaire-Sport (PCQ-S). 
The first proposal we made was that while there are various leaders who may be 

influential in shaping perfectionistic climates in youth sport, the coach is especially 
important. This is because coaches are directly responsible for designing and deli
vering training activities, setting expectations and evaluative standards, and mana
ging the overall performance environment (Alvarez et al., 2012). The influence 
that coaches have over athletes starts to become particularly prominent in middle
to-late childhood (Kipp, 2018). This means that even from a young age coaches 
play a key role in shaping the overall sporting experiences of athletes (Horn, 2008). 
We know now that when coaches provide appropriate reinforcement and 
encouragement, athletes are likely to experience positive outcomes (e.g. increased 
enjoyment, team unity, and stronger motives to continue participation). By con
trast, when coaches provide poor social support and engage in controlling beha
viours, athletes are likely to experience negative outcomes (e.g. diminished 
motivation, stronger motives to dropout, and athlete burnout; Duda et al., 2014). 
The coach is also an important figure who can shape the extent to which youth 

athletes experience pressure to be perfect. Based on qualitative research in youth 
sport, media accounts provided by athletes, and governing body consensus state
ments, there is growing evidence that many youth athletes experience inap
propriate and unrealistic demands and expectations from coaches (e.g. Bergeron et 
al., 2015; Ingle, 2021; Lavallee & Robinson, 2007). This includes accounts of 
coaches using physical punishment and humiliation in response to performance 
mistakes, putting pressure on athletes to meet increasingly high levels of perfor
mance, and responding angrily to performance errors. In terms of quantitative 
research, there is also evidence that coach pressure to be perfect (i.e. unrealistic 
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coach expectations in combination with overly harsh criticism) shares positive 
correlations with dimensions of athlete perfectionism (Gotwals, 2011; Madigan et 
al., 2019; Sagar & Stoeber, 2009). This body of evidence provides further support 
for the importance of considering coaches as important leaders responsible for 
shaping perfectionistic climates in sport. 
The second proposal we made was that there is a need to revise how we 

have typically conceptualized and measured coach pressure to be perfect. There 
are at least two problematic issues that apply to perfectionism measures that 
incorporate coach pressure dimensions. The first issue is that current perfec
tionism measures may be confounding etiological factors with core character
istics of trait perfectionism. This issue is highlighted by other researchers who 
argue that measures of pressure to be perfect from a specific significant other 
(such as a coach or parent) represent developmental features of perfectionism 
rather than core characteristics of perfectionism (e.g. Damian et al., 2013; Sirois 
& Molnar, 2016; Rice et al., 2005). To avoid any potential confusion regarding 
what features should constitute core definitional components of perfectionism 
(versus more peripheral components of perfectionism), the model of perfectio
nistic climate re-locates dimensions of coach pressure in a model capturing 
experiences of pressure in the environment of performers. 
The second issue is that dimensions of coach pressure in existing perfectionism 

measures fail to distinguish between coach expectations and coach criticism. While  
measures typically include separate items for each component (e.g. “My coach sets 
very high standards for me in competition” versus “I feel  like my  coach  criticizes me 
for doing things less than perfectly in competition”), these items are collapsed to 
form broader measures of coach pressure. This approach is understandable and 
based on factor analytical evidence (e.g. Dunn, Dunn, Gotwals, Vallance, Craft, & 
Syrotuik, 2006). However, expectations and criticism are separate components in 
models of perfectionism development. Specifically, in line with Flett et al.’s (2002) 
developmental framework, leaders can have different levels of expectations and 
propensity for harsh criticism. In addition, different combinations of expectations 
and criticism exist and contribute to differences in perfectionism development. In 
support of this argument, McArdle and Duda (2008) found evidence for distin
guishing between parental expectations and parental criticism when examining perfec
tionism development in youth athletes. In line with this evidence, it is important 
that perfectionistic climate has both components represented separately. 
The third, and final, proposal we made was that other behaviours contribute 

to experiences of perfectionistic coach pressure in sport. As such, focusing only 
on expectations and criticism would mean perfectionistic climate under
represented the other various ways it manifests. In SDT-based research, for 
example, Barcza-Renner et al. (2016) found that controlling coach behaviours 
(including controlling use of rewards and negative conditional regard) were 
positively correlated with perfectionism in youth athletes. Likewise, Curran and 
colleagues found parental conditional regard to be positively corelated with 
perfectionism in athletes (Curran et al., 2017; Curran, 2018). In AGT-based 
research, too, there are examples that suggest a wider range of coach behaviours 
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need to be considered. Gustafsson et al. (2016), for instance, found that per
ceptions of worry-conducive behaviour from parents (i.e. actions signalling an 
extreme focus on mistakes and the importance of avoiding errors) were posi
tively correlated with perfectionism in youth athletes. In these regards, we 
consider control, conditional regard, and anxiousness to all be important and 
unique components of perfectionistic climate in sport. 

Initial Validity and Reliability Evidence for the PCQ-S 

The conceptual model of perfectionistic climate and key guiding proposals out
lined above were used to guide the development of the PCQ-S. The scale 
development project included multiple stages and data from four samples of youth 
athletes. The result of the rigorous procedure was a five-factor 20-item scale with 
evidence supporting multiple aspects of validity and reliability (e.g. factor structure, 
factor stability, scale reliability, construct validity, and measurement invariance). In 
terms of factor structure, a five-factor model was supported based on exploratory 
factor analysis (EFA), confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and exploratory structural 
equation modelling (ESEM) techniques. The finding across multiple independent 
samples provided evidence for well-defined and discernible factors measuring 
expectations, criticism, control, conditional regard, and anxiousness. This evidence 
demonstrates that the five-factor PCQ-S adequately represents the generalized 
model of perfectionistic climate. 
In addition to testing the first-order structure identified in the models above, we 

also examined the potential for a second-order PCQ-S structure using an ESEM
within-CFA modelling technique (Morin et al., 2020). In line with the results 
above, this model provided support for five well-defined PCQ-S factors. The key 
distinction in this model is that evidence was provided for the five PCQ-S factors 
providing meaningful second-order factor loadings onto a hierarchical perfectio
nistic climate factor. This evidence suggests that researchers can either study the 
PCQ-S components as individual factors or statistically model them in a manner to 
study the overall construct. This level of modelling flexibility is advantageous as it 
provides scope to examine the relative influence of each PCQ-S factor in relation 
to a specified outcome or examine the broader influence of an overall perfectio
nistic climate factor. This latter modelling strategy will help to reduce model 
complexity when examining perfectionistic climate using a structural equation 
modelling (SEM) framework. 
To provide further evidence of construct validity for the PCQ-S, we then 

estimated a nomological network of relations between test scores on the PCQ-S 
and established coach climate measures. This network was initially assessed using a 
more traditional EFA approach. The results of this analysis provided support for 
the distinction between the PCQ-S dimensions and measures of coach-created 
climate guided by AGT (task- and ego-involving coach dimensions) and SDT 
(autonomy supportive and controlling coach dimensions). The three-factor struc
ture identified in the EFA provided support for the integration of AGT- and 
SDT-based dimensions into higher-order empowering (task-involving and 
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autonomy supportive dimensions) and disempowering (ego-involving and con
trolling dimensions) coach climate factors (Duda, 2013). Importantly, the PCQ-S 
dimensions were found to uniquely load on a perfectionistic coach climate factor 
that was separate from these other factors. This finding is important as it is con
sistent with our view that the PCQ-S measures a climate experience that is not 
currently accounted for by other measures of motivational climate. 
The network of relations between coach climate variables was also examined 

using network analysis (Epskamp & Fried, 2018). This approach provided a visuali
zation of the complex covariation between the measures under investigation. In 
the estimated network diagram, nodes (circles) represented different coach climate 
dimensions and edges (lines connecting nodes together) represented associations 
between variables. In terms of dimensionality, exploratory graph analysis (Golino 
et al., 2020) provided confirmation that the coach climate data was best repre
sented by three factors. In line with the EFA results, the nodes in each factor were 
representative of perfectionistic, empowering, and disempowering coach climate 
features. Thus, while AGT and SDT coach climate measures can be integrated to 
capture empowering and disempowering climate experiences, again, the PCQ-S 
captures a unique and independent climate experience. 
Based on these findings, it is possible to further surmise how a perfectionistic 

climate differs from other climates. Our view is that perfectionistic coach beha
viours (e.g. unrealistic demands, harsh criticism, and anxiousness over mistakes) 
will lead to a climate experience that is more extreme than an environment shaped 
by disempowering coach behaviours. For example, a perfectionistic climate 
emphasizes a level of expectation that is more excessive than in an ego-involving 
climate. In a perfectionistic climate, it would not be sufficient to simply win and 
outperform others, even with minimal effort. The performance must be without 
any flaws, exceed personal expectations and the expectations of others, and be 
unquestionable. In this kind of climate, success over weaker opponents may even 
come to be viewed as an indictment on the athletic or personal qualities of the 
individual (e.g. “good athletes compete only against the best”). In this way, satis
faction and enjoyment are not inevitable consequences of outperforming others in 
a perfectionistic climate as they are in an ego-involving climate. 
The distinction between perfectionistic coach behaviour and disempowering 

coach behaviour is also evident when focussing on components of coach control. 
The components of control emphasized in perfectionistic climate (control and 
conditional regard) capture more extreme and specific motivational strategies than 
SDT-based components of control. That is, controlling practices that pressure 
performers to feel, think, and behave in line with a specific requirement for per
fection. This differs from the more general controlling practices emphasized in 
SDT-based climate models. This is evident in Bartholomew et al.’s (2010) model 
of controlling coach behaviour, for example, which emphasizes controlling prac
tices that encourage athletes to “do well”, “train harder”, and  “stay focussed”. 
These outcomes are much broader and less demanding than the perfectionistic 
controlling practices that pressure athletes to “stop mistakes in performances” and 
“make performances perfect” (Grugan et al., 2021a). 



Studying Perfectionistic Climates 267 

The final psychometric examination we provided was a test of measurement 
invariance. In line with previous scale validation studies, the aim was to evalu
ate whether the PCQ-S functions equivalently across different age and gender 
groups (e.g. Checa et al., 2021; Crocker et al., 2018; Gucciardi et al., 2011). 
This type of assessment is important as many studies in sport psychology are 
focussed on comparing groups of athletes (e.g. perfectionism scores in younger 
versus older athletes; Dunn et al., 2022). An important assumption in such 
research is that the underlying factor structure is the same for the specified 
groups and their responses are not confounded by other characteristics (Marsh 
et al., 2014; Schellenberg et al., 2014). In line with this assumption, important 
initial evidence was presented for the equivalence of the PCQ-S regardless of 
age (younger versus older youth athletes) and gender (males versus female athletes). 
As a result, researchers and practitioners can be confident that the PCQ-S will 
provide valid scores when comparing these groups or using samples which 
include different ages and a mix of genders. 

Expanding the Nomological Network of Perfectionistic Climate 

As the PCQ-S has only recently been published, research using it is extremely 
limited. Most of the work of our research group is in progress with some pre
liminary findings presented at scientific conferences (e.g. Grugan et al., 2021b). 
Therefore, we consider the most immediate priority for research in this area is to 
expand understanding of the nomological network of perfectionistic climate in 
sport. By reviewing relevant theoretical frameworks and empirical research, it is 
possible to identify potential outcomes of the perfectionistic climate construct. 
Once potential outcomes have been identified, researchers can use the PCQ-S and 
examine whether empirical relationships match the theoretical relationships. This 
process of expanding and testing the nomological network of perfectionistic cli
mate in sport will help to build our understanding of the perfectionistic climate 
phenomenon and provide important validity information for the PCQ-S. 
In terms of an existing empirical evidence base, the most relevant source of infor

mation that researchers can draw upon when identifying potential outcomes of per
fectionistic climate at present is research examining perceptions of coach pressure to 
be perfect. While coach pressure to be perfect and perfectionistic climate are not the 
same – one is operationalized at a personal level (e.g. “The coach criticizes me if my 
performances are not perfect”) and the other at a climate level (e.g. “The coach criticizes 
performances that are not perfect”) – the constructs are similar. Therefore, reviewing 
existing correlates of coach pressure provides a starting point for researchers 
designing studies on perfectionistic climate in sport and other performance 
environments. To aid researchers in this regard, we have reported the results of a 
systematic review of research that has used the subscales of coach pressure from 
the Sport Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (“Perceived coach pressure”; 
Dunn et al., 2002; Dunn, Dunn, Gotwals, Vallance, Craft, & Syrotuik, 2006; 
Gotwals & Dunn, 2009) and Multidimensional Inventory for Perfectionism in 
Sports (“Perceived pressure from coach”; Stoeber et al., 2006) in Table 9.1.1 
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Table 9.1 A systematic review of research examining coach pressure to be perfect.
 

Study Sample(s) Domain Instr. Criterion variable r 

De Maria et 644 junior, Sport MIPS Cognitive anxiety .12 
al. (2021) adolescent, and Somatic anxiety .07 

adult athletes 
Self-confidence .07 (43% females) 

Dunn, Got 138 adolescent Sport S-MPS-2 Reactions to mistakes: Feeling angry .31 
wals, Dunn, athletes (26% Reactions to mistakes: Feeling like .19 
& Syrotuik females) expressing anger at someone/ 
(2006) something 

Reactions to mistakes: Feeling like .33 
expressing anger verbally 

Trait anger: Angry temperament .26 

Trait anger: Angry reaction .40 

Dunn et al. 119 female Sport S-MPS-2 Body image: Appearance .27 
(2011) junior athletes orientation 

Body image: Appearance evaluation –.33 

Body image: Overweight .29 
preoccupation 

Body image: Self-classified weight .22 

Body image: Body areas –.28 
satisfaction 

Body image: Body image ideal .30 

Dunn et al. 144 male junior Sport S-MPS-2 Worry about failure / Negative social .40 
(2020) athletes evaluation 

Worry about the unknown .33 

Worry about injury .18 

Optimism –.17 

Dunn et al. 251 student Sport S-MPS-2 Grit: Consistency of interests –.13 
(2021) athletes (41% Grit: Perseverance of effort .03 

females) 

Fawver et 169 junior ath- Sport S-MPS-2 Grit –.17 
al. (2020) letes (52% Mental toughness: Total –.13 

females) 
Mental toughness: Confidence –.05 

Mental toughness: Constancy –.13 

Mental toughness: Control –.15 

Gotwals 117 student Sport S-MPS-2 Athlete burnout: Exhaustion .42 
(2011) athletes (41% Athlete burnout: Reduced .31 

females) accomplishment 

Athlete burnout: Devaluation .24 

Gotwals & 251 student Sport S-MPS-2 Global self-esteem –.14 
Dunn athletes (46% 
(2009) females) 
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Study Sample(s) Domain Instr. Criterion variable r 

Gucciardi et 423 junior, Sport S-MPS External regulation .12 
al. (2012) adolescent, and Intrinsic motivation –.07 

adult athletes 
(58% females) Mastery avoidance goals .24 

Performance avoidance .25 
goals 

Mastery approach goals –.02 

Performance approach .27 
goals 

Fear of failure .39 

Ismaili et al. 55 male athletes Sport S-MPS-2 Positive attitudes toward doping .33 
(2013) 

Klund & 115 male junior Sport S-MPS Player self-assessed skills .04 
Sæther 
(2017) 

athletes Coach assessed player skills 

Training volume: Number of orga

–.08 

.02 
nized training sessions 

Training volume: Hours of organized –.02 
training 

Training volume: Number of inde –.11 
pendent training sessions 

Training volume: Hours of indepen –.09 
dent training 

Madigan et 130 male junior Sport MIPS Positive attitudes toward doping .10 
al. (2016) athletes 

Madigan et 261 junior, Sport MIPS Reasons for training: Avoidance of .13 
al. (2017) adolescent, and negative affect 

adult athletes 
(26% females) 

Reasons for training: Weight 
control 

.08 

Reasons for training: Mood .01 
improvement 

Mallinson 205 junior ath- Sport S-MPS-2 Autonomy thwarting .41 
& Hill 
(2011) 

letes (57% 
females) 

Competence thwarting 

Relatedness thwarting 

.31 

.28 

Martinent 642 junior, Sport S-MPS-2 Somatic anxiety: Intensity .12 
et al. (2010) adolescent, and 

adult athletes 
(47% females) 

Cognitive anxiety: Intensity 

Self-confidence: Intensity 

.15 

.25 

Somatic anxiety: Frequency .10 

Cognitive anxiety: Frequency .18 

Self-confidence: Frequency .17 

Somatic anxiety: Direction –.11 

Cognitive anxiety: Direction –.14 

Self-confidence: Direction .18 
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Study Sample(s) Domain Instr. Criterion variable r 

Pacewicz et 
al. (2018) 

173 student 
athletes (50% 
females) 

Sport S-MPS-2 Athlete burnout: Total 

Athlete burnout: Exhaustion 

Athlete burnout: Reduced 
accomplishment 

.31 

.26 

.23 

Athlete burnout: Devaluation .26 

Problem-focussed coping –.01 

Emotion-focussed coping –.11 

Avoidant coping .23 

Pineda-
Espejel et 
al. (2021) 

377 junior ath
letes (57% 
females) 

Sport MIPS Task-involving coach climate 

Ego-involving coach climate 

Coach autonomy support 

–.13 

.53 

.13 

Sagar & 
Stoeber 
(2009) 

388 student 
athletes (46% 
females) 

Sport MIPS Fear of experiencing shame and 
embarrassment 

Fear of devaluing one’s self-estimate 

.29 

.12 

Fear of important others losing 
interest 

.25 

Fear of upsetting important others .40 

Fear of having an uncertain future .20 

Positive affect after success .12 

Negative affect after failure .21 

Sapieja et 
al. (2011) 

194 junior ath
letes (0% 
females) 

Sport S-MPS-2 Mother authoritativeness 

Father authoritativeness 

–.34 

–.22 

Sindik et al. 
(2011) 

74 male adult 
athletes 

Sport S-MPS Hardiness: Commitment 

Hardiness: Control 

–.07 

.07 

Hardiness: Challenge –.07 

Personality: Extraversion –.14 

Personality: Agreeableness –.07 

Personality: Conscientiousness –.09 

Personality: Emotional stability –.05 

Personality: Intellect –.19 

Group cohesion: Individual attrac
tions to the group-social 

–.19 

Group cohesion: Individual attrac
tions to the group-task 

–.27 

Group cohesion: Group integration-
social 

–.26 

Group cohesion: Group integration-
task 

–.32 

Šíp & Bur
ešová 
(2020) 

180 junior 
athletes 

Sport S-MPS Perceived training load .18 
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Study Sample(s) Domain Instr. Criterion variable r 

Skwiot et 
al. (2020) 

207 junior, 
adolescent, and 
adult athletes 
(36% females) 

Sport / 
Dance 

S-MPS-2 Athlete burnout: Exhaustion 

Athlete burnout: Reduced 
accomplishment 

Athlete burnout: Devaluation 

.25 

.09 

.24 

Vaartstra et 
al. (2018) 

216 junior ath
letes (75% 
females) 

Sport S-MPS-2 Perceived social loafing 

Social loafing acceptability 

.04 

.04 

Vallance et 
al. (2006) 

229 junior ath
letes (0% 
females) 

Sport S-MPS-2 Trait anger: Angry temperament 

Trait anger: Angry reaction 

.22 

.29 

Notes: MIPS = Multidimensional Inventory of Perfectionism in Sport (Stoeber et al., 2006); S-MPS 
= Sport Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (Dunn et al., 2002); S-MPS-2; Sport-Multi
dimensional Perfectionism Scale 2 (Dunn et al., 2006a; Gotwals & Dunn, 2009). Bold typeface 
denotes a significant correlation. All study designs were non-experimental and cross-sectional. 

The systematic literature search identified 24 independent studies involving 
5,702 participants and a range of criterion variables. In reviewing the 98 cor
relation coefficients retrieved, we identified four broad themes. The first theme 
was a link between coach pressure to be perfect and apprehensiveness. This 
theme was evident in that coach pressure to be perfect was positively correlated 
with cognitive anxiety, competitive worry, and fear of failure (De Maria et al., 
2021; Dunn et al., 2020; Gucciardi et al., 2012; Sagar & Stoeber, 2009), as well 
as negatively correlated with optimism (Dunn et al., 2020). Based on these 
findings, we would anticipate that perfectionistic climates in sport to invoke a 
similar sense of fear over competition and various performance-related concerns 
(e.g. fear of negative social evaluation, making mistakes, and choking under 
pressure). More perfectionistic climates may also result in lower risk taking, 
willingness to make decisions, and adaptability to uncontrollable situations. 
The second theme identified in the systematic review was a link between 

coach pressure to be perfect and negative responses to failure. This theme was 
evident in that coach pressure to be perfect was positively correlated with angry 
reactions to poor performance and negative affect after failure (Dunn, Gotwals, 
Dunn, & Syrotuik, 2006; Sagar & Stoeber, 2009). In context of the theme 
identified above, it may be that concerns over the perceived consequences of 
failure trigger strong reactions to underperformance. As for why this is the case, 
it may be that the stakes are perceived to be particularly high when coaches 
create highly demanding and perfectionistic climates. In line with this evidence, 
we can expect more perfectionistic climates to be positively correlated with 
strong feelings of disappointment and dejection following competitive failure. 
We may even find strong positive feelings when things go well, or at least 
marked relief when failure is avoided. 
The third theme identified in the systematic review was a link between 

coach pressure to be perfect and athlete resiliency. This theme was firstly evi
dent in that coach pressure to be perfect was negatively correlated with mental 
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toughness and grit (Dunn et al., 2021; Fawver et al., 2020). These are inter
esting findings and a clear signal of how counterproductive perfectionistic 
pressure is likely to be in sport. Athletes who perceive higher levels of coach 
pressure to be perfect seemingly find it difficult to maintain focus on important 
goals in sport and persist in the face of adversity. Relevant to this theme were 
also studies that found coach pressure to be perfect was negatively correlated 
with global self-esteem (Gotwals & Dunn, 2009) and positively correlated with 
avoidant coping (Pacewicz et al., 2018). With this evidence in mind, we would 
anticipate that rather than instilling characteristics conducive to dealing with 
adversity in an effective manner, highly perfectionistic climates in sport will 
give rise to poor coping and less ability to deal with stress. 
The fourth and final theme identified in the systematic review was a link 

between coach pressure to be perfect and athlete burnout – an experiential 
state we would expect when athletes face external demands they cannot cope 
with. This theme was evident in that coach pressure to be perfect was posi
tively correlated with total athlete burnout and the individual burnout symp
toms (Gotwals, 2011; Pacewicz et al., 2018; Skwiot et al., 2020). We can 
expect the greater stress and ineffective coping found in other studies to partly 
explain this relationship. Additionally, the relationship between coach pressure 
to be perfect and psychological need thwarting also provides a further expla
nation (Mallinson & Hill, 2011). So, too, does the positive correlations 
between coach pressure to be perfect and markers of less adaptive motivation 
(e.g. avoidance motivation and external regulation; Gucciardi et al., 2012). 
Mirroring these findings, we would expect more perfectionistic climates to be 
correlated with greater athlete burnout and other risk factors and markers of 
motivation “going awry” (Gould, 1996). 
To guide ongoing research using the PCQ-S and develop an understanding 

of perfectionistic climate, researchers can use the evidence in our systematic 
review of coach pressure to be perfect. The retrieved data provides an important 
source of information that researchers can draw upon to identify outcomes and 
develop research questions applicable to the initial study of perfectionistic cli
mate in sport. In reviewing the data, we identified themes of apprehensiveness, 
negative responses to failure, athlete resiliency, and athlete burnout. These 
themes are an excellent starting point and signal some of the likely effects of 
highly perfectionistic coach climates in sport. In considering this research, and 
the theoretical foundations of the construct, we would envisage that few young 
or aspiring performers would enjoy the experience of being in a highly perfec
tionistic climate and that such climates will be ill-equipped to support and 
nurture performers or their talents. 

Advancing Research on Perfectionistic Climate 

In addition to expanding the nomological network of perfectionistic climate, there 
are several other areas of research that would advance the study of perfectionistic 
climate. We close the chapter by discussing three of them. 
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Studying Perfectionistic Climate in Dance 

One important area for future research is to extend the study of perfectionistic 
climate to other domains. We believe dance would be a particularly fruitful in 
this regard. The reason that dance provides an important next step for the study 
of perfectionistic climate is that, like sport, dance is an environment in which 
performers often experience a sense of perfectionistic pressure from others. 
That is, it is common for dancers to view their teachers, artistic directors, and 
choreographers as sources of extreme demands and unrealistic expectations 
(Mainwaring & Aujla, 2017). This view is perhaps unsurprising given that many 
dance schools and companies live by the principle of “practice makes perfect” and 
employ staff whose responsibility is to perfect the technical skills of their stu
dents (Ng et al., 2022). Indeed, in a qualitative study of ballet dancers, 
McEwen and Young (2011) found that dancers repeatedly referred to the pre
sence of hierarchical power structures that underpinned an ultra-competitive 
atmosphere and drive to achieve perfection. 
When applying perfectionistic climate to dance, it will be important for 

researchers to consider the distinctive ways perfectionistic climate may manifest 
in this domain. One important consideration in this regard is that a strong 
dance performance is contingent upon several factors (e.g. body aesthetics, 
musical timing, and athleticism; Chirban & Rowan, 2017). The key point to 
emphasize is that, in addition to pressure to learn and execute perfect technical 
routines, many dancers also experience pressure to achieve and maintain the 
perfect dancer’s body (Quin et al., 2015). Again, drawing on qualitative 
research, there are accounts of elite dancers who identify teachers as key sources 
of pressure for thinness (Francisco et al., 2012). This pressure came from teachers 
making negative and critical comments about eating, weight, and food related 
issues. In this regard, perfectionistic climates in dance will need to capture the 
particular ways in which teachers put pressure on dancers to have the perfect 
body, be the perfect dancer, and always give perfect performances (Mainwaring 
& Aujla, 2017). 
In line with this thinking, perfectionistic climates in dance may give rise to 

outcomes that are common to perfectionistic climates in other domains, such as 
apprehension, negative responses to failure, and burnout. However, we might 
also expect that perfectionistic climates in dance will exert a unique influence 
on issues pertaining to appearance and body ideals. One study of female figure 
skaters conducted by Dunn et al. (2011) alludes to this possibility. This is evi
dent in that Dunn and colleagues found that coach pressure to be perfect was 
positively correlated with negative body-image attitudes. In a similar way we 
would expect highly perfectionistic climates in dance to also predict eating 
disorder symptomology in dancers (e.g. excessive exercise, body image dis
turbance, and binge eating behaviours). Eating disorder symptoms are con
sistently correlated with trait perfectionism and the focus of the work normally 
emphasizes personal vulnerability. Studying perfectionistic climates locates such 
vulnerabilities elsewhere and will better highlight the roots of these difficulties. 
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Perfectionistic Climate as Group-Level Construct 

When studying perfectionistic climates in sport and dance in the future, researchers 
will need to consider the structure of data they collect. When performers are 
nested within groups that share the same leader (e.g. coach, teacher, or instructor), 
it will be important for researchers to adopt an approach that accounts for group 
membership (or nesting). This is especially important given that many researchers 
argue that climate-based constructs are inherently group-level constructs. This 
argument is clearly articulated by Papaioannou et al. (2004) who emphasize that 
climate data are based on responses about the overall group climate created by a 
single leader for all group members. This means that performers can (and should 
where possible) be nested into higher-level units (e.g. dancers who share the same 
teacher). The reason that this nesting is important is because performers who share 
the same leader are more like each other (in terms of their climate experience) than 
they are to performers who belong to different groups with different leaders 
(Papaioannou et al., 2004). This shared experience means that data collected from 
individuals nested within groups violates the assumption of independence required 
for basic single-level statistical approaches. 
In keeping with the discussion above, researchers with perfectionistic climate 

data should consider adopting an approach that allows them to model perfectio
nistic climate as both an individual characteristic and a group-level characteristic 
(Lüdtke et al., 2008). This can be achieved by using a multilevel modelling 
approach in which perfectionistic climate is modelled as both an individual 
experience (i.e. performer-level perfectionistic climate perceptions) and a group 
experience (i.e. group-level perfectionistic climate perceptions). In doing so, any 
observed relationship (e.g. perfectionistic climate predicting burnout) can be 
decomposed into within-group and between-group effects. This is important as 
there could be differences in how the construct operates at these two levels 
(Lüdtke et al., 2008). This possibility is evident in a recent study examining a task-
involving coach climate in relation to reports of coach-induced effort, coach 
effectiveness, and satisfaction with coach (Álvarez et al., 2019). In this study, dif
ferences in the pattern and magnitude of relationships between these constructs 
were evident between the group-level and performer-level analyses. 
A further reason why a multilevel approach is beneficial is because it will help 

answer new and important questions about the perfectionistic climate construct. 
For example, it will be possible to examine whether effects vary from one group to 
another and identify group characteristics that may account for such variation (e.g. 
sport type, level of competition, or gender of athletes). In addition to this aim, 
adopting a multilevel modelling framework would provide a further (and robust) 
examination of construct validity. That is, it would be possible to examine the 
degree of similarity in perfectionistic climate data from members in the same 
group. The idea here is that a high level of agreement about the perfectionistic 
climate would be expected. This is because, in theory, the external objective rea
lity being assessed is the same (or at least very similar) for all athletes who have the 
same coach (Morin et al., 2014). If there is high agreement about perfectionistic 
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climate among performers part of the same group, then support for the construct 
validity of the scores would be provided. 

Observed and Perceived Assessments of Perfectionistic Climate 

The final important area of future research is the need to develop and validate 
an observational tool for assessing perfectionistic climate in sport and other 
performance environments. As perfectionistic climate is conceptualized as the 
experience of external pressure from the social environment, the behaviours 
that produce this perception should be amenable to more objective observa
tion. In addition, it should be possible to systematically record and analyse 
perfectionistic leader interactions (e.g. behaviours signalling extreme expecta
tions or harsh criticism) and correlate them with various performer outcomes. 
Other observational tools grounded in AGT, SDT, and Duda’s (2013) hier
archical model of the coach-created climate are also available (Boyce et al., 
2009; Smith et al., 2015; Webster et al., 2013). As such, these tools could be 
used to validate any new instrument and confirm existing findings on how 
components of a perfectionistic climate relate to other climate measures. 
The development of an observational perfectionistic climate tool would allow 

researchers to evaluate the actual behaviour of leaders rather than performer perceptions 
of how leaders behave (Langdon et al., 2017). There are two major reasons why this 
approach to data collection would be useful. The first  reason  is  that it would  
provide data against which the validity of test scores generated using self-report 
measures of perfectionistic climate could be assessed. That is, it would be possible 
to examine the degree of similarity in observational perfectionistic climate data 
(e.g. perfectionistic coach behaviour coded during a specified training session) 
versus self-report perfectionistic climate data (e.g. athlete perceptions of the 
coach-created perfectionistic climate reported after a specified training session). 
Once again, as with the group-level approach to assessing construct validity 
outlined above, a high level of agreement in the data obtained using each 
method would support the validity of the self-report measure. In research in 
education, this method of comparing observed versus perceived assessments 
of climate-based constructs has provided evidence to support the validity of 
self-report climate data from students (e.g. Haerens et al., 2013). 
The second reason that an observational approach to data collection would 

be useful is for developing and evaluating future climate-based interventions 
aimed at reducing perfectionism. This approach to intervention could be 
designed to help leaders create less perfectionistic climates for their performers. 
To evaluate the effectiveness of such an intervention, it will be important for 
researchers to use both observational and self-report tools. This combination of 
data collection strategies will help researchers to identify whether an interven
tion has been effective in relation to both the observable behaviour of leaders 
and the self-reported experiences of performers. The data provided by self-
report measures is important as it evidences intervention-enabled change at a 
perceptual level. This evidence of change is important given that climate-based 
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perceptions have “functional significance” in terms of how performers feel, 
think, and behave (Ryan & Grolnick, 1986). The benefit of the observable data 
is that it allows researchers to evaluate “real” changes in perfectionistic leader 
behaviour, and as such will be of additional value when assessing intervention-
enabled change (Haerens et al., 2013). 

Concluding Comments 

In this chapter we argued that experiences of external pressure to be perfect are 
not always explained by a performer’s perfectionistic personality. Rather, for 
many, the pressure for perfection is grounded in the behaviour of others and 
the features of the social environments they encounter. To formalize this way 
of conceptualizing pressure to be perfect, we defined perfectionistic climate, 
summarized a generalized perfectionistic climate model, and described how this 
model has been operationalized in sport. We then conducted a systematic review 
of existing research that has examined coach pressure to be perfect and argued that 
this research suggests that perfectionistic climate will most likely be correlated with 
markers of apprehensiveness, negative reactions to failure, performer resiliency, 
and burnout. In addition to testing these relationships, we encouraged researchers 
to advance the study of perfectionistic climate by studying it in other domains, 
particularly dance, adopting nested and multi-level approaches, and developing 
observational tools for assessing perfectionistic climate. 

Note 
1	 The review is based on two electronic searches (Search #1 and Search #2) using 

PsychINFO, PsychARTICLES, SPORTDiscus and Google Scholar databases. The 
search terms were “perceived coach pressure” OR “PCP” AND “Sport Multi
dimensional Perfectionism Scale” (Search #1) and “perceived pressure from coach” 
OR “coach pressure” AND “multidimensional perfectionism inventory for sports” 
OR “MIPS” (Search #2). The period of each search spanned publications between 
December 2002–June 2022 (Search #1) and June 2006–June 2022 (Search #2). No 
other restrictions were placed on the searches. The searches produced k = 144 studies 
(Search #1) and k = 56 studies (Search #2). An abstract and full-text review of the k 
= 200 retrieved articles was then conducted to screen for relevance. This process 
resulted in the identification of k = 24 peer-reviewed journal articles which: (a) 
provided an empirical examination of coach pressure to be perfect (using the Sport-
MPS, Sport-MPS-2, or MIPS); (b) included at least one criterion variable (other than 
measures of trait perfectionism); (c) reported a correlation coefficient for the rela
tionship between coach pressure to be perfect and the criterion variable(s) examined; 
and (d) were published in English. 
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perfectionism in adolescence: Perceived parental expectations predict longitudinal 
increases in socially prescribed perfectionism. Personality and Individual Differences, 55  
(6), 688–693. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2013.05.021. 

De Maria, A., Mallia, L., Lombardo, C., Vacca, M., & Zelli, A. (2021). The personal 
and interpersonal components of perfectionism: The Italian validation of “Multi
dimensional Inventory of Perfectionism in Sport”. International Journal of Environmental 
Research and Public Health, 18(5), 2657. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18052657. 

Duda, J. L. (2013). The conceptual and empirical foundations of Empowering Coa
chingTM: Setting the stage for the PAPA project. International Journal of Sport and 
Exercise Psychology, 11(4), 311–318. https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197x.2013. 
839414. 

Duda, J. L., Papaioannou, A. G., Appleton, P. R., Quested, E., & Krommidas, C. 
(2014). Creating adaptive motivational climates in sport and physical education. In A. 
G. Papaioannou & D. Hackfort (eds), Routledge companion to sport and exercise psychology: 
Global perspectives and fundamental concepts (pp. 544–558). Routledge. 

Dunn, J. G., Cormier, D. L., Kono, S., Causgrove Dunn, J., & Rumbold, J. (2021). 
Perfectionism and grit in competitive sport. Journal of Sport Behavior, 44(2), 199–223. 
https://journalofsportbehavior.org/index.php/JSB/article/view/67. 

Dunn, J. G., Craft, J. M., Dunn, J. C., & Gotwals, J. K. (2011). Comparing a domain-
specific and global measure of perfectionism in competitive female figure skaters. 
Journal of Sport Behavior, 34(1), 25–46. 

Dunn, J. G., Dunn, J. C., & Syrotuik, D. G. (2002). Relationship between multi
dimensional perfectionism and goal orientations in sport. Journal of Sport and Exercise 
Psychology, 24(4), 376–395. https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.24.4.376. 

Dunn, J. G., Dunn, J. C., Gotwals, J. K., Vallance, J. K., Craft, J. M., & Syrotuik, D. G. 
(2006). Establishing construct validity evidence for the Sport Multidimensional Per
fectionism Scale. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 7(1), 57–79. https://doi.org/10. 
1016/j.psychsport.2005.04.003. 

Dunn, J. G., Gotwals, J. K., Dunn, J. C., & Lizmore, M. R. (2020). Perfectionism, pre-
competitive worry, and optimism in high-performance youth athletes. International 
Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 18(6), 749–763. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
1612197x.2019.1577900. 

Dunn, J. G., Gotwals, J. K., Dunn, J. C., & Lizmore, M. R. (2022). Perceived parental 
pressure and perceived coach pressure in adolescent and adult sport. Psychology of Sport 
and Exercise, 59(1), 102100. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.102100. 

Dunn, J. G., Gotwals, J. K., Dunn, J. C., & Syrotuik, D. G. (2006). Examining the 
relationship between perfectionism and trait anger in competitive sport. International 
Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 4(1), 7–24. https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197x. 
2006.9671781. 

Epskamp, S., & Fried, E. I. (2018). A tutorial on regularized partial correlation net
works. Psychological Methods, 23(4), 617–634. https://doi.org/10.1037/met0000167. 

Fawver, B., Cowan, R. L., DeCouto, B. S., Lohse, K. R., Podlog, L., & Williams, A. 
M. (2020). Psychological characteristics, sport engagement, and performance in alpine 
skiers. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 47(1), 101616. https://doi.org/10.1016/j. 
psychsport.2019.101616. 

Flett, G. L., & Hewitt, P. L. (2006).	 Positive versus negative perfectionism in psycho
pathology: A comment on Slade and Owens’s dual process model. Behavior Modification, 
30(4), 472–495. https://doi.org/10.1177/0145445506288026. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2019.101616
https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197x.2006.9671781
https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197x.2019.1577900
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2005.04.003
https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197x.2013.839414
https://doi.org/10.1177/0145445506288026
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2019.101616
https://doi.org/10.1037/met0000167
https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197x.2006.9671781
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.102100
https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197x.2019.1577900
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2005.04.003
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.24.4.376
https://journalofsportbehavior.org/
https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197x.2013.839414
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18052657
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2013.05.021


Studying Perfectionistic Climates 279 

Flett, G. L., Hewitt, P. L., Oliver, J. M., & Macdonald, S. (2002). Perfectionism in 
children and their parents: A developmental analysis. In G. L. Flett & P. L. Hewitt 
(eds), Perfectionism: Theory, research, and treatment (pp. 89–132). American Psychological 
Association. https://doi.org/10.1037/10458-004. 

Francisco, R., Alarcão, M., & Narciso, I. (2012). Aesthetic sports as high-risk contexts for 
eating disorders: Young elite dancers and gymnasts perspectives. The Spanish Journal of 
Psychology, 15(1), 265–274. https://doi.org/10.5209/rev_sjop.2012.v15.n1.37333. 

Golino, H. F., Shi, D., Christensen, A. P., Garrido, L. E., Nieto, M. D., Sadana, R., 
Thiyagarajan, J. A., & Martinez-Molina, A. (2020). Investigating the performance of 
exploratory graph analysis and traditional techniques to identify the number of latent 
factors: A simulation and tutorial. Psychological Methods, 25(3), 292–320. https://doi. 
org/10.1037/met0000255. 

Gotwals, J. K. (2011). Perfectionism and burnout within intercollegiate sport: A person-
oriented approach. The Sport Psychologist, 25(4), 489–510. https://doi.org/10.1123/ 
tsp.25.4.489. 

Gotwals, J. K., & Dunn, J. G. (2009). A multi-method multi-analytic approach to 
establishing internal construct validity evidence: The Sport Multidimensional Perfec
tionism Scale 2. Measurement in Physical Education and Exercise Science, 13(2), 71–92. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10913670902812663. 

Gould, D. (1996). Personal motivation gone awry: Burnout in competitive athletes. 
Quest, 48(3), 275–289. https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.1996.10484197. 

Grugan, M. C., Hill, A. P., Mallinson-Howard, S. H., Donachie, T. C., Olsson, L. F., 
Madigan, D. J., & Vaughan, R. S. (2021a). Development and initial validation of the 
Perfectionistic Climate Questionnaire-Sport (PCQ-S). Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 
56(1), 101997. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.101997. 

Grugan, M. C., Hill, A. P., Mallinson-Howard, S. H., Donachie, T. C., Olsson, L. F., 
Madigan, D. J., & Vaughan, R. S. (2021b). “The coach says you will be released if you 
don’t start bucking your idea up”: Introducing perfectionistic climate. Paper presented at 
Psychological Insights into Coaching Practice, Newcastle University, 23 June. 

Gucciardi, D. F., Jackson, B., Coulter, T. J., & Mallett, C. J. (2011). The Connor-
Davidson Resilience Scale (CD-RISC): Dimensionality and age-related measurement 
invariance with Australian cricketers. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 12(4), 423–433. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2011.02.005. 

Gucciardi, D. F., Mahoney, J., Jalleh, G., Donovan, R. J., & Parkes, J. (2012). Perfectionistic 
profiles among elite athletes and differences in their motivational orientations. Journal of 
Sport and Exercise Psychology, 34(2), 159–183. https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.34.2.159. 

Gustafsson, H., Hill, A. P., Stenling, A., & Wagnsson, S. (2016). Profiles of perfection
ism, parental climate, and burnout among competitive junior athletes. Scandinavian 
Journal of Medicine and Science in Sports, 26(10), 1256–1264. https://doi.org/10.1111/ 
sms.12553. 

Haerens, L., Aelterman, N., Van den Berghe, L., De Meyer, J., Soenens, B., & Van
steenkiste, M. (2013). Observing physical education teachers’ need-supportive inter
actions in classroom settings. Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 35(1), 3–17. https:// 
doi.org/10.1123/jsep.35.1.3. 

Hewitt, P. L., Flett, G. L., & Mikail, S. F. (2017). Perfectionism: A relational approach to 
conceptualization, assessment, and treatment. The Guilford Press. 

Hill, A. P., & Grugan, M. C. (2019). Introducing perfectionistic climate. Perspectives on 
Early Childhood Psychology and Education, 4(2), 263–276. Retrieved from https://press. 
pace.edu/perspectives-on-early-childhood-psychology-and-education. 

https://press.pace.edu/
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.35.1.3
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.35.1.3
https://doi.org/10.1111/sms.12553
https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.25.4.489
https://doi.org/10.1037/met0000255
https://press.pace.edu/
https://doi.org/10.1111/sms.12553
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.34.2.159
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2011.02.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.101997
https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.1996.10484197
https://doi.org/10.1080/10913670902812663
https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.25.4.489
https://doi.org/10.1037/met0000255
https://doi.org/10.5209/rev_sjop.2012.v15.n1.37333
https://doi.org/10.1037/10458-004


280 Michael C. Grugan 

Horn, T. S. (2008). Coaching effectiveness in the sport domain. In T. S. Horn (ed.), 
Advances in sport psychology (3rd ed., pp. 239–268). Human Kinetics. 

Ingle, S. (2021). British gymnastics faces group-claim lawsuit from 17 alleging abuse. The 
Guardian, 26 February. Retrieved from www.theguardian.com/sport/2021/feb/26/brit 
ish-gymnastics-faces-class-action-lawsuit-from-17-alleging-abuse-jennifer-pinches. 

Ismaili, S. S., Yousefi, B., & Sobhani, Y. (2013). The role of some psychological factors 
in the doping attitudes of elite wrestlers. International Journal of Wrestling Science, 3(1), 
35–47. https://doi.org/10.1080/21615667.2013.10878968. 

Kipp, L. E. (2018). Developmental considerations for working with young athletes. In 
C. J. Knight, C. G. Harwood, & D. Gould (eds), Sport psychology for young athletes (pp. 
32–42). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315545202-4. 

Klund, F., & Sæther, S. A (2017). Relationships between perfectionism, training load 
and elite junior football players’ self-assessed and coach-assessed skills. The Sport Jour
nal, 20(1), 1–8. https://thesportjournal.org/article/tag/perfectionism/. 

Langdon, J. L., Schlote, R., Melton, B., & Tessier, D. (2017). Effectiveness of a need 
supportive teaching training program on the developmental change process of grad
uate teaching assistants’ created motivational climate. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 
28(1), 11–23. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2016.09.008. 

Lavallee, D., & Robinson, H. K. (2007). In pursuit of an identity: A qualitative 
exploration of retirement from women’s artistic gymnastics. Psychology of Sport and 
Exercise, 8(1), 119–141. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2006.05.003. 

Lüdtke, O., Marsh, H. W., Robitzsch, A., Trautwein, U., Asparouhov, T., & Muthén, 
B. (2008). The multilevel latent covariate model: a new, more reliable approach to 
group-level effects in contextual studies. Psychological Methods, 13(3),  203–229. https:// 
doi.org/10.1037/a0012869. 

Madigan, D. J., Curran, T., Stoeber, J., Hill, A. P., Smith, M. M., & Passfield, L. 
(2019). Development of perfectionism in junior athletes: A three-sample study of 
coach and parental pressure. Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 41(3), 167–175. 
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.2018-0287. 

Madigan, D. J., Stoeber, J., & Passfield, L. (2016). Perfectionism and attitudes towards 
doping in junior athletes. Journal of Sports Sciences, 34(8), 700–706. https://doi.org/10. 
1080/02640414.2015.1068441. 

Madigan, D. J., Stoeber, J., & Passfield, L. (2017). Athletes’ perfectionism and reasons for 
training: Perfectionistic concerns predict training for weight control. Personality and Indi
vidual Differences, 115(1), 133–136. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.03.034. 

Mainwaring, L., & Aujla, I. (2017). Psychological wellness. In M. V. Wilmerding, & D. 
H. Krasnow (eds), Dancer wellness (pp. 71–82). Human Kinetics. 

Mallinson, S. H., & Hill, A. P. (2011). The relationship between multidimensional 
perfectionism and psychological need thwarting in junior sports participants. Psychol
ogy of Sport and Exercise, 12(6), 676–684. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2011. 
05.009. 

Marsh, H. W., Morin, A. J. S., Parker, P. D., & Kaur, G. (2014). Exploratory structural 
equation modelling: An integration of the best features of exploratory and con
firmatory factor analyses. Annual Review of Clinical Psychology, 10(1), 85–110. https:// 
doi.org/10.1146/annurev-clinpsy-032813-153700. 

Martinent, G., Ferrand, C., Guillet, E., & Gautheur, S. (2010). Validation of the French 
version of the Competitive State Anxiety Inventory-2 Revised (CSAI-2R) including 
frequency and direction scales. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 11(1), 51–57. https:// 
doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2009.05.001. 

www.theguardian.com/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2009.05.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2009.05.001
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-clinpsy-032813-153700
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-clinpsy-032813-153700
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2011.005.009
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2015.1068441
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0012869
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0012869
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2011.005.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.03.034
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2015.1068441
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.2018-0287
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2006.05.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2016.09.008
https://thesportjournal.org/
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315545202-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/21615667.2013.10878968
www.theguardian.com/


Studying Perfectionistic Climates 281 

McArdle, S., & Duda, J. L. (2008). Exploring the etiology of perfectionism and per
ceptions of self-worth in young athletes. Social Development, 17(4), 980–997. https:// 
doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2007.00456.x. 

McEwen, K., & Young, K. (2011). Ballet and pain: Reflections on a risk-dance culture. 
Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise and Health, 3(2), 152–173. https://doi.org/10. 
1080/2159676x.2011.572181. 

Morgan, K. (2017). Reconceptualizing motivational climate in physical education and 
sport coaching: An interdisciplinary perspective. Quest, 69(1), 95–112. https://doi. 
org/10.1080/00336297.2016.1152984. 

Morin, A. J. S., Myers, N. D., & Lee, S. (2020). Modern factor analytic techniques: 
Bifactor models, exploratory structural equation modelling (ESEM), and bifactor-
ESEM. In G. Tenenbaum, & R. C. Eklund (eds), Handbook of sport psychology (Vol. 2, 
4th ed., pp. 1044–1073). Wiley. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119568124.ch51. 

Morin, A. J., Marsh, H. W., Nagengast, B., & Scalas, L. F. (2014). Doubly latent mul
tilevel analyses of classroom climate: An illustration. The Journal of Experimental Edu
cation, 82(2), 143–167. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220973.2013.769412. 

Ng, R. YK., Wells, R., Lee, L., & Ng, KK. (2022). Beyond Perfection: Technology as 
an Enabler to Promote Higher Order Skills in Performing Arts Education. In R. C. 
Li, S. K. S. Cheung, P. H. F. Ng, LP. Wong, & F. L. Wang (eds), Blended learning: 
Engaging students in the new normal era (pp. 325–335). Springer. https://doi.org/10. 
1007/978-3-031-08939-8_28. 

Nicholls, J. G. (1984). Achievement motivation: Conceptions of ability, subjective 
experience, task choice, and performance. Psychological Review, 91(3), 328–346. http 
s://doi.org/10.1037//0033-295x.91.3.328. 

Pacewicz, C. E., Gotwals, J. K., & Blanton, J. E. (2018). Perfectionism, coping, and 
burnout among intercollegiate varsity athletes: A person-oriented investigation of 
group differences and mediation. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 35(1), 207–217. http 
s://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2017.12.008. 

Papaioannou, A., Marsh, H. W., & Theodorakis, Y. (2004). A multilevel approach to 
motivational climate in physical education and sport settings: An individual or a 
group level construct? Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 26(1), 90–118. https:// 
doi.org/10.1123/jsep.26.1.90. 

Pineda-Espejel, H. A., León, J., Núñez, J. L., Morquecho-Sánchez, R., Trejo, M., & 
Morales-Sánchez, V. (2021). Motivational context and perfectionism traits in pediatric 
sports. Sustainability, 13(21), 11639. https://doi.org/10.3390/su132111639. 

Quin, E., Rafferty, S., & Tomlinson, C. (2015). Safe dance practice. Human Kinetics. 
Rice, K. G., Lopez, F. G., & Vergara, D. (2005). Parental/social influences on perfec

tionism and adult attachment orientations. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 24  
(4), 580–605. https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2005.24.4.580. 

Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2017). Self-determination theory: Basic psychological needs in 
motivation, development, and wellness. The Guilford Press. 

Ryan, R. M., & Grolnick, W. S. (1986). Origins and pawns in the classroom: Self-
report and projective assessments of individual differences in children’s perceptions. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 50(3), 550–558. https://doi.org/10.1037/ 
0022-3514.50.3.550. 

Sagar, S. S., & Stoeber, J. (2009). Perfectionism, fear of failure, and affective responses to 
success and failure: The central role of fear of experiencing shame and embarrassment. 
Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 31(5), 602–627. https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep. 
31.5.602. 

https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.31.5.602
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.50.3.550
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.26.1.90
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.26.1.90
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2017.12.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2017.12.008
https://doi.org/10.1037//0033-295x.91.3.328
https://doi.org/10.1037//0033-295x.91.3.328
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-08939-8_28
https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2016.1152984
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676x.2011.572181
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2007.00456.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2007.00456.x
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.31.5.602
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.50.3.550
https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2005.24.4.580
https://doi.org/10.3390/su132111639
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-08939-8_28
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220973.2013.769412
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119568124.ch51
https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2016.1152984
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676x.2011.572181


282 Michael C. Grugan 

Sapieja, K. M., Dunn, J. G., & Holt, N. L. (2011). Perfectionism and perceptions of 
parenting styles in male youth soccer. Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 33(1), 
20–39. https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.33.1.20. 

Schellenberg, B. J., Gunnell, K. E., Mosewich, A. D., & Bailis, D. S. (2014). Measure
ment invariance of the Passion Scale across three samples: An ESEM approach. Mea
surement in Physical Education and Exercise Science, 18(4), 242–258. https://doi.org/10. 
1080/1091367X.2014.942453. 

Sindik, J., Nazor, D., & Vukosav, J. (2011). Correlation between the conative char
acteristics at top senior basketball players. Sport Science, 4(1), 78–83. Retrieved from 
www.sposci.com/PDFS/BR0401/SVEE/04%20CL%2013%20JS.pdf. 

Šíp, R., & Burešová, I. (2020). Does personality matter when we are approaching the 
subjective perception of overtraining among adolescents? Studia Sportiva, 14(1), 58– 
66. https://doi.org/10.5817/sts2020-1-7. 

Sirois, F. M., & Molnar, D. S. (2016). Conceptualizations of perfectionism, health, 
and well-being: An introductory overview. In F. M. Sirois, & D. S. Molnar (eds), 
Perfectionism, health, and well-being (pp. 1–21). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/ 
978-3-319-18582-8_1. 
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In this chapter we draw on our applied experiences and research to highlight how 
perfectionistic athletes can be supported using Acceptance and Commitment Ther
apy (ACT). The first part of the chapter describes ACT and research that has exam
ined its use for perfectionism. In keeping with other chapters in this section of the 
book, the second part of the chapter presents a case example of a perfectionistic ath
lete. Our case example is an aspiring young athlete who in making the transition to 
the senior performance squad has begun to experience emotional and behavioural 
problems. Our novel contribution to previous work of this kind is our focus on 
ACT. Few studies have adopted ACT interventions to reduce perfectionism even 
though we believe it to be a valuable way of doing so. In addition, there are even 
fewer exemplars of how to implement this type of intervention in sport. As such, our 
intention is that the chapter serves as a guide for practitioners unfamiliar with ACT 
and is a useful addition to other illustrative examples of how to work effectively with 
perfectionistic athletes. 

Context for the Chapter 

We knew little about perfectionism during our training and early years as qualified 
practitioners. It is only really through our research, and subsequent first-hand 
experiences with perfectionistic athletes, that we have been able to recognize the 
characteristic and the impact it has on the lives of athletes inside and outside of sport. 
From our experience, perfectionism is central to many of the difficulties athletes face. 
From youth athletes to older more experienced athletes, the sense of expectation and 
pressure to be perfect can be ever-present and can exact a heavy toll. It is because of 
our applied experiences, and the challenges that we have seen these athletes face, that 
we think it important that this topic is better understood by fellow practitioners. In 
addition, to work effectively with these athletes we also need tools to do so. With this 
in mind, practical guides and illustrations are essential, so we have sought to provide 
these here, too. 
Perfectionism is not something athletes, coaches, and parents are familiar with. 

We have had countless conversations with these groups about perfectionism and 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003288015-14 

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781003288015-14


286 Dean Watson et al. 

its inadvertent and undesirable consequences, and it is simply not something they 
typically consider. In fact, athletes, coaches, and parents more often value the 
pursuit of perfection and actively push themselves or others to pursue it. The idea 
of obsessing over goals, working tirelessly and relentlessly, and pushing through 
the pain barrier, are all things we have seen commended in sport. As a result, as 
sport psychologists we are often left with the fallout – the inevitable perfor
mance and wellbeing difficulties that athletes experience as they struggle with 
this environment, their own irrational expectations, and the demands of others. 
The backdrop for this chapter is a growing body of work outside of sport that 

has examined the effectiveness of different interventions for perfectionism. One of 
the most notable of which has been published recently and is a meta-analysis of 
cognitive behaviour therapy-based interventions (e.g. Galloway et al., 2022). 
Research examining ACT and perfectionism, specifically, is sparse. However, 
evidence of the efficacy of ACT generally is provided in a recent review of meta
analyses by Gloster et al. (2020) who found that ACT is effective for a range of 
issues (e.g. anxiety, substance use, and depression). In these regards, we are seeking 
to provide guidance that is empirically-informed by existing research. Inevitably, 
we have also drawn on our own experiences and used a number of excellent 
resources to help inform our approach (e.g. Kemp, 2021; White et al., 2021; 
Sinclair & Beadman, 2016). In providing our perspective, we acknowledge this 
work and encourage readers to seek out to inform their own practice. 

Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) and Acceptance and Commitment 
Therapy (ACT) 

Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) is the name of a broad set of approaches that 
combine cognitive therapy and behavioural therapy. It is also a term used to identify 
a specific and discreet type of therapy. To avoid confusion, we use the term “cog
nitive behavioural approaches” hereafter when referring to the broad category and 
CBT when referring to the discreet therapy. As described by Hayes (2004) in his 
excellent overview of how cognitive behavioural approaches have changed over 
time, cognitive behavioural approaches can be viewed as having arrived in three 
waves. The first wave focused on learned behaviour and the association between 
stimuli and problematic behaviour (viz. neo-behaviourism as exemplified by operant 
conditioning; Skinner, 1953). The second wave of cognitive behavioural approaches 
had a much greater emphasis on cognitive mediation and cognitive concepts (e.g. 
irrational thoughts and faulty information processing styles) as a means of under
standing psychopathology. This wave is synonymous with Beck’s (1976) cognitive 
therapy and the CBT which we referred to earlier. The third wave of cognitive 
behavioural approaches has a greater emphasis on social constructivism and the 
notion of changing the function of thoughts (or consequences) without needing to 
change their form (or content). 
ACT is a third wave cognitive behavioural approach with particular philoso

phical (Functional Contextualism) and theoretical (Relational Frame Theory) 
underpinnings. For a detailed discussion of these underpinnings, we recommend 
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readers consult Hayes (2004) and colleagues (e.g. Fletcher & Hayes, 2005; Hayes 
et al., 2006; Hayes et al., 2013). Here, we highlight that these underpinnings set 
this therapy apart from those in the first two waves and directs those using the 
approach to think in terms of subjective, value-led experiences, and contextual 
and relational (acquired) bases for experiences. In practice, when using ACT we 
aim to support people to accept their difficult thoughts and feelings, and to break 
both the link between them and the desire to avoid them (Hayes, 2004). 
The ability to accept the experience of problematic thoughts and feelings, 

remain present in the moment, and still behave aligned with one’s values, is 
referred to as psychological flexibility (Bond et al., 2011.). Increasing psycho
logical flexibility is consider one of the main processes of change in ACT and is 
developed through six core processes: Being Present, Acceptance, Defusion, 
Values, Self, and Commitment (Hayes et al., 1999). Being present promotes 
direct contact with psychological events as they occur in that moment, rather than 
flicking between the future or the past. Acceptance involves embracing and 
accepting inner experiences rather than avoiding certain emotions and feelings. 
Defusion seeks to change the relationship with problematic thoughts. Values are 
activities that give life meaning and provide direction. Self is being aware of 
experiences without being attached or invested in them. Commitment is about 
setting goals in order to take action (Hayes et al., 2006). 
To illustrate, a football player may report they find it difficult to be involved in the 

game and receive passes in defensive areas from teammates out of fear of making a 
mistake. This situation leads to an emotional response (e.g. anxiety) and the athlete’s 
behavioural response is to avoid the anxiety by hiding during a game and discoura
ging players from passing to him. The result is temporarily lower anxiety. However, 
this is followed by feelings of guilt and shame, and self-critical thoughts (“I am not  a  
good player or teammate”). This type of behaviour might also go against his values 
(e.g. wanting to try one’s best), which can create more anxiety, stress, and a lost sense 
of self. Whereas CBT would focus on eliminating or correcting the negative thoughts 
and feelings in this situation, ACT would focus on helping him to accept his experi
ences and understanding that they are not themselves harmful. In ACT, his personal 
values would also be used as a reference point for his experience and would guide the 
understanding of why his thoughts and feelings are problematic and help realign his 
behaviours towards his personal and professional goals. 
ACT shares characteristics with other approaches with regard to how it con

ducted. For example, during ACT interventions there is reliance on homework to 
completed by clients between sessions. In addition, the success or failure of an 
ACT intervention will be influenced by how much the individual participates and 
engages in the homework (see LeBeau et al., 2013). Again, as with other CBT 
interventions, there is also a strong emphasis on the therapeutic alliance which in 
ACT is described as “important, powerful, and deliberately equal” (Hayes, 2004, 
p. 652). Forming a strong therapeutic alliance is likely to lead to greater athlete 
disclosure (Katz & Hemmings, 2009). However, this is something that both 
therapists and clients can find difficult (Eubank et al., 2014). The importance of 
the therapeutic alliance is especially noteworthy here as there are suggestions that 
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perfectionism can interfere with its development (Miller et al., 2017; Hewitt et al., 
2020). Therefore, practitioners will need to be aware of the additional challenges 
they may face in this regard when working with perfectionistic athletes. 

ACT and Managing Perfectionism 

There is now ample evidence that perfectionism is something that can be reduced 
and managed. A lot of this evidence comes from community and education set
tings with individuals displaying higher perfectionism but not (as yet) clinical pro
blems (e.g. Olton-Weber et al., 2020; Shafran et al., 2017; Arana et al., 2017). 
Intervention research on perfectionism in sport is still quite rare. But, the findings 
from current studies are promising. Some notable examples in sport include 
Donachie and Hill (2020) and Mosewich et al. (2013). Donachie and Hill (2020) 
found support for the effectiveness of a CBT-based self-help book in reducing 
perfectionism in adult soccer players. Similarly, Mosewich et al. (2013) found 
support for the effectiveness of a compassionate-based intervention in reducing 
concern over mistakes in female university athletes. These studies are notable 
because of their robust randomized-controlled (RCT) designs and positive 
findings, but also because they both used cognitive behavioural approaches. 
There are other studies in sport that provide more preliminary evidence for the 

use of third wave cognitive behavioural approaches as an intervention for perfec
tionism. Notably, Kaufman et al. (2009) assessed the effectiveness of a 4-week 
mindfulness intervention to reduce perfectionism in archers and golfers. Similarly, 
De Petrillo et al. (2009) assessed the effectiveness of the same 4-week mindfulness 
intervention in long-distance runners. These studies found decreases in dimensions 
of perfectionism – perceived parental expectations, perceived parental criticism, 
and personal standards following the intervention. Unfortunately, neither of the 
studies used an RCT design and instead used weaker pre-test–post-test designs. 
However, combined with study discussed below outside of sport, we consider 
these studies to be at least indicative of the possible usefulness of third-wave 
interventions like ACT for perfectionism in sport. 
To our knowledge, there is one study that has examined the use of ACT outside 

of sport, and this found ACT to be effective in reducing perfectionism. In the study, 
Ong et al. (2019, 2020) delivered a ten-week intervention to a community sample 
with higher scores on an obsessive-compulsive scale (so to screen for what was 
described as “clinical perfectionism” in this study). The intervention included ses
sions on acceptance, defusion, values, commitment, and relapse prevention. Using 
an RCT design, they found that following the intervention the ACT intervention 
group reported lower perfectionistic concerns (concern over mistakes and doubts 
about action), as well as reduced psychological inflexibility, and increased self-
compassion and quality of life, in comparison to a waitlist control group. Many of 
these changes were considered clinically significant and reliable immediately after 
the treatment and one-month follow-up. Tentative evidence of changes in neural 
activation indicative of more efficient cognitive processing and reduced reactivity 
to negative stimuli were also reported in additional analyses (Ong et al., 2020). 
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It is hopefully evident from the description of ACT, and review of studies that 
have adopted the approach or similar approaches in sport and other domains, that 
ACT is a promising intervention for perfectionism. The experience of negative 
thoughts and emotions are common for perfectionistic athletes (see Chapter 4 of 
this book). Indeed, the experience of negative thoughts centred on themes of per
fection are so deeply engrained that they may be difficult to avoid (see Chapter 8 of 
this book). There is also a stark contrast between the concept of psychological 
flexibility and the rigid perfectionistic mindset that makes it difficult to envisage that 
perfectionistic athletes would not benefit from ACT and the techniques it uses. 
As such, we now present a case example of how ACT can be used to 
support perfectionistic athletes. 

A Case Example of Perfectionism in High-Performance Sport 

In order to describe the process of working with perfectionistic athletes using 
ACT, we have provided a case description of a real athlete the lead author 
encountered in their work and have described the work together during different 
phases of ACT. This is based on the Hexaflex model of ACT (Bach & Moran, 
2008). So not to reveal the identity of the athlete, minor changes have been made 
to the case or information omitted. However, overall, it is an accurate reflection of 
the case and the support that was provided. Quotes are provided from notes and 
sessions for illustrative effect. 

Case Description – Sophie 

Sophie’s coach initially contacted the lead author to request sport psychology 
support, as Sophie was finding the transition to senior field hockey “difficult”. 
Sophie is a high-performance field hockey player. She has just turned 18 years old 
and has been competing mainly with junior squads in national and international 
competitions. She trains six times a week and attends regular regional and national 
training camps. This requires a lot of time and travel across the UK. Sophie has 
recently joined the senior squad at her club and has begun competing in senior 
competitions. She lives at home with her parents who support her and take her to 
most training sessions and competitions. Based on her achievements, she is highly 
talented and among the best young players in the country. Her coaches and peers 
expect her to eventually gain a place in the senior national squad. 
In discussing Sophie with her coaches and parents, Sophie’s regional coach said 

that over the past few weeks her engagement with training has been “shoddy” and 
that she had appeared disinterested at times. He also explains that she is becoming 
forgetful (for example, missing items from her kit and turning up late). Sophie’s 
parents later explain that she has been more “upset” and “emotional” than usual. 
They say that she is very demanding of herself and is trying her best. They don’t 
have an explanation for her behaviour but are concerned that her schedule is too 
demanding and she feels under pressure. However, they want to support her 
ambition, which has always been to play field hockey for her country. 
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Table 10.1 ACT delivery plan and session overview.
 

Module ACT Perfectionism Aim Module Components 

1 Analysis N/A To build 1.1 Build rapport 
back 1.2 Outline of the problems 
ground 1.3 Expectations of one another 
informa
tion 

2 Case for N/A Con 2.1 Function of perfectionism 
mulation ceptualiza 2.2 Sources of psychological inflexibility 

tion of the 2.3 Presenting problems 
issues 

3 Psychoe N/A An outline 3.1 Increase confidence in sport psychology 
ducation of sport 3.2 Welcome to ACT 

psychology 3.3 Iron out pre-conceptions 
and ACT 

4 Contact Concerns Staying 4.1 What is being present? 
with the Over focused in 4.2 Contacting the present moment 
present Mistakes competi 4.3 Using senses (e.g. dropping anchor) 
moment tion/ 

training 

5 Mind- Fear of To be able 5.1 What is mindfulness? 
fulness Failure to control 5.2 Emptying the mind 

the body 5.3 Pink elephant 
and mind 

6 Accep Self- To be able 6.1 How do I accept? 
tance Criticism to accept 6.2 Struggling vs opening up 

mistakes/ 6.3 Thoughts – emotions – actions 
the self 

7 Cogni Doubt To dis 7.1 Removing doubt (e.g. hands Infront of 
tive About connect face) 
defusion Actions thoughts 7.2 Being more compassionate to the self 

7.3 Getting hooked 

8 Values Managing Leading a 8.1 Values vs goals 
Expecta values led 8.2 Exploring values 
tions life 8.3 Overcoming expectations 

9 Self Negative Increase 9.1 How do you want to be seen? 
Reactions awareness 9.2 Overcoming imperfections 
to Imper of the self 9.3 Obituary 
fections 

10 Commit Healthy Setting 10.1 Committing to the plan 
ment Striving realistic 10.2 What if planning 

and heal 10.3 FEAR 
thy goals 
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Below is a description of ten sessions conducted with Sophie. Each description 
explains what was done and why. The session outline will be one that will provide 
perfectionistic athletes with a space to allow their thoughts to pass, for them to remain 
present, and to live a values-led life. Ultimately, the ACT intervention is designed to 
create psychological flexibility, which for perfectionistic athletes is a stark contrast 
from their rigid, dichotomous thinking they routinely experience (see Table 10.1). 

Description of the Sessions 

Session One – Analysis 

In the first meeting the aim is to get more background information about the 
athlete and collect information about his/her problem(s) and what maintains 
them, as well as information on his/her strengths. This first meeting provides an 
important opportunity to begin building rapport with the athlete. It is also used 
to provide information to the athlete about ACT and the possible schedule of 
work (Hayes & Strosahl, 2004). 
In this first session, Sophie talked about problems that related to feeling stressed 

during training and being anxious about competitions. Soon, it was evident that 
these problems were related to perfectionism. Sophie described herself as being a 
perfectionist in many aspects of life, but mostly in sport. Sophie felt pressure from 
herself and others to do everything perfectly and felt both fear and anxiety over 
making mistakes. Sophie described that most of her thoughts and feelings come 
from her own expectations: “I constantly feel like things need to be done perfectly. 
If they are not, I can get really upset with myself”. Sophie also described that she 
feels her coach and some of her teammates can be very critical of her. Sophie said, 
“If I misplace a pass, I tend to go into my shell to protect me from what they might 
say or think.” Sophie is normally incredibly organized, a meticulous planner, and 
also highly prudent. Sophie explained that if she doesn’t perform how she wants to, 
or things don’t go as planned, she  gets  very  critical  of  herself.  
Sophie’s perfectionism showed itself in many respects, such as demanding and 

rigid personal standards, obsessing over her goals, being very self-critical, and trying 
to hide her flaws from the judgement of others. This way of behaving and thinking 
is extremely difficult and challenging for Sophie. She finds it difficult to accept cri
ticism from her parents and coaches partly because it adds to the weight of her own 
criticism but also because it feels like they are not supporting her. This belief often 
created feelings of anxiety which is not only problematic for her performance but 
also her wellbeing. The idea of not being perfect, not performing perfectly, or things 
not going perfectly, are things that Sophie finds difficult to accept. 
As mentioned earlier, in order for ACT to be effective, compliance to home

work is important (Mausbach et al., 2010). As such, it is vital that the athlete is a 
part of the development of the home assignments as this improves adherence and 
the likelihood of successful intervention (Robinson, 2008). Successfully complet
ing homework will provide a more detailed understanding of her perfectionism 
and the impact it has on her. It will also create a space for her to begin noticing her 
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thoughts and behaviours and increase awareness of herself. Giving an assignment in 
the first session is also a way to enhance engagement with Sophie as well as build 
longer-term adherence. The home assignment is evaluated in the first part of the 
next session, this provides an opportunity for Sophie to discuss any problems she 
might have experienced or questions she might have. It can also allow for an easier 
transition into the content of the next session. 

Session Two – Case Formulation 

In this session the work with the analysis continues and the problem is explored 
in more detail. The aim is to develop a case formulation or conceptualization 
of the issues being described where we can better understand the function of 
Sophie’s perfectionism in context (Hayes et al., 2004). At this stage, it is 
important to understand how the various processes relate to psychological (in) 
flexibility. This is because it will provide an in-depth account of Sophie’s rigid 
thinking, and the behaviours that do not allow her to be present. It is also 
important the process remains evidence-based and underpinned by relevant 
theory. To understand the underlying problems of Sophie’s perfectionism, we 
used a set of questions to guide the conceptualization process, as outlined by 
Hayes et al. (2004) (see Table 10.2). In addition, we used the Hexaflex model 
as a framework (Harris, 2009). 

Table 10.2 ACT case formulation – core questions. 

Case Formulation 

Sources of Psycho Factors that Con Factors that Con Treatment 
logical Flexibility tribute to Psycholo tribute to Psycho Implications 

gical Inflexibility logical Flexibility 

Contacting the Making a mistake in Not applicable Excessive worry 
present moment a game and not being and regret 

able to move past it 

Acceptance Preference to avoid Some positive, Always thinks she 
conversations with honest chats with is right 
parents her coach 

Defusion Constant need to Not applicable Change is not 
evaluate herself possible 

Self as context She feels like she is Not applicable Fear of unsatisfying 
judged by her relationships with 
hockey ability parents and coach 

Contact with values Wants to be a loving Not applicable May be seen dif
daughter and friend ferently to others 

Committed action Tried making chan Some positive self- Fear of the 
ges to attitudes and control unknown 
thoughts previously 

Source: Adapted from S. C. Hayes, K. D. Strosahl, J. Luoma, A. A. Smith, & K. G. Wilson (2004).
 
ACT case formulation. In A practical guide to acceptance and commitment therapy (pp. 59–73). Springer.
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Sophie’s home assignment was to identify the areas of her life that she is 
perfectionistic and revealed that the main area in which she was perfectionistic 
was in sport, but this was also the case for schoolwork. Sophie liked things 
done in a particular way. She has previously described herself as a “control 
freak”. It was apparent that Sophie found making any mistakes difficult to 
accept even when made by others, but she mostly kept these feeling to herself. 
Sophie is incredibly critical towards herself and focussed intensely on mistakes 
she made (for example, “I misplaced a really easy pass last week, I beat myself 
up about it for a week”). Sophie believed that she was difficult to be around, 
especially when she was critical towards herself. She feels that she ultimately 
doesn’t want to make mistakes and has described rigid rules (e.g. “I must be 
perfect”). These thoughts and feelings are creating psychological inflexibility as 
they prevent Sophie from contacting the present moment. 
Based on the analysis and case formulation session, as well as conversations 

with her coach and parents, a description of her perfectionism was presented to 
Sophie (see Table 10.3) and based on those created by Harris (2009). This table 
includes an integration of the fundamental aspects of the Hexaflex model of 
perfectionism as well as the personal experiences Sophie described regarding 
her perfectionism. This model also outlines the specific thoughts and beha
viours that create psychological inflexibility. Creating a diagram of the case 
formulation provides a good opportunity to explore the factors that maintain 
Sophie’s perfectionism and how to proceed to break the cycle of perfectionism 

Table 10.3	 An Acceptance and Commitment Therapy model of Sophie’s perfectionism 
based on Hexaflex model (Harris, 2009). 

Psychological Inflexibility 

Dominance of Past and	 Unable to focus in training after making a mistake (e.g. 
Future	 misplaced pass followed by dominate thoughts of the 

mistake) 

Lack of Value Clarity	 Lack of value clarity and crippled by expectations from 
themselves (e.g. neglected values of self-compassion and 
caring) 

Unworkable Action	 Constant rumination and worry with little persistence 
(e.g. “I feel like they judge me for every mistake I make 
so it’s easier not to try”) 

Conceptualized Self	 Feel they are not good enough and that they constantly 
make mistakes (e.g. feel unloved and unwanted within 
the team) 

Cognitive Fusion	 Hooked by rigid thoughts leading to concerns about 
making mistakes (e.g. “I must win every challenge and 
score every opportunity”) 

Experiential Avoidance	 Unable to accept mistakes and highly self-critical of 
themselves and others (e.g. avoiding opening up to 
anyone) 
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(Egan et al., 2014). However, using the Hexaflex model can sometimes be 
confusing for the athletes (Twoihig et al., 2021), so it is important to remain 
clear and concise with them during each phase of the model. 

Session Three – Psychoeducation 

After the analysis of the problem, the next phase is psychoeducation and intro
duction to ACT. Knowledge about sport and performance can be helpful here, 
but not essential. If the therapist or practitioner has knowledge of the sport they 
may be seen as more credible. But there is also benefit for the therapist or 
practitioner knowing very little about the sport. This can strengthen the rela
tionship building process as it provides the athlete with plenty of opportunities 
to talk and be the “expert” (Miller & Rollnick, 2013). For us, the need to build 
strong relationships with perfectionistic athletes is essential in order to have 
successful outcomes. To do this, we used core skills from Motivational Inter
viewing (e.g. open-ended questions; see Miller & Rollnick, 2013). As discussed 
earlier, perfectionism can undermine the development of the therapeutic alli
ance. This places even more emphasis on building strong working relationships 
with perfectionistic athletes. 
One important part of the work is to reduce any stigma or pre-conceptions 

towards sport psychology (Watson et al., 2021). Previous research has found that 
athletes with higher levels of some dimensions of perfectionism have less confidence 
in sport psychologists, are “psychologically closed” to discussing personal problems, 
and attach a sense of stigma to seeking support. Therefore, it is important to provide 
clear explanations and rationales as to what sport psychology is, how it will help 
them, and what the benefits are for their perfectionism. It is also important to 
remember that some athletes with higher levels of perfectionism value the perceived 
benefits of perfectionism (Hill et al., 2015). A primary focus on self-evaluation pro
cesses, rather than lowering standards, is also beneficial in this regard (Egan et al., 
2014), particularly for athletes. These points should provide practitioners with a sense 
of caution around the early part of the consultancy process. 

Session Four – Contact with the Present Moment 

In this session, we focussed on identifying specific moments where Sophie is 
unable to be present with her thoughts and actions. Having a focus on the past 
(i.e. rumination) or future (i.e. worry) is a common problem for athletes with 
high levels of perfectionism. Sophie described that in training and games she 
would feel under pressure from herself and her coach to constantly play well 
and play the “perfect” game. She said if she made a mistake, she always rumi
nated over it. This inability to be present in her thoughts played an instru
mental role in her psychological inflexibility. Being drawn towards mistakes or 
situations that are yet to happen will contribute to losing focus, more anxiety, 
and less control. By being present in one’s thoughts, athletes can better focus 
on the cues that are relevant to them in that moment. 
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The aim of the session was to provide Sophie with (a) an understanding of 
what being present felt like and (b) a clear process to follow in order to be 
present. The intention was to help her stay focussed in training and in games. 
Metaphors can play an important role in the delivery of ACT interventions 
(Varra et al., 2009). One metaphor that was relevant to Sophie and one that 
she found relatable was “leaves on a stream”. This metaphor describes the need 
to allow thoughts to pass by without examining each one. Taking that step 
back and not being drawn into every thought. Just being present and allowing 
each leaf to pass by. This would help Sophie understand that some of her own 
thoughts can be left without the need to control them. The homework for the 
next session was to identify situations where it is common for her to focus on 
mistakes or generally not to be present in her thoughts. In the session Sophie 
described several situations where she had lost focus and been “overly con
cerned of making a mistake”. In the homework, we decided to focus on one or 
two situations where this is the case. Sophie was to use one of the metaphors 
from the session that would encourage her to be present and take a step back. 

Session Five – Mindfulness 

In the next session, we introduced mindfulness. Mindfulness can be used as a 
standalone intervention or within an ACT intervention (Röthlin & Birrer, 2020). 
Mindfulness has also been used within interventions for perfectionism with some 
promising results (e.g. De Petrillo et al., 2009; Kaufman et al., 2009; Steele & 
Wade, 2008). Mindfulness is about trying to draw attention to, and connect to, the 
wider environment and observe the present experience with an accepting and 
open attitude (Bishop et al., 2004). Sophie has previously described generally 
feeling stressed in training and competitions. So, we wanted Sophie to engage in 
mindfulness to reduce her feelings of stress and overriding fear of failure. 
The session included practicing mindfulness. This comprises a range of different 

exercises including body scanning. Body scanning involves paying attention to 
parts of the body in order to notice tension and ultimately increase awareness to 
the self. These are exercises that are helpful in noticing thoughts, to be in the 
present moment, and avoiding trying to change the experience (see Segal et al., 
2013). These aspects are all really important elements within ACT. We also 
encouraged Sophie to practice mindfulness in moments that she notices herself 
struggling with perfectionistic thoughts or behaviours. To help her with this, we 
suggested that Sophie used a diary to log her thoughts and behaviours. This would 
help us better understand how and when she might use mindfulness. 

Session Six – Acceptance 

In this session, we focussed on a fundamental part of ACT – acceptance. Accep
tance is about accepting thoughts and emotions. It is an active process of engaging 
with one’s emotions, which will allow for greater compassion to oneself (Hayes 
et al., 2011). It is hoped that accepting one’s thoughts and emotions will create a 
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more mindful and flexible perspective, making a shift from avoidance to engage
ment. In perfectionism, avoiding inner experiences (e.g. procrastinating to avoid 
seeming imperfect) is common (Ong et al., 2019). This avoidance also extends to 
perfectionistic thoughts or cognitions (e.g. “I’m not good enough”). ACT 
addresses these perfectionistic thoughts without needing to change their content. 
Sophie has described how she felt overwhelmed by her thoughts, specifically 

after making a mistake in a game. Our aim for this session was to help Sophie 
open up and describe her thoughts, and to provide opportunities to take a “step 
back” and see the thoughts as just thoughts. When Sophie is overwhelmed by 
these thoughts, she notices and analyses each individual thought. These 
thoughts, and subsequent emotions, played a critical role in Sophie’s level of 
self-criticism. Therefore, it was also hoped that this session would help address 
this aspect of perfectionism and accept rather attend to her negative thoughts. 
After providing perspective on some of her self-critical thoughts, we provided 

Sophie with the choice of struggling vs opening-up. Opening-up makes room for 
problematic thoughts and feelings, rather than struggling and fighting them. Pre
viously, Sophie has struggled to accept mistakes, to move on from the thoughts 
that follow mistakes, and to provide compassion to herself. She had tried to wrestle 
with these thoughts and feelings but doing so hadn’t resolved them or provided 
her with a space to feel content. We suggested opening-up rather than struggling 
with these thoughts and feelings. In order to overcome the difficulty in opening-
up, she needed to show courage and willingness. This is also called Creative 
Hopelessness. Creative Hopelessness is a fundamental part of acceptance, which 
reflects Sophie’s resistance and opposition to acceptance, and willingness to 
examine the workability of her perfectionism (Hayes et al., 2011). 

Session Seven – Cognitive Defusion 

Here we focussed on defusing Sophie’s problematic thoughts (e.g. “I must do 
things perfectly”). Defusing thoughts in ACT is key as it shows Sophie that she 
is not her thoughts and that they don’t define her. Sophie has historically 
struggled with this concept. Defusion attempts to alter the context so that 
Sophie isn’t punished by her own idiosyncratic thinking. Altering the context 
will allow Sophie to be free to think and act in accordance with her values. 
Unlike the first and second waves of cognitive behavioural approaches, the aim 
in this session isn’t to control, suppress, or avoid the thoughts that Sophie is 
having. A metaphor that worked well within this session is the Sushi Train. 
Sophie is encouraged to see thoughts pass by (as if they were pieces if sushi) 
rather than engage and examine each piece of sushi (or each thought). 
For homework, we provided Sophie with different exercises to explore some of 

her more difficult thoughts and provide an opportunity to take a step back and not 
to engage with them as often. For example, to help Sophie understand her struggle 
with her own thoughts, she was asked to put her hands up to her eyes. Sophie is 
asked what she can see, and how she feels. The answer is that she can’t see  anything  
and that she feels uncomfortable. She’s asked to slowly move her hands away from 
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her face, continually recognizing what she can begin to see. She was asked what she 
could now notice, what she could feel and see. At the end of the exercise, it’s 
important to help Sophie recognize that her hands (or indeed her thoughts) are still 
here, but that they are not controlling or absorbing, allowing her greater focus. 

Session Eight – Values 

In this session, Sophie is encouraged to move towards a values-led life. Values are 
verbally construed desired life consequences that guide us in the choices that we 
make (Hayes et al., 1999). Therefore, values give direction and purpose to our 
behaviour. When Sophie doesn’t live in line with her values, she becomes more 
critical towards herself and feels less confident about her abilities. The discrepancies 
between her values and her current behaviour, in turn, create and further fuel her 
perfectionism. Sophie has described how she is very “goal-focussed”, and typically 
sets extremely high and even unrealistic goals for herself. Better understanding 
values will provide Sophie will help maintain her sense of motivation and energy, 
because she will know what matters to her. 
As part of the session, Sophie was asked “What  do  you want your life to stand  

for?” A useful exercise that runs alongside this is the Bulls Eye (Larsen et al., 2019). 
Sophie writes down her values for work, leisure, health, and relationships. She 
indicates how strongly she is living by each of these values on a 7-point scale (1 = 
“living by them inconstantly” and 7 = “living by them fully”). These provide us 
both with an outlook in regards to whether she is living by her values or not (e.g. 
“What do you need to do to live by them more fully?”). A second exercise that was 
useful was the BUS acronym (Breath, Unhook, See). Sophie was encouraged to 
breath to help slow down her body and mind and be present. To unhook from 
thoughts, seeing them as just thoughts. And finally, to see what matters to her. 
Sophie was encouraged to use this in training and games at times when she either 
made a mistake or lost focus. 

Session Nine – Self 

In the penultimate session, we focussed on the self. Recently, it has been 
referred to the noticer mode of mind (Hayes & Ciarrochi, 2015). This is because 
it refers to our ability to be aware of, or notice, what is happening to us or 
around us (White et al., 2021). An aim of focusing on the self is to distinguish 
between the content of private events and the context in which they occur 
(Strosahl et al., 2004). Understanding the self (i.e. the perfectionistic self-
descriptions Sophie makes about herself) will allow Sophie to adopt different 
perspectives on her thoughts and feelings, and help overcome the trappings of 
her perfectionistic thinking. To help Sophie understand this part of the session, 
we used the following metaphor from Belmont (2019): 

The observer self can be linked to the sky. Your thoughts and feelings 
being like the weather. No matter how turbulent the hurricanes, blizzards 
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and rainstorms, blue skies and balmy breezes will replace the turbulent 
weather if you are patient and have faith that the storm will pass. We don’t try  
to change the weather, we cannot control it – rather, we can observe it and 
be detached from it, knowing the storm will pass and there will again be 
sunny days and calm breezes again. Likewise, your thoughts will also pass and 
by not reacting to the storm, you will develop equanimity and patience. 

Sophie has already described how her perfectionism makes it very hard to 
move on from mistakes. She sets extremely high standards for herself and is 
overly critical of her own achievements. It is suggested to Sophie, that she can 
move into a space where she can observe some of these painful thoughts and 
experiences without getting caught up in them. The control and avoidance 
that she has previously explored (e.g. missed training sessions) has had little 
success. An exercise that Sophie found useful was the chessboard metaphor. 
Here we discuss the pieces to be like her thoughts – some positive, some 
negative. Her experience has been a “battle” between these pleasant and 
unpleasant chess pieces (or thoughts). We encourage Sophie to be more like 
the chessboard and observe the thoughts that she has, without engaging or 
reacting to them. 

Session Ten – Commitment 

The aim of the final session in the intervention was to provide Sophie with per
spective and an established method of setting goals that don’t fuel her perfection
ism. As is the case for most perfectionistic athletes, setting unrealistic goals often 
undermines how they deal with setbacks and failure (Lizmore et al., 2019). So, 
better goal setting is an imperative part of the intervention process that supports a 
greater drive for healthy striving and realistic goal setting. Commitment (or com
mitted action) is defined as engaging in a pattern of behaviour, in pursuit of short-
and medium-term health related goals, that is consistent with a person’s values  
(Hayes et al., 1999). As previously covered from session eight, Sophie wasn’t living 
by her values. She wasn’t living a values-led life and was instead setting goals that 
encouraged self-criticism and fear. 
Sophie has previously discussed how she sometimes “hides away” in training 

or games if she makes mistakes. Avoidance helps preserve or protect her per
ceived imperfections. So, what we want is for Sophie to see that even in the 
presence of obstacles, she can overcome them if she is directed and committed 
towards her values. In the session we used goal setting that was incorporated 
some of her values. To help with this, we used the Life Compass exercise (Dahl 
& Lundgren, 2006). Here, we discussed her values (those that were written 
from session eight) and developed an appropriate action plan which proposes 
several questions. Firstly, why is this goal meaningful? Secondly, what are the 
obstacles that may prevent you achieving this goal? Thirdly, which of these are you 
willing to make room for? Finally, which skills will you use to combat the 
uncomfortable thoughts? By ending the session and intervention in this way, it 
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provides an effective way to maintain the impact of the intervention and support 
her in utilizing the previous sessions. 

Case Study Evaluation and Outcomes 

There were several important and successful outcomes for Sophie. To 
understand and determine these outcomes, we employed a number of differ
ent evaluative techniques. Firstly, we used social validation to understand the 
quality of support that was provided to Sophie. Social validation is often used 
in single case research (Barker et al., 2011), but also as a standalone exercise, 
which can offer an in-depth analysis of the intervention from the athlete’s 
perspective. Sophie described how she now felt “more in control” of her 
perfectionistic thoughts. She described being present in practice and used 
several of the techniques after making mistakes, which previously caused her 
to be overly self-critical. The second technique we used was performance 
based. We used a subjective measure of performance to determine improve
ments. Importantly, Sophie’s parents described how they noticed Sophie 
being more “in the zone” in the car on the way to games. This made them 
feel less inclined to ask questions or make statements. Given that Sophie’s 
parents often outlined their own expectations in these situations, this was seen 
as an important outcome. 
However, like with most interventions, there were areas it could be 

improved. Firstly, we did not measure Sophie’s psychological flexibility 
directly. Despite understanding Sophie’s thoughts and feelings that contributed 
to her psychological inflexibility (in the needs analysis and case conceptualiza
tion phase), we could have included the Acceptance and Action Questionnaire 
(AAQ 2; Bond et al., 2011). The AAQ-2 has been validated in several 
domains, including sport, so we encourage practitioners to consider using it. 
Secondly, after having several conversations with her coach, he suggested that 
Sophie still become overwhelmed at times and can still apply pressure on her
self to be perfect. Practitioners should be reminded that interventions do not 
always go to plan (or work perfectly). There are often elements of an inter
vention that require adjustment, revisiting or abandoning. What is important is 
the conversation we had with her coach to understand how things were 
developing and better evaluate the impact of the intervention. 
Moving forward, Sophie was encouraged to use self-reflection. One useful 

technique that we asked Sophie to engage with was to record, reflect, and learn 
from her performances (e.g. Ravizza, 1990). Sophie was asked to record three 
things that went well in each game and training session, two things that didn’t 
go so well (so to reduce or cap the amount of self-criticism), and one thing that 
she intends to improve on. This reflective process will support how she reacts 
to situations and provide her with a space for growth. Sophie is also encour
aged to reach out for support if she finds that things are becoming difficult 
again. This includes from those providing psychological support, from her 
parents, coach, friends, and teammates. 
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Reflections 

As it should be with all sport psychology interventions, reflecting is an essential 
part of the practice and should be conducted by the sport psychologists. Reflective 
practice offers a useful and appropriate framework for professional training and 
development (Anderson et al., 2004). Here we used Gibbs’s Reflective Cycle 
(Gibbs, 1988), but there are several alternative models available (e.g. Kolb, 1984; 
Schon, 1991; Johns, 1995). Regardless of the model used, the main basis of 
reflecting is for the practitioner to develop their practice and approach, and for the 
practitioner to increase their self-awareness (Knowles et al., 2014). In sharing 
professional reflections, it can also be beneficial to others. 
A key question we asked ourselves from this process of reflecting was whether 

we engaged and worked with Sophie’s coach enough? Given the coaches role in 
fuelling perfectionism in this case, it may have been more beneficial for Sophie if 
we had also worked with the coach, too. Providing coach education workshops 
may be an additional way of supporting Sophie. Similarly, greater involvement of 
Sophie’s parents may have been useful and provided for a more effective inter
vention. Like coaches, parents are instrumental in the way athletes view them
selves and the expectations they establish. There are often logistical issues that need 
to be overcome and consideration of ethical issues when inviting parents and 
coaches to be a part of interventions but, if carefully navigated, their involvement 
may serve the athlete better. 
Something that this particular case study highlighted is the benefit of delivering 

more remote or online based interventions. When working with Sophie, some of 
the sessions (e.g. session nine) were delivered online but doing more sessions 
online may have been beneficial. Delivering support online is beginning to gain 
more attention as a mode of intervention within sport psychology (Price et al., 
2020).  There is  also  evidence  that this mode  of delivery  is equally  effective as face
to-face delivery when working with perfectionism (Suh et al., 2019). This is partly 
explained by the increase in flexibility and access the mode of delivery offers. In 
our experience, athletes are familiar with using digital technologies as they reg
ularly use them to communicate with friends and family while travelling. So, fol
lowing initial meetings to build rapport and trust, using new technologies may be 
more desirable for athletes who are “on the road”. 

Concluding Comments 

In this chapter we described ACT and provided an illustrative example of the 
approach to working with a perfectionistic athlete. Evidence is beginning to emerge 
in support of ACT in sport and in our own applied work we have found it useful and 
effective. Unlike other cognitive behavioural approaches, ACT focusses on accepting 
rather than changing negative thoughts and feelings. In this regard, we consider ACT 
to be suited to working with perfectionistic athletes for whom negative cognitive and 
emotional experienced may be deeply engrained. We hope that this chapter 
encourages sport psychologists to consider utilizing ACT interventions when 
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working with perfectionistic athletes, that our practical illustrations are useful, and 
that our own reflections can inform the effective future practice of others. 
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In this chapter we introduce and apply self-compassion as a resource to effectively 
manage challenges that can result from perfectionism in sport. The chapter is 
organized around an opening case study that presents a difficult sport experience, 
including elements of perfectionistic concerns such as unrealistic performance 
expectations, need for approval, and responding to failure with self-criticism. 
We introduce self-compassion as an understanding, kind, and connected way of 
relating to oneself during times of difficulty, and present a brief overview of rele
vant self-compassion literature. We consider links between self-compassion and 
perfectionism in the general psychology literature and sport domain. We then 
discuss athletes’ development of self-compassion and interventions in sport before 
returning to the case study to consider how self-compassion might be helpful 
when supporting athletes with common problems associated with perfectionism. 
Evidence-based self-compassion exercises are included that demonstrate the utility 
of self-compassion to navigate perfectionistic concerns in sport. 

A Case Study of Perfectionism in Sport 

Chleo is a varsity ice hockey player in her third year of eligibility. She was 
pursued by multiple universities when she was in high school due to her 
exceptional technical skills, performance record, and athletic potential. Chleo 
ended up selecting a university that has a strong record of regional- and 
national-level success across a range of sports, including ice hockey. Chleo’s 
coaches, Ash and Blair, repeatedly told Chleo at the start of her varsity sport 
career that she should expect immediate success. Chleo lived up to these expec
tations during her first two years as a student-athlete; she often out-performed 
veteran athletes on the team, and she even clinched a starting position during 
last year’s regional championship. Chleo recalls being excited and optimistic 
about that performance, describing herself as the underdog who had nothing 
to lose. She found that mindset conducive to a solid individual performance 
at the championship (which her team won). Overall, Chleo’s first two years 
of varsity sport included considerable success, and Chleo became used 
to receiving praise from Ash and Blair for her consistently improving 
performance. 
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Due to strike action at Chleo’s university, Chleo’s team was unable to 
compete during the first half of the new hockey season. Training and practices 
were also limited due to ongoing restrictions to campus facilities (including the 
rink, fitness centre, and the team’s locker room). Initially, Chleo channelled her 
extra time and energy into her academic coursework. As time progressed, 
Chleo noticed that her strength and endurance had started to deteriorate during 
her at-home workouts. She became angry with herself for letting her fitness 
slide and disappointed with how her body was failing her. She began to crave 
competition for the opportunity to refine and advance her skills, as well as to 
demonstrate her abilities to others. Following the strike, varsity sports were able 
to return as normal. Chleo, however, indicated that her return to sport was 
anything but “normal”. 
Chleo didn’t seem to be performing at her usual level during practices. Ash 

and Blair initially assumed this was due to a disrupted season (i.e. very little 
training and practice, no competition), but Chleo’s performance still did not 
return after a few months. Chleo believed that people expected more from her, 
and she grew more and more concerned about her inability to perform. After 
all, multiple universities had tried to recruit her, and she felt she owed it to her 
coaches to not disappoint them. As a veteran and former stand-out athlete on 
her team, Chleo believed she needed to carry the team to the top of the 
standings for another regional – or even national – victory. As the season con
tinued, Chleo was given less playing time than usual. She grew increasingly 
frustrated with her inability to be in season-ready shape. She worried that she 
was failing to meet expectations and often reprimanded herself for taking time 
off from training to focus on academic work during the strike. 
Chleo convinced herself that extreme discipline and dedication to training and 

practice was needed and would allow her to perfect her skills and showcase her full 
potential, translating into more playing time. Throughout her newly enhanced 
training and practice regimen, she constantly compared her performance to last 
season’s performance, and she scrutinized the ways she was currently under-
performing. She was determined to identify and correct every mistake or error. 
While Ash and Blair admired Chleo’s drive and determination, they reminded her 
that hockey is a team sport, and that the team’s standing and season outcomes don’t 
rest solely on her performance. They often observed Chleo reacting strongly (e.g. 
verbal self-belittlement) to errors she made during practice, and they wondered if 
her enhanced training regimen was being used as self-punishment when mistakes 
were made. Chleo was unwilling to settle for anything less than last season’s per
formance, if not better, and felt she would be letting herself, her teammates, and her 
coaches down if the team didn’t win the regional championship. 

Self-Compassion 

If you were one of Chleo’s good friends, family members, or close teammates, 
you might notice that she is going through a difficult time and have compas
sion for her. In other words, you might direct feelings of kindness and care 



Applying Self-compassion to Perfectionism in Sport 307 

towards her, as well as have the desire to help alleviate her difficult experience 
in some way. You might even have an appreciation for Chleo’s circumstances; 
after all, we can all relate to going through difficult experiences now and again. 
Though this type of social support may be helpful for Chleo, you might not 
always be around or available to support her when she is struggling. For
tunately, just as you might have compassion for Chleo in these circumstances, 
she can also be self-compassionate. Self-compassion involves being open to 
one’s own suffering, generating the desire to heal one’s suffering with kindness, 
and seeing one’s circumstances as part of the larger human experience (Neff, 
2003a). In short, self-compassion is compassion turned inward. 
Kristin Neff (2003a) introduced self-compassion to the general psychology 

literature two decades ago, which sparked an explosion of research on self-
compassion as an adaptive self-attitude. Neff’s conceptualization of self-compassion 
consists of three components that mutually interact to create a self-compassionate 
frame of mind: mindfulness (keeping thoughts and feelings in balance rather than 
exaggerating or avoiding them), self-kindness (being kind and accepting – rather 
than harshly self-critical – during adversity), and common humanity (recognizing that 
one’s experiences are not isolating, but rather we are all connected through 
imperfection).1 Extending compassion toward the self is particularly useful during 
times of difficulty and failure (Neff, 2003a). As the sport domain is replete with the 
potential for difficult experiences, self-compassion is a relevant tool to help athletes 
navigate various challenges in sport (see Mosewich, 2020; Mosewich, Ferguson, 
McHugh, & Kowalski, 2019). 
Measures of self-compassion denote the extent to which an individual, such 

as Chleo, who was introduced in the case study above, is more or less self-
compassionate. While there are a few different measures of self-compassion 
(e.g. the Sussex–Oxford Compassion for the Self Scale; Gu et al., 2020), most 
self-compassion in sport research has used Neff’s (2003b) Self-Compassion Scale 
or a variation of it (see Röthlin et al., 2019). The Self-Compassion Scale 
includes 26 items and measures each component (i.e. mindfulness, self-kindness, 
common humanity) and counter component (i.e. overidentification, self-judgment, 
isolation) of self-compassion. After responding to scale items, individuals can 
calculate a total mean score (ranging from 1.00 to 5.00) representing their level 
of self-compassion. Neff specified that scores between 1.00 and 2.49 are indi
cative of low self-compassion, those between 2.50 and 3.50 are moderate, and 
scores between 3.51 and 5.00 are representative of high self-compassion. Neff 
(2022a) has made her scale, as well as scoring procedures and additional information, 
available on her website. 
In a way, having self-compassion is similar to having an unconditional friend or 

ever-available ally. In Chleo’s experiences as a varsity athlete, regardless of what is 
happening, who is present, or any other contextual features, she always has the 
opportunity to be self-compassionate. This, however, might be easier said than 
done. Individuals who have high expectations of themselves and place an emphasis 
on performance may fear that self-compassion may limit goal attainment (Gilbert, 
2009). Through our research and that of our colleagues, we have found that some 
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athletes express concern that self-compassion might generate a lack of motivation 
and lead to complacency (e.g. Reis et al., 2022). Being fearful of, or resistant to, 
extending compassion towards oneself is known as fear of self-compassion (Gilbert et 
al., 2011), and it often manifests as psychological distress and high self-criticism in 
athletes (Ceccarelli et al., 2019; Walton et al., 2020). Thus, in the same way ath
letes can be concerned about being self-compassionate, some athletes feel they are 
reliant on self-criticism, expressing that they need to be self-critical to reach their 
potential in sport (Ferguson et al., 2014; Mosewich et al., 2014). This is despite a 
robust body of literature boasting the advantages of self-compassion in sport that 
challenges concerns of adopting a self-compassionate mindset. 

Self-Compassion in Sport 

Self-compassion is a resource that helps athletes manage difficult emotions and 
cognitions, manoeuvre through the evaluative aspects of sport, and excel psy
chologically. Mosewich et al. (2011) found that women2 athletes with higher 
levels of self-compassion experienced lower shame proneness, guilt-free shame 
proneness, objectified body consciousness, body shame, body surveillance, fear 
of failure, and fear of negative evaluation. Importantly, these associations 
endured after controlling for self-esteem.3 Mosewich et al.’s seminal results 
illustrated the potential of self-compassion as a resource for women athletes and set 
a robust foundation for a flourishing area of research focused on self-compassion in 
sport (see Röthlin et al., 2019). Since then, researchers have found self-compassion 
to be related to a range of desirable cognitions, emotions, and behaviours in ath
letes more generally (e.g. authentic pride, positive affect, behavioural equanimity; 
see Mosewich, 2020). 
Self-compassion also plays a role in the stress process of athletes. For 

instance, Sereda et al. (2021) found that varsity women athletes high in self-
compassion can adaptively appraise (e.g. logically assess) and effectively cope 
(e.g. regulate emotions) with various stressors in sport, including difficult 
interactions with others (e.g. coaches), injury, and conceding points. As a 
result of having higher control appraisals, lower threat appraisals, and effec
tive coping (e.g. higher task-focused coping), varsity women athletes with 
higher self-compassion have higher perceived goal progress, more positive 
affect, and lower negative affect (Mosewich, Sabiston, Kowalski, Gaudreau, 
& Crocker, 2019). Women and men athletes with higher self-compassion 
have been found to have more adaptive reactions (i.e. perseverant, positive, 
and responsible) and lower maladaptive reactions (i.e. passive, ruminative, 
and self-critical) to emotionally difficult sport situations (Ferguson et al., 
2014, 2015; Reis et al., 2019), suggesting that self-compassionate athletes 
are equipped to manage challenging events with a determined, optimistic, 
and accountable mindset. Moreover, adult athletes with higher levels of 
self-compassion have higher parasympathetic nervous system activity in 
response to stress, suggesting they are better able to regulate their physio
logical response to stress activity (Ceccarelli et al., 2019). Thus, evidence 
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suggests that self-compassion promotes desirable psychological and physiological 
responses to stressors in sport. 
Beyond stress and coping, researchers, including our team, have also found self-

compassion to be relevant to athletes’ psychological well-being. Women athletes 
with higher self-compassion have higher eudaimonic well-being, which reflects 
optimal psychological functioning and development, including autonomy, envir
onmental mastery, personal growth, positive relations with others, purpose in life, 
and self-acceptance (Ferguson et al., 2014). Specific to the sport context, members 
of our team found that self-compassionate women athletes also had higher proxy 
indicators of eudaimonic well-being in sport, in particular autonomy (i.e. choice, 
internal perceived locus of causality, and volition), sense of meaning, subjective 
vitality, and body appreciation (Ferguson et al., 2015). Wasylkiw and Clairo 
(2016) found that self-compassion predicted more positive attitudes toward help-
seeking (i.e. favourable attitudes toward getting professional help for psychological 
issues) among intercollegiate men athletes, which we feel is critically important 
given the ongoing need to support athletes’ mental health and consider ways of 
decreasing perceived barriers to help-seeking for mental health (Poucher et al., 
2021). Overall, research findings suggest that self-compassion is an important 
construct when considering athletes’ well-being and their propensity to seek help 
for mental health concerns. 
Given that sport participation inherently places an emphasis on athletes’ physical 

selves (e.g. performance and appearance demands/expectations), the body is 
another focus of challenging sport-related experiences. However, women athletes 
with higher levels of self-compassion are more appreciative of their bodies, less 
critical about their bodies, and have fewer negative feelings towards their bodies, 
thus protecting against negative body-related experiences (Adam, Kowalski, 
Duckham, Ferguson, & Mosewich, 2021; Pila et al., 2022). The link between self-
compassion and body image suggests that taking a compassionate approach to 
one’s body may be useful for overcoming challenges related to the body in sport. 
Indeed, members of our team described body self-compassion as the extension of 
kindness and non-judgmental attitudes towards the body despite perceived physi
cal imperfections and limitations (Berry et al., 2010). We further positioned body 
self-compassion as a coping mechanism for adolescent women athletes’ body-
related challenges in sport, as it allows them to focus on what the body is capable 
of doing in sport (i.e. a productive body) while strengthening positive emotions 
toward the body (Eke et al., 2020). An adaptive focus on the body creates a shift 
away from how the body looks to what the body can do in sport. 
In addition to stress and coping, psychological well-being, and body-related 

matters, performance is an essential topic when considering athletes’ sport 
experiences, as it is core to athletic development and progress in sport. Self-
compassion has been linked with elite women athletes’ mental toughness 
(Wilson et al., 2019)  and varsity  women and  men athletes’ perseverance of 
effort (Mosewich et al., 2021), suggesting that self-compassionate athletes are 
better equipped to persist and pursue their sport-related goals when facing 
setbacks in sport. In support of this view, Killham et al. (2018) found that 
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self-compassion was positively related to women athletes’ perceived sport 
performance, while self-criticism was not related to perceived sport perfor
mance. This is an important result that counters the reliance on self-criticism that 
some athletes have indicated is necessary to reach their potential in sport. In addi
tion, Doorley et al. (2022) found that higher self-compassion boosted collegiate 
women and men athletes’ perceived sport performance at a key moment: follow
ing poor performances. However, few researchers have examined the relationship 
between self-compassion and objective assessments of performance in sport, with 
some evidence indicating no direct immediate impact (e.g. Alipour Ataabadi et al., 
2022). This suggests that any relationship with performance may be indirect – via 
buffering against self-criticism, fear of failure, and fear of negative evaluations, and 
enhancing sport experiences generally. 

Self-Compassion and Perfectionism 

Athletes report having higher levels of perfectionism in the sport domain com
pared to other domains (i.e. school; Dunn et al., 2005), and it is common for 
athletes to describe themselves as perfectionistic or at least have extremely high 
standards and goals. However, given the many challenges that can be experienced 
in sport – such as injuries, performance plateaus, poor performance, and failing to 
meet personal goals – this domain is rife with instances where perfection cannot be 
achieved. Thus, as sport psychology researchers and practitioners we need to 
consider factors that might buffer the less desirable effects of perfectionism in sport. 
Self-compassion offers reprieve to athletes experiencing demands, setbacks, and 
failures in sport, generally, and may be especially useful for perfectionistic athletes 
who have a proclivity for unrealistic expectations, fear of failure, and self-criticism. 
While there is minimal research focused on self-compassion and perfectionism in 
the sport domain, there is an abundance of research in the general psychology 
literature that suggests it will be helpful. 

Self-Compassion and Perfectionistic Concerns in the General 
Psychology Literature 

It may not come as a surprise that higher levels of perfectionistic concerns (i.e. 
concerns, fears, doubts, discrepancies, and negative reactions to imperfections; 
Gotwals et al., 2012) have generally been found to be related to lower levels of 
self-compassion (e.g. Linnett & Kibowski, 2019). As self-compassion can help 
an individual gently acknowledge their own suffering, soften negative thoughts 
and emotions about oneself, and facilitate the understanding that all human 
beings make mistakes and are imperfect by nature (Neff, 2003a), it seems rea
sonable that it will be antithetical to the punitive self-judgements associated 
with perfectionistic concerns (Stoeber, 2012). Indeed, when validating her first 
measure of self-compassion, Neff (2003b) found that perfectionistic concerns 
were negatively related to self-compassion, and that this relationship even 
remained statistically significant when controlling for self-criticism (more on the 
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role of self-criticism later). The negative relationship between perfectionistic 
concerns and self-compassion has since been replicated in several studies 
including among adolescents and adults (Ferrari et al., 2018; Turk et al., 2021), 
as well as various student groups (e.g. undergraduates, nursing students; 
Hiçdurmaz & Aydin, 2017; Stoeber et al., 2020). 
Researchers have also considered more complex connections between self-

compassion and perfectionistic concerns. For instance, self-compassion has been 
examined as an explanatory or mediating mechanism to understand why or 
how perfectionistic concerns may be linked with various outcomes. Pereira et 
al. (2022) analysed self-compassion as a mediating variable between perfec
tionism (in this case self-critical perfectionism, rigid perfectionism, and narcis
sistic perfectionism) and burnout among medical and dentistry students. They 
found that perfectionism positively predicted burnout through lower self-
compassion, suggesting that self-compassion may help prevent burnout in per
fectionistic students. Barnett and Sharp (2016) also examined the mediating role 
of self-compassion, with their work focused on the link between perfectionistic 
concerns and body image satisfaction among college females. In a series of two 
studies, they found support for the mediating role of self-compassion, such that 
the negative relationship between perfectionism and body image satisfaction 
was explained by lower self-compassion. The results from these studies support 
the development of self-compassion-based programs (e.g. interventions) to 
reduce undesirable outcomes associated with perfectionistic concerns. 
Self-compassion has also been considered as a protective factor against the effects 

of perfectionistic concerns. As an example, Abdollahi et al. (2020) examined the 
moderating role of self-compassion in the relationship between perfectionism and 
depression among a sample of inpatients with clinical diagnoses of depression. 
They found self-compassion moderated the relationship between perfectionistic 
concerns (labelled evaluative concerns perfectionism in their study) and depression, 
such that there was a statistically significant relationship between perfectionistic 
concerns and depression among inpatients with low self-compassion, but the 
relationship was not statistically significant for those with high self-compassion. In 
one impressive longitudinal study, Tobin and Dunkley (2021) found that adults 
with high perfectionistic concerns (labelled self-critical perfectionism in their 
study) and low self-compassion had greater distress and anxious arousal symptoms 
two years later, highlighting the importance of fostering self-compassion to reduce 
anxiety and depressive symptoms in individuals with higher perfectionistic con
cerns. Self-compassion can therefore be considered as a buffer against negative 
emotions, thoughts, and mental health symptoms that may be heightened due to 
perfectionistic concerns. 

Self-Compassion and Perfectionistic Strivings in the General 
Psychology Literature 

The relationship between perfectionistic strivings (i.e. self-oriented striving for 
perfection and setting of very high personal standards; Gotwals et al., 2012) and 
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self-compassion appears to be both less investigated and more complex than 
that between perfectionistic concerns and self-compassion. Neff (2003b) initi
ally hypothesized that self-compassionate individuals would not have lower 
levels of perfectionistic strivings, and that the two constructs would be unre
lated. Indeed, she found that perfectionistic strivings was not statistically sig
nificantly related to self-compassion. Others have proposed that perfectionistic 
strivings should be positively related to self-compassion. Abdollahi and collea
gues (2020), for example, posited that people higher in perfectionistic strivings 
(“personal standard perfectionists”) should have a higher degree of flexibility in 
accepting their mistakes, report positive affect, and have higher levels of 
mindfulness and self-kindness (two of the components of self-compassion). 
They found a positive relationship between perfectionistic strivings and self-
compassion. This positioning reflects Neff’s (2021) most recent conceptualiza
tion of self-compassion, where self-compassionate individuals not only provide 
themselves with tenderness while experiencing setbacks, but with the fierceness 
needed to take action to improve one’s circumstances. At the same time, Neff 
(2021) explained that “too much” fierceness without tenderness can slide into 
problematic perfectionism. 
Reflecting contradictory findings in the literature, current research on self-

compassion and perfectionistic strivings is ambivalent. While self-compassion 
has been shown to be positively related to perfectionistic strivings in some 
studies (e.g. among undergraduate students; Wei et al., 2021), there is also 
evidence of negative relationships in others (e.g. among nursing students; Hiç
durmaz & Aydin, 2017). Moreover, the subcomponents of self-compassion 
appear to have weaker (or statistically non-significant) relationships with per
fectionistic strivings among adults in comparison to their relationships with 
perfectionistic concerns (Linnett & Kibowski, 2019; Tobin & Dunkley, 2021). 
We hypothesize that the stronger relationship between self-compassion and 
perfectionistic concerns might be attributed to self-compassion’s initial con
ceptualization (and operationalization) as a “desire to alleviate one’s suffering 
and to heal oneself with kindness” (Neff, 2003a, p. 87), as this may be inher
ently connected to the less desirable aspects of perfectionism. Future research 
focused on fierce self-compassion may find positive relationships between per
fectionistic strivings and this more activating form of self-compassion, as both 
constructs are tied to goal achievement (Neff, 2021; Stoeber, 2012). 
Like with perfectionistic concerns, self-compassion has been examined as a 

mediating mechanism for perfectionistic strivings. For example, Wei et al. (2021) 
explored the relationships between perfectionistic strivings, self-compassion, and 
depression (or common characteristics of depression) among undergraduate 
students. Perfectionistic strivings were found to have both a negative direct 
and negative indirect relationship with depression. That is, students with 
higher levels of perfectionistic strivings had lower levels of depression partly 
because they also reported higher self-compassion. In another study with 
undergraduate students, Stoeber et al. (2020) found that self-compassion (and 
compassion for others) fully mediated the positive relationship between 
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perfectionistic strivings and subjective well-being. Therefore, if there is a 
positive relationship between perfectionistic strivings and self-compassion, this 
relationship may explain why perfectionistic strivings is sometimes related to 
aspects of well-being. 

Self-Compassion and Perfectionism in Sport 

Against this backdrop, a handful of studies have examined self-compassion and 
perfectionism in sport. We are familiar with three studies, in particular, that 
examined the relationship between athletes’ self-compassion and concern over 
mistakes (a dimension of perfectionistic concerns). Mosewich et al. (2013) 
conducted an intervention study with self-critical varsity women athletes, 
which we discuss in the next section. Next, Reis et al. (2019) examined self-
compassion, masculinity, and psychological well-being among men athletes, 
and found self-compassion to be negatively related to concern over mistakes. 
More recently, Alipour Ataabadi et al. (2022) examined how male and female 
team sport athletes respond to biomechanical feedback, and how self-compas
sion and concern over mistakes are associated with those responses. Again, they 
found self-compassion to be negatively related to concern over mistakes before 
engaging in a set of sprint trials. We interpret the results of these studies as 
evidence that athletes with higher self-compassion will tend to react less nega
tively to mistakes, are less likely to interpret mistakes as failures, and are less 
likely to believe they will lose the respect of others following failure. 
In support of our thinking, in addition to the above studies, Lizmore et al. 

(2017) examined if varsity women and men team sport athletes’ perfectionism 
was related to the way they tended to response to poor performances. They 
expected perfectionistic strivings to be positively related to self-compassion, as 
being kind to oneself in moments of suffering doesn’t include abating one’s 
personal standards, and they expected perfectionistic concerns to be negatively 
related to self-compassion. In partial support of their expectations, Lizmore et al. 
found no relationship between perfectionistic strivings and self-compassion but a 
negative relationship between perfectionistic concerns and self-compassion. 
However, they did find a positive relationship between perfectionistic strivings 
and self-compassion after controlling for perfectionistic concerns. This aligns with 
reviews demonstrating that perfectionistic strivings are more adaptive when per
fectionistic concerns are controlled (e.g. Gotwals et al., 2012; Hill et al., 2018). It 
also suggests that the overlap between perfectionistic strivings and perfectio
nistic concerns may be important to consider when seeking to understand the 
relationship between perfectionistic strivings and self-compassion. 
Worthy of note in this regard is that both perfectionistic strivings and per

fectionistic concerns include self-evaluative components, including self-criticism 
(Hill, 2014). Self-criticism is an often-overlooked construct in sport psychology 
research (Walton et al., 2020) and is especially important as an opposing force 
to self-compassion. Among the research that has been done so far, for example, 
self-criticism has been found to interfere with goal pursuit (Powers et al., 2011) 
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and has been identified as a robust predictor of perfectionism outside of sport 
(Dunkley et al., 2006; Gilbert et al., 2006). Other researchers have found 
positive relationships between self-criticism and perfectionism in athletes, 
including Alipour Ataabadi et al. (2022), whom we introduced earlier. Hill 
(2014) also found self-criticism to be positively related to perfectionistic striv
ings in male and female individual and team sport athletes, as did Hill et al. 
(2010) among male junior cricket players. In this way, mixed evidence of the 
relationship between perfectionistic strivings and self-compassion can be 
expected. In addition, we can understand the basis of some of the difficulties 
associated with perfectionism to be both the absence of self-compassion and the 
presence of self-criticism. 
We are not suggesting that all self-evaluation is maladaptive and/or harmful. 

Constructive self-criticism can be useful to make corrections or improvements to 
help avoid making future performance mistakes. However, another harsher form 
of self-criticism includes persecution and punishment (Castilho et al., 2017). 
Chleo’s situation, in the opening case of our chapter, highlights a form of self-
criticism that goes beyond constructive correction for improvement. As Neff 
(2021) explains, those who engage in harsh self-criticism tear themselves down 
when they fail, which can undermine one’s ability to achieve in a performance 
domain. In contrast, self-compassionate individuals do not berate themselves when 
they fail, but rather are accepting of their mistakes, setbacks, and flaws (Neff, 
2021). Indeed, self-compassion is related to lower fear of failure and fear of negative 
evaluation (Mosewich et al., 2011), which is particularly relevant to our focus in 
this chapter. Researchers have also found that self-compassion can reduce athletes’ 
self-criticism and concern over mistakes (Mosewich et al., 2013). Athletes who are 
self-compassionate are likely to work hard and challenge themselves because they 
know that even if they fail, they won’t harshly criticize themselves or overly worry 
about how others are perceiving them (Adam, Eke, & Ferguson, 2021). Rather, 
they know they will still be there for themselves regardless of degree of success or 
failure. As such, enhancing athletes’ self-compassion will help athletes navigate the 
challenges that can be associated with perfectionism. 

Self-Compassion Development and Interventions in Sport 

Researchers have identified both intrapersonal and interpersonal factors as 
playing critical roles in athletes’ self-compassion development. Regarding 
intrapersonal factors, developing self-compassion is a highly individual process 
that requires substantial personal processing (Ferguson et al, 2022; Frentz et al., 
2019; Ingstrup et al., 2017). Self-awareness is key, whereby self-reflection and 
an openness to learn from one’s experiences fosters a journey towards self-
acceptance. Being able to reflect on negative experiences without excessive 
self-criticism permits more self-awareness and self-compassion. Thus, overcoming 
self-criticism is necessary for self-compassion development. 
Regarding interpersonal factors, athletes’ self-compassion development is 

influenced by a variety of support persons inside and outside of sport, including 
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coaches, parents, peers, siblings, sport psychologists, and teammates (Crozier 
et al., 2019; Ferguson et al., 2022; Frentz et al., 2019; Ingstrup et al., 2017; 
Jeon et al., 2016). These individuals may (a) directly or indirectly “teach” self-
compassion (e.g. athletes observe these individuals extending compassion 
towards themselves), (b) be available for athletes to seek assistance with their 
difficult experiences (rather than isolating themselves); and (c) help put difficult 
sport experiences into perspective. For example, coaches can help interpret 
performance errors and encourage focusing on the present or future rather than 
dwelling on past mistakes or failures. These individuals, however, can also deter 
athletes’ self-compassion development, as might be the case in challenging 
coach-athlete relationships or when negativity from others impedes the use 
of self-compassion. To illustrate, a teammate who unrelentingly scrutinizes a 
mistake during competition or a coach who constantly compares athletes 
to unrealistic performance standards may deter athletes from being self-
compassionate. The individuals that comprise the sport environment there
fore have the opportunity (and power) to generate contexts that nurture (or 
hinder) self-compassion. 
With a growing understanding of how self-compassion might be fostered, 

researchers have developed interventions to enhance athletes’ self-compassion 
and corresponding desirable outcomes in sport. Mosewich et al. (2013) devel
oped the first sport-specific self-compassion intervention for varsity women 
athletes who identified as being self-critical. The intervention included a psy
choeducation session and writing components completed over a 7-day period. 
The psychoeducation session overviewed the basic tenets of stress and coping in 
sport, introduced self-compassion and relevant research, and explained why 
self-compassion might be effective for managing sport demands. The psychoe
ducation session also included an example of an applied writing exercise that 
required identifying and describing a difficult sport experience and responding 
to prompts designed to promote thinking about the event in a self-compassionate 
way (we present the specific writing prompts later in this chapter). Participants 
then received a booklet of modules containing writing exercises to be completed 
over the next seven days. Modules included reflecting on and processing 
previous negative sport experiences and responding with common humanity, 
self-kindness, and mindfulness. 
Mosewich et al.’s (2013) intervention, which was the first self-compassion 

intervention to target perfectionism in sport using a robust randomized control 
design, was effective. Participants in the intervention group reported higher self-
compassion and lower self-criticism, rumination, and excessive concerns over 
mistakes (a dimension of perfectionistic concerns) than an attention control group 
one week after the intervention. Moreover, these results were maintained one-
month post-intervention. The results are particularly relevant to our previous dis
cussion around self-compassion, perfectionism, and self-criticism, demonstrating 
that providing athletes with an opportunity to learn, apply, and practice the prin
ciples of self-compassion in sport can help them manage negative events in sport, 
including challenges linked with perfectionism. 
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Other studies assessing the effectiveness of compassion-based interventions 
(though not including perfectionism) provide a compelling case for their use in 
sport. Voelker et al. (2019), for example, examined Bodies in Motion, which is an 
intervention based on cognitive dissonance and mindful self-compassion that inte
grates positive components of social media to improve female athletes’ body image. 
The program, comprising a 35-minute introductory session and four 75-minute 
sessions, included interactive small group sessions to build supportive relationships 
among participants. Structured activities included mindful breathing and walking, 
self-compassion affirmations, self-compassion imagery, and body celebration tasks. 
Participants were also encouraged to use the program’s social media platform to 
provide support and positive feedback to each other. The program resulted in 
decreased thin-ideal internalization and increased self-compassion and mindfulness 
among female collegiate athletes in comparison to a control group. 
Researchers have also combined self-compassion with mindfulness-based inter

ventions, which have become a mainstream approach for enhancing athletes’ 
performance and sport experiences. For example, Cote at al. (2019) integrated self-
compassion into their mindfulness meditation training for sport (MMTS) 2.0 
intervention, which is designed to increase athletes’ concentration, adaptability in 
performance, and tolerance of negative internal states. The MMTS 2.0 consisted 
of six modules, each lasting one hour (or two 30-minute segments) and including 
psychoeducation, guided practice, and group discussion. Athletes were also 
encouraged to listen to daily sport-specific meditations. The modules included 
self-compassion strategies, such as compassionate thinking to help athletes cope 
with sport distress by modifying their relationship with negative internal states 
rather than trying to stop the distress. In exploring the experiences of collegiate 
tennis players in the intervention, Cote et al. identified that self-compassion helped 
the athletes manage their sport distress by providing them with the courage to 
respond to, and not avoid, difficult sport situations. 
The number of interventions in sport that integrate self-compassion is 

accelerating (e.g. Carraça et al., 2018; Röthlin & Leiggener, 2021; Shortway et 
al., 2018). Given the increasing interest in enhancing athletes’ self-compassion, 
it is important to identify ways to optimally integrate self-compassion in sport. 
Thoughtful consideration is needed in terms of intervention design (e.g. 
length), delivery (e.g. in-person, remote, on-demand), and content modality 
(Mosewich, Ferguson, McHugh, & Kowalski, 2019). Though writing activities 
have been a primary intervention practice for athletes, there are diverse self-
compassion practices to consider, as presented in Table 11.1. Many evidence-
based self-compassion practices are informed by Neff’s research and available on 
her website or in Neff and Germer’s (2018) workbook. 
Consideration of who is involved in a self-compassion intervention (e.g. 

coaches, teammates, parents, peers) is another important factor. Given the role 
that others can play in athletes’ self-compassion development, we believe there 
is a need to consider interventions for sport support persons. For example, 
Hägglund et al. (2021) found that an SMS-delivered mindful self-reflection 
intervention for high performance coaches resulted in behaviours aligned with 
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Table 11.1 Examples of self-compassion exercises. 

Exercise	 Brief Description 

Affectionate breathing	 Training the mind to be focused and calm through breath 
meditation that incorporates affection 

Compassionate listening	 Listening in an embodied way (i.e. with your whole 
body) to maintain an emotional connection 

Compassionate movement	 Moving compassionately, from the inside out, through 
anchoring your awareness to your feet, opening your 
awareness to your whole body, responding compassio
nately with movement to any places of discomfort, and 
coming to stillness 

Cues	 Creating phrases or cue words that remind you to do 
three things: (1) acknowledge the difficult moment; (2) 
extend kindness toward yourself; and (3) recognize that 
everyone struggles at times 

Journaling	 Keeping a journal to process difficult events through a 
self-compassion lens to help make mindfulness, 
self-kindness, and common humanity part of daily life 

Self-compassion break	 Thinking about a difficult situation and bringing to mind 
the three components of self-compassion 

Sense and savour walk	 Taking a 15-minute walk to notice and savour any 
positive internal experiences using all your senses 

Supportive touch	 Activating your parasympathetic nervous system by 
comforting and supporting yourself through supportive 
touch (e.g. a gentle hand squeeze) to feel calm, cared for, 
and safe 

self-compassion, including learning from mistakes, engaging in perspective 
taking, developing gratitude, and ruminating less. These are important findings 
given that coaches’ self-compassion appears to be relatively stable over time 
without intervention (Ackeret et al., 2022). Increasing coaches’ self-compassion 
might position them to support themselves and the athletes they work with. 
Overall, identifying optimal ways to enhance athletes’ self-compassion will 
provide a readily available resource for managing difficult sport experiences. 

Applying Self-Compassion to Chleo’s Case 

When athletes are experiencing setbacks in sport, harsh self-criticism, and 
unrealistic performance expectations, such as in the opening case of this chap
ter, self-compassion may be a useful resource. But how might we apply self-
compassion to Chleo’s case? The complexity of Chleo’s experiences highlights 
the importance and value of using an integrated approach to help athletes 
effectively manage challenges associated with perfectionism. In other words, 
although the purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate how self-compassion 
might be helpful as a strategy to deal with things like high expectations and 
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harsh self-criticism stemming from perfectionism, it seems essential we recog
nize that no single self-compassion exercise, or even self-compassion exercises 
alone, likely offers the most effective approach. As such, as we work through 
the case, we try to show how self-compassion can be part of an approach to 
helping athletes navigate through perfectionism. And, of course, some strategies 
might work more effectively than others across different athletes, contexts, and 
time; hence, our goal is not to offer a cookbook solution, but to offer ideas and 
options within a self-compassion framework that might be considered when 
working with athletes experiencing challenges associated with perfectionism. 
One option that might be available is to work with Chleo in the role of mental 

performance consultant. Based on the description of the case, we identify three 
key areas upon which to focus when working with Chleo. First, it is clear that not 
being able to return to a previous performance level is creating some negative 
emotions for Chleo, predominantly frustration and anxiety. Second, her harsh self-
critical response to not achieving her performance standard, including belittling 
self-talk, is posing another layer of emotional challenge. Third, Chleo is trying to 
live up to an exceptionally high standard that she has set for herself and feels others 
are expecting of her. We support a focus on self-compassion as part of an effective 
strategy to significantly improve Chleo’s sport experience and (hopefully) put her 
on a path to giving her the best chance possible to achieve her sporting goals. 
One strength of taking a self-compassion approach is that doing so doesn’t require  

a lowering of standards. In other words, Chleo can retain her performance goals, even 
if they seem a bit beyond reach at present. What self-compassion offers is an oppor
tunity to work towards those goals in a way that retains (and likely enhances) her 
motivation and prioritizes a growth mindset versus a path filled with harsh self-
criticism, frustration, anxiety, and fear of failure. An effective starting point 
might be to engage in a goal setting activity with Chleo. Our intent of the goal 
setting exercise wouldn’t be to steer  Chleo away  from  her  “dream” goals, as 
they are likely core to her sport experience. Rather, our focus would be to help 
her identify (a) other goals that are also important and meaningful as part of her 
sporting journey, and (b) specific process goals (and steps to achieve those goals) 
that work to link her current performance level with her desired one. As such, 
we are not necessarily looking to change her performance standards, but rather 
focus on how she experiences those performance standards. 
As part of the goal setting exercise, in addition to her current goals of 

returning to a starting position and winning a championship, Chleo might set 
goals such as (a) learning to deal with her own and others’ expectations in a 
healthy way, (b) focusing on ways to learn and grow when she faces inevitable 
setbacks and failures, (c) developing more effective communication strategies 
with her coaches, (d) working to be more supportive of her teammates’ success 
(i.e. enhance leadership skills), (e) ensuring self-health and self-care, (f) valuing 
the balance between sport and academics (and the unique opportunity being a 
varsity athlete offers), and perhaps most importantly, (g) ensuring she enjoys her 
sporting journey regardless of the path it takes. These are just a few examples, 
but within each there are a considerable number of strategies that could be used 
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by Chleo to enhance the richness of her sporting experience, such that if she 
doesn’t achieve her ultimate performance goals the attempted striving towards 
those goals is still perceived as a success. 
Once the broader goals have been identified in collaboration with Chleo, the 

next focus of the goal setting exercise would be to identify more specific, manage
able process goals. For example, to help Chleo achieve her performance goals, she 
might need to work with her coaches, Ash and Blair, to find ways to develop a 
more “Chleo-specific” strength training, fitness, and nutrition program to help her 
return to previous strength and endurance levels, because what worked for her 
before might no longer be sufficient. To achieve her communication goals, Chleo 
might set weekly meetings with Ash and Blair to discuss her progress and to identify 
ongoing supports that are needed. To achieve her enjoyment goals, she might start a 
gratitude journal and begin to identify small successes at practice or training sessions. 
To help achieve her self-health and self-care goals, she might commit to ensuring 
adequate sleep and spending time with friends and family (amidst a busy schedule). 
The intent of the goal setting exercise is to ensure that Chleo has multiple, mean
ingful goals to strive to achieve and to provide a roadmap to guide her along the 
way. Self-compassion can be an invaluable resource for an athlete on that journey. 
As a first step to introducing Chleo to self-compassion, it would be important to 

have an “education” phase, as the term self-compassion likely isn’t all that familiar 
to her. Furthermore, the term might be faced with resistance over fears that it 
could lead to complacency. Given the details of the case and the challenges per
fectionism is causing Chleo, we would want to discuss the pitfalls of retaining 
harsh self-criticism as an approach when facing failure; as Neff describes in her 
work, although harsh self-criticism might offer some short-term motivation, it 
ultimately leads to anxiety, fear of failure, and decreased confidence. We would 
then share an overview of research supporting self-compassion as not only 
important to mental health, especially when dealing with emotional challenges 
associated with perfectionism, but that by being self-compassionate, Chleo can 
keep just as high of standards with an accompanying motivation to persist in the 
face of adversity. We would also discuss research showing links between self-
compassion, self-criticism, and performance, which should help address concerns 
that being self-compassionate will undermine her performance goals. It would also 
be important to have these conversations with Chleo’s coaches, if possible, 
because, ideally, both Ash and Blair would gain self-compassion skills for their 
own toolbox and having them model self-compassion would likely further 
demonstrate their support of such an approach for Chleo (as demonstrated by 
Miller and Kelly, 2020, self-compassion can be contagious). 
Once there was an initial level of buy-in or interest in the potential value of 

self-compassion, it would be important to provide Chleo with some applied 
experiences of self-compassion. In Chleo’s case, we would likely start with (a) 
self-compassionate writing, and/or (b) the Self-Compassion Break. The self-
compassionate writing could be based on the three prompts used by Mosewich 
et al. (2013), representing each component of self-compassion. Specifically, 
Chleo would be asked to (a) “List ways in which other people experience 
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similar events” (i.e. common humanity), (b) “Write a paragraph expressing 
understanding, kindness, and concern to yourself … as if you are commu
nicating to a close friend in the same situation” (i.e. self-kindness), and (c) 
“Describe the event in an objective and unemotional manner” (i.e. mind
fulness). We think that this type of writing exercise would be extremely valu
able for Chleo to help her begin to reframe her emotionally challenging 
experiences related to perfectionism in a more self-compassionate way. 
Because the self-compassion writing prompts require an individualized 

response, it’s hard to predict what Chleo might include in her responses, and 
because it is new to her (and challenges her traditional ways of thinking) she 
might struggle to come up with responses. If so, we could provide examples to 
help guide her towards thinking more self-compassionately. For example, to 
help her find a response to the common humanity writing prompt we might 
ask her if she thought other athletes with very high standards face setbacks in 
chasing those standards (which we are confident she would say “yes” to). As 
just one example for Chleo, we could discuss Hayley Wickenheiser, one of the 
world’s top hockey players, who faced missing a world hockey championship 
due to a foot injury. We could share Hayley’s lesson-filled response to her 
setback, “It’s frustrating to miss worlds, but at the same time, I need to do this 
right and come back strong for next season and that’s my goal” (Denette, 2015, 
para. 5). Helping Chleo recognize that she isn’t alone in her experiences should 
help combat some of the feelings of isolation she might be experiencing. 
We typically find the second writing prompt (i.e. self-kindness) particularly 

helpful for athletes to connect with self-compassion, as the conversations athletes 
have with themselves are often quite different than what they would say to 
teammates experiencing similar setbacks. Particularly because some of the harsh 
criticism and belittling self-talk that Chleo is unleashing upon herself, thinking of 
how she would support a teammate, and then turning that same compassion 
inward, should help her (a) develop awareness of how she is currently treating 
herself, and (b) find an alternative, more self-compassionate way to support herself 
during an emotionally difficult time. We would want Chleo to acknowledge that 
what she is experiencing is indeed difficult (e.g. “What you are experiencing must 
be very hard”), and that she can be there to support herself (e.g. “What can I do to 
help?”). Especially if combined with positive, supportive statements (e.g. “I know  
you can get through this”), Chleo might begin to experience some of the personal 
care and support that self-compassion offers to help her soothe difficult emotions 
and find the motivation to move forward with productive action. 
The third prompt, focused on mindfulness, is designed to allow Chleo a bit more 

clarity as to what she is experiencing in the present moment, so that she can 
experience her emotions just as they are, rather than denying those negative emo
tions (and hence increasing their power). Particularly for someone with a perfec
tionistic approach to sport, learning skills to live in the moment can be invaluable to 
help performance in critical moments (e.g. rather than being worried about missing 
a shot or making a mistake). It would be important for Chleo to acknowledge and 
describe her frustration, anxiety, and fear of failure about returning to previous 
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performance levels. Some ways to introduce athletes to mindfulness can include (a) 
focused breathing, (b) sound or body sensation meditations, and (c) mindfulness-
based yoga. Learning mindfulness skills can also help shift focus when attention is 
directed towards perceived expectations of others, in that it can bring an athlete 
back to a moment-by-moment awareness of the present. 
Introducing Chleo to the Self-Compassion Break can also be an effective way 

for her to experience self-compassion through a guided meditation. A benefit of  
this exercise is that it takes only 5 minutes to complete and is freely available for 
download on Neff’s website (Neff, 2022a). When doing the Self-Compassion 
Break, Chleo would be asked to reflect on something that is causing her emotional 
suffering, perhaps something like her worry about failing to live up to others’ 
expectations or how she is using increased training as self-punishment. She would 
then think about important details of the situation (e.g. the ways she feels she has 
been underperforming) and be guided through a series of phrases reflecting the 
three components of self-compassion. The first phrase is “This is a moment of 
suffering” or “This is really hard right now”, to acknowledge that it is an emo
tionally difficult experience. The second phrase is “Suffering is a part of life” or 
“Many people are going through similar situations”, to  recognize  that  difficult 
emotional experiences are part of everyone’s journey through life. The third 
phrase is “May I be kind to myself in this moment” or “I’m here for you. It’s 
going to be okay”, during which a soothing touch (e.g. hands over the heart) is 
encouraged. It concludes with a recognition and acceptance of current body sen
sations. The Self-Compassion Break might be particularly helpful for Chleo if she 
struggles with the writing exercise to think of phrases on her own that represent 
each component of self-compassion. 
If Chleo was open to it, we would then develop a broader plan for learning 

self-compassion, largely facilitated by the variety of self-compassion guided 
meditations that Kristin Neff has made freely available and encouraging further 
self-compassionate writing in a journal. Guided meditations that we think 
might be particularly promising for Chleo appear in Table 11.2. There are 

Table 11.2 Examples of guided meditation self-compassion exercises. 

Guided Meditation Brief Description 

Compassionate body scan	 24-minute meditation emphasizing awareness of and 
connection to the body in a kind and compassionate 
way 

Loving-kindness meditation	 20-minute meditation intended to generate feelings of 
goodwill and kindness for others and oneself 

Self-compassion/loving-kind- 20-minute variation of the loving-kindness meditation 
ness meditation tailored specifically to cultivate self-compassion 

Soften, sooth, allow	 15-minute meditation that entails working with diffi
cult emotions in the moment and emphasizing 
awareness of and connection to the body 

Note. These meditations are available as guided audio meditations from Neff (2022b). 



322 Leah J. Ferguson et al. 

other guided meditations available as well, all of which could be considered. 
With a dedicated self-compassion practice, we are confident that Chleo would 
learn to approach her sport in a more self-compassionate (and less self-critical) 
way, thereby reducing the emotional suffering of her sport experience, 
particularly that associated with her perfectionistic concerns. 

Concluding Comments 

Athletes can experience a range of difficult experiences in sport. In this 
chapter we introduced self-compassion, a resource for athletes to help manage 
difficult sport experiences by extending kind and connected understanding 
towards the self. We summarized research on self-compassion and perfec
tionism from general psychology and sport psychology bodies of literature. 
Based on the  literature, it is evident  that  self-compassion is useful for athletes 
navigating challenges associated with perfectionism, such as unrealistic 
expectations from others, personally demanding standards, concern over mis
takes, and continual self-belittlement. We discussed how athletes can develop 
self-compassion and overviewed self-compassion interventions in sport. 
Working through a case study, we applied evidence-based self-compassion 
exercises that may be useful when working with athletes who are managing 
challenges linked with perfectionism. 

Notes 
1	 Neff (2021) continues to advance her conceptualization of self-compassion and has 

positioned fierce self-compassion as a more action-oriented form of self-compassion that 
allows us to take appropriate action to alleviate suffering (Neff & Germer, 2018). In 
contrast to the more soothing or tender self-compassion (as described here), fierce 
self-compassion involves protecting, providing for, and motivating ourselves. 
Researchers have yet to empirically examine fierce self-compassion, and the dis
cussion of self-compassion in this chapter is focused primarily on the original 
conceptualization. 

2	 Throughout this chapter we intentionally apply language that reflects gender identi
fication (e.g. women, men), and where needed honour the language used by original 
authors (i.e. females, males) when integrating past research. 

3	 This demonstrates the usefulness of self-compassion beyond self-esteem, which has lim
itations to the development of a healthy self. Self-esteem is often linked with narcissism 
and social comparisons, and it is contingent on positive outcomes. Self-compassion, in 
comparison, does not require social comparisons or the adoption of an unrealistic view 
of oneself, and it allows individuals to feel positively about themselves without self-
judgment and evaluation (Neff, 2003a, 2003b). Thus, self-compassion appears to offer 
unique advantages beyond that of self-esteem. 
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12 Perfectionism in Sport 
A Rational Emotive Behaviour
 
Therapy Perspective
 

Anna Jordana and Martin J. Turner 

Just as sport can be perfectionistic it can also be irrational, providing messages to 
athletes of the incredible importance of success and the catastrophe of failure. The 
study of perfectionism is inextricably linked to irrational beliefs through the semi
nal work of Albert Ellis and Rational Emotive Behaviour therapy (REBT). 
However, the synergies between these two areas of work are typically under-
appreciated and have yet to be fully explored in sport. The current chapter 
addresses this issue by considering perfectionism and some of the issues perfec
tionism athletes face from an REBT perspective. The chapter starts with a brief 
overview of REBT. We then consider REBT research in sport. Thereafter, we 
explain perfectionism within the context of REBT and irrational beliefs. The 
chapter closes with an applied case example of an athlete dealing with a common 
challenge in sport – the experience of a debilitating injury. Though our case 
example we showcase the REBT approach and highlight some of the techniques 
that can be used to support perfectionistic athletes and provide a basis for better 
mental health and performance. 

A Brief Overview of Rational Emotive Behaviour Therapy 

The challenging situations athletes face throughout their careers are, to some 
degree, inherent and unavoidable. Some of the most common challenges 
include competitive stressors (e.g. performance expectations), organizational 
issues (e.g. travel), personal issues (e.g. family), and managing numerous transi
tions (e.g. retirement). Two key questions research has sought to answer are 
why is it that some athletes are able to cope with these situations better than 
others? And, how can we help those who struggle to cope? According to 
Rational Emotive Behavioural Therapy (REBT; Ellis, 1957), in these situa
tions, problems are largely the result of irrational beliefs. Therefore, in order to 
support athletes who are struggling with these challenges, we must work to 
challenge and weaken any unhelpful beliefs about themselves or the situation. 
Work that has applied REBT in the sports domain has clearly demonstrated the 
importance of these types of beliefs in regards to athlete mental health and 
performance (see Jordana et al., 2020). In keeping with this evidence, in the 
current chapter we emphasize this approach as a means of understanding the 
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issues athletes with perfectionistic tendencies face and as a way of directing the 
practical steps that can be taken to support them. 
Beliefs are representations of reality imbued with personal meaning (David et 

al., 2010). They are deeply held, often tacit, propositions, assumptions, rules, 
ideas, attitudes, and expectations – ways of seeing the world that have cogni
tive, emotional, and behavioural concomitants and consequences (Turner, 
2022). The beliefs people hold can be about oneself, about others, or about the 
world in general, they are formed during emotional and psychological experi
ences, and are influenced by various factors (e.g. cultural background, rela
tionships, and education) (Shermer, 2011). Beliefs are open to cognitive biases 
and are not necessarily true, but can have the appearance of being true and are 
experienced as such by the holder. Importantly, within REBT, beliefs are key 
to understanding mental health and influence emotional and behavioural 
responses to life adversity (David et al., 2005; Ellis & Dryden, 1997). Some 
beliefs provide the basis for better mental health and adjustment whereas other 
beliefs make people vulnerable to mental ill-health and maladjustment. 
The conceptual core of REBT is two types of beliefs – irrational beliefs and 

rational beliefs (Ellis, 1957). Irrational beliefs are rigid, extreme and without logi
cal, empirical, and functional support. For example, “demandingness” is an irra
tional belief characterized by the inflexible and absolutist perspective of “I must” 
and “I have to” (e.g. “I must perform well”). Deriving from this belief, three other 
irrational beliefs can arise: “awfulizing” (e.g. “nothing could be worse”), “frustra
tion intolerance” (e.g. “it is unbearable”), and “conditional acceptance” of oneself, 
others, or life in general (e.g. “I am only acceptable if I am successful”). By con
trast, rational beliefs are flexible, non-extreme and with logical, empirical, and 
functional support. The alternative rational belief to demandingness is “pre
ferences” which emphasizes wants rather than demands (e.g. “I want to  perform  
well, but I do not have to”). The three equivalent subsequent rational beliefs are 
“anti-awfulizing” (e.g. “this is bad but not awful”), “frustration tolerance” (e.g. 
“this is tough, but I can tolerate it”), and “unconditional acceptance” of oneself, 
others, or life in general (e.g. “Win or lose, I accept myself as a fallible and unique 
human being”). To adopt an REBT perspective in sport, is to view the emotions 
and behaviours of athletes as significantly influenced by the beliefs they hold about 
themselves, others, and the world. 

The GABCDE Framework 

The theory and practice of REBT is articulated through the GABCDE model 
(David et al., 2010), which proposes that irrational and rational beliefs (B) are 
triggered in response to activating situations or events (A) that block the 
achievement of personal goals (G), and underpin emotions, thoughts, and 
behaviours (C). As Figure 12.1 shows, in this model irrational beliefs underpin 
dysfunctional, unhealthy, and maladaptive consequences whereas rational 
beliefs underpin functional, healthy, and adaptive consequences. The concepts 
of “functional”, “healthy”, and “adaptive” are used to characterize the 
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Figure 12.1 Scheme of the GABCDE model for beliefs rationalization. 

consequences that facilitate the achievement of personal goals, while the con
cepts of “dysfunctional”, “unhealthy”, and “maladaptive” represent those con
sequences that hinder their achievement. REBT is primarily concerned with 
encouraging negative consequences to be functional, healthy, and adaptive, 
rather than only promoting positive consequences (Turner, 2016b). 
Goals play an important role in the sports context from an REBT perspective, 

too, because, depending on the goal, different types of As, Bs and Cs will manifest. 
However, the central point of typical REBT is to help people challenge and 
weaken irrational beliefs (D) and to adopt and strengthen other more rational 
beliefs (E), with the aim of reducing dysfunctional, unhealthy, and maladaptive 
consequences, and promoting more functional, healthy, and adaptive ones. We 
have populated Table 12.1 to illustrate how different beliefs (irrational versus 
rational) might influence the consequences of pursuing the same goal (“To be 
perfect”) and experiencing the same adversity (failure). The key message is that the 
GABC aspects of the framework can be used to show how two people can think, 
feel, and behave in different ways, depending on what they say to themselves, in 
the same situation (MacLaren et al., 2016). From a practical perspective, this 
approach also offers the possibility of managing challenging situations in sport 
through addressing beliefs first, before we try to exercise control over external 
events which may be more difficult (or often impossible) (Turner, 2019). 
One important final note is that REBT is underpinned by a humanistic 

philosophy (Ellis, 1973). As such, it is important to consider the person from a 
holistic perspective. In sport, this means not only considering the individual as 
an athlete or focusing solely on their performance. Beyond working on beliefs 
to promote desirable changes in sport – improved performance, motivation, 
and emotional experiences – REBT interventions should focus on promoting 
long-term changes in athletes’ irrational beliefs (i.e. identifying, discussing, and 
replacing them for more rational ones) in order to promote a deep change in 
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Table 12.1 Completed GABC formulation. 

Consequences (C) 

Goal (G) Adversity Beliefs (B) Emotional Cognitive Behavioural 
(A) 

To be Failure Irrational Depressed, Self/other Withdrawal, 
perfect “I must be anger, blame, self- aggression 

perfect, and panic flagellation, 
it is terrible overthinking, 
when I fail procrastina
to show tion 
that I am 
perfect” 

Rational Annoyed, Greater Coping, 
“I want to calm, focus, assertiveness 
be perfect, concern instinctive, 
but I do helpful self-
not need to talk 
be the per
fect 
athlete” 

irrational schemas that foster more general adaptive and healthy consequences 
(see Jordana et al., 2020). This underpinning distinguishes REBT from other 
common therapeutic approaches (e.g. Acceptance and Commitment Therapy) 
and sets it apart from the techniques sport and exercise psychologists might 
typically use to support their athletes (e.g. psychological skills training). 

REBT and Irrational Beliefs in Sport 

One of the reasons why REBT is becoming more popular in sport may be due 
to the irrational beliefs embedded in sports environments where ideas of 
“winning at all costs” can be common (Turner, 2014). Social agents in the 
micro- (e.g. peers, parents, fans, coaches) and macro-environment (e.g. media, 
key sport stakeholder organizations) of the athlete, can model irrationality 
through their behaviour and language, and encourage the development and 
maintenance of irrational beliefs in athletes (King et al. 2022). Some studies 
evidence the presence of irrational beliefs in coaches, specifically, a fact that 
allows us to assume the presence of irrational beliefs in other social agents that 
operate in this setting (Arnold et al., 2019). Irrational beliefs are also readily 
identifiable in the language used in the narratives used in sport and, although 
the language may not always appear to directly reflect irrational beliefs, it can 
play a role in their development (Turner, 2016b). Language used in the sports 
media, for example, is often very powerful and aimed at magnifying the 
importance of success and seriousness of failure (Turner, 2019). 
The usefulness of REBT is also becoming increasingly recognized in sport 

due to the growing body of empirical studies that supports the approach. 
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Irrational beliefs and mental health have been examined in a variety sports and 
levels of competition, and research supports the tenets of REBT (e.g. Mansell, 
2021; Turner et al., 2022; Vîslă et al., 2016). Other research that has taken place 
has provided validation of psychometric instruments (e.g. Turner & Allen, 2018), 
professional practice guidelines (e.g. Turner, 2019), and other applied tools (e.g. 
Turner & Wood, 2021). Consequently, researchers and practitioners now know 
much more about the adverse effects of irrational beliefs in sport, have an 
evidence-base to draw on, and practical resources to help guide intervention. 
With regard to interventions, in particular, the systematic mapping review pro

vided by Jordana et al. (2020) gives an overview of the literature on REBT inter
ventions with athletes. This extensive review of research (1) classified the type of 
literature, (b) categorized evidence, (c) identified current trends, and (d) critically 
appraised the methodological rigour, suitability, and relevance of existing studies. 
Thirty-nine studies were included in the review and on the basis of these studies it 
was evident that one-to-one REBT, in particular, is effective for use with athletes, 
with most evidence indicating that REBT works well in reducing anxiety. How
ever, there is also evidence to support its use for many outcomes across emotional, 
behavioural, wellbeing, and performance markers, using a variety of modes of 
working (one to one, group education, group sharing) and doses (from a single 
session, to eight sessions). Based on research so far, then, REBT can be considered 
a valuable intervention for use with athletes to promote, restore and maintain 
mental health, as well as performance. 

Two Faces of the Same Coin? Perfectionism and Irrational 
Beliefs 

Perfectionism was defined by Ellis when discussing irrational beliefs as the “the idea 
that one should be thoroughly competent, adequate, intelligent, and achieving in all 
possible respects” (Ellis, 1958, p. 41) and “the idea that there is invariable a right, 
precise, and perfect solution to human problems and that it is catastrophic if this 
perfect solution is not found” (Ellis, 1962, pp. 86–87). As such, perfectionism and 
irrational beliefs are inextricably linked. Irrational beliefs and perfectionism are both 
extreme, rigid, and illogical schemas. Perfectionism is extreme because it represents 
an ideal (nothing can be better); it is rigid because it is focused only on one outcome 
(to be perfect); and it is illogical because perfection does not and cannot exist. But if 
we take seriously the four core irrational beliefs of REBT, it can be noted that 
“perfectionism” is not explicitly synonymous or analogous to any of the core irra
tional beliefs. In addition, if we interrogate Ellis’s above statement that “one should 
be thoroughly competent”, it is the  “should” of the statement that best captures the 
irrationality, not necessarily the desired, aspired to, and pursued thoroughness of 
one’s competence. On this basis, we argue, from an REBT perspective, that pursu
ing perfection is not inherently irrational (though perhaps ill-advised in other ways), 
but it is the  demand for perfection that is irrational. 
In deriving this position, and considering the root of any negative effects of 

perfectionism from a REBT perspective, we are reminded, too, of the 
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important work of Karen Horney which made her an important progenitor of 
the humanistic movement, and how her chapter “The tyranny of the should” 
guided the central theme of rational psychotherapy. Karen Horney (1950) 
argued that idealized ideas can be severely disturbing as they generated internal 
dictates – “should” and “musts” – and dysfunctional emotions. Horney (1950) 
suggested that as we cannot attain idealized goals, or become our idealized self, 
we enter a vicious cycle of striving and failing. Figure 12.2 illustrates this 
vicious cycle. The cycle has the potential to explain both the high effort and 
dedication characteristic of perfectionism but also the futility and emotional toll 
of pursuing perfection when people believe it should or must be obtained. As 
such, we argue that it is in the “must” and “should” that perfectionism is 
irrational and is maladaptive, not in the perfectionist goal or ideal itself. 
Within REBT, irrational beliefs can be applied to any idea or goal, including 

perfectionistic goals (e.g. “I have to play perfectly” versus “I want to play per
fectly”). They can also be used to understand how conditional musts can be 
invalidated. Conditional musts are not inherently irrational because it often makes 
sense that “X” (e.g. playing well) needs to happen for “Y” (e.g. winning) to occur. 
For perfectionism, though, we have an invalid conditional must because “Y” (e.g. 
being perfect) is not possible no matter how many times you do “X” (e.g. win). As 
such, Ellis (1994) proposed that having thoughts related to perfectionism results 
only in anxiety and other emotional problems. So, from an REBT perspective, 
athletes should be encouraged to challenge and weaken rigid demands for perfec
tion, and to be more flexible and less extreme with regards to their inevitable 
failure to live up to their ideals (see also Bernard, 2019). 
The relationship between perfectionism and irrational beliefs is provided in Figure 

12.3 using the GABC model. When faced with perfectionistic goals there is a greater 
probability of “As” being evaluated as a failure, since the idea of achieving perfection 
is extreme, rigid, illogical. This fact will trigger the activation of the irrational beliefs 
and subsequent dysfunctional and unhealthy emotional and behavioural con
sequences. Critically, perfectionistic athletes are also more likely to perceive dis
crepancies between expectations and performance on an ongoing basis. This will 
create an unavoidable incongruence between “G” and “A” which is the  basis for  
longer-term and more severe difficulties (Dickson et al., 2019; Turner, 2022). 

Figure 12.2 An illustration of Horney’s vicious cycle. 
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Figure 12.3 GABC scheme for perfectionistic goals. 

To illustrate the difference of retaining perfection as a goal versus doings so 
accompanied by irrational beliefs, we can further consider the role of irrational 
beliefs in Figure 12.3. The investment in perfectionistic goals already has the 
potential to bring about negative emotions because with such high expectations, 
adversity is bound to occur or be perceived, because most (if not all) occurrences 
will not live up to one’s perfectionistic ideals. Thus, the stage is set for negative 
emotions and consequences. However, when we add irrational beliefs to perfec
tionistic goals and inevitable adversities, any arising negative emotion is elevated to 
broader maladaptive and unhealthy negative emotion, turning frustration to anger, 
concern to anxiety, and sadness to depression. From an REBT perspective, then, 
the goal of perfection can be problematic, but it is especially dysfunctional if 
accompanied by or propped up with irrational beliefs. 
With regard to empirical research linking perfectionism to irrational beliefs, two 

studies have examined the relationship between perfectionism and the belief of 
(un)conditional self-acceptance. That is, the belief of acceptance regardless of the 
approval, respect or love received from other people (e.g. “I feel I am a valuable 
person even when other people disapprove of me”) (Lundh, 2004). In the first 
study, Hill et al. (2008) found both socially prescribed perfectionism (perceptions 
of demands of perfection from others) and self-oriented perfectionism (personal 
demands of perfection) to be negatively related to unconditional self-acceptance in 
junior soccer players. Likewise, Hall et al. (2009) found the same in a study of adult 
middle-distance runners. In support of the approach presented in this chapter, in 
both these studies, lower levels of this belief partially explained the relationships 
between the two dimensions of perfectionism and higher levels of both athlete 
burnout and exercise dependence. 
In a more recent study, Michel-Kröhler and Turner (2022) examined the 

relationship between multiple dimensions of perfectionism (self-critical perfec
tionism, striving for perfection, and negative reactions to imperfection) and 
different irrational beliefs (primary irrational beliefs, low frustration tolerance, 
awfulness, and depreciation) in adult athletes from different sports. They found 
that on almost all occasions dimensions of perfectionism were positivity related 
to all irrational beliefs. Interestingly, striving for perfection was not related to 
depreciation (viz. conditional self-acceptance) in training but was in competi
tion. This suggests potential moderation when stakes are higher, and alludes to 
additional complexity to the relationship. 
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In another study, Toth et al. (2022) examined the relationship between 
perfectionism (high standards and discrepancy), irrational beliefs (demanding
ness, awfulizing, low frustration tolerance, and depreciation), and competitive 
anxiety in adult athletes. Again, in this study both dimensions of perfectionism 
were positively related to all irrational beliefs. The authors also found, using 
atemporal serial mediation, that athletes who held stronger irrational beliefs and 
greater perfectionism were more likely to report higher anxiety. Both dimen
sions of perfectionism were significant mediators for most of the relationships 
between irrational beliefs and anxiety. In discussing the findings, the authors 
suggest that REBT with a particular focus upon perfectionism might be a 
useful approach with athletes. 
In reflecting on existing research, it appears that dimensions of perfectionism are 

related to a range of irrational beliefs and that their interplay may partly explain 
some of the maladaptive, unhealthy, and dysfunctional consequences of being 
perfectionistic in sport. But, although irrational beliefs do appear to be related to 
perfectionism, they are not one in the same. Therefore, irrational beliefs and 
perfectionism may need to be addressed separately when working with athletes. 
Next in this chapter, we detail the applied application of the concepts and 

ideas we have discussed so far. We do this by offering a hypothetical athlete 
case and then addressing the case using REBT. 

The “Perfect” Case: Using REBT to Help an International 
Futsal Player 

Jason is a 23-year-old male futsal athlete from the United Kingdom who has 
represented his country in 50 competitive games. In preparation for a World 
Cup qualifying tournament, Jason suffers a calf strain just before half time in a 
friendly match. At half time, the team doctor, physio, and head coach decide 
that it is best for Jason to miss the rest of the game. Following further assess
ments by the team doctor and physio, it is decided that Jason will not be able 
to play in the World Cup qualifying games. They estimate that due to the 
severity of the injury, Jason may require up to 3 months to recover fully. 
Having worked with Jason for 5 years, the sport psychologist notices that, since 
the injury, Jason has been distancing himself from the team and it being short 
with his teammates. He is also being very negative about the World Cup 
qualifying tournament, and about life in general, and this negativity is being 
noticed by members of the team. The sport psychologist arranges a one-to-one 
meeting with Jason to discuss the situation, and to see if they can offer some 
assistance for the rehabilitation from the injury Jason is undertaking. 
It is beyond the scope of the current chapter to provide a full and detailed 

portrayal of the practice of REBT. Other works can be consulted if the reader 
is interested in more detail (e.g. Turner, 2022). Instead, what follows is a brief 
outline of what REBT would likely entail with Jason, taking into consideration 
his specific situation. Whilst all REBT work is idiosyncratic to the client, there 
is a general flow or structure that can be used a guide which is in line with 
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Dryden et al.’s (2010) REBT Competency Scale. We follow this structure. We 
do not cover the entire process or inevitable flexibility required in the process. 
Our case is intended to serve as an illustrative example, rather than an exhaustive 
or definitive account of the approach. 

The “Flow” of REBT 

There is no single path through REBT, but there is a trajectory that is character
ized by the weakening of irrational beliefs and the strengthening of rational beliefs. 
Turner (2022) proposes that REBT has the broad aim of supporting the athlete in 
developing and strengthening rational ways of seeing the world in service of long-
term wellbeing, biopsychosocial functioning, and goal fulfilment (eudaimonia). In 
order to achieve this aim, we help the client to understand the function and utility 
of cognitive mediation and cognitive change, through which their beliefs can be 
assessed, evaluated, and shaped. Beliefs that do not serve an adaptive purpose are 
actively rallied against, and beliefs that do serve an adaptive function are instan
tiated and buttressed. Clients develop their capacity to use the criteria of truth, 
logic, and function to evaluate and shape their beliefs. The practitioner interacts 
with the client openly and forthrightly, teaching them skills and ideas that con
tribute to, rather than detract from, their life. Client learning and development 
takes place discursively and Socratically for the most part, but also didactically at 
times, including via the use of homework assignments completed between face
to-face contact. The client is an active collaborator in the work, not a passive 
participant. The apotheosis of the client’s development is the eventual autono
mous and independent usage of REBT and the ability to live using rational prin
ciples in their engagement with themselves, others, and the world. The 
practitioner’s goal should be to make themselves redundant in the client’s life  
(Dryden et al., 2010). 
So where do we start with Jason? We begin by developing a working alliance 

between client and practitioner. Tomes have been written about the working 
alliance, and the development and maintenance of rapport is a topic worthy of an 
entire book. But suffice it to say, the development of a strong working alliance is 
vital (Woody & Adessky, 2002). This is because it is the working alliance that 
makes core aspects of REBT viable. Indeed, successful REBT is less likely to occur 
without a good working alliance and a mutual agreement on goals and therapeutic 
methods (e.g. Castonguay et al., 2010). This strong client-practitioner working 
alliance is underpinned by a solid bond, openness, clear aims for the work, and the 
forthright effort expenditure towards those agreed aims (e.g. Dryden, 2009). So 
with Jason, our first job is to ensure a strong working alliance to set a solid foun
dation for the work that follows. We will continually strengthen the therapeutic 
bond with Jason as the work progresses, with rapport building being a feature of 
every session we have with Jason. 
Next, we establish the aims of the work by identifying a target problem, and 

commit to a way forward. We do have some background information about 
Jason already, but it important not to assume what the target problem is based 
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on brief observations. The goals of REBT are negotiated and agreed upon by 
client and practitioner together in order to arrive at a viable way forward that 
the client will actually commit to. One of the ways we can determine the goals 
of the work is to develop a problem list (Dryden, 2021) and then discuss and 
determine what we believe to be the most adaptive approaches or responses to 
these problems. In conversation with Jason, three main problems are identified: (1) 
he is injured, (2) he has to undergo a difficult rehab process, and (3) he will miss 
out on the World Cup qualifying games. In REBT terms, we could consider these 
problems to broadly be adversities or activating events (As), but a fuller assessment 
needs to take place in order to understand the extent to which these descriptive 
issues are indeed generative of irrational beliefs at B and unhealthily negative 
emotions (UNEs) at C. But for now, Jason and the practitioner can discuss 
these three problems (as defined by Jason) and what might be the most adaptive 
way/s to engage with these problems. After some discussion, it is agreed that 
the most adaptive way in which Jason can approach and respond to these issues 
is to “remain professional, stay connected and be there for the team, and look 
positively towards the future”. In formulating and articulating these ideal self-
projections, Jason can see the discrepancy between the maladaptive approaches 
and responses he is currently enacting, and the approaches and responses that 
he knows are more adaptive and thus could be striven for. 
We can now become more detailed in our assessment of Jason’s current 

approaches and responses to his current situation. Here we are assessing C to 
determine the extent to which Jason’s approaches and responses are actually 
maladaptive for him. We do this carefully because it is important that both 
Jason and the practitioner have a detailed understanding of the thoughts, feel
ings, and behaviours Jason is experiencing and enacting in response to his pro
blems (As). It is possible that Jason’s responses are appropriate and adaptive, 
even though they are unpleasant in the short-term. In REBT we do not seek 
to change negatively valenced responses just because they are unpleasant – 
rather – we seek to change responses that are detracting from the fulfilment of 
the client’s (eudaimonic) goals. Not all that is negative is subject to change. As 
we assess C with Jason, it becomes clear that his thoughts, feelings, and beha
viours in relation to the problems he faces are maladaptive, as they are not 
helping him and are actually leading to more suffering. 
To expand, Jason is seeing only the negative aspects of situation, and feels 

hopeless about the future (cognitive Cs), has withdrawn into himself, is pushing 
people away, bemoans his fate to people around him (behavioural Cs), and is 
feeling deep sadness accompanied by persistent low mood (emotive C). We 
could say that Jason is evidencing “unhealthy sadness”. Jason wants to get to a 
place where he is showing “healthy sadness”, characterized by seeing negative 
and positive aspects of the situation, and being hopeful for the future (cognitive 
Cs), expressing his feelings to others, allowing himself to be comforted, seeking 
and accepting support from those around him (behavioural Cs), and feeling sad 
but in way they is not so persistent and pervasive (emotive C). He believes that 
thinking, behaving, and feeling in these new ways would facilitate his ideals of 
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remaining professional, staying connected and being there for the team, and 
looking positively towards the future. 
It is not enough, however, to just know what the adaptive response is, or to want 

to move to towards this adaptive response – Jason is unable at this moment in time 
to  get to that place  and we need  to  figure out why. So we next undertake an 
assessment of A, which is to say that we try to get some greater depth into the three 
problems that Jason presented to us earlier (i.e. injured, difficult rehab process, miss 
out on qualifying games). We can ask Jason which of these problems he believes is 
leading to his unhealthy sadness. Jason tells us that it is really the prospect of rehab 
that brings forth his sadness – when he thinks about undergoing rehab, he notices a 
deepening of his sadness. So, we ask Jason what it is about the prospect of rehab that 
is so provoking of his sadness. Jason responds with “it is the pain and inconvenience 
I will go through whilst undertaking rehab” to which we ask what it is about the 
prospect of pain and inconvenience that is so provoking of his sadness. Jason 
responds with “the pain and inconvenience are signs that my body is frail – weak”. 
We ask, “what if your body is weak? What would be so sad about that?” to which 
Jason replies “then I am weak and feeble person who cannot hope to become the 
athlete I should be”. In further dialogue with Jason, he reveals that from all these 
potential As (prospect of rehab, pain and inconvenience, weak body, not being 
the athlete he should be) it is having a weak body and not being the athlete he 
should be that is tightly connected to his sadness. We dig a little deeper and 
underneath this idea of the athlete he “should” be is a goal to be the perfect athlete. 
Jason has explicitly set himself the goal of being the perfect athlete in every way, and 
it seems that having a weak body directly opposes, or incongruent, with that goal. 
We could challenge the notion that Jason has a weak body and could take aim at 

his perfectionistic goal, of course. But in REBT we would consider this to be low 
hanging fruit that if picked will only provide short-term benefits for Jason. He 
might feel better if we try to convince Jason of all the ways in which is body is 
not weak, but at some point in the future, he will face injury or illness again, and 
the weak body neuroses will likely return. He might feel better about himself if 
we convince Jason that the injury does not detract from him being the athlete he 
should be, but there will be future As that Jason will construe as detracting from his 
perfectionistic ideal. So in REBT we assume that the A is true (Dryden, 2009) and ask 
“what are you telling yourself about your body being weak that is causing you to 
feel so sad?” We are assuming A is true because maybe Jason’s body  is  weak,  maybe it 
isn’t. We cannot prove or disprove this inference and by taking what Jason says at face 
value, and not focusing on factors that we cannot prove or disprove, we can open 
the door to deeper cognitions that are more proximal to his unhealthy sadness. 
In response to our question “what are you telling yourself about your body 

being weak that is causing you to feel so sad?”, Jason replies “I need to be 
perfect, and weak people get injured”. We ask why he has to be “perfect” to 
which Jason replies “because I want that for myself”. We ask what he means by 
“weak people get injured” to which Jason replies “me being injured shows that 
I am a weak and feeble person”. Together with Jason, we construct an axiomatic 
statement that reflects what Jason is saying: 



Perfectionism in Sport 339 

I want to be, and therefore I need to be, the perfect athlete, and being injured shows 
that I am a weak and feeble human being. 

It might not be the “fact” that Jason’s body is weak or that his injury detracts from 
his perfectionistic ideals that is causing such deep sadness all by itself. Rather, it 
might be the rigid demand to be perfect and the depreciation of the whole self on 
the basis of being injured, that is most proximal to Jason’s unhealthy sadness. In 
other words, Jason’s irrational beliefs concerning his injury and desire to be perfect 
are causing problems for Jason, beyond the problems manifested by the goal of 
being perfect and his injury alone. In other words, it is not G – A =  C,  but rather,  
it is G – A � B = C. In other words, the incongruence between G and A (i.e. the 
adverse injury thwarts his goal to be perfect) is made more problematic by the 
demand for G (I need to be perfect) and depreciation of the self on the basis of A 
(being injured). We work with Jason on this idea to see if it holds water. We can 
also take this chance to educate Jason about cognitive mediation, and how our 
cognitions mediate between the situations we face and our emotions (Lazarus, 
1999). It is important to help Jason shift from “my injury is making me sad” to 
“what I am telling myself about my injury is making me sad” because clients are 
unlikely to attempt to change something that their language implies is not in their 
control (DiGiuseppe et al., 2014). Jason cannot change the fact that he is injured, 
but he can work to change his belief about the injury. At this point, it is possible to 
articulate a maladaptive (irrational) GABCDE formulation for Jason (see Table 12.2). 
Next, we can Socratically compare this maladaptive (irrational) GABCDE for

mulation to a hypothetical adaptive (rational) GABCDE formulation (see Table 12.3) 
in order to (1) test the idea that Jason’s beliefs are indeed problematic, (2) to start to 

Table 12.2 A maladaptive (irrational) GABCDE formulation. 

Element Detail 

Goals (G) To be a perfect athlete in every way. 

Adversity Short term injury. 
(concrete) 

Adversity I will suffer through inconvenience and pain of rehab. 
(perception) 

Adversity My body is weak. 
(inference) 

Irational beliefs I want to be, and therefore I need to be, the perfect athlete, and 
being injured shows that I am a weak and feeble human being. 

Consequences See only negative aspects of situation, hopelessness about future. 
(cognitive) 
Consequences Withdraw into oneself, push people away, bemoan fate. 
(behavioural) 

Consequences Unhealthy sadness. 
(emotive) 
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Table 12.3 An adaptive (rational) GABCDE formulation.
 

Element Detail 

Goals (G) To be a perfect athlete in every way. 

Adversity Short term injury. 
(concrete) 

Adversity I will suffer through inconvenience and pain of rehab. 
(perception) 

Adversity My body is weak. 
(inference) 

Rational beliefs I want to be, but I do not need to be, the perfect athlete, and 
being injured does not mean that I am weak or feeble, it just 
shows that I am normal and fallible human being. 

Consequences See negative and positive aspects of situation, hope for the future. 
(cognitive) 

Consequences Express feelings to others, allow self to be comforted, seek 
(behavioural) support. 

Consequences Healthy sadness. 
(emotive) 

teach Jason the differences between irrational and rational beliefs, and (3) to start to 
work towards some potential solutions for Jason. To do this, we take Jason’s irra
tional beliefs and create rational alternatives. Then we compare irrational vs. rational 
beliefs on three criteria of evidence, logic, and function. In REBT this is called dis
putation (D), which is a collaborative (client-practitioner) argument, or a debate, 
focussed on challenging the client’s ideas, not  the  client themselves (Turner, 2022).  
Clients are more likely to abandon their irrational beliefs if considerable tension is 
caused by a great deal of disconfirming empirical evidence for the belief, new pro
blems exist for which the belief cannot help them, and an alternative, and superior, 
belief becomes available (DiGiuseppe, 1986). As such, disputation is imbued with a 
scientific approach to beliefs and belief change such that clients can learn to recog
nize dis-confirming evidence for their irrational beliefs, to realize that their irrational 
beliefs do not help them attain their eudaimonic goals, and to generate and 
strengthen alternative rational beliefs that do help them. 
With this comparison between irrational and rational beliefs, we ask the 

question, which is more true, logical, and functional (helpful for goal attain
ment)? We also ask which belief Jason would want to strengthen and act upon. 
Table 12.4 gives a template for how this comparison can be done – Jason is 
asked to tick the box that applies most – and we add some annotation as to 
how this decision has been made. As you can see, Jason indicates that his cur
rent belief is false, illogical, and unhelpful (dysfunctional), and wants to work to 
strengthen the alternate belief. This Socratic comparison method, or paired 
comparison (Neenan & Dryden, 1996) is one way of applying disputation (D), 
and there are various other methods (see DiGiuseppe et al., 2014; Turner, 
2022). 



Table 12.4 Socratic comparison for Jason’s beliefs. 

Current belief Alternate belief 

I want to be, and therefore I want to be, but I do not 
I need to be, the perfect need to be, the perfect 
athlete, and being injured athlete, and being injured 
shows that I am a weak does not mean that I am 
and feeble human being. weak or feeble, it just 

shows that I am normal 
and fallible human being. 

Which belief is true and False True 
which is false? Just because I want some I do not need the things I 

thing, does not mean I want. 
need it. My injury merely shows 
It is not the case that my that I can be injured, just 
whole self can be defined like everyone else in the 
by one injury. world. 

Which belief is sensible/ Makes no sense (illogical) Logical 
logical and which doesn’t “I need” does not follow “I want” does not beget 
make sense or is illogical? “I want”. “I need”. 

As a human being, I am Like all humans, I am fal
too complex to be defined lible, and so, I will be 
by one event (e.g. injury). injured from time to 

time. 
Which belief is helpful Unhelpful Helpful 
and which is unhelpful? This is making me feel This could still lead me to 

worse about my situation sadness, but a sadness I 
and is taking me away can cope with and come 
from who I want to be. back stronger from. It also 

won’t lead to me sabota
ging my own attainment. 

Which of the two beliefs Not this one This one 
do you want to It is unrealistic and is hin It is realistic and could 
strengthen and act on? dering me. actually help me. 
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At this point, Jason is able to see the connection between his G, A, Bs, and 
Cs, has distinguished between irrational and rational beliefs as they pertain to 
his problems, and has started to commit to developing rational beliefs. Given 
that we have now arrived at a place where Jason recognizes the role of beliefs 
in his emotional responding, and has also realized that his current irrational 
beliefs are not serving him well when compared to potential rational beliefs, 
we can now move forward to help Jason learn to dispute (D) his irrational 
beliefs in various other ways, with a view to developing and strengthening 
rational beliefs (E). While the Socratic comparison method was useful to 
structure D, we can teach Jason the rules of D so that he can apply them to 
future beliefs that might undercut his goal attainment. Once Jason demon
strates that he understands D, by applying D to his own beliefs and to other 
examples that we can use to practice upon, we can move to strengthening 
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Jason’s new rational beliefs (E). To be clear, with Jason, we are working to 
strengthen the beliefs: 

I want to be, but I do not need to be, the perfect athlete, and being injured does not 
mean that I am weak or feeble, it just shows that I am normal and fallible human being. 

Here we help Jason to steelman his new rational beliefs, rehearse them mean
ingfully, and plan the integration into his life. From Jason, this requires ongoing 
effort as he strengthens his conviction and commitment to the effective new 
beliefs over time. This E phase is undertaken in four steps (Turner, 2022); 
develop, challenge, strengthen, and commit. With Jason, we have already made 
in roads with “develop” and “challenge”, so we can move to helping Jason to 
“strengthen” and “commit” to the new beliefs. Again, there are many ways we 
can do this, including rehearsal of rational beliefs (e.g. via cue cards; Turner, 
2022), using rational self-talk (Turner et al., 2019), engaging in rational emo
tive imagery (Maultsby, 1971), developing rational credos (Turner, 2016a), and 
using debate and role play (DiGiuseppe et al., 2014). Turner (2022) also 
advocates the use of “if-then” plans (i.e. implementation intentions; Gollwitzer 
& Sheeran, 2006) to identify both an appropriate goal-directed response and a 
suitable situation in which to initiate that response (e.g. “IF I feel unhealthily 
sad about my injury, THEN I will remind myself that although I really want to 
be perfect, that doesn’t mean that I have to be”). We can work with Jason to 
apply some of these methods, whichever we deem to fit Jason the best based 
on his likes, dislikes, and needs, before finishing our work. 
Finishing the work can happen when client and practitioner are confident that 

solutions have been reached that help the client to move healthily into the future 
of their goal pursuits. Through REBT, we have been teaching Jason the rules and 
tools needed to apply REBT independently, making ourselves as practitioners 
redundant. This can happen when Jason is able to demonstrate that he has retained 
his REBT learning and is moving towards emotional insight whereby his is com
mitting to rationality and committing to the work that is required for meaningful 
change (Ellis, 1963). Is Jason confident with articulating the GABCDE framework 
for his issues? Can he demonstrate the differences between irrational and rational 
beliefs? Can he generate his own rational beliefs? Can he apply disputation accu
rately? We need to answer “yes” to these questions in order to confident that Jason 
can apply REBT by himself. If we do answer “yes” than the practitioner can recap 
all that we have done together, a verbal reflection that aids closure at this final 
juncture. We will end the work with Jason with a statement of confidence that he 
has the capacity to move forward positively, but that support is here if he needs it. 
This might sound like: 

I think you have progressed very well in our work and I am sure you will 
be able to apply what you have learned out in the real world. But if you 
do feel like you want another check-in down the line, then of course 
reach out to me and we can have a chat. 
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But what if the work is not over? It is misconception that once we have aided 
the client in their irrational-rational transition then we just down tools and part 
ways. We can of course help the client in myriad other ways that can aid their 
goal attainment (Turner, 2022). In the case of Jason, what of his goal “I want 
to be … the perfect athlete”? Even if we remove the demandingness of 
“needing” to be perfect, is the goal of perfectionism bad in of itself? This is 
what our work with Jason would focus upon next. When we are shifting this 
focus to G (i.e. the client’s goals) we need to be aware that we are no longer 
practicing specific REBT. Rather, we are now practicing general REBT. Specific 
REBT is focussed on belief change primarily, but general REBT has a broader 
focus on change other than deep belief change (Dryden & David, 2008). Thus, 
in general REBT we can work with Jason directly across any element of the 
GABCDE framework. Once we have helped Jason address his beliefs, we can 
help Jason to address other aspects of his goal pursuits which may involve 
reshaping G, physically or inferentially altering A, and or directly modulating C 
(e.g. via rhythmic breathing; Turner, 2022). Belief change is seen as the optimal 
and elegant solution because it addresses deeper level schema that can operate 
across many situations, but direct G, A, and C change is still possible. Thus, 
with Jason’s goal to be “the perfect athlete” we can, if required, proactively 
help Jason to shape or reshape this goal to ensure that what he orients himself 
towards in life has some eudaimonic functionality. We are no longer remedially 
helping Jason with an identified emotional problem, we are paving the way for 
future functionality by optimizing his goals, thus fundamentally changing the 
nature of the As he will face as a result. 
Thus, given that we know the potential dangers of holding perfectionistic goals 

especially if this perfectionism is expressed as perfectionistic concerns (including 
the demands of others, concerns, and doubts), we can work with Jason to first, 
understand whether his perfectionistic goal is indeed maladaptive, and second, to 
help him adopt a more adaptive goal that serves a more eudaimonic purpose. This 
goal might still be perfectionistic, but not necessarily maladaptive. In other words, 
holding and pursuing an ideal might serve the athlete well, so long as they don’t 
rigidly demand this ideal or depreciate themselves when they don’t achieve the 
ideal. If I hold this perfectionistic goal lightly, it might get me further than if I held 
no such goal, or if I held this goal tightly (rigidly demanding it). So, this perfec
tionistic goal could be articulated as a striving towards an ideal, rather than as an 
impossible self-definition that can be used as a stick to beat himself with. We could 
also help Jason to adopt a goal that is more eudaimonic that speaks to his broader 
human self, rather than just his athlete self. We can help Jason to work towards the 
experience of some positive affect and wellbeing, not just away from poor 
wellbeing (e.g. Oltean et al., 2019). 
For example, here is what Jason’s new GA(B)CDE formulation could look 

like after we address his perfectionistic goals at G and help him to change his 
inference at A (Table 12.5). Notice that B is in grey in the example offered in 
Table 12.5 – this is because the inference at A does not trigger B, but Jason can 
still endorse a rational way of thinking about his goal to be a contented and 
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Table 12.5 Jason’s new GA(B)CDE formulation. 

Element Detail 

Goals (G) To drive towards being a perfect athlete, and to be a contented 
and fulfilled human being. 

Adversity Short term injury. 
(concrete) 

Adversity I will suffer through inconvenience and pain of rehab. 
(perception) 

Adversity I will suffer in the short term, but I have an opportunity to test 
(inference) myself, and develop as a human being, through rehab and come 

back stronger. 

Rational beliefs I want to be, but I do not need to be, a contented and fulfilled 
human being. 

Consequences Be aware of potential downsides but notice opportunities brought 
(cognitive) about by situation, hope and determination for the future. 
Consequences Exert time and effort diligently in rehab, express feelings to others 
(behavioural) by sharing rehab journey learnings with others. 

Consequences Healthy sadness, optimism, gratitude. 
(emotive) 

fulfilled human being. In brief, once we have helped Jason address his irrational 
belief/s, we can then address his perfectionistic goals if they are or could be 
maladaptive to Jason in some way. 

Concluding Comments 

In this chapter we described and discussed the relationship between perfec
tionism and irrational beliefs in the sports context. Our experiences, beyond 
what happens to us, are determined by the interpretation we make of the facts. 
Thus, well-being or discomfort is more related to how we interpret what 
happens to us than to the event itself. Perfectionism and irrational beliefs are 
both involved in the sense and meaning making of the experiences we have. 
To dispute irrational beliefs and promote adaptive, realistic and reasonable 
objectives that protect the athletes’ mental health, and to promote and maintain 
healthy, successful and sustainable athletic career regardless of performance 
outcomes, the authors propose the use of REBT in work with perfectionistic 
athletes. Our case study of the application of REBT with an injured athlete 
will hopefully help illustrate how to do so and how addressing irrationality is 
the best means of supporting perfectionistic athletes. 
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13 Reflections on 20 Years Studying 
Multidimensional Perfectionism 
in Sport 

John G. H. Dunn 

When Andrew Hill approached me to write this reflection about my 20-year jour
ney studying multidimensional perfectionism in sport, I was both honoured and 
grateful to receive the invitation. However, I was also a little nervous about under
taking this endeavour given the challenge of living up to the exceptional quality of 
the concluding chapters that were written for the first edition of this textbook. 
Despite my trepidation, I was still excited about the prospect of taking a sentimental 
(and hopefully thought-provoking) trip down memory lane knowing that this 
chapter will almost certainly be the last piece of academic writing I produce on the 
topic of perfectionism in sport before I retire. Having kindly hosted me as a visiting 
scholar for a month at York St John University in 2019, Andrew was aware of my 
pending retirement and suggested that this chapter might be a fitting way for me to 
conclude my academic career by discussing issues surrounding perfectionism in sport 
that have interested me for many years. I also saw this chapter as the perfect oppor
tunity – if  you pardon the  pun  – to highlight the contributions of many researchers 
and theorists whose work I have long admired, and whose ideas inspired my interest 
in, and challenged my thinking about, perfectionism in sport. 
I start by offering a brief definition of perfectionism to ensure that readers 

understand how I view the construct. I conceptualize perfectionism in sport as a 
domain-specific multidimensional achievement-motivation disposition on the 
grounds that levels of perfectionism often differ for individuals across different 
achievement settings (Stoeber & Stoeber, 2009), with athletes typically reporting 
higher perfectionistic tendencies in sport than in other achievement contexts 
(Dunn et al., 2005, 2012). In keeping with the views of Stoeber (2018), given the 
lack of absolute stability in perfectionism levels across different achievement 
domains, I also adopt the perspective that it is more appropriate to conceptualize 
perfectionism as a personality disposition than a personality trait. I use the term 
achievement-motivation in the definition because perfectionistic tendencies drive (i.e. 
motivate) many behaviours of individuals who pursue success (i.e. achievement) – 
or who try to avoid failure – in sport. And finally, I use the term multidimensional 
because this is in keeping with contemporary views of perfectionism in sport 
where perfectionism is conceptualized as a broad higher-order construct that cap
tures (a) the degree to which athletes strive for flawlessness and the attainment of 
extremely high standards of personal performance in sport, and (b) the degree to 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003288015-18 

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781003288015-18


354 John G. H. Dunn 

which athletes are concerned about the consequences of failing to reach these high 
standards. These higher-order dimensions are typically labelled as perfectionistic 
strivings and perfectionistic concerns in the sport perfectionism literature (e.g. Gotwals 
et al., 2012; Hill et al., 2018; Stoeber & Madigan, 2016) – terms originally coined 
by Joachim Stoeber and Kathleen Otto in the general psychology literature 
(Stoeber & Otto, 2006). 

Perfectionism Research in Sport: The Early Days 

When I was a graduate student (1989–1998) studying for my MA and PhD at the 
University of Alberta (U of A), my research interests focused largely upon the stress 
process in sport, and more specifically upon competitive sport anxiety, worry, and 
perceived threat in athletes. My motivation for studying these aspects of the stress 
process was twofold. First, I was still competing as a student-athlete on the varsity 
soccer team at the U of A, and as an athlete who experienced a considerable 
amount of pre-competition anxiety, I was always looking to better understand my 
own emotions and to find ways that would enhance my ability to cope more 
effectively with the pressures of competition (and improve my on-field perfor
mance). Second, I had (and still have) an insatiable desire to understand the psy
chology of human performance in stressful situations, and in particular to answer 
the question, “Why do we so often see a wide array of cognitive, emotional, and beha
vioural responses in different people when they are confronted with (what appears to be) the 
same objective stressor?” For example, after losing an important competition, why do 
some athletes get angry, others feel a sense of shame or embarrassment, a few will 
ruminate on their failure for weeks, and some will even leave their sport entirely, 
while others remain calm, become more determined to succeed, and quickly turn 
their attention to the process of trying to learn/grow from their stressful encoun
ter? My desire to understand this (and many related) questions steered me towards 
the study of personality and emotion in sport, and eventually to the study of 
perfectionism in athletes. 
My interest in athlete perfectionism really began midway through my doc

toral program when I was working on a study that examined characteristics of 
anxiety-inducing situations in team sports (see Dunn & Nielsen, 1996). This 
research had nothing to do with perfectionism and there were less than a 
handful of published studies on perfectionism in sport at the time when I 
conducted the study. While preparing the manuscript, I came across a series of 
papers by Tara Scanlan and her colleagues (Scanlan et al., 1989a, 1989b, 1991). 
These papers outlined a qualitative research project – long before qualitative 
research had become an established part of the mainstream sport psychology 
literature – that examined sources of enjoyment and sources of stress in former 
elite-level figure skaters. The second paper of their project focussed upon 
sources of enjoyment where Scanlan et al. (1989b) clustered some of the figure 
skaters’ responses into a thematic category labelled striving for perfection. The 
authors presented the following athlete quote to illustrate the conceptual 
meaning of this theme: “It was just more challenging to try and do the figures 
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perfectly. Working on that, I just really enjoyed that” (p. 69). Scanlan et al. 
concluded that striving for perfection was an enjoyable part of the mastery 
process that assisted athletes in their efforts to pursue success at the highest 
levels of competitive sport. 
In contrast to the enjoyment that figure skaters experienced when striving 

for perfection, Scanlan and colleagues presented findings in the third paper of 
their project that focussed on sources of stress (Scanlan et al., 1991). Athletes 
spoke about the stress they experienced when trying to live up to the “per
formance expectations” (p. 113) set by significant others (i.e. parents, coaches, 
and teammates). One athlete said, “My parents had high standards for me. And 
in that sense, I tried to live up to the standards that I think they had set for me. 
I felt like they really expected me to do perfect” (p. 113). Another athlete 
talked about stress emanating from the belief that they “could never give 
enough … I would try as hard as I could [to meet the standards set by others], 
but it wouldn’t be enough” (p. 113). Readers familiar with the perfectionism 
literature will recognize that the contents of these athlete quotes reflect central 
features of socially prescribed perfectionism (Hewitt & Flett, 1991) – the inter
personal dimension of perfectionism that captures the degree to which indivi
duals perceive pressure to achieve exactingly high (or perfect) performance 
standards from other people. 
Scanlan et al. (1991) also presented a theme from their sources-of-stress data 

labelled perfectionism – defined by the authors as a source of stress that captured 
figure skaters’ “need to skate flawlessly” and their inability “to accept anything 
less than an error-free performance” (p. 115). An exemplar quote from an 
athlete illustrating the meaning of this perfectionism theme read, “I was a per
fectionist … that’s probably the hardest thing; I was just a perfectionist all the 
time … I would never accept myself not doing it perfectly” (p. 115). On 
the basis of their findings, Scanlan et al. (1991) concluded that “Skaters feeling 
the need to skate flawlessly experienced stress, but skaters striving for perfection 
experienced enjoyment” (emphases in original: p. 116). I regard Tara Scanlan’s 
work as the first body of research in the sport psychology literature to provide 
evidence of the potential “dual nature” of perfectionism in sport (see Stoeber, 
2011). As such, I have always found it surprising that, despite holding the status 
of what I believe should be regarded as pioneering work that set the stage for 
future research examining adaptive versus maladaptive aspects of perfectionism 
in sport, those who study perfectionism in sport have paid relatively little 
attention to Scanlan et al.’s (1989b, 1991) work. 
Ten years after Scanlan et al.’s (1991) research was published – and one year 

before I would publish my first research paper on the topic of perfectionism in 
sport (i.e. Dunn et al., 2002) – I read a chapter by Nate Zinsser et al. (2001) in 
an applied sport psychology textbook that further stimulated my desire to learn 
more about perfectionism in athletes. In the context of a discussion about dis
torted and irrational thinking in sport, Zinsser et al. stated, “There is always 
value in [athletes] striving for perfection, but nothing is gained by [athletes] 
demanding perfection” (emphases in original: p. 302). Seeing what I regarded as 
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a connection between the position of Zinsser et al. and the findings about the 
dual nature of perfectionism in sport presented by Scanlan et al. (1989b, 1991), 
I became more intrigued by the idea that the manner in which athletes framed 
their pursuit of perfection (or framed the meaning of a lack of perfection) 
might determine the types of cognitive, affective, and behavioural responses 
athletes experienced during the achievement striving process in sport. 
My interest in athlete perfectionism continued to grow as a handful of 

research papers that examined perfectionism as a multidimensional construct 
started to appear in the sport psychology literature during the 1990s (e.g. Coen 
& Ogles, 1993; Frost & Henderson, 1991; Gould et al., 1996). However, it was 
not until I read two papers that presented very different views about the role of 
perfectionism in sport that I finally decided to make perfectionism the primary 
focus of my research. The first paper was written by Dan Gould and his col
leagues (2002); their research explored psychological characteristics underlying 
athletic success among Olympic champions. (It should be noted that ten years 
before the publication of the study by Gould et al., 2002, Dan Gould had been 
recognized by 65 of his peers within the academic sport psychology commu
nity as one of the leading sport psychologists in North America “who had 
made the greatest contributions to the advancement of sport psychology during 
the decade (1980–1990)” [Straub & Hinman, 1992, p. 298]). The second paper 
was written by Gordon Flett and Paul Hewitt in which the authors presented 
their views about the role of perfectionism in sport and exercise settings (Flett 
& Hewitt, 2005). (Readers who are familiar with the perfectionism literature 
should need no introduction to the immense contributions that Gordon Flett 
and Paul Hewitt have made to the study of perfectionism over the last 30 years. 
Their seminal textbook on perfectionism – Perfectionism: Theory, Research, and 
Treatment [Flett & Hewitt, 2002] – has been opened more times than any other 
book that sits upon the bookshelves in my office). 
Gould et al.’s (2002) paper described a mixed-methods study that explored 

the psychological characteristics of ten US Olympic champions who had won a 
combined total of 32 Olympic medals (28 gold) during their careers. This 
sample is truly deserving of the label “elite” – something that I cannot always 
say about studies in the sport psychology literature that use the term elite to 
describe their samples. In addition to participating in qualitative interviews, 
athletes completed a battery of self-report instruments that measured an array of 
psychological characteristics including (but not limited to) competitive trait 
anxiety, dispositional optimism, and multidimensional perfectionism. Perfec
tionism was measured using Frost et al.’s (1990) Multidimensional Perfectionism 
Scale (F-MPS) – an instrument that profoundly influenced the way I would 
measure athlete perfectionism in my own research for years to come. Following 
an examination of the pattern of scores across the six subscales contained within 
the F-MPS – with athletes generally scoring moderately high or high on the 
personal standards and organization subscales (sub-dimensions of perfectionistic 
strivings), but low on the concern over mistakes, doubts about actions, parental criti
cism, and parental expectations subscales (sub-dimensions of perfectionistic 
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concerns) – Gould et al. (2002) concluded that this pattern of responses 
reflected a profile of “adaptive perfectionism” (p. 172) that had been seen in 
studies outside the sport psychology literature (e.g. Parker, 1997; Rice & 
Mirzadeh, 2000; Rice & Slaney, 2002) and recommended that “future researchers 
should explore both the positive and negative aspects of perfectionistic tendencies in 
athletes and their relationship to athletic success” (p. 198). 
Three years after the publication of Gould et al.’s (2002) study, Flett and 

Hewitt (2005) published their paper titled, The Perils of Perfectionism in Sports and 
Exercise. In the introduction section of their paper, Flett and Hewitt stated, 
“We adopt the position, consistent with our previous conceptualizations of 
perfectionism (Hewitt & Flett, 1991) that perfectionism is primarily a negative 
factor that contributes to maladaptive outcomes among athletes and exercisers” 
(p. 14). Being a relative newcomer to the field of perfectionism research when 
Flett and Hewitt published their paper, I was intrigued (and am still intrigued) 
by the fact that two of the foremost authorities on perfectionism research 
would maintain a position that perfectionism primarily leads to maladaptive 
outcomes in sport, yet a leading scholar in the field of applied sport psychol
ogy – Dan Gould – would argue that seeking perfection in sport could help 
athletes attain success at the highest levels of competitive sport. Even as I 
approach retirement this issue still fascinates me and I believe is still deserving of 
research attention from the scientific community. 
Beyond the intellectual curiosity that these papers stimulated within me as I 

started to explore perfectionism in sport more deeply, my interest in athlete 
perfectionism was also fuelled by the degree to which (I thought) I saw per
fectionism operating among athletes who competed in elite-level sport. 
(Readers should know that in addition to conducting research in the field of 
sport psychology for the last 30 years, I have also had the privilege of working 
as a mental performance coach with a host of athletes in intercollegiate sport, 
professional sport, and international sport, including a number of athletes/teams 
who have stood on top of the podium at World Championships and/or 
Olympic Games). To illustrate where (I thought) I saw perfectionism operate 
in elite-level sport beyond what I had read in research papers, I turn to an 
Entertainment and Sports Programming Network (ESPN) SportsCentury doc
umentary that first aired on North American television in August 2004. The 
documentary focussed upon the early stages of the professional career of future 
hall-of-fame quarterback, Peyton Manning. 
Peyton Manning (now retired) was an elite level quarterback in the National 

Football League (NFL) who would eventually win Super Bowl titles playing for 
the Indianapolis Colts (2007) and the Denver Broncos (2016). Interested readers 
can still find this documentary on YouTube (Quinn, 2014). When the doc
umentary first aired, Manning had just won consecutive NFL Most Valuable 
Player (MVP) awards in 2003 and 2004, and would eventually go on to win three 
more League MVP titles before retiring. Part of the documentary focussed on a 
number of Manning’s coaches, teammates, and family members who talked about 
his obsessive commitment to watching game film and to studying scouting reports 
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as he prepared to face opposing teams. Manning responded to these comments in 
the documentary saying, “I’m a preparation freak. I’ve never been embarrassed 
about that. I feel so accountable and responsible to so many people. I feel guilty if I 
haven’t prepared for the situation.” 
Tony Dungy – head coach of the Indianapolis Colts – commented in the doc

umentary that Manning “wants to win every game. Not only win the game, but 
not throw an incomplete pass. Not have anything go wrong in the game. And he 
can pick apart games that we’ve scored 50 points in and he still feels bad about 
certain things.” John Ed Bradley – a senior writer for Sports Illustrated magazine – 
followed Dungy in the documentary saying, “I think he [Manning] expects the 
world from himself, and he expects the same from his teammates. He’s always  
been a perfectionist.” Finally, one of Manning’s teammates, Jeff Saturday, said, 
“He [Manning] wants things to be perfect, and at times when they are not [per
fect] he comes down on guys pretty hard. But it’s not always reciprocal you know. 
He doesn’t like guys challenging him on occasion.” 
Watching and listening to the aforementioned extracts from the ESPN doc

umentary strengthened (and continues to maintain) my interest in athlete perfec
tionism because, on one hand, Manning’s quest to be perfect appeared to be 
associated with a host of potentially unhealthy responses – a finding consistent 
with Flett and Hewitt’s (2005) views about the maladaptive consequences of per
fectionism in sport. Specifically, Manning’s obsession with preparation was appar
ently driven by guilt (or the need to avoid guilt), he had an overly critical view of 
performance (even when great success had been achieved), and he had an intol
erance of mistakes or less-than-perfect performances from his teammates (but was 
not open to receiving critical feedback from others when he failed to reach certain 
performance expectations). On the other hand, Manning’s apparent quest for 
perfection (and corresponding commitment to preparation) seemed to play a key 
role in helping him achieve the highest performance standards in one of the most 
competitive (and high profile) professional sport leagues in the world – an out
come that seemed consistent with Gould et al.’s (2002) views about the potential 
benefits of athlete perfectionism in elite-level sport. Once again, I could not help 
but notice the apparent contradictory nature of perfectionism in sport. I deter
mined that the best way to understand the role of perfectionism in sport was to 
examine the construct through my own research. 

Measuring Multidimensional Perfectionism in Sport 

A substantial part of my research in perfectionism has been the validation and 
extensive use of the Sport Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale-2 (Sport-MPS-2: 
Gotwals & Dunn, 2009) and its predecessor, the Sport Multidimensional Perfec
tionism Scale (Sport-MPS: Dunn et al., 2002, 2006). When I first became 
interested in studying perfectionism in athletes, I focussed my attention on two 
instruments that enabled me to examine dispositional perfectionism as a multi
dimensional construct – namely, the F-MPS (Frost et al., 1990) and Hewitt and 
Flett’s (1991) measure that is also named the Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale 
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(HF-MPS). Moreover, when I was preparing to conduct my first study of 
perfectionism in sport, all of the papers I had read in the sport psychology lit
erature that quantitatively assessed multidimensional perfectionism in athletes 
had used the F-MPS (e.g. Frost & Henderson, 1991; Gould et al., 1996; Hall et 
al., 1998). Given that I was new to the field of perfectionism and I wanted to 
heighten the chances of getting my work approved by reviewers (an objective 
that has influenced many “strategic research decisions” I have made throughout 
my academic career), I elected to pursue the study of perfectionism in sport 
using the framework provided by the F-MPS (rather than the HF-MPS). 
Readers should be aware, however, that I subsequently used variations of the 
HF-MPS to good effect in a number of studies that examined perfectionism in 
athletes (e.g. Dunn et al., 2005, 2011, 2012). 
The F-MPS was constructed within a theoretical framework that conceptualized 

perfectionism as a domain-general (or global/generic) personality characteristic. As 
such, the F-MPS did not provide a specific situational or contextual frame of 
reference for individuals to consider when responding to items contained within 
the instrument, though it should be noted that two of the original 35 items con
tained within the instrument do mention school and/or work contexts. This 
domain-general conceptualization of perfectionism concerned me because, as 
mentioned previously, I had examined the construct of competitive anxiety in sport 
during my graduate studies and there was an extensive body of empirical evidence 
within the sport psychology literature indicating that anxiety in sport was best 
conceptualized and measured as a domain-specific construct rather than a domain-
general construct (see Martens et al., 1990; Smith et al., 1990). Consequently, I felt 
that there might be value in pursuing the study of perfectionism in sport using a 
domain-specific approach; a position that I still advocate today. 
The Sport-MPS was initially labelled the Football-MPS because it was used 

to measure dispositional perfectionism in a sample of high-performance male 
youth Canadian Football players (see Dunn et al., 2002). To enhance the 
domain-specificity of the instrument, the words “competition” or “sport” 
were added to the majority of the items from the F-MPS. Although the 
F-MPS contained six subscales – personal standards (PS), organization (ORG), 
concern over mistakes (COM), doubts about actions (DAA), parental expectations 
(PE), and parental criticism (PC) – factor analysis results indicated that it was 
appropriate to combine the PE and PC subscales into a single subscale labelled 
perceived parental pressure within the Football-MPS (Dunn et al., 2002). 
Moreover, the ORG and DAA subscales from the F-MPS were omitted from 
the Football-MPS due to concerns about the face validity of the items. Spe
cifically, my co-authors (Janice Causgrove Dunn and Dan Syrotuik) and I 
believed that the athletes in our study might question the relevance of the 
instrument if they were asked to respond to items that focussed, for example, 
on being a “neat person” (ORG) or getting “behind in their work” (DAA) 
after being informed that the “purpose of the questionnaire was to ‘identify 
how players view certain aspects of their competitive experiences in sport’” 
(Dunn et al., 2002, p. 381). 
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In addition to dropping the ORG and DAA subscales in the original scale-
construction study, we added a number of new items to the Football-MPS that 
focussed upon the degree to which football players perceived social pressures 
from coaches to live up to very high performance-standards/expectations in 
sport (Dunn et al., 2002). The newly constructed items mirrored the content 
and structure of the existing parental expectations and parental criticism items 
contained within the F-MPS, with the word “parent” being replaced with 
the word “coach”. Given that Frost et al. (1990) and Hewitt and Flett (1991) 
had included perceived interpersonal pressures to be perfect in their instru
ments, and knowing the degree to which coaches can profoundly influence 
the cognitive, affective, and behavioural experiences of athletes in competi
tive sport settings, we added these new items to the Football-MPS to measure 
perceived coach pressure (PCP) in sport. 
Although some researchers have adopted the position that perceived coach 

pressure and perceived parental pressure (to reach very high standards of per
formance in sport) should be regarded as antecedents of perfectionistic concerns 
rather than central dimensions of perfectionistic concerns (e.g. Grugan et al., 
2021; Madigan et al., 2019; Stoeber & Otto, 2006), I adhere to the view that 
perceived coach pressure and perceived parental pressure represent important 
domain-specific facets of socially prescribed perfectionism in sport (see Dunn et al., 
2006, 2011, 2022). Determining whether perceived coach pressure and perceived 
parental pressure are better regarded as antecedents of perfectionistic concerns or as 
central sub-dimensions of perfectionistic concerns is a difficult task because, on one 
hand, it seems likely that pressure from significant others will heighten the degree 
to which athletes experience elevated levels of perfectionistic concerns in sport 
(Madigan et al., 2019). However, on the other hand, socially prescribed perfec
tionism (and corresponding concerns, worries, and fears) is a central sub-dimension 
of perfectionistic concerns in sport (Stoeber & Madigan, 2016) – where perfec
tionistic concerns represent “those aspects of perfectionism associated with con
cerns over making mistakes, fear of negative social evaluation, feelings of 
discrepancy between one’s expectations and performance, and negative reactions 
to imperfection” (Gotwals et al., 2012, p. 264). 
Why do I regard perceived coach pressure (PCP) and perceived parental 

pressure (PPP) as domain-specific facets of socially prescribed perfectionism, 
and therefore as de facto sub-dimensions of perfectionistic concerns in sport? 
First, this perspective is consistent with the theoretical framework upon which 
the PCP and PPP subscales were constructed (see Dunn et al., 2002, 2006; 
Gotwals & Dunn, 2009; Gotwals et al., 2010). Second, in our instrument-
construction work, both PCP and PPP were highly correlated with the socially 
prescribed perfectionism subscale of the HF-MPS (rs ≥ .60, ps < .001) in a study 
of competitive figure skaters (Dunn et al., 2011), and moderately correlated 
with socially prescribed perfectionism (rs = .42 and .53 respectively, ps < .001) 
in a study of youth Canadian Football players (Dunn et al., 2006). Third, I see 
a high degree of conceptual overlap between the content of many PCP and 
PPP items in the Sport-MPS-2 and the content of items that comprise the 
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socially prescribed perfectionism subscale of the HF-MPS. For example, I see a 
high degree of conceptual similarity between the PCP item from the Sport
MPS-2, “I feel like I can never quite live up to my coach’s standards”, and the 
socially prescribed perfectionism item from the HF-MPS, “I find it difficult to 
meet others’ expectations of me.” Similarly, I see a high degree of conceptual 
similarity between the PPP item from the Sport-MPS-2, “Only outstanding 
performance during competition is good enough in my family”, and the socially pre
scribed perfectionism item from the HF-MPS, “Anything I do that is less than 
excellent will be seen as poor work by those around me.” 
I am also mindful of the results of factor analytic studies using data obtained 

from domain-general approaches that examined perfectionism in samples from 
the general population (outside the context of sport). These studies have 
repeatedly shown that the parental expectations and parental criticism subscales of 
the F-MPS and the socially prescribed perfectionism subscale of the HF-MPS load 
on the same higher-order factor – labelled by Frost et al. (1993, p. 124) as 
“maladaptive evaluative concerns” (also see Slaney et al., 1995; Suddarth & 
Slaney, 2001). This factor closely resembles the higher-order dimension of 
perfectionistic concerns in sport. And finally, the PPP and PCP subscales from 
the Sport-MPS/Sport-MPS-2 have consistently loaded on a perfectionistic-concerns
in-sport factor following second-order factor analyses of sport perfectionism data 
provided by a number of independent samples of athletes (see Dunn et al., 2016). 
I hope that future research will find a way to determine whether perceived coach 
pressure and perceived parental pressure are best regarded as domain-specific 
antecedents of perfectionistic concerns in sport or as domain-specific sub-dimensions 
of perfectionistic concerns in sport. 
Although the Football-MPS – re-named as the Sport-MPS by Dunn et al. 

(2006) – consistently demonstrated good psychometric properties (in terms of 
factorial validity and internal reliability), questions remained as to whether the 
construct of multidimensional perfectionism in sport was underrepresented 
given that (a) two of the original F-MPS subscales (i.e. organization and doubts 
about actions) had been omitted from the Sport-MPS (see Vallance et al., 
2006), and (b) studies that employed the F-MPS to measure domain-general 
perfectionism in athletes invariably used one or both of these subscales (e.g. 
Coen & Ogles, 1993; Gould et al., 2002; Kaye et al., 2008). These circum
stances lead John Gotwals to develop domain-specific versions of the organi
zation and doubts about actions subscales for inclusion in the Sport-MPS-2 (see 
Gotwals & Dunn, 2009; Gotwals et al., 2010). 
I was (and still am) very impressed at the rigorous scale-construction and 

construct-validation processes that John Gotwals employed when creating the 
organization and doubts about actions subscales for the Sport-MPS-2. I also 
believe that the organization and doubts about actions subscales respectively 
capture important sub-dimensions of perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic 
concerns in sport (see Dunn et al., 2016, 2021). However, if I could turn back 
time, I would have advised against using the labels “organization” and “doubts 
about actions” in reference to these respective subscales when the Sport-MPS-2 
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was created. I make this comment because I now believe that the labels have 
added to the jingle-jangle problem that so often surrounds the measurement of 
constructs in sport psychology research (see Marsh, 1994), whereby instru
ments/subscales with similar labels are mistakenly assumed to measure the same 
constructs (the jingle fallacy) and instruments/subscales with different labels are 
mistakenly assumed to measure different constructs (the jangle fallacy). 
If readers look at the subscale labels contained within the Sport-MPS-2 (see 

Gotwals & Dunn, 2009) and the F-MPS (see Frost et al., 1990), they will see 
that the labels for the personal standards, concern over mistakes, organization, 
and doubts about actions subscales are identical for each instrument. Although 
there is a high degree of parallel structure and conceptual similarity of the items 
contained within the other subscales, the item content of the organization and 
doubts about actions subscales in the Sport-MPS-2 and F-MPS are quite different 
(see Frost et al., 1990; Gotwals & Dunn, 2009). Moreover, the bivariate cor
relation (r) between the organization subscales of the Sport-MPS-2 and the F
MPS (reported by Gotwals et al., 2010, using data provided by male inter
collegiate ice hockey players) was .29 (p < .001), and the bivariate correlation 
between the doubts about actions subscales of the two instruments was.43 (p < 
.001). Although in a positive direction (and statistically significant), one might 
expect the relationship to be stronger and greater shared variance between 
these parallel subscales. I therefore now question the extent these subscales 
measure the same constructs, and whether it is appropriate to directly compare 
results from different studies that have used them. If given the chance to have a 
“research do over”, I would be more inclined to use the label “competitive 
planning and routines” in reference to the organization subscale of the Sport
MPS-2 and the label “preparation uncertainty and dissatisfaction” in reference to 
the doubts about actions subscale of Sport-MPS-2. 
Upon reflection, I would also consider adding the words “perfect/perfec

tion” or “flawless” to the content of more items within the Sport-MPS-2 to 
further enhance the content relevance and content representativeness of the 
instrument as a measure of perfectionism in sport. Only two (of 42) items in 
the Sport-MPS-2 actually focus on the attainment of perfect/flawless perfor
mance (i.e. “I feel like my coach criticizes me for doing things less than perfectly in 
competition” and “I feel like I am criticized by my parents for doing things less than 
perfectly in competition”), although a number of items do infer a lack of perfec
tion/flawlessness without using these specific terms (e.g. “If I play well but only 
make one obvious mistake in the entire game, I still feel disappointed with my perfor
mance” and “Even if I fail slightly in competition, for me, it is as bad as being a com
plete failure”). In its current form, I believe that the item content of the Sport
MPS-2 does an excellent job of capturing the degree to which athletes pursue 
very high standards of performance in sport – a key aspect of perfectionism. 
However, the instrument could be improved if items also had a greater focus 
upon the degree to which athletes seek the perfect or flawless achievement of 
these very high standards – another key aspect of perfectionism. Fortunately, 
this content-relevance/representativeness issue can be alleviated when 
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researchers use the Sport-MPS-2 in conjunction with other domain-specific 
measures of perfectionism in sport that do include the word “perfect” or 
“perfection” to a greater degree in their item content (e.g. the Multidimensional 
Inventory of Perfectionism in Sport [MIPS: Stoeber et al., 2006] or the Performance 
Perfectionism Scale for Sport [PPS-S: Hill et al., 2016]). Using items from these other 
instruments (that focus on “being perfect”) in conjunction with Sport-MPS-2 
items ensures that the degree to which athletes pursue very high standards of per
formance and the degree to which athletes seek the flawless attainment of these 
performance standards is captured during the measurement process. Of 
course, researchers must carefully balance the number of items they choose to 
measure perfectionism in sport with the “time burden” that the addition of items/ 
measures might impose upon the respondents who participate in our studies. 
In closing my commentary about future research directions surrounding the 

measurement of multidimensional perfectionism in sport, I believe that there 
is still a need for more research that examines the degree to which domain-
specific measures of perfectionism in sport (such as the Sport-MPS-2, the 
MIPS, or the PPS-S) account for unique variance in domain-matched criterion 
variables in sport beyond the variance that is accounted for by domain-general 
measures of perfectionism (such as the F-MPS or the HF-MPS). I make this 
comment because (to the best of my knowledge) there are very few published 
studies in the sport psychology literature that have actually used a combination 
of domain-specific and domain-general measures of perfectionism in the same 
study to predict (or explain) variance in theoretically relevant domain-matched 
criterion variables. If domain-specific measures of perfectionism are found to 
provide a greater understanding of the cognitive, affective, and behavioural 
tendencies of athletes in sport than domain-general measures of perfectionism – 
which I suspect will often be the case (see Dunn et al., 2011; Gotwals et al., 
2010) – such knowledge would be extremely useful for coaches and applied 
sport psychologists who seek to better understand personality characteristics that 
underly athlete performance and achievement in sport. 

Who (or What) Is a Perfectionist? 

During my attempts to better understand the role of multidimensional perfec
tionism in sport over the last 20 years, I have often faced the question, “who (or 
what) is a perfectionist?” Readers may be surprised (or even disappointed) to hear me 
say that I still cannot provide a suitable answer to this question. Although we often 
hear athletes describe themselves as perfectionists (as seen previously in the self-
description provided by a figure skater in the study by Scanlan et al., 1991) or we 
see observers refer to athletes as perfectionists (as seen previously in the way that 
John Ed Bradly described Peyton Manning in the ESPN documentary), I believe 
that the research community must be held to a higher standard of “scientific 
proof” if we are going to refer to athletes (or coaches or parents) as perfectionists, and  
I suspect the root of this problem stems from the fact that no single agreed-upon 
definition of perfectionism currently exists (Stoeber, 2018). 
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I am confident that the vast majority of perfectionism researchers and the
orists believe that striving for flawlessness and the pursuit of very high (as 
opposed to moderate or low) standards of performance is a core feature of 
perfectionism. However, I think there is less agreement as to whether the label 
perfectionist should be reserved only for individuals who set standards that are 
unattainably or unrealistically high, or whether the label perfectionist can be 
legitimately applied to athletes who set very high standards of performance that 
are attainable and realistic but require immense effort, concentration, practice, 
and skill to achieve. Furthermore, I believe there is a high degree of consensus 
among perfectionism researchers and theorists that an aspect of perfectionism is 
reflected in the degree to which individuals experience perfectionistic concerns 
in achievement settings (i.e. “concerns over making mistakes, fear of negative 
social evaluation, feelings of discrepancy between one’s expectations and per
formance, and negative reactions to imperfection”: Gotwals et al., 2012, 
p. 264). However, I also believe that there is much less agreement within the 
research community as to whether an athlete must have high perfectionistic 
concerns (and the harsh self-criticism that this entails) to be labelled as a per
fectionist, or whether an athlete can be labelled as a perfectionist if they strive 
for the flawless attainment of extremely high standards of performance but do 
not simultaneously hold high perfectionistic concerns. 
Howard Hall – one of the pioneers of perfectionism research in sport psy

chology whose work inspired my interest in this area of inquiry – and his col
leagues argued that “the term perfectionism refers to individuals who exhibit 
more than a commitment to high standards” (Hall et al., 2012, p. 134) because 
“perfectionism is a psychological commitment to exceedingly high standards 
that is believed to reflect an extreme way of thinking in which the meaning of 
achievement becomes distorted by irrational beliefs and dysfunctional attitudes” 
(p. 135). As such, Hall et al. (2012) would almost certainly argue against the 
label perfectionist being ascribed to athletes in the previous paragraph who do 
not hold high perfectionistic concerns. However, if we adopt Hall et al.’s 
(2012) position – as many researchers and theorists do – what label should we 
ascribe to athletes who look to attain flawless performances and very high 
standards of achievement in every aspect of their competitive sport experiences 
but do not engage in overly-critical self-evaluations (or hold irrational beliefs) 
towards sub-standard performance levels in sport? 
Given that I do not have a definitive answer to the question, “who (or what) 

is a perfectionist?”, I now adopt the position that it is more appropriate (and 
certainly more defensible) for researchers and theorists to avoid using the label 
perfectionist entirely, and instead use labels that refer to individuals who possess 
(or demonstrate) certain perfectionistic tendencies, perfectionistic characteristics, or  per
fectionistic dispositions. In doing so, researchers avoid the problem of having to 
provide validity evidence that adequately answers the question, “who (or what) 
is a perfectionist?” while also acknowledging (indirectly) that perfectionism is a 
complex multidimensional disposition that is composed of different cognitive, 
affective, attitudinal, motivational, and behavioural elements in competitive 
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sport. For a related discussion on this issue readers should refer to Hill et al. 
(2020a) who also propose that “there is no such thing as a perfectionist” 
(p. 408), though my views (to be discussed later in the next section of this 
chapter) differ from Hill et al. when it comes to the appropriateness of 
differentiating between different types or profiles of perfectionism in sport. 
As a research community, I believe that we run into further validity issues 

when using the label perfectionist or perfectionists to describe athletes (or coaches 
or parents) because, to the best of my knowledge, we have yet to establish or 
agree upon any specific cut-off or criterion scores on self-report instruments 
that determine whether an athlete is indeed a perfectionist or not. Notwith
standing the issue I just raised in the previous paragraph, I do not believe that 
researchers can confidently label athletes as perfectionists on the basis of the scores 
they provide on self-report measures of perfectionism in sport. To illustrate this 
point, consider the following five items from the striving for perfection subscale of 
the MIPS (Stoeber et al., 2006) that are commonly used to measure a facet of 
perfectionistic strivings in sport (e.g. Dunn et al., 2016, 2021; Mallinson-
Howard et al., 2021; Stoeber et al., 2007): (1) “In sport, I strive to be as perfect 
as possible”, (2) “In sport, I am a perfectionist as far as my targets are con
cerned”, (3) “In sport, it is important for me to be perfect in everything I 
attempt”, (4) “In sport, I want to do everything perfectly”, and (5) “In sport, I 
feel the need to be perfect.” Researchers typically ask athletes to rate these 
items on a 5-point scale (e.g. 1 = strongly disagree; 5 =  strongly agree: Dunn et al., 
2016) or a 6-point scale (e.g. 1 = rarely; 6 =  always: Stoeber et al., 2006). In 
these examples, composite striving for perfection subscale scores will range from 5 
to 25 (using the 5-point scale) or from 5 to 30 (using the 6-point scale). What 
score must athletes achieve on this subscale before they can be labelled as per
fectionists? Is an athlete who scores 20 out of 25 (on the 5-point scale) a per
fectionist in sport? What about an athlete who scores 21, 22, 23, or 24 out of 
25 (using the 5-point scale)? Or can we only refer to an athlete as a perfectionist if 
they score 25 out of 25 (on the 5-point scale)? 
I am not aware of any established/validated criterion or cut-off scores in the 

literature around which the label “perfectionist” can be justifiably assigned to 
athletes based upon their scores from self-report instruments. Similarly, I am 
also not aware of any established/validated criterion or cut-off scores in the 
literature around which the label “non-perfectionist” can be justifiably assigned 
to an athlete. This labelling issue is further complicated by the fact that the 
preceding example did not consider an athlete’s scores on any of the other 
MIPS subscales that capture different sub-dimensions of perfectionistic concerns 
(i.e. Negative Reactions to Imperfection, Parental Pressure to be Perfect, Coach Pressure 
to be Perfect). Consequently, I believe it is probably more appropriate (and 
defensible) for researchers to talk about athletes who vary in the degree to 
which they hold perfectionistic tendencies or perfectionistic characteristics (across dif
ferent subscales of multidimensional measures of perfectionism) than to refer to 
athletes as perfectionists per se. As I look back upon a number of studies I have 
co-authored (e.g. Dunn et al., 2014; Sapieja et al., 2011; Vallance et al., 2006), 
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I believe we might have erred using the label perfectionist or perfectionists to 
describe athletes within our samples because I am no longer convinced that we 
had sufficient validity evidence to support our claim that the athletes were 
indeed perfectionists (or non-perfectionists) in sport. 

Patterns or Profiles of Perfectionism in Sport 

Although I have just explained why I am no longer comfortable referring to 
athletes as perfectionists, I nevertheless believe that there is considerable value in 
labelling/describing athletes according to the patterns or profiles of scores they 
exhibit on self-report measures of multidimensional perfectionism in sport. 
Such labels might refer to adaptive, healthy, or functional patterns/profiles of 
perfectionism, or to maladaptive, unhealthy, or dysfunctional patterns/profiles of 
perfectionism. However, in order to use such labels, it is essential that 
researchers (a) include criterion variables in their studies that are clearly asso
ciated with adaptive/healthy/functional or maladaptive/unhealthy/dysfunctional 
cognitive, affective, and behavioural responses in sport, and (b) demonstrate that 
the corresponding patterns/profiles of perfectionism are associated with (or exhibit 
differences across) these criterion variables in theoretically meaningful ways. For 
example, if a particular pattern or profile of scores on a perfectionism measure (or 
measures) was associated with high levels of confidence, low levels of anxiety, 
high levels of grit, low levels of burnout, and high levels of optimism, whereas a 
different pattern/profile of scores on the same perfectionism measure (or mea
sures) was associated with comparatively lower levels of confidence, higher levels of 
anxiety, lower levels of grit, higher levels of burnout, and lower levels of opti
mism, it seems reasonable to conclude that the former pattern of scores represents 
a more adaptive/healthy/functional profile of perfectionism than the latter pattern 
of scores which represents a more maladaptive/unhealthy/ dysfunctional profile of 
perfectionism in sport.  
Based upon the content of the preceding paragraph, readers will have likely 

deduced that I support a view of perfectionism in sport that differentiates 
between adaptive/healthy/functional and maladaptive/unhealthy/dysfunctional 
patterns or profiles of perfectionism in sport, and this is evident throughout my 
work. However, I acknowledge that a number of my colleagues who study 
perfectionism do not support such adaptive, healthy, or functional con
ceptualizations (e.g. Flett & Hewitt, 2005; Hall, 2016; Hill et al., 2020a). I 
suspect the difference of opinions that members of the perfectionism research 
community have towards this issue comes down to whether or not a researcher 
maintains the position that athletes must have high perfectionistic concerns (in 
addition to high perfectionistic strivings) to be included in any discussion of 
perfectionism. On the basis of empirical evidence, I believe that an athlete who 
has a profile or pattern of scores on a multidimensional measure (or measures) 
of perfectionism that reflects a combination of high perfectionistic strivings 
with low perfectionistic concerns should be regarded as a person who exhibits 
high perfectionistic tendencies in sport – but only in terms of their perfectionistic 
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strivings – and this athlete will likely demonstrate a more adaptive, healthy, or 
functional set of cognitive/motivational, affective/emotional, and behavioural/ 
performance characteristics in competitive sport settings than an athlete who 
exhibits high perfectionistic strivings combined with high perfectionistic con
cerns (see Gucciardi et al., 2012; Lizmore et al., 2016; Vaartstra et al., 2018, for 
examples). 
Although many statistical techniques are available to researchers who inves

tigate different patterns, profiles, combinations, or interactions of subscale scores 
from multidimensional measures of perfectionism in sport (e.g. cluster analysis: 
Lizmore et al., 2016; latent profile analysis: Pacewicz et al., 2018; canonical 
correlation analysis: Dunn et al., 2020; or moderated regression analysis: 
Waleriańczyk et al., 2022) the essential feature of these approaches is that they 
all account for patterns or combinations of scores across different subscales (or 
dimensions) of perfectionism simultaneously. I believe that this is important if we 
are to fully understand how perfectionism operates in sport because different 
dimensions of perfectionism that are assessed by multidimensional measures of 
perfectionism coexist within athletes (to different degrees) and will presumably 
have a combined or interactive effect upon the cognitive, affective, and beha
vioural responses of athletes in the real-world situations they encounter when 
pursuing success in sport. In doing so, researchers need to emphasize that specific 
profiles, patterns, or combinations of scores on perfectionism measures are com
paratively more adaptive or comparatively more maladaptive within the sample being 
studied (as opposed to definitively labelling athletes as having profiles of “adaptive 
perfectionism” or “maladaptive perfectionism”). In addition, researchers must be open 
to the possibility that particular profiles or combinations of perfectionism scores in 
one sample of athletes – and labelled accordingly as being comparatively more or 
less adaptive/maladaptive than another profile – could be interpreted quite differ
ently in a different sample depending on levels of competition, age and gender 
(e.g. Dunn et al., 2005, 2022; Rasquinha et al., 2014). 
To help interpret different profiles, I also believe that future discussions of 

perfectionism profiles in sport that describe athletes as having high, moderate, or  
low perfectionistic strivings combined with high, moderate, or  low perfectionistic 
concerns would be enhanced if the scientific community set about establishing 
norm-referenced standards that reflect typical perfectionism levels in different 
populations of athletes according to age, competitive level, and gender (or 
according to other demographic variables that potentially influence perfection
ism levels in sport). To the best of my knowledge, subscale norms (e.g. 
whereby subscales scores correspond to normatively-based percentile ranks 
within specific populations of athletes) do not currently exist in sport. I believe 
that establishing such norms would greatly enhance the ability of researchers 
and practitioners to better understand when it is appropriate (valid) to refer to 
athletes as possessing low, moderate, or  high perfectionistic tendencies in sport. 
Building upon this issue, consider the following (fictitious) example of a 20

year-old female intercollegiate (varsity) volleyball player who completes the 
Sport-MPS-2. All items within the instrument employ a 5-point response scale 
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(1 = not at all like me; 5 =  very much like me) whereby higher scores reflect 
higher perfectionistic tendencies. Given that there are different numbers of 
items within each of the six Sport-MPS-2 subscales, a composite mean-item 
score for each subscale is computed by dividing the total subscale score by the 
number of items within the subscale. Thus, composite subscale scores can range 
from 1 to 5. The athlete scores 3.4 for personal standards (PS), 3.0 for organization 
(ORG), 2.6 for concern over mistakes (COM), 1.8 for perceived parental pressure 
(PPP), 2.8 for perceived coach pressure (PCP), and 2.4 for doubts about actions 
(DAA). In this example, the two highest scores are reported on the personal 
standards and organization subscales; these subscales capture sub-dimensions of 
perfectionistic strivings (Dunn et al., 2016, 2021). In contrast, the scores for 
concern over mistakes, perceived parental pressure, perceived coach pressure, 
and doubts about actions are comparatively lower; these subscales capture 
sub-dimensions of perfectionistic concerns (Dunn et al., 2016, 2021). 
It is tempting to conclude that the pattern of scores (i.e. moderate perfec

tionistic strivings combined with comparatively low perfectionistic concerns) 
for the athlete described in the previous paragraph resembles an adaptive profile 
of perfectionism (notwithstanding the fact that scores on theoretically-relevant 
criterion variables are also required before such an inference can actually be 
supported). However, if we were to look at descriptive statistics provided by 
Dunn et al. (2014) in a study of 137 female intercollegiate volleyball players, 
the pattern of scores across the six Sport-MPS-2 subscales for the athlete has 
many similarities with a profile/cluster of athletes who were labelled as non-
perfectionists (based upon the following pattern of mean subscale scores: PS = 
3.32, ORG = 2.74, COM = 2.67, PPP = 1.72, PCP = 2.87, DAA = 2.44) in 
Dunn et al.’s study. The point I am trying to make here, is that without a set of 
established norms for scores on different measures of perfectionism, it is quite 
difficult to talk about an athlete having high, moderate, or low perfectionistic 
strivings or high, moderate, or low perfectionistic concerns if we don’t actually 
know what the terms high, moderate, or low represent for perfectionism levels 
that typically exist in sport. Thus, we must ask the question, how high must an 
athlete’s perfectionistic concerns be before practitioners should become con
cerned that the level of self-reported perfectionistic concerns may lead to 
maladaptive responses in sport? 
To further complicate matters, as a scientist practitioner who works closely 

with athletes in applied settings (see Harwood, 2016), I would actually be 
worried about an athlete in high-performance sport who did not possess some 
level of perfectionistic concerns in sport (see the previous discussion about 
Peyton Manning) because having little or no concerns about making mistakes, 
little or no concerns about failing to live up to the performance expectations of 
coaches, or little or no concerns about failing to achieve very high standards of 
performance may signal that the athlete simply does not care about how they 
perform. I have often wondered if there is a point at which we want athletes to 
have some level of perfectionistic concerns in sport given that the evolutionary 
function of the fear, anxiety, and worry (that frequently accompanies 
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perfectionistic concerns) is to heighten a person’s awareness of potential threats 
that exist in their environment and to plan/initiate responses that (hopefully) 
lead to successful encounters with the stressors that are faced (Brymer & 
Schweitzer, 2013; Lazarus, 2000). I also suspect that any level of perfectionistic 
concerns (and perfectionistic strivings) that potentially benefits athletes in pur
suit of athletic success will likely differ for individual athletes with optimal 
levels varying in the same way that emotions can vary (Hanin, 2000). 

Closing Reflections of a Scientist Practitioner 

As a scientist practitioner who works with athletes in high-performance sport 
settings, I have often held the view that the scientific knowledge we derive 
from our research is only as useful as the degree to which it helps us understand 
the behaviour (and reactions) of individual athletes in the real-world perfor
mance-situations they encounter in sport. Given that the key objective for 
many athletes/teams in competitive sport is to win the competitive encounter 
against an opponent (or opponents), it is important that researchers in the field 
of sport psychology seek to determine whether our scientific knowledge sur
rounding perfectionism in sport actually helps us understand (or predict) athlete 
performance/achievement in competitive sport settings. Unfortunately, as I 
survey the current landscape of sport perfectionism research in the literature, 
there are relatively few studies that have actually used performance (or 
achievement) as a criterion variable when assessing the role that perfectionism 
plays in sport, particularly in contexts where athletes actually compete against 
opponents (see Lizmore et al., 2019; Stoeber et al., 2009). I hope that 
researchers will increase their efforts to better understand how perfectionism, 
perfectionistic tendencies, and/or different profiles of perfectionism are linked 
to athlete performance and achievement in competitive sport settings where the 
objective is to outperform the opponent and win the competitive encounter. 
I believe that researchers and practitioners should expect to see performance/ 

achievement benefits for athletes who possess high (as opposed to low) perfec
tionistic strivings in sport, but these performance-enhancement benefits will be 
most prevalent in athletes who have high perfectionistic strivings accompanied 
by low perfectionistic concerns. My view on this issue is not new to the sport 
psychology literature (see Stoeber, 2011, 2012), and evidence of the perfor
mance benefits of high (as opposed to low) perfectionistic strivings has also 
been demonstrated in the context of academic achievement (see Madigan, 
2019). In accordance with Stoeber (2011, 2012), I believe that high (as opposed 
to low) perfectionistic strivings are likely to (a) act as an energizing factor that 
assists athletes in their efforts to work through the challenging demands of 
deliberate practice that are integral to success in high-performance sport 
(Ericsson, 2006), and (b) enhance the motivation of athletes to persevere 
through the obstacles, adversity, and setbacks that are inevitably encountered 
during the pursuit of competitive success in sport (Dunn et al., 2021). Of 
course, the critical caveat here is that high perfectionistic strivings are not 
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accompanied by achievement goals/standards that are unattainably high; striving 
to attain a performance standard that is unattainable will almost certainly lead to 
frustration, anger, anxiety, disappointment, dejection, and dropout. 
Unfortunately, in a practical sense, it is often very difficult to determine when a 

performance standard or achievement goal is truly unattainable or unrealistic for an 
athlete or sport team, and this is where coaches (and parents) can play a critical role 
in determining the mindset that athletes adopt towards the pursuit of high stan
dards (and flawless performance) in sport. On this matter, I am excited to see that 
researchers are now starting to consider the perfectionistic climates that athletes 
encounter in sport and how perfectionistic climates might shape the behaviours, 
reactions, performances, and achievement levels of athletes – where perfectionistic 
climate reflects “the degree to which the social environment [in sport] is experi
enced as perfectionistic” (Grugan et al., 2021, p. 1) by athletes on the basis of the 
feedback, performance-expectations, and performance criticism they perceive 
from coaches (or parents or teammates). 
I close my reflection with another example from a sport documentary where 

I believe I am witnessing high perfectionistic tendencies – in terms of perfec
tionistic strivings – and a positive perfectionistic climate at play in elite-level 
sport. The Facebook documentary titled “Tom vs Time” (Chopra & Sankaran, 
2018) provides a behind-the-scenes look into the life of Tom Brady – con
sidered by many to be the greatest NFL quarterback of all time – during the 
year that immediately followed his fifth Superbowl victory as the quarterback 
for the New England Patriots. (Brady has since gone on to win two more 
Superbowl titles as the quarterback for the Patriots in 2019 and the Tampa Bay 
Buccaneers in 2021, making him the “winningest” quarterback in NFL his
tory). During the second episode (titled “The Mental Game”) of the 6-part 
documentary, Tom Brady talks directly to the camera saying, “Knowing what 
your strengths are and weaknesses are, and trying to build on those things and 
being open about changing those things, is you know, something that I’ve 
really worked hard at, and been coached at. I’m trying to work on my atten
tion to detail with my [throwing] mechanics so that when I cut it loose and I 
rip it [i.e. the ball/pass] in a meaningful game, does it go exactly where I want 
to go?” Immediately following this dialogue, the next 3 minutes and 15 sec
onds of the documentary show Brady throwing a football during the off-season 
under the supervision of throwing coach, Tom House. Twice we hear Tom 
House using the word “perfect” in reference to Brady’s throwing mechanics 
(e.g. “We are going to try to be perfect”) and twice we also hear Brady use the 
word “perfect” in reference to his throws (e.g. “It’s not perfect”). 
Based upon my scientific knowledge of perfectionism and my applied 

experiences working with athletes in high-performance sport, I believe that this 
short extract from the Facebook documentary illustrates Tom Brady’s drive for 
flawless execution and total mastery of his throwing mechanics, and this quest 
for perfection is indicative of high perfectionistic strivings in sport. I also con
tend that this apparent drive to be perfect is a key motivational factor under
lying Tom Brady’s prolonged success as an elite NFL quarterback. Moreover, 
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the film appears to indicate that Tom House creates a “positive” perfectionistic 
training climate whereby he encourages Tom Brady to strive for perfection 
every time the ball is thrown, but he does not create pressure on Brady by 
demanding or expecting that every throw will/must be perfect. 
I look forward to seeing how the scientific community goes about determining 

whether different perfectionistic climates that are set by coaches influence the 
cognitive, affective, and behavioural experiences of athletes in sport, and whether 
such perfectionistic climates are also linked to the performance/achievement levels 
of athletes in training and competitive settings. Of course, I am working under the 
assumption that coaches who continually push their athletes to strive for perfection 
in sport but who do not create unrealistic expectations, who do not set unattainable 
standards, and who do not criticize athletes when substandard performance levels 
occur are actually creating conditions that reflect a “perfectionistic climate”. I  
suspect that Grugan et al. (2021) might not agree with my view that there is such a 
thing as a positive/adaptive perfectionistic climate given that they conceptualize 
perfectionistic climate as follows: 

the informational cues and goal structures (i.e. components of the envir
onment that emphasise what people are expected to accomplish and how 
they are to be evaluated) that align with the view that performances must 
be perfect and less than perfect performances are unacceptable. 

(Grugan et al., 2021, p. 1) 

I hope readers will critically evaluate the perspectives I have put forward in this 
chapter, and that future research will confirm or refute the validity of the ideas 
I have presented. I “sign off” as a member of the perfectionism research com
munity by extending my sincere gratitude to Andrew for allowing me to 
express my ideas about perfectionism in sport in this chapter. Andrew and I 
have not always agreed upon the conceptualization of perfectionism in sport, 
particularly as it relates to whether self-criticism and harsh self-evaluation must 
be present if we are actually talking about athletes who have high perfectio
nistic tendencies in sport (see Hill et al., 2020b). Nevertheless, despite our dif
ferences of opinion, we have built a high level of professional respect for each 
other’s ideas and we both acknowledge that neither of us has (nor should ever 
have) a monopoly on the “truth” when it comes to understanding the construct of 
perfectionism in sport (dance and exercise). 
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14 Questions, Critical Reflections, and 
Advances with the Model of 
Excellencism and Perfectionism 
A Call to Action 

Patrick Gaudreau, Antoine Benoit and Laurence Boileau 

We now know a lot about perfectionism. Novel interventions for perfectionists (e.g. 
online, face-to-face with a therapists) have been created and tested in rigorous ran
domized controlled trials. Empirical knowledge accumulated at an increasing pace 
over the last 30 years and has recently been integrated across a series of compre
hensive, systematic, and diversified meta-analytical reviews – so much so that the last 
decade has been accurately portrayed as the era of the meta-analyses. The recent 
years have also been ones of great promise for conceptual clarifications. 
Defining psychological constructs is a difficult and never-ending task. It is the 

bedrock of sound research, intervention, and professional practice. Without clear 
and precise definitions, clinicians run the risk of denying services to people who 
really are perfectionists while devoting their time to those who are not. Given such 
importance, time has come to take a step back to reconsider some of our assump
tions and perhaps even correct some misconceptions. Self-correction may appear as 
an antithesis of scientific progress. It is indeed a daunting and humbling process. 
However, it is necessary in order to advance any area of research and practice. 
As part of reflecting and self-correcting, some of the things we know and 

assumed to be true could end up reinforced and reaffirmed. Other things are 
denied, refined or abandoned. Regardless, the process will help clarify the 
conceptual domain of perfectionism and its measurement. Some key simple 
questions may appear obvious, but they often are intellectually challenging. 
Drafting out clear answers to conceptual and measurement questions is the 
building block of a sound theoretical elaboration and maturation process. In 
this chapter, we walk through a series of simple questions that are in desperate 
need of greater conceptual clarifications in the field of perfectionism. 

What is the Core Definitional Feature of Perfectionism? 

Clarifying what perfectionism is (and what it is not) is quite a challenge. Pro
viding a straightforward answer to this question is essential. This challenge led 
us to pay a closer attention to the definitions generally espoused in perfection
ism research (Gaudreau, 2021). Striking similarities were found across many 
contemporary definitions (e.g. Frost et al., 1990; Sirois & Molnar, 2016; Stoe
ber, 2018a). There appears to be large consensus around the idea that 
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perfectionistic standards are accompanied (among many other things) by evalua
tive concerns. These concerns become perfectionistic concerns only if they are 
experienced by a perfectionist (see also Smith et al., 2021). 
To maintain a stronger coherence between the definition and its oper

ationalization, Gaudreau (2021) introduced the distinction between the core 
definitional feature of perfectionism and the signature expressions of perfectionism. 
Based on this, perfectionism was redefined as “as a tendency to aim and strive 
toward idealized, flawless, and excessively high standards in a relentless manner 
(as per Gaudreau, 2019, p. 200) that frequently and recurrently influences many 
interrelated cognitive (e.g. cognitions related to perfectionism), socio-cognitive 
(e.g. socially prescribed perfectionism, perceived pressure to be perfect), and 
socio-behavioural expressions (e.g. other-oriented perfectionism, perfectionism 
self-presentation) that contribute to the developmental and maintenance of 
perfectionism and their associations with psychological adjustment” (Gaudreau, 
2021, p. 6). In other words, perfectionistic concerns are cognitive expressions of 
perfectionism rather than a core definitional feature of perfectionism per se. And 
therefore, the core definitional feature of perfectionism is made of the aiming and 
striving toward the incredibly high and unreasonable perfectionistic standards. 
Our approach is both similar  and different from the Comprehensive Model of 

Perfectionistic Behavior (CMPB; Hewitt et al., 2017). The CMPB separates the trait 
(i.e. self-oriented, socially prescribed, and other-oriented perfectionism) from the 
interpersonal (e.g. perfectionistic self-presentation) and intrapersonal (e.g. perfectio
nistic cognitions) components of perfectionism. Separating dispositional perfection
ism from the other components of the conceptual landscape of perfectionism is 
consistent with our approach. However, our model places perfectionistic standards as 
the definitional core while repositioning socially prescribed and other-oriented per
fectionism as socio-cognitive and socio-behavioural expressions of perfectionism. 
They are distinctively associated with antecedents, processes, and outcomes (e.g. Hill 
et al., 2018) and factor analytical evidence indicates that self-oriented, socially pre
scribed perfectionism, and other-oriented perfectionism belong to distinct dimen
sions (e.g. Smith et al., 2016). These conceptual reasons – and many others discussed 
by Gaudreau (2021, pp. 4–6) – offer a defendable case for the repositioning of sev
eral elements of perfectionism outside the definitional core of the construct. Despite 
these differences, the CMPB and our model are not strictly incompatible and they 
will certainly feed of each other in the years to come. 

Are We Sure That We are Measuring What We Think We Are 
Measuring? 

Over the years, the question mark in the eyes of the students in our undergraduate 
courses have forced us to reconsider our overall understanding of the perfectionism 
landscape. Students often felt like perfectionism is represented by many tangentially 
related constructs. Stoeber (2018b) even questioned whether there were “too many 
perfectionisms in perfectionism theory and research” (p. 337). Similarly, many of our 
undergraduate and graduate trainees wonder where exactly perfectionism is among 
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this list of constructs. Their quest for greater conceptual clarity was insightful because 
it challenged us to rethink our teaching and research program on perfectionism. 
Growing empirical support for the unhealthiness of perfectionism created a 

form of collective conceptual blindfolding. The conceptual elements used to 
make inferences from empirical data have been uncritically accepted. As a 
result, perfectionism became more and more defined by its measures. To say 
that perfectionists frequently experience concerns over mistakes is logically and 
empirically defendable. However, to say that concerns over mistakes is perfec
tionism per se appears logically flawed. The same argument has been made about 
self-criticism (Stoeber, 2018b). Using self-criticism as an indicator of perfectio
nistic concerns conflates perfectionism with a mechanism putatively involved in 
the development and maintenance of depression (e.g. Cox et al., 2004; Thew 
et al., 2017). All in all, these conceptual confounds run the risk of overestimating 
the associations between perfectionism and psychopathologies. 
Concerns over mistakes and self-criticism are unquestionably prevalent signature 

expressions involved in perfectionism (Gaudreau, 2021). However, the phenom
enological experience of being concerned with mistakes is potentially straddling 
the conceptual border of anxiety disorders and perfectionism. Evaluative concerns 
and concerns over mistakes are cardinal features of many cognitive processes (e.g. 
fear of failure, rumination, fear of negative evaluations, and post-event processing) 
known to be involved in the development and maintenance of anxiety disorders 
(e.g. McLaughlin & Nolen-Hoeksema, 2011). Correlations between evaluative 
concerns and psychological distress can be interpreted as the causal influence of 
perfectionism itself; this interpretation prevails in the extant perfectionism litera
ture. However, these moderate-to-strong correlations potentially suggest that 
evaluative concerns (e.g. concerns over mistakes, doubts about actions) potentially 
fall somewhere between perfectionism and anxiety symptomology. Consequently, 
it is preferable to consider them as mechanisms involved in symptomatology rather 
than as key definitional features of perfectionism. If so, evaluative concerns and 
self-criticism should be seen as cognitive expressions of perfectionism rather than 
inherent constituents of the core definitional feature of perfectionism itself. 

Where to Draw the Line Between High Personal Standards and 
Perfectionistic Standards? 

Repositioning perfectionistic standards as the core definitional feature raises yet 
another question – a question frequently asked by students, the public, practi
tioners, and researchers over the last few years (e.g. Blasberg et al., 2016; Flett 
et al., 2018; Wade, 2018). How do we determine if a person aims and strives 
toward excessively high perfectionistic standards? 

Conceptual Issues 

Gaudreau (2019) recently developed the Model of Excellencism and Perfectionism 
(MEP) to provide a conceptual solution to this important question. The 
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model attempts to fill an important gap by formalizing the distinction 
between the pursuit of perfection and the pursuit of excellence. The analogy 
of a journey is useful to illustrate the similarities and differences between 
excellencism and perfectionism. Many people pursue high personal standards. 
When they attain these standards, they will feel like their destination has been 
reached. These people are the ones who pursue excellence without pursuing 
perfection. They are excellence strivers. In contrast, some people pursue high 
standards but are not fulfilled by the pursuit and attainment of these standards. 
Even if they were to reach excellence, they would continue to pursue their 
journey in the hope of attaining their perfectionistic standards. These people 
are the ones who incidentally pursue excellence in their quest toward per
fection. They not only pursue high standards (involved in excellencism) but 
they resolutely pursue the more extreme, less realistic, more exacting, and less 
flexible perfectionistic standards. These people are perfection strivers. This distinction 
is illustrated in Figure 14.1. 
Words can also be used to distinguish excellence and perfection. Imagine 

Taylor and Billie – two competitive athletes. Taylor wants to be a competent 
athlete, obtain very good results, and train in an effortful, dedicated, yet flexible 
manner. Taylor’s aiming and striving are well representative of the pursuit of 
excellence. Billie wants to be a perfect athlete and needs to obtain extremely 
good results all the time in the hope of feeling accomplished. This athlete fol
lows an exaggeratedly strict and exacting training regimen that requires flaw
lessness. Billie’s aiming and striving are well representative of the pursuit of 
perfection. Words that characterize the goal to be very good, competent, 
accomplished, very productive, skilful, high quality, successful, great, and cap
able are likely to be espoused by both Taylor and Billie. It can be said that both 
excellence and perfection strivers are driven, ambitious, and persevering people 

Figure 14.1 Visual definition of nonexcellence/nonperfection, excellence, and perfection 
strivers in the MEP. 
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(Besser et al., 2008). However, words that characterize the goal to reach 
exactness, faultlessness, flawlessness, ideal, error-free, impeccability, and irre
proachableness – which go over and above the notion of excellence – will be 
specifically espoused by Billie. Perfectionism starts where excellencism ends. 
What happens beyond excellencism is qualitatively different and sets the tone 
for the phenomenological experiences of being a perfectionist. 

Empirical Evidence 

Effort has been made to improve the content validity of already existing scales 
(Blasberg et al., 2016; Lin & Muenks, 2022) and to reinterpret the effects 
according to whether they assess high personal standards or perfectionistic 
standards (Osenk et al., 2020). However, many popular measures of perfectio
nistic standards still contain items tapping into excellencism while scales designed 
to assess striving toward excellence predominantly measure perfectionism (e.g. 
Hill et al., 2004). 
Gaudreau et al. (2022) developed and validated the Scale of Perfectionism and 

Excellencism (SCOPE) to differentiate high personal standards (i.e. excellencism) 
from perfectionistic standards (i.e. perfectionism). Results of exploratory and con
firmatory factor analyses showed that excellencism and perfectionism can be 
separated at the conceptual level. Based on the MEP operational definitions 
(Gaudreau, 2019, p. 205), scores on the SCOPE can be used to compare non-
excellence/nonperfection strivers (i.e. low excellencism and low perfectionism) 
excellence strivers (i.e. high excellencism and low perfectionism), and perfection 
strivers (i.e. high excellencism and high perfectionism). 
Across five studies with 2,157 university students, various findings also revealed 

that excellencism and perfectionism can be distinguished at the functional level. 
Perfection strivers more frequently aim and strive toward the goal of earning a 
perfect grade (A+) in their courses. Despite their unquestionable ambition, per
fection strivers are less likely to earn good academic performance and to improve 
their level of achievement over time compared to excellence strivers. Another 
series of studies found similar results to predict performance on divergent thinking 
tasks used to measure creativity (Goulet-Pelletier et al., 2022). When it comes to 
academic success and creativity of university students, it appears like aiming and 
striving for excellence is, in fact, more than good enough. 
Gaudreau et al. (2021) conducted the first study on the MEP in the sport 

domain. A sample of 156 sport participants rated their fear of failure and goal 
progress in both sport and school as well as their perceived difficulties in bal
ancing their sport and school lives. Perfection strivers and excellence strivers 
reported similar levels of goal progress in both sport and school. This finding 
needs to be reinterpreted considering other findings from Gaudreau et al. 
(2022) who reported that perfection strivers are more likely to attain their 
socially prescribed goals compared to their personal goals. This tendency to 
sacrifice the self in quest of social acceptance could explain why perfection 
strivers experience more fear of failure in both school and sport compared to 



382 Patrick Gaudreau 

excellence strivers. This also aligns with findings showing that perfection stri
vers experience more difficulties in balancing their sport and school lives. 
Taken together, these results support the idea that perfectionism is not needed 
and perhaps even harmful for individuals involved in competitive sports. 
Another MEP study examined how sport fans reacted when the Houston 

Astros were found guilty of illegally stealing the signs of their opponents during 
the 2017 World Series of Baseball (Gaudreau & Schellenberg, 2022a). Results 
indicated that perfection strivers were more tolerant toward sport-related 
cheating compared to excellence strivers. When asked to take the perspective 
of a coach, sport fans were also more likely to espouse a winning-at-all-cost 
mentality and to show signs of moral disengagement. Overall, it can be said 
that perfection strivers use cognitive stratagems to justify wrongdoings (e.g. 
everyone is doing it, therefore it is not cheating) while holding the beliefs that 
winning (no matter how) is justifiable and more important than fairness and 
wellness of the sport and their participants. 
In summary, these initial findings offer a sample of what can be learned and 

discovered when we conceptually make a clear distinction between excellen
cism and perfectionism. The implications for perfectionism research are far 
reaching. The desirable effects of perfectionistic standards (observed in past 
studies) were potentially caused by an undifferentiable combination of excel
lencism and perfectionism. Conflating high standards with perfectionistic stan
dards accidentally boosted the probability of findings supportive evidence for 
the idea that perfectionism is healthy. If we accept this argument, we accept 
that researchers need to take a step back to revisit and correct the accumulated 
evidence in the extant literature. Effects of perfectionistic standards with 
adjustment and maladjustment have been overestimated and underestimated, 
respectively. Future research should therefore measure both excellencism and 
perfectionism using measures – like the SCOPE – that do not conflate the two 
constructs into a single score. This new corpus of knowledge is urgently 
required to more precisely re-estimate the effects associated with perfectionistic 
standards – the core definitional feature of perfectionism. 

What is the Role of the Signature Expressions of Perfectionism 
in the MEP? 

The aiming and striving for perfection are the core definitional feature of perfec
tionism in the MEP. However, the MEP maintains 30 years of research tradition 
in reaffirming that perfectionism is multidimensional. Signature expressions are not 
discarded from the perfectionism landscape. They are relocated outside of core 
definitional feature of perfectionism to give them a central role that better explains 
the phenomenological experiences and outcomes of perfection strivers. 
Perfection strivers (compared to excellence strivers and nonexcellence/ 

nonperfection strivers) are more likely to experience the cognitive expressions 
(e.g. concerns over mistakes, doubts about actions, automatic perfectionistic 
thoughts), socio-cognitive (e.g. impression that others require perfection), and 
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socio-behavioural expressions of perfectionism (e.g. expecting others to be 
perfect). This hypothesis has already been supported in MEP empirical studies 
(Gaudreau et al., 2022). On the one hand, this idea is consistent with 30 years 
of research showing a moderate-to-strong correlations between perfectionistic 
standards and many characteristics of perfectionistic concerns (e.g. Hill et al., 
2018). On the other hand, it offers a new integration of the perfectionism 
landscape. Signature expressions are not just co-occurring with perfectionistic 
standards; they are the energy that radiates from the nucleus (i.e. the core) of 
perfectionism. The signature expressions are the fuel that propels the core 
definitional feature of perfectionism into a transdiagnostic risk factor. 
Figure 14.2 illustrates the interplay between perfectionism, its expression, tran

sient episodic states, and downstream developmental influences. In daily lives, 
perfectionism will frequently activate or enact a series of cognitive (e.g. automatic 
perfectionistic thoughts, mistake rumination), socio-cognitive (e.g. perceived 
pressure to be perfect), and socio-behavioural expressions (e.g. imposing one’s 
perfectionism into other, perfectionistic self-presentation) that will increase tran
sient episodic states of sadness, stress, anxiety, loneliness, anger, and feelings of per
sonal and social inadequacies. Being concerned about mistakes here and now (or 
occasionally) will unlikely increase depression six months down the road. How
ever, frequent re-enactment of the signature expressions of perfectionism – as already 
captured through the instructions given by participants in self-report measures – 
will create the needed conditions for perfectionism to unleash some downstream 
developmental influences on a host of important psychological and life outcomes. 
How long (e.g. weeks, months, years) exactly does it take for the developmental 
influences to kick in could depend on a lot of factors. For this reason, these 
influences are dubbed as downstream because they are prospective, ongoing, trans
actional, cumulative, and developmental rather than automatic, permanent, and 

Figure 14.2 Interplay between the core definitional feature and the signature expressions 
of perfectionism in the MEP. 
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inherently long-term influences. Overall, these influences happen and build up as 
we live (Sameroff, 2009); they do not just simply happen at the end of a six-month 
longitudinal study. 
Our model in Figure 14.2 assumes that perfectionism will frequently enact sig

nature expressions of perfectionism. This transactional effect, across frequently 
reoccurring cycles of enactments and re-enactments, may eventually produce 
observable developmental outcomes over the long haul. Stopping these naturally 
occurring cycles – through targeted psychological interventions, changes operated 
by the people themselves or modifications of social environmental risk factors – 
can attenuate and perhaps even turn off the transdiagnostic risks associated with 
perfectionism. However, just like a campfire or a volcano, the effects of perfec
tionism may often appear to be extinguished. The distribution of episodes 
experienced in our daily lives usually averages somewhere between small failure to 
small success; extreme failure and life stress (as well as extreme success and states of 
elation) occur far less frequently. Therefore, the proverbial pictures taken by 
researchers generally happen when the fire or the volcano is pretty much sleepy 
rather than raging. This potentially explains why research often reports relatively 
weak associations between perfectionistic standards and life outcomes. Even when 
they appear to be turned off, these perfectionism cycles can be reactivated to refuel 
the probability that a perfectionist will subsequently experience unhealthy down
stream developmental influences. Keeping one’s perfectionism under check can be 
a lifelong challenge for a perfectionist. 
A proof of concept was produced by Gaudreau (2021) who re-examined the 

associations between perfectionistic standards, perfectionistic concerns, and 
burnout. Correlations from a meta-analysis (Hill & Curran, 2015) and values 
from a Monte-Carlo simulation were used to test a simple nomological net
work. Let us provide another example – this time using the correlations for self-
esteem taken from the meta-analysis of Hill et al. (2018). The correlation matrix 
to run our analyses is showed in panel A of Figure 14.3. The results of a mul
tiple regression (see panel B) and a meta-analytical path analysis (see panel C) 
are also displayed in this figure. As expected, perfectionistic standards positively 
relate to perfectionistic concerns which negatively relate to self-esteem. The 
positive association between perfectionistic standards and self-esteem (i.e. total 
effect or the correlation seen in panel A) is smaller compared to the association 
observed after controlling for perfectionistic concerns (i.e. direct effect) in both 
analyses (panels B and C). 
In the past, this boosted positive association with self-esteem has been inter

preted as a suppression effect as well as evidence for the healthiness of perfec
tionistic standards. Both interpretations are accurate but nonetheless deserve 
further clarifications. This effect is not the effect of perfectionism for everyone at 
the population level; it is a  partial effect or the effect of perfectionistic standards 
when perfectionistic concerns are held constant (Stoeber & Gaudreau, 2017). 
Holding constant provides an estimate of a local, residual, or partial effect of per
fectionistic standards for people who have the same amount of perfectionistic concerns 
(Wysocki et al., 2022; see middle panel of their table 2). As illustrated in panel 
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Figure 14.3 Proof of principle for self-esteem. 

D of our Figure 14.3, this is similar to Simpson’s paradox. In this case, the 
estimate at the population level (i.e. the black line) is smaller than the local 
estimate for people with the same level of perfectionistic concerns (i.e. the grey 
perforated lines). More importantly, this local/partial effect should not be given 
interpretational primacy over a full network of associations. This nomological 
network follows a simplex pattern in which adjacent variables (i.e. perfectio
nistic standards and concerns; perfectionistic concerns and self-esteem) are more 
strongly associated with one another compared to non-adjacent variables (per
fectionistic standards and self-esteem). The overall network of associations, 
which is characterized by a negative indirect association, should be seen as the 
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needed and sufficient evidence for a theory in which perfectionism relates to lower 
self-esteem. If perfectionistic standards relate to higher perfectionistic concerns, 
on the one hand, while perfectionistic concerns relate to lower self-esteem, on 
the other hand, then we cannot accept that perfectionism is associated with 
more self-esteem. This position is not defendable. A defendable position con
siders the whole network of associations in which perfectionism is overall 
harmful and indirectly linked to lower self-esteem (i.e. an unhealthy outcome). 
As showed in the Monte Carlo simulation of Gaudreau (2021), we can 

extend this model by including excellencism. This is important for at least two 
reasons. First, we need to estimate the effects of perfectionism with measures 
that neatly separate high standards and perfectionistic standards. Without this, it 
remains unclear if the observed effects are attributable to perfectionism, excel
lencism, or a mixture of both. Second, the MEP considers that the aiming and 
striving of perfection strivers extend beyond the pursuit of excellence. Con
trolling for excellencism is required to properly estimate the effects of perfec
tionism (and vice versa). To minimize the boosted positive direct effect 
between perfectionistic standards and self-esteem (see Figure 14.3, panels B and 
C), excellencism and perfectionism both need to be included in the same ana
lysis. In several cases, excellencism (rather than perfectionistic standards) should 
be positively associated with a desirable outcome (i.e. low maladjustment and 
high adjustment). Future research in sport will benefit from this approach. 
As you may note, the model avoids the methodological parlance of mediation. 

Theory elaboration and research designs often derive from the same epistemology 
but they are not obligatorily tied to one another. Assumptions of a simplex pattern 
(i.e. stronger links across adjacent compared to non-adjacent variables in a net
work) provides this flexibility because they do not inherently assume causality (e.g. 
Borsboom  & Cramer,  2013; Hayduk,  1994; Howard  et  al., 2020). In contrast,  
mediation requires strong assumptions about causality (i.e. experimental designs), 
unidirectionality (i.e. recursive), and developmental precedence (e.g. Pirlott & 
MacKinnon, 2016; Rohrer et al., 2022). Inferences drawn from perfectionistic 
traits assume they are characteristics of the person and therefore unlikely candidates 
for experimental manipulations. Mental representations of perfectionism can 
potentially be primed or temporarily activated (e.g. Boone & Soenens, 2015; 
Hummel et al., 2023). Even when experimental effects match those observed in 
correlational studies, their isomorphism cannot be taken for granted. In other 
words, effects involved in naturally occurring traits or personality dispositions are 
those of the person whereas effects observed in experiments are those produced by 
a situation (Tracy et al., 2009). Intervention studies offer promising tests of caus
ality because they more directly alter and try to permanently reshape the char
acteristics of the person. Here again, however, effects of within-person changes 
caused by an intervention are those attributable to a psychoeducational process 
rather than effects that naturally exist when someone already holds the optimal 
characteristics trained in our interventions. Research designs – spanning the entire 
spectrum of cross-sectional, longitudinal, experimental, and intervention – are all 
required to provide complementary information about the veracity, replicability, 
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and robustness of the perfectionism effects. Greater efforts should nonetheless be 
made to closely align our interpretations with the underlying assumptions of our 
methodology. 

Can We Decrease Perfectionism Without Inadvertently 
Decreasing Excellencism? 

There is an increased need for effective and widely accessible intervention to 
reduce perfectionism. Children, adolescents, and emerging adults live in a society 
in which success and achievement are highly valued – so much that it can be 
experienced as social pressure (e.g. Curran & Hill, 2022; Luthar et al., 2020). 
Aiming at things such as fame, fortune, and glory are unfortunately downplaying 
our effort to live a happy and productive life (Bradshaw et al., 2022). Striving 
toward specific and  difficult goals (Swann et al., 2022) and stretch goals (Kerr & 
LePelley, 2013) can backfire and fail to produce the promised behavioural out
comes. Nonetheless, many coaches, teachers, parents, and administrators will 
potentially resist and oppose to the idea that many children and adolescent should 
reduce their goals and standards in the hope of fully developing their athletic and 
academic potential (Wade, 2018). This idea is both counterintuitive (i.e. it defies 
what we learned) and countercultural (i.e. it defies social norms). 
Novel research on the MEP offers a solution to this important challenge. 

Students (Gaudreau et al., 2022; Goulet-Pelletier et al., 2022) and athletes 
(Gaudreau et al., 2021) can earn just as good, if not better, achievement out
comes by aiming and striving toward excellence rather than perfection. Fur
thermore, excellence strivers less frequently experience the concerns, doubts, 
fears, and perceived social pressure that are more closely linked to the phe
nomenological experiences (the signature expressions) of being a perfectionist. 
Principles and research from the MEP provide valuable scientific arguments to 
persuade people about the need to transform perfectionism into excellencism. 
Rapid progress has been made in the development and delivery of effective 

cognitive behavioural therapy for perfectionists (e.g. Egan et al., 2016). These 
programs usually target many of the signature expressions of perfectionism. As 
such, meta-analytical findings revealed that interventions delivered to perfec
tionists can significantly reduce their perfectionistic standards and perfectionistic 
concerns (e.g. Galloway et al., 2021; Iliakis & Masland, 2021; Robinson & 
Wade, 2021). What remains to be seen, however, is whether perfectionistic 
standards can be reduced without inadvertently reducing excellencism. 
Grieve et al. (2022) conducted the first intervention study that measured 

both perfectionism and excellencism before and after an online cognitive 
behavioural intervention. A sample of 89 university students with elevated 
concern over mistakes were randomized into an experimental or a wait-list 
control group. Everyone completed the SCOPE (Gaudreau et al., 2022) at 
baseline and 8 weeks after the intervention. Results showed a larger decrease in 
both perfectionism and excellencism among those who received the interven
tion. The intervention was successful at reducing perfectionistic standards and 
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concerns. However, the effects for excellencism were interpreted as unexpected 
but left with little interpretational guidance. 
Gaudreau and Schellenberg (2022b) were inspired by the findings of Grieve et 

al. (2022) and proposed a framework to facilitate the interpretation of future 
intervention research. They reasoned that the decreases in perfectionism and 
excellencism should be interpreted together rather than in isolation. Different 
juxtapositions of effects hold different meanings to evaluate the effectiveness of an 
intervention. To clarify this rather abstract notion, the fictive cases of three com
petitive athletes (Avery, Bailey, and Cooper) are displayed in Figure 14.4. Before 
the intervention, the three athletes scored high on perfectionism and high on 
excellencism. They were perfection strivers. Avery benefited from the interven
tion with significant decrease in perfectionism and non-significant changes in 
excellence. Avery moved from being a perfection striver to an excellence striver. 
Bailey experienced a significant and comparable decrease in both perfectionism 
and excellencism. Bailey shifted from being a perfection striver to someone with 
low standards (i.e. nonexcellence/nonperfection striver). Finally, Cooper experi
enced a significantly stronger decrease in perfectionism compared to excellencism. 
Therefore, Cooper finished somewhere between a zone characterizing perfection, 
excellence, and nonexcellence/nonperfection strivers. 
Although Grieve et al. (2022) found significant decreases in both perfec

tionism and excellencism, these effects can be reinterpreted in relative terms. 
More precisely, the decrease in perfectionism (raw difference = –1.04) was 
stronger than the decrease in excellencism (raw difference = –0.77). Based on 
these results, it can be concluded that students who initially were perfection 
strivers shifted into a zone between nonexcellence/nonperfection and excel
lence strivers after the intervention. This is comparable to the fictive case of 
Cooper in Figure 14.4. The intervention produced a desirable juxtaposed effect 
because it helped perfection strivers to move away from a zone of perfection 
striving. Other desirable juxtaposed effects could be seen when an intervention 

Figure 14.4 Juxtaposed effects of an intervention for Avery (A), Bailey (B), and Cooper (C). 
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either decreases perfectionism while not changing excellencism (i.e. the case of 
Avery) or if it decreases perfectionism while increasing excellencism. Undesirable 
juxtaposed effects would be seen when an intervention fails to reduce perfec
tionism or if it reduces perfectionism and excellencism to the same extent (i.e. 
the case of Bailey). Overall, the juxtaposition of effects provides a theory-
driven principle that clarifies how intervention effects should be interpreted 
through the lens of the MEP. 
A new generation of intervention research will be required to help members 

of the sport and dance communities. Cognitive behaviour therapies for per
fectionists have included messages and exercises that mostly targeted the 
reduction of perfectionism. Some programs incorporated modules and some 
information about the need to replace perfectionism with a healthier pursuit of 
excellence (e.g. Vekas & Wade, 2017). To obtain desirable juxtaposed effects 
like the ones of Avery in Figure 14.3, new interventions will be needed to 
focus on transforming perfectionism into excellencism. We think that inter
ventions that reduce perfectionism to a greater extent than excellencism (i.e. 
the case of Cooper) may be insufficient to significantly improve the mental 
health of athletes and dancers. This could explain why Grieve et al. (2022) did 
not find significant improvement in depression, stress, and anxiety. 

Why is It Important to Understand Perfectionism Outside of 
Perfectionists? 

Perfectionism at the Team Level 

Perfectionism is generally studied at the level of the person. Recent advances 
have been made to study perfectionism at the team level (Hill & Grugan, 
2020). This new line of research is important. Efforts to reduce personal stan
dards (i.e. reshape perfectionism into excellencism) at the individual level will 
remain countercultural and less effective if we fail to account for how social 
norms contribute to the development and maintenance of perfectionism. Sport 
and dance are culture-defining social environments in which children, adoles
cents, and adults (both participants and coaches) frequently interact to shape 
and reshape each other. Modifying these complex social systems through 
the development and implementation of new policies, rules, and norms can 
have profound life-changing effects on athletes/dancers and coaches/teachers 
who participate in these highly competitive environments. Sport is a micro
cosm of life. Small changes in sport could inspire broader social changes to help 
schools and employers to reconsider and redefine their views of success and 
achievement. More research is needed at this broader level of analysis to 
understand perfectionism outside of perfectionists. 
Two approaches have been used to study team-level perfectionism. The first 

approach taken by Hill et al. (2014) relied on a team composition framework. 
Each team may enrol none to many perfectionists. Having different composi
tions of non-perfectionists and perfectionists in a team may influence the 
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feelings, behaviours, and performance of the individuals within the team and 
the team itself. A sample of 221 rowers from 36 boats were followed during 
four days of competition. Teams in which members had higher self-oriented 
perfectionism and perfectionistic expectations toward their teammates (i.e. 
team-oriented perfectionism) ranked better and improved their performance 
significantly more across the days of the competition. Having a high level of 
team perfectionism could mean that many athletes on a team are perfectionists 
or that a few athletes heavily contribute toward increasing their team’s level of 
perfectionism. The effects of an athlete’s perfectionism on the teammates may 
depend on the role, status (e.g. starter, seniority), leadership, and performance 
of that person. More research is needed to unpack these effects to better 
understand how perfectionism (compared to excellencism) impacts teams’ 
dynamic and performance. 
The second approach taken by Grugan et al. (2021) conceptualized team per

fectionism as an ambient phenomenon that emerges as a culture or a climate of 
perfectionism. The concept of perfectionistic climate was introduced to capture the 
idea that coaches, teachers, parents, leaders, and teammates can inculcate a percep
tion that doing good is never good enough. Through their use of language, 
feedback, advice, praise, and criticism, members of our social environments can 
create a culture or climate in which perfectionism is reinforced, valued, and 
imposed upon others. Five studies were conducted to create and validate the 
Perfectionistic Climate Questionnaire in Sport (PCQ-S). Results provided com
pelling evidence for a hierarchical model in which five characteristics can be neatly 
separated (i.e. unrealistic expectations, harsh criticism, control through rewards and 
punishments, recognition, and anxiousness) and regrouped into a broad dimension 
of perfectionistic climate. This conceptualization offers both precision and parsi
mony and should lead the way in examining different ways through which coa
ches can influence the development and maintenance of perfectionism of their 
trainees. Whether the PCQ-S can be tailored to study the influences of other 
social agents such as teachers, parents, and managers appears like a promising line 
of future investigations. Overall, it is commendable that items created to measure 
perfectionistic climate really focused on perfectionism. This contributes to con
ceptual clarifications promoted in the MEP and will facilitate empirical studies 
looking at the interplay between perfectionistic climate outside the person and 
both perfectionism and excellencism within the person. 

The Hypothetical Role of the Motor Learning Environment 

Beliefs of coaches and teachers can also shape their coaching and teaching in ways 
capable of influencing the perfectionism of their trainees. In this section, insights 
from motor learning and skill acquisition theories are highlighted. The ideas deli
neated here are hypothetical and meant to further our reflections about some 
coaching strategies potentially linked to perfectionism in sport and dance. 
Many coaches still believe that a movement needs to be “perfected” in order 

to be automatized and optimally performed (e.g. Patterson & Lee, 2013). In 
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their mind, a movement needs to be flawlessly rehearsed countless times in 
the exact same way in the hope of creating a so-called permanent “muscle 
memory”. For example, golfers are instructed to produce the exact same 
movement (swing path, club speed) to grove their swing. Baseball pitchers are taught 
to perform the exact same movements to release the ball at a specific place to throw 
strikes. Deviations from “the perfect technique” are perceived as unacceptable and 
efforts are made to avoid and correct them. Research in motor learning clearly 
indicates that rigid reproduction of the same movement (without variations) can 
reduce exploration in the perceptual-motor space, slow down skill acquisition, and 
reduce their adaptability when performing in a changing environment (e.g. Gray, 
2018; Silva et al., 2021). Contrary to the beliefs of many coaches, expert performers 
display more variability in their movements compared to less experienced perfor
mers (e.g. Preatoni et al., 2010; Seifert et al., 2013). Once internalized, the idea that 
a perfect technique exists and needs to be repeated the same way by everyone all the 
time can potentially aggravate one’s predisposition toward perfectionism. This 
coaching myth can subtly create unrealistic and false expectations in coaches, ath
letes, and even parents. It can lead them to believe that a perfect movement exists, 
movement can be perfected, and is the only way to optimize one’s performance.  
Nurturing these beliefs is a potentially devastating pathway that contributes to the 
development and maintenance of perfectionism in learners. 
The science of learning has evolved over the last 20 years but many evidence-based 

principles have yet to influence how coaches and teachers design their practice 
(Soderstrom & Bjork, 2015; Weinstein et al., 2019). It is still common for a baseball 
coach to hit 10 consecutive ground balls at the exact same speed, with the same 
number of bounces in a highly predictable manner. Many golfers go to the driving 
range and hit 10 drivers without even aiming at a specific target. In highly repetitive 
environments (e.g. massed and blocked practice), athletes make mistakes during the 
first few trials, but their mistakes rapidly decrease across subsequent trials. Repeating 
the same thing in a massed learning design entertains the illusion that a movement has 
been properly learned, mastered, and perfected. This style of practice is often pre
ferred by coaches and athletes because it minimizes errors and makes everyone feel 
good about their skills. This can be reassuring to perfectionistic coaches and athletes. 
However, such movements are acquired and rehearsed in a context that is not 
representative of the context in which the complete motor skill has to be performed 
in real life (e.g. Krause et al., 2018). As a result, mistakes will simply reappear after a 
break, when synchronizing a smaller movement into a complete routine, or per
forming in a game-like environment (e.g. Lee, 2012). This can also lead to the 
impression that an athlete is great in practice and mediocre during competition. 
Such unexpected variations in performance may be misattributed as “choking” 
and aggravate the tendency of perfectionist to avoid and negatively react to 
failures. 
Alternative ways of practicing and rehearsing a movement (e.g. random, 

distributed/ spaced, and interleaved learning design) often yield deeper and 
more sustainable learning (e.g. Lee, 2012; Weinstein et al., 2019). For example, 
golfers could really improve their game by hitting their driver only once at the 
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driving range before hitting a fairway wood or an iron as if they were hitting to 
a specific target on a golf course. A baseball coach could simulate a game by 
hitting different types of ground balls at different speed. Players will make 
mistakes. Their training will be ugly, but errors are a natural part of the learn
ing process. Many alternative learning designs are often perceived as too diffi
cult, discouraging, and frustrating (e.g. Benson et al., 2022) because they give 
the false impression that athletes are failing and not learning. As a result, coa
ches/athletes and teachers/students mostly rely on traditional and highly repe
titive practice designs (Putnam et al., 2016), even if they are less effective for 
their learning. Optimal practice designs may be less enjoyable and more stress
ful for the perfectionistic coaches and athletes because they require a high tol
erance for errors, mistakes, and novelty. Perfectionists are more likely to avoid 
exposing themselves to learning designs that could really help them optimize 
their skills. This could explain why perfectionists tend to underperform despite 
the incredible amount of time and effort they devote to their sport. 
Many coaches talk too much to their athletes both during practices and 

games. In their mind, good coaching requires constant chatting to provide real-
time corrective feedback. Evidence suggests that augmented feedback is indeed 
associated with improved learning of motor and sport-specific skills (Petan
cevski et al., 2022). However, augmented feedback interventions are meant to 
optimize the frequency, timing, duration, and quality of the feedback provided 
to athletes. Talking too much, highlighting each mistake made by an athlete, 
and being overly critical, cynical, and insulting are inconsistent with the 
underlying purposes of augmented feedback. Perfectionistic coaches are likely 
to provide too much of such feedback. The feedback provided has the poten
tial to focus on errors and mistakes without paying consideration to strengths 
and improvements. Practicing and performing sport-specific skills can become 
extremely stressful and shaming when an athlete sustains the ever-ending yell
ing and non-verbal signs of anger and dissatisfaction of a perfectionistic coaches. 
Being under the constant scrutiny of a highly critical and insatiable coach could 
turn a confident athlete or dancer into a person who desperately starts to aim 
and pursue perfection to satisfy the unrealistic expectations of their coach. 
Overall, studying perfectionism outside the perfectionists remains a largely unex

plored area of the extant literature. Many aspects of the motor learning environment 
need to be studied as potential pathways in the development and maintenance of 
perfectionism. Addressing coaching myths and misconceptions through evidence-
based coach education could help design learning environments capable of pro
moting excellencism (and preventing perfectionism) in sport, dance, exercise, and 
education. 

Concluding Comments 

In this chapter, we have tried to pull together and integrate recent theoretical 
(Gaudreau, 2019), conceptual (Gaudreau, 2021), empirical (Gaudreau et al., 
2022), and intervention (Gaudreau & Schellenberg, 2022b) advances that 



The Model of Excellencism and Perfectionism 393 

followed the introduction of the MEP in the perfectionism literature. The 
MEP may look different, but it offers an integrative framework to clarify the 
conceptual domain of perfectionism. Perfectionism is reiterated as a multi
dimensional construct, but primacy is given to two fundamental distinctions: 
the difference between excellencism and perfectionism and the separation of 
the core definitional feature of perfectionism from its signature expression. 
Perfectionism needs to be clearly separated from excellencism in our mea

surement instruments. The positive effects – generally attributed to perfectio
nistic standards – are potentially the effects of excellencism rather than the 
effects of perfectionism. This measurement artefact inadvertently increases the 
risk of erroneously concluding that perfectionism is desirable. This measure
ment practice must be stopped and replaced by a clear distinction between high 
standards (as in excellencism) and perfectionistic standards. 
Perfectionism remains a broad and multifaceted construct in the MEP. The 

division between the definitional core (i.e. perfectionistic standards) and a host 
of signature expressions of perfectionism maintains all elements from previous 
research while organizing them in a novel nosology. This task is required to 
give precedence to an entire network of associations rather than to the partial 
and often suppressed effect of perfectionistic standards while accounting for 
perfectionistic concerns. Perfectionistic standards set the wheel in motion for 
unique, intense, and debilitative phenomenological experiences capable of 
explaining why perfectionists (compared to excellence strivers) are more likely 
to experience psychological difficulties. 
Theory-driven interventions are needed to help perfectionistic athletes, dancers, 

exercisers, and students. Research on the MEP will be instrumental to develop 
scientific arguments to persuade the sport and dance communities of the need to 
help athletes and dancers reshape their personal standards, goals, and expectations. 
This will require a nuanced approach with well-crafted messages and psychoedu
cational activities designed to transform perfectionism into a healthier pursuit of 
excellence. Effects of interventions on both perfectionism and excellencism will 
need to be closely monitored and properly interpreted. The framework of Gau
dreau and Schellenberg (2022b) offers needed guidance to align intervention with 
the underlying principles of the MEP. 
Looking at one dependent variable at a time can provide a misleading picture 

of the healthiness of perfectionism. For example, Gaudreau et al. (2022) found 
that perfection strivers experience both elevated satisfaction and frustration of 
their need for competence. Perfection strivers will often make significant pro
gress on their goals without savouring and reaping the full emotional benefits 
from their achievement. Thriving is only experienced when people feel suc
cessful, happy, and vivacious (e.g. Brown et al., 2017). A success that maintains 
or elevates pressure, stress, and distress cannot be considered as an adaptative 
outcome (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). The complex antagonistic effects stem
ming from a desire to succeed and a fear to fail (e.g. Covington & Müeller, 
2001) can only be captured if we measure and reconcile the positive and 
negative processes and outcomes associated with perfectionism. 
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Multivariable statistics are the main channel for empirical investigations on the 
MEP. In other words, bivariate correlations cannot be used to directly test the 
hypotheses of the MEP. We are currently designing a Shiny App (with R Studio) to 
help researchers visualize and compare the outcomes of nonexcellence/ 
nonperfection, excellence, and perfection strivers. Psychometric research is ongo
ing to create a brief SCOPE as well as translated versions in different languages. 
Research on perfectionism is flourishing and we hope that many researchers will 
contribute to the development of the MEP over the many years to come. 
In conclusion, the difference between excellencism and perfectionism and 

the separation of the core definitional feature of perfectionism from its sig
nature expressions can be seen as two related mini theories within the MEP. 
However proper investigations of the later require measures in which perfec
tionistic standards are no longer contaminated by high personal standards. The 
distinction between excellencism and perfectionism is pivotal not only in the 
MEP but across the entire perfectionism literature. It is our hope that 
researchers ten years from now will revisit our era and consider it as the decade 
of conceptual clarifications. 
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15 Reflections on the Costs of Rigid 
Perfectionism and Perfectionistic 
Reactivity 
The Core Significance of the Failure to 
Adapt in Sports and in Life 

Gordon L. Flett and Paul L. Hewitt 

Pressure is a privilege and champions adapt or adjust. And I try to tell people, 
particularly young people, that champions in life, all we’re doing is adapting. We 
adapt as we go through each day. 

– Billie Jean King (as reported in Gross, 2013) 

Our work over the past three decades reflects the perspective that any benefits 
of perfectionism are far outweighed by its costs and consequences. This view 
reflects various realities. Case accounts have documented the trials and tribula
tions of perfectionists; sadly, in some instances, this includes mental health 
challenges have resulted in the deaths of perfectionists due to suicide. Unfor
tunately, when someone points to the many perfectionists who have been 
successful and achieved at elite levels, it is also easy to identify perfectionistic 
people who did quite well and achieved but nevertheless failed to reach their 
potential. One troubling aspect is the inability of extreme perfectionists to enjoy 
their successes; they seldom derive a lasting sense of satisfaction even when they are 
successful. This is especially the case when accomplished and acclaimed perfec
tionists engage in evaluative comparisons. In most instances, these comparisons are 
social comparisons with rivals. The perfectionistic athlete who does exceptionally 
well will nevertheless react strongly to being outperformed. 
Other evaluative comparisons involve temporal self-comparisons. Canadian 

gold medal sprinter Donovan Bailey confessed 25 years later that it was still 
difficult for him to watch the video of his world record Olympic run because 
he would still focus years later on his slow start and the mistakes he made that 
precluded him from doing even better. Another form of comparison for elite 
athletes is the sense that others are comparing their current performances with 
the athlete’s own flawless performances from the past. This concern was noted 
by tennis great Björn Borg who described the disquiet inherent in the sense 
that other people were unfavourably comparing him to his former self (see 
Adams, 2007). Borg provided this as one explanation for why he went into 
very early retirement after losing the US Open to John McEnroe in 1981. 
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We proposed in our chapter in the first edition of this book that perfectio
nistic reactivity is one reason why perfectionistic athletes are vulnerable and 
highly prone to difficulties (see Flett & Hewitt, 2016). That is, much of the 
vulnerability inherent in perfectionism stems from how perfectionists react to 
pressure, failures, mistakes, and losses. Perfectionistic reactivity is highly mala
daptive and comes in many forms. This concept captures negative emotional 
reactions but also negative cognitive reactions and behavioral responses. Cog
nitive reactivity is particularly problematic for athletes. Cognitive tendencies 
including experiencing frequent automatic thoughts about needing to be per
fect but not actually being perfect (see Flett et al., 1998), a failure to accept the 
past and rumination about past mistakes (Flett et al., 2020), and cognitive pre
occupation with anticipated setbacks and related worries (see Frost & Hender
son, 1991). Other forms of cognitive reactivity include ruminative brooding 
and triggering maladaptive beliefs and cognitive processes such as the over
generalization of negative outcomes to the self (i.e. I did not do well so I am 
flawed and defective). Another form of cognitive vulnerability documented in 
recent research is clinging rigidly to extreme beliefs (see Klockare et al., 2022). 
In the current chapter, we extend our analysis by arguing that limited 

adaptability is key aspect of perfectionistic reactivity that undermines perfor
mance and well-being. We focus on adaptability for three overarching reasons. 
First, adaptability is a topic that has largely neglected in the broader sports 
psychology field, even though it is a vital key to success. Overall, in psychology 
in general, there are countless research studies on resilience but relatively few 
on adaptability, and this is also true in the sports psychology field. We hope our 
emphasis on adaptability will provide the impetus for much more conceptualiza
tion and research with an explicit focus on self-reported or informant-reported 
individual differences in the ability to adapt. 
Second, most previous analyses tend to focus on whether the perfectionist 

has the capability to be resilient and bounce back, but adaptability is arguably 
just as important, if not more important. Our focus on adaptability is an 
attempt to focus attention on a capacity that we believe is in short supply 
among driven perfectionists characterized by rigid perfectionism. 
Finally, there have been extensive discussions of whether perfectionism has an 

adaptive element to it; this discussion in the sports field has focused on the pro
posed adaptiveness of perfectionistic striving (see Gotwals et al., 2012). We con
tend that any conclusions drawn are decidedly premature at this point given the 
lack of empirical attention on perfectionism and adaptability in sports, especially 
when we focus on the construct of rigid perfectionism described below and the 
inflexible, inexorable striving that accompanies it when rigid perfectionism is at an 
extreme level. The current chapter can be viewed as a reminder of the need to 
consider the notion of what is adaptive versus maladaptive from a broad, inclusive 
perspective that incorporates adaptability as a key criterion. 
We return to the central role of adaptability and how it is vital to focus on 

the adaptability of perfectionists in a later segment of this chapter. First, how
ever, we begin by revisiting previous articles and show how this focus on 
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adaptability offers a unique perspective on past work in the perfectionism and 
sports literature. Specifically, we revisit the Flett and Hewitt (2005) article on 
the perils of perfectionism in sports and then the ground-breaking Frost and 
Henderson (1991) study that stands as the first extensive investigation of 
multidimensional perfectionism in sports. 

The Perils of Perfectionism Revisited 

Flett and Hewitt (2005) described the potential perils of perfectionism in sports 
from a variety of perspectives. The origin of this article was an invited keynote 
address from the first author to American Psychological Association Division 
47: Society for Sport, Exercise, and Performance Psychology when the annual 
convention was held in Toronto in 2003. We began our article by highlighting 
what we described as “the perfectionism paradox”. This refers to the fact that 
perfection is required to be successful in so many sports contexts, yet athletes 
who focus too much on needing to be perfect will succumb to pressures to be 
perfect and their performance will often falter. We also identified several 
debilitating aspects or correlates of perfectionism. A central focus was an ego 
orientation that results in self-consciousness rather than the presence of a posi
tive task orientation. Although the concept of perfectionistic reactivity was not 
introduced formally until more than a decade later, several elements of perfec
tionistic reactivity were foreshadowed. Key elements included a hypersensitivity 
to mistakes and failures and associated forms of cognitive rumination following 
mistakes and failures. This aversion to failure in performance settings has been 
well-documented in experimental work (e.g. Curran & Hill, 2018). 
Unfortunately, one aspect of our article is typically overlooked and this 

aspect is directly relevant to our current emphasis on the limited adaptability of 
perfectionists. Specifically, in a segment focused on intervening factors that 
mitigate the perils of perfectionism, we observed that protection from the perils 
of perfectionism will come if perfectionists “have developed a proactive, 
task-oriented approach to coping with difficulties and setbacks”: 

A key aspect of the coping process for these athletes is to develop a sense 
of flexibility, so that they adjust their goals in accordance with situational 
demands and current levels of personal functioning. 

(Flett & Hewitt, 2005, p. 16) 

We also discussed how perfectionists tend to be rely on emotion-oriented 
coping that reflects a defensiveness and preoccupation with the self, but the 
development of an adaptive problem-solving orientation could limit the 
destructiveness of perfectionism. 
The observations fit very well with the notion of adaptability, as it is out

lined below. Moreover, they also fit with a key element of the Frost and 
Henderson (1991) study that has similarly “flown under the radar” yet shines a 
light on the potential importance of adaptability. 
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Multidimensional Perfectionism in Sports 

Frost and Henderson (1991) conducted a cross-sectional study. They described 
data from a sample of 40 women in varsity athletics. Participants completed the 
Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (FMPS; Frost et al., 1990), and 
measures assessing sports self-confidence, sports competition anxiety, thoughts 
before competition, specific reactions to mistakes during competition, a sports 
success orientation, and a sports failure orientation. Frost and Henderson (1991) 
reported that elevated scores on the FMPS concern over mistakes subscale were 
associated significantly with anxiety, low confidence, a failure orientation, and 
negative reactions to mistakes during competition. Moreover, self-oriented 
perfectionism (i.e. the high personal standards subscale) was associated with 
reports of difficulty concentrating while performing, and worries about the 
reactions of the audience. 
We focus here on the results derived from reports from the coaches of these 

40 athletes. Frost and Henderson (1991) placed great importance on the results 
derived from coach assessments because coaches were seen as relatively inde
pendent observers who view athletes across a range of situations and contexts over 
a prolonged time period. As part of their broader assessment, coaches provided 
ratings across three items that formed a subscale deemed to assess “reactions to 
mistakes and pressure”. Inspection of the three items suggests that this subscale 
should have been titled “performance-related adaptability”. Coaches rated the 
degree to which these athletes could: (1) adapt quickly to new and different 
competitive situations; (2) perform well under pressure; and (3) recover well from 
mistakes during competition. The overall alpha coefficient for this construct was 
an impressive.91. This level of internal consistency suggests that there were at 
least moderate to strong intercorrelations among the three items. Thus, we can 
infer that women athletes who were seen as adaptable also tended to be seen as 
having the tendency to handle pressure and recover well from mistakes. Of 
course, it can also be inferred from this part of the Frost and Henderson (1991) 
study that individual differences in athletes’ adaptability were highly visible to 
their coaches. 
How did scores on this measure relate to perfectionism? Frost and Hender

son (1991) reported a significant negative association between the athletes’ 
perfectionism and the coach ratings of adaptability to pressure and mistakes. 
The correlation between coach-rated adaptability and total perfectionism scores 
was significant (r = –.39, p < .05). Subscale analyses indicated that adaptability 
ratings were associated negatively with concern over mistakes, doubts about 
actions, and parental criticism. The link with high standards also trended in the 
direction of lower adaptability but this correlation fell short of conventional 
standards for statistical significance, likely due to their only being 40 athletes in 
this study (r = –.21, p < .05). Unfortunately, this clear and early indication of 
the lower adaptability of perfectionistic athletes did not translate into pro
grammatic research on perfectionism-related deficits in athletes’ adaptability. It 
remains an open question as to whether perfectionistic athletes are aware of 
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their limitations in terms of the capacity to adapt; it is likely that some perfec
tionists are very much aware of these limitations while others are defensively 
oblivious to deficits in adaptability. The proposed link between perfectionism 
and reduced adaptability now needs to be studied in very challenging situations 
that takes contextual parameters into account. This research is clearly needed 
so that it can provide the impetus and support for adaptability training of 
perfectionistic athletes. 
We now turn to a more general discussion of adaptability in sports. This 

discussion then leads into an extended analysis of how and why adaptability is 
especially antithetical to rigid perfectionism. 

Adaptability in Sports: A Vital Extension of Resilience 

Adaptability should be a highly salient theme right now as everyone continues 
to experience the trials and tribulations of the global COVID-19 pandemic. At 
present, we are in a prolonged period of things not being the way we antici
pated. The pandemic has taught us many lessons, with perhaps the biggest 
lesson being that our lives can become dominated by unforeseeable life condi
tions that call for adaptability. If viewed from an adaptability perspective, 
behavioural tendencies such as the refusal to become vaccinated constitute a 
failure to adapt. Likewise, there are clear implications for modes of learning 
given evidence that students with lower levels of adaptability reported more 
difficult transitions to online learning (see Besser et al., 2022). 
What is adaptability and how and when is it relevant in sports? Adaptability 

is the capacity to change positively to address and fit with new demands when 
confronted with new or uncertain circumstances. Erich Fromm (1941) dis
cussed two types of adaptability. One type involves simply changing behaviour 
in the short-term to address a new situation or circumstance (e.g. learning to 
drive a car). Another type is more extensive and requires a transformation of 
the self and evolving in order to adjust to a new situation or circumstance. 
Both types apply to athletes when the focus becomes on their entire careers. 
Ultimately, athletes may be most challenged when they need to adapt their 
identities. 
The conceptualization of adaptability advanced by Andrew Martin fits well 

with our emphasis on affective, behavioural and cognitive forms of perfectio
nistic reactivity. Martin focused on adaptability in academic contexts. He 
developed a nine-item scale that taps adaptability in terms of affect, behaviour, 
and cognition (see Martin et al., 2013). One affect-related item is, “When 
uncertainty arises, I am able to minimize frustration or irritation”. Behaviour is 
tapped by the scale item, “To assist me in a new situation, I am able to change 
the way I do things if necessary.” Finally, cognition is reflected by the adapt
ability item, “I am able to think through a number of possible options to assist 
me in a new situation”. 
The scale items listed above are worded in ways that reflect the fact that 

people who tend to high in adaptability tend to have a highly salient sense of 
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self-efficacy. Research on individual differences also indicates that people who 
report higher levels of adaptability also tend to have a more hopeful outlook 
and feel a greater sense of connectedness and mattering to other people (see 
Besser et al., 2020; Besser et al., 2022). Similarly, interviews of 13 people with 
established track records of resilience and exceptional achievement identified 
one theme reflecting adaptability and flexibility and five other key themes (i.e. 
positive and proactive personality, experience and learning, sense of control, 
balance and perspective, and perceived social support; see Sarkar & Fletcher, 
2014). One implication of acknowledging the other positive characteristics that 
typically accompany adaptability is that athletes who learn ways to adapt to 
new and uncertain circumstances should also have an array of other personal 
resources (e.g. hope, self-confidence, self-efficacy) to call on as needed. 
Adaptability combined with hope should be a powerful combination that 
serves most athletes well, but especially perfectionistic athletes, given evidence 
documenting the benefits of striving that is fuelled by hope and optimism (see 
Lizmore, Dunn, & Dunn, 2017). 
We should note that Martin (2017) has emphasized that adaptability is not 

simply coping. Coping involves characteristic styles that may or may not fit 
depending on the situation (see Forsythe & Compas, 1987). In contrast, 
adaptability is the capability to read and interpret various situations and affec
tively, behaviourally, and cognitively approach the situation in ways that it can 
be managed and successfully negotiated. This ability to size up situations sug
gests that adaptability is more than the capacity to be flexible because it also 
involves a specific mindset and awareness. 

When is Adaptability Needed in Sports? 

All athletes experience failure and periods of little progress. Sometimes failure is 
a result of their own mistakes and failures, but in competition, failure can occur 
simply because an opponent is in the middle of an exceptional performance 
and there is not much an opponent can do in response. The immediate chal
lenge for the athlete who is facing a competitor who is performing exception
ally is to adapt and find some way to transform the situation and combat the 
superior performance of the opponent (e.g. baseball batters working the count 
by not swinging at pitches to tire out a seemingly unbeatable starting pitcher). 
This process begins with non-defensively recognizing that there is a need to 
adapt. 
Adaptability in sports is required most, if not all, of the time. Tamminen et 

al. (2014) observed that adaptation in sports entails continual adjustments as 
conditions change. They noted further that various types of functioning (i.e. 
physical, psychological, social, and emotional) are not static or fixed and, as 
such, this suggests the need for models of sports performance with a dynamic 
element. Just how relevant is adaptability? Collins and Macnamara (2017) pro
posed that self-driven adaptability should be the ultimate target in sports 
development. 
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There are numerous reasons to focus on adaptability in sports. Clearly, being 
successful to the point of becoming a champion requires an ability to adapt. 
Adaptability is needed by the baseball player who strikes out too much due to 
an inability to stop swinging at pitches that are low and outside. Adaptability is 
needed by the hockey goalie who realizes that opposing teams have learned 
that his glove hand is slow and is a way to score. The coach with a bad game 
plan also needs to adapt. Indeed, half-time intermissions during football games 
are recognized as a time for adjustments, but it was famously stated by 
acclaimed coach Bill Belichick in 2015 that delaying adjustments until half-time is 
waiting too long. The need to adapt is often immediate and can be conscious or 
reflect automatic tendencies. Adaptability is often needed in golf as well. The 
golfer who is able to adapt has a key advantage. One way to interpret the many 
swing alterations made by Tiger Woods over the years is that it reflected his sense 
of needing to find what works and what can be effective in the moment. 
Adaptability is relevant during competition, but also while preparing for 

competition. Adaptability can involve learning to adjust to teammates or to 
opponents. It can involve all phases of athletics, including the orientation 
toward training and time management. The obsessed perfectionist who trains to 
an excessive degree is likely someone who is very low in adaptability. Adapt
ability is also essential when we take a person-focus and consider the life tran
sitions experienced by athletes. The aging athlete must learn to adapt to 
compensate for physical changes. And finally, adaptability is essential when the 
athlete makes the transition to retirement and must cope with life after the 
playing career is over. 
Given the presumed importance of adaptability in sports, personal narratives 

of successful athletes should reflect this key characteristic. Indeed, this is the 
case. For instance, a qualitative study by Herbison et al. (2019) involved inter
viewing 12 hockey players who played in the National Hockey League (NHL) 
despite never having been drafted. Their mean number of games of NHL 
experience was 153 games. Key factors they highlighted in terms of their 
journeys to making it into the NHL included past experiences with adversity 
and a host of personal characteristics (e.g. competitiveness, passion, and stable, 
enduring confidence). Adaptability was relevant in several respects. Specifically, 
players emphasized the importance of focusing their work on addressing their 
weaknesses. They attributed their ability to overcome weaknesses to the social 
support they received but also changes in goal setting strategies; adaptability 
here meant shifting from ego-oriented goals to task-oriented goals. This tran
sition in goal setting strategies did not occur in a vacuum; it typically occurred 
after failure experiences and receiving social support, evaluation, and encour
agement from credible hockey figures. Along similar lines, instead of becoming 
demoralized and just giving up, these players embraced deliberate practice 
techniques centred on addressing weaknesses such as needing to become a 
better skater. One goalie specifically noted that he emphasized paying greater 
attention to detail and finding ways to become a better player in every single 
practice. 
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Certain elements of the approach taken by these NHL players are reflected 
in a contemporary analysis of the mental toughness of Australian Rules Football 
players. This research by Clark et al. (2022) established that commitment, 
confidence and optimism were important and goals were set in accordance 
with these tendencies. Most notably, mental toughness was reflected in goal 
orientation and how goals are modified when this is needed. Specific examples 
that seem to reflect adaptability included being able to and willing to listen to 
others’ opinions, seeking to learn new things every day, and having a routine 
“without becoming anal” about it. A central focus was being able to adjust 
goals and come up with alternative approaches, which would not be possible if 
decision-making was clouded by vulnerability and feelings of insecurity and 
inferiority. 
Other evidence of adaptability in sports comes from the qualitative compo

nent of a study of school and sports burnout in adolescent athletes. Sorkkila et 
al. (2020) interviewed elite athletes deemed to be high or low in burnout risk. 
Several features and themes distinguished the nine athletes with a burnout risk 
profile from the seven athletes with the non-risk profile. The athletes with 
burnout tendencies had school-related stress, inadequate recovery, little social 
life, and coaching that was described as disempowering by the athletes. In 
contrast, athletes with little risk were differentiated by multiple resources (e.g. 
adaptability, social support, and intrinsic sports motivation). The composite 
description of the adaptable athlete relatively immune from burnout empha
sized being able to implement adjustments in the amount of schoolwork taken 
out due to being cognizant of the times of year that required a greater focus on 
sports. 
We now discuss adaptability within the context of the rigid perfectionism 

concept. Much can be learned about deficits in adaptability by studying an 
extreme personality linked with resistance to change. Therapists and counsellors 
are almost certainly very cognizant of this rigid resistance to change of inflexible 
perfectionists. 

Rigid Perfectionism 

Perfectionism is problematic in general, but this is especially the case with rigid 
perfectionism. We focus on rigid perfectionism in this segment of our chapter 
for two reasons. First, of course, there is obvious relevance in terms of our 
emphasis on adaptability. Second, to our knowledge, a comprehensive analysis 
of rigid perfectionism has not appeared in the published literature. 
Rigid perfectionists are especially likely to have problematic forms of per

fectionistic reactivity including an unwillingness or inability to respond well to 
novel and changing circumstances. Karen Horney (1937) alluded to this char
acteristic when she couched neurosis as a “certain rigidity in reaction” (p. 22). 
We alluded to a rigid form of perfectionism at the start of our 2014 article 
when we emphasized the “various costs and consequences that can result from 
the inflexible and rigid pursuit of perfection and associated ways of evaluating 
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the self and other people” (Flett & Hewitt, 2014, p. 395). This reference to 
both the self and to other people is noteworthy. Rigid perfectionism is believed 
by most scholars to mostly involve self-oriented perfectionism as described by 
Hewitt and Flett (1991), but research with an emphasis on multidimensional 
perfectionism indicates that rigid perfectionism is associated significantly with 
self-oriented, other-oriented, and socially prescribed perfectionism (see Stoeber, 
2014). Thus, just as it is the case with perfectionism in general, rigid perfectionism 
goes beyond the self and includes the self in relation to others. 
We regard rigid perfectionism as one expression of perfectionism among 

other costly forms of perfectionism and it is problematic to view perfectionism 
that is less rigid as potentially adaptive. It remains for future investigators to 
determine whether rigid perfectionism is a discrete type of perfectionism that is 
qualitatively distinct or it is simply a more extreme and intense form of per
fectionism according to a dimensional view. Research is also needed to deter
mine the origins and antecedents of rigid perfectionism. Our sense is that rigid 
perfectionism is largely a reflection of feelings of insecurity and being defective 
and unmet interpersonal needs. 
Analyses of rigid perfectionism are best informed by the broad literature on 

rigid personality. This research stretches across several decades and it indicates 
that personality rigidity is expressed in behaviour, but also in cognition and 
emotion. Rigidity can be reflected in terms of process and in terms of goals (see 
Cattell & Winder, 1952). Cognitive perseveration, repetition of thoughts, and a 
fixation on details can preclude a flexible approach to problem-solving (Cattell 
& Tiner, 1949) and undermine learning. Rigidity is reflected when a person 
seems capable of learning to problem solve and adapt to a particular situation 
but cannot or will not transfer this approach to other situations (see Forster et 
al., 1955). It involves a failure to shift to a strategy more likely to yield rewards 
(Wulfert et al., 1994), perhaps due to an inability or unwillingness to 
acknowledge the need for change. It can also involve a daily routinization that 
someone refuses to alter despite changing circumstances (e.g. running outside fol
lowing an ice storm). Rigidity is further reflected in predictable decision-making 
and attitudinal inflexibility. 
Taken to the extreme, personality rigidity is regarded as an indicator of per

sonality dysfunction. This emphasis is a reflection of the longstanding interest in 
personality rigidity sparked by research and theory on inflexible authoritarians. It is 
generally recognized that personality disorder and dysfunction exist when person
ality rigidity “significantly, consistently, and chronically interferes with daily func
tioning, and/or causes significant distress” (Caligor et al., 2018, p. 27), either to the 
self or other people or to both the self and other people. By extension, it follows 
rigid perfectionism will linked inextricably with limitations in daily functioning 
and the generation and prolonging of significant distress and impairment. 
Rigidity directed at others is likely to generate considerable stress and conflict 

but it is arguably even more problematic when rigidity is applied to the self. 
Personality rigidity here can entail neurotic inflexibility in terms of personal 
identity and associated defences (see Shapiro, 1965). Our approach to the 
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treatment of perfectionists includes a strong emphasis on the relationship that 
the self has with the self (see Hewitt et al., 2017). The rigid perfectionist is 
someone who will both push and punish the self regardless of possible exten
uating circumstances. This self-punitive stance stems from demanding perfec
tion from the self. The rigid person will also harshly judge the self for deviations 
from personal dictates and there is little evidence of self-reinforcement and 
self-praise. Most notably, for extremely rigid perfectionists who are chronically 
dissatisfied, there is no escape from oneself. 

Features of Rigid Perfectionism 

To our knowledge, as mentioned above, a fulsome description of rigid perfec
tionism does not exist in the previously published literature despite attempts to 
characterize it and measure rigid perfectionism as a personality disorder symp
tom with obsessiveness-compulsive features (see Ayearst, Flett, & Hewitt, 
2012). Moreover, the view taken here is that rigid perfectionism has elements 
that are broad and take it well beyond the tendency to equate rigid perfec
tionism with an obsession that details and things must be “just right”, in  
keeping with our view that perfectionism is about perfecting the self and is 
largely achievement-based and a reflection of broad personal and interpersonal 
needs. Accordingly, rigid perfectionism continues to be poorly captured and 
under-represented in personality disorder frameworks that see it as a feature of 
obsessive-compulsive personality disorder. Moreover, extant measures of rigid 
perfectionism do not fully assess its elements. 
What are the features of rigid perfectionism? We have summarized the var

ious features in Table 15.1. Rigid perfectionism should be distinguishable in 
terms of affect, behaviour, cognition, and motivation. 

Table 15.1 Characteristics and features of rigid perfectionism. 

Characteristics and features 

Relentless striving and an unabated need to be perfect and prove worth 
Constant thoughts and images of being perfect and needing to be perfect 
Inflexible, intense pursuit of perfection 
Overarching sense of obligation and responsibility without exception 
Hypercompetitive regardless of the situation 
An irrational and overgeneralized importance to being perfect 
Extreme commitment to and stubborn unwillingness to modify extreme goals and 
standards 
Refusal to be satisfied with goal attainment and progress in achieving goals 
Persistent insistence on the one right way to do things 
Willingness to sacrifice timeliness if it leads to perfection 
Impatience with the self and others 
Activity-based self-worth that fuels tenacious striving 
Fierce self-reliance to maintain freedom from social influence and control 
Refusal to engage in self-care 
Rigid beliefs about the weakness inherent in nurturing the self 
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We begin our analysis by noting that rigid perfectionism involves a form of 
perfectionistic striving that is not at all in keeping with characterizations of high 
levels of perfectionistic strivings that may be normal, health, and adaptive in a 
limited sense (see Stoeber & Otto, 2006). The attributes of rigid perfectionism 
are informed by classic descriptions of extreme and unremitting perfectionism 
provided by authors such as Burns (1980), Hamachek (1978), and Pacht (1984). 
It is also informed by the emphasis that Frost and DiBartolo (2002) placed on 
obsessive-compulsive features and “issues of control, security, and concern over 
criticism” (p. 380). The attributes in Table 15.1 describe the athlete who is a 
rigid perfectionist, but in keeping with the notion that it can go beyond the self, 
many attributes also apply to the extremely rigid other-oriented perfectionist who 
demands flawlessness and maximum effort from others. 
We regard rigid perfectionism as a characterological form of inflexibility that 

is more evident when various trait perfectionism dimensions (e.g. self-oriented, 
other-oriented, and socially prescribed perfectionism) are already at an extreme 
level. People with high scores on our Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale 
(Hewitt & Flett, 1991, 2004) who are exceptionally rigid and insistent are far 
removed from an adaptive form of striving and conscientiousness. Indeed, this 
personality constellation shares features with the extreme hyper-conscientious
ness documented by Carter et al. (2016). They showed that there is a level at 
which conscientiousness becomes maladaptive rather than advantageous due to 
features that result in a considerable overlap with obsessive-compulsive ten
dencies (e.g. single-minded rigid determination, excessive dutifulness, and 
ruminative deliberation as a form of over-thinking). This characterization fits 
with evidence suggesting that self-oriented perfectionism can be curvilinear and 
it becomes especially problematic at an extreme level (see Molnar et al., 2012). 
What are other characteristics of rigid perfectionism? Flett and Hewitt (2006) 

emphasized an inflexible commitment to goals. The rigid perfectionist will not 
adjust goals downward, but it is possible that setbacks will result in raising the 
bar even higher in order to compensate for lost achievement opportunities. 
Frost and Henderson (1991) captured another feature of this goal orientation in 
performance situations with they asked their participants to respond to rating 
item, “My goals guide my every move during competition” (p. 326). It is 
bad when these goals are directed at the self but even worse when the rigid 
other-oriented perfectionist makes even greater demands of other people. 
Ellis (2002) emphasized rigid thinking that involves absolute demands that 

the self and others must be perfect, but it is imperative to do perfectly well. 
This emphasis on imperatives and inflexible commitment suggests that rigid 
perfectionism captures the sense that the perfectionist has a duty to be perfect 
and is, in fact, obligated to be perfect. It translates into rigid, ceaseless striving at 
the behavioural level and a complete investment of the self. This emphasis on 
obligation, duty, and compulsion is in keeping with accounts of elevated per
fectionism among runners who are obligatory exercisers (Coen & Ogles, 1993) 
and people who are consumed by an obsessive passion to be perfect. Perfec
tionism that is rigid moves beyond a harmonious form of passion; it instead 
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becomes an obsessive, unrelenting passion and sense of being driven. This has 
been documented recently in qualitative research with adolescent perfectionists 
who admit that they know that perfectionism has its costs, but they cannot and 
will not stop trying to be perfect (see Molnar et al., 2022). Vallerand and 
Verner-Filion (2020) have described how obsessive passion typically entails 
rigid persistence towards an activity that limits the capacity to be flexible. They 
identified costs such as restricting creativity when it is needed and proneness to 
mounting life conflict when other components of the person’s life have to put 
on hold when rigidly persisting with these activities. When it comes to rigidly 
perfectionistic athletes, goal pursuit sustained by obsessive passion may compli
cate their lives by adding to the interpersonal problems and the unmet inter
personal needs that we have identified as being central to understanding why so 
many people are so perfectionistic (see Hewitt et al., 2017). 
Cognitive exhaustion is quite possible because this orientation not only 

includes perfectionistic thoughts and ruminations about being perfect and 
making mistakes, but also the work-related ruminative brooding that accom
panies an excessive work orientation marked by an inability or unwillingness to 
relax. Some cognitive burnout may be due to the exhaustion that comes from 
feeling that the perfect front must be projected at all times. 
An abiding sense of responsibility for everything may be at the root of this 

striving and unyielding sense of obligation. Frost et al. (1997) captured this ele
ment and how it can be a source of self-recrimination in crafting the scale items 
“I should not have allowed this to happen” and “I should have known better” 
(p. 214). This sense of personal responsibility is ever-present and unwavering, even 
when faced with uncontrollable and unmanageable circumstances. 
The ceaseless striving outlined above is most evident when the rigid perfec

tionist is on familiar ground and is engaged in familiar activities. Millon (1969) 
reminded us that rigidity for those who become afraid of making mistakes 
comes in the form of avoiding the unfamiliar and operating within narrow life 
boundaries. He described people who fear the consequences of the unknown. 
Low adaptability here comes in the form of a refusal to try new activities due to 
chronic concerns about being negatively judged or revealed as incompetent. 
As noted by Ayearst et al. (2012), rigid perfectionism is based on a conviction 

that there is only one right way to do things and a general belief in perfect solu
tions to problematic situations. There is a pervasive stubbornness and inflexibility 
reflected in goals, standards, and behaviour. As such, rigid perfectionism is the 
antithesis of adaptability and finding various ways of circumventing a challenge. 
Rigid perfectionism may also involve a willingness to sacrifice timelines in the 
quest for perfection, regardless of what this might entail, yet still experiencing an 
undercurrent of frustration and impatience with the self and others. 
Smith et al. (2016) discussed rigid perfectionism as a “rigid insistence” that 

perfectionism must be obtained and developed a measure that assesses elements 
of rigid perfectionism. But how is rigid insistence expressed? Even miniscule 
mistakes are troubling for the rigid perfectionist because minor errors have great 
significance. However, rigid perfectionism as we see it likely goes further 
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because it is also revealed by how the rigid perfectionist handles success. The 
rigid perfectionist is someone who seems driven by a sense of never being 
perfect enough. The notion of “relentless striving” refers in most instances to a 
relentless upward striving marked by an image of always being better or always 
doing better, perhaps due to the fear of being caught and surpassed by someone 
else. Missildine (1963) reflected this aspect when he sagely observed that most 
perfectionists are typically cognizant of their excessive striving but remain 
compelled to keep working excessively due to their self-critical nature but also 
an abiding sense that they can always do more and achieve more at a higher 
level. 
Rigid perfectionism can also be viewed from a chronicity perspective. Does 

perfectionism require that the striving must never cease for these people? Rigid 
perfectionists will see reductions in striving as a form of weakness; these people 
always need to be perfect and this need never lessens, so they are unwilling to 
“pump the brakes” in life. The various tendencies linked with rigid perfec
tionism likely reflect the activity-based sense of self-worth described by 
DiBartolo and associates (see DiBartolo et al., 2004). People with an activity-
based self-worth cannot feel good about themselves unless they are constantly 
active and goal-focused and this seems like it is a core contributor to burnout. 
The tendency to lighten up on striving may also be prohibited by the feared 
consequences of reducing effort and lowering standards. 
The need to be perfect that is fuelling rigid perfectionism can seem addictive in 

the sense that being perfect or close to perfect may actually strengthen this need to 
be perfect. In such instances, the reality for elite performers is that success adds to 
pressure and raises expectations even higher and they feel like they have no choice 
but to keep striving and remain hypercompetitive. It involves a unidirectional drive 
upward that is akin to the unidirectional drive upward that fuels the social com
parison of abilities described by Festinger (1954). In short, it feels like an upward 
spiral. Recently, we discussed similar tendencies by referring to the added pressure 
that can be experienced when someone high in socially prescribed perfectionism 
achieves success (see Flett et al., 2022). 
Rigid perfectionism also entails a cognitive orientation that goes beyond 

typical descriptions of cognitive rigidity. The person who is a rigid perfectionist 
will be flooded with automatic thoughts we described that reflect the theme 
that perfection has not been attained and must be attained (see Flett et al., 
1998). These thoughts can involve being consumed cognitively by self-recri
minations. Rigidity also involves a chronic inability to shift attention and a 
tendency to be controlled by certain thoughts and images. We believe that 
Frost and Henderson (1991) were tapping into this element by asking their 
athletes about the degree to which their minds are flooded and controlled by 
associated images and thoughts, such as dreams of being the best and being 
perfect as well as images of mistakes. They alluded to these thoughts and 
images controlling the minds of perfectionistic athletes during competitions. 
This rigidity extends to beliefs about the importance of being perfect and not 

making mistakes. Extreme perfectionists attach an irrational importance to 
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being flawless. The intransigence here extends to an unwillingness to treat any 
situation as less important. Perhaps an unwillingness to downshift the impor
tance level or been seen as doing this is fuelled by a fear that do so is an 
admission of inadequacy or it will be perceived as an admission of inadequacy. 
The cognitive characteristics outlined above combine to undermine a healthy 

cognitive approach. Indeed, Flett and Hewitt (2022) emphasized how rigid 
perfectionism is antithetical to mindfulness and all it entails. The rigid perfec
tionist who is encouraged to become mindful, will, in all likelihood, regard 
mindfulness as the type of activity engaged in by people who simply don’t 
measure up to expectations. 
Rigid perfectionism also has an interpersonal element. Rigid perfectionists such 

as legendary golfer Ben Hogan are typically described as being fiercely indepen
dent and self-reliant as if they are rejecting social influence in ways that align with 
the dismissive attachment style. They are people who may seem remote even 
when in the presence of other people. Moreover, rigid perfectionists are typically 
unwilling to seek help and unable to admit a need for help from others. This 
inability to let other people know they are needed keeps people at a distance and 
adds to an image of aloofness that exacerbates the social disconnection they 
experience. The perfectionism social disconnection model is built around such 
tendencies and unmet interpersonal needs (see Hewitt et al., 2017). 
Finally, rigidity extends to the approach to self-care and beliefs about self-

care. The rigid perfectionist believes that the time to engage in self-care is a 
luxury that cannot be afforded. Efforts to rest, relax, and restore the self and the 
time taken to do so will likely elicit resistance, regret, and rumination about 
how competitors are not taking the time to slow down. Rigid beliefs are also 
involved such that self-care and self-compassion are seen as excuses that reflect 
weakness rather than strength. 
As alluded to above, the driven perfectionist is highly persistent and tena

cious in ways that clearly seem antithetical to the notion of adaptability. Flett 
and Hewitt (2014) focused on unhealthy, compulsive, and rigid striving when 
we pointed to perfectionists with exercise addictions who cannot relax in self-
care and seem unable to relax despite the possibility that they are well beyond 
the point of exhaustion. This accords with qualitative accounts of driven ath
letes, dancers, and musicians as people with constantly increasing standards, 
obsessiveness, and rigid and dichotomous thinking and associated actions (see 
Hill et al., 2015). Consider, for instance, the retired American sprinter Michael 
Johnson. This extreme perfectionist has a lengthy list of exceptional accom
plishments and was considered the world’s greatest sprinter for several years. It 
was during his 2011 appearance on the BBC’s Desert Island Discs that Johnson 
revealed that while competing, he trained every day for 10 years without ever 
taking a day off! Johnson went on to suffer a stroke; fortunately, he has 
recovered and is an accomplished broadcaster and commentator. This same 
approach to training and being unable or unwilling to tolerate any deviations 
from an excessively strict regimen is also an attribute displayed by English rugby 
player Johnny Wilkinson (see Hall et al., 2012). 
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Our description of rigid perfectionism and its facets paints a picture of an extreme 
form of perfectionism that is clearly differentiated from mild or moderate forms. The 
rigid perfectionist is someone who feels that perfection must be obtained and she or 
he absolutely has to be perfect, both in terms of the final outcome and in terms of 
the relentless pursuit of this outcome. This is a perfectionism driven by personal 
imperatives and imperatives directed at others. Our analysis refers to many elements 
that go well beyond the scale items that typically comprise existing measures of rigid 
perfectionism and it emphasizes the need to carefully assess and evaluate differences 
among people who all purport to be “perfectionists”. 

Perfectionism and Adaptability 

We referred earlier to the legendary Ben Hogan. His life stands as a clear 
example of how perfectionism and perfectionists cannot ward off the unex
pected. His almost fatal car accident in 1949 involved a head-on collision with 
a bus and resulted in physical injuries that meant he had no choice but to 
change virtually everything about himself and his approach. Ben Hogan’s story 
is one of resilience but it is also a story of adaptability. Of course, the car 
accident experienced recently by Tiger Woods also has resulted in exceptional 
resilience and adaptability being required. 
While there is extensive research on the coping styles of perfectionists, there 

has been little to no consideration thus far of what happens when perfectionists 
feel helplessness and hopeless to the point of paralysis and they have the urge to 
do nothing at all in response to adversity. It is at this precise moment that there 
is a need for adaptability and to believe that it is possible to evolve and adjust to 
such circumstances. Adaptability training that focuses on “finding a way” can 
make the difference between thriving versus perhaps not surviving unforesee
able adversities. This orientation is much more difficult to utilize when under 
pressure to not make a mistake or when burnout and cognitive exhaustion 
have made it very difficult to fathom constructive alternatives. The impact of 
being exposed to unrelenting pressure is important to underscore; a key ques
tion for elite athletes is whether they are able to not only cope with pressure, 
but also adapt to it. 
It is useful here to consider the young athlete characterized by rigid perfec

tionism. This young person will often become self-preoccupied and defensive 
after failing to learn something or master something right away. This aspect of 
perfectionistic reactivity will be infused with anxiety and perhaps shame and 
embarrassment and these experiences will often preclude carefully considering 
alternative approaches to learning and task mastery. The limited capacity to 
adapt is on display when this athlete is consumed by a past mistake and is 
cognitively preoccupied with never making that same mistake again instead of 
trying out new solutions and strategies in the moment. They epitomize what 
Frost and DiBartolo (2002) meant when they referred to being preoccupied 
with mistakes during competition to the point that it interferes with task-
relevant processing and adaptive reactions. Adaptability will be further limited 
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when the young athlete is frustrated and inpatient and feels that deliberation 
and considering alternatives takes too much time and would reflect poorly on 
their ability or intelligence. Another limitation is the hypersensitivity to cri
ticism and the tendency to anticipate negative reactions from other people. 
This image contrasts with other young athletes who are self-confident and 
who have learned to adapt because they trust themselves and their coaches 
and they know deep down inside that eventually they will master the task or 
overcome the challenge. The adaptability of these young athletes tends to be 
accompanied by openness to feedback and suggestions from coaches and 
mentors about constructive responses and alternative approaches to new and 
uncertain situations. 
A case example featured in Flett and Hewitt (2022) seems especially relevant 

here. Gould et al. (1997) described the vulnerabilities of a junior tennis player 
named Jan. She experienced significant burnout and distress and ultimately 
stopped playing tennis. Her rigid perfectionism extended to an unwillingness to 
adapt by modifying her goals; she was unable or unwilling to adjust her training 
regime despite the burnout and a downward spiral of low self-esteem. Rigidity 
also precluded seeking help; she chose instead to hide her inner turmoil from 
others. This is a general reflection of how adolescent perfectionists hide behind 
“a perfect front” (see Molnar et al., 2022). But this case example also under
scores how contextual factors can place limits on being adaptively flexible. In 
this instance, Jan was under enormous pressure from her demanding father and 
overly controlling coach. Clearly, developing and exercising the capacity to 
adapt is better served in highly supportive environments with people who 
model how to be adaptable rather than how to be rigid and inflexible. 
What else does adaptability require from the perfectionist? We noted in a 

previous chapter that perfectionists differ in how they approach life and some 
perfectionists do considerably better than do others. Several key tendencies 
were noted in our analysis of perfectionists who are more or less able to flourish 
in life (see Flett & Hewitt, 2015). What distinguishes these people? Clearly, a 
flexible and growth-oriented mindset is preferred instead of a fixed mindset 
that roots failure in personal limitations. A general inability to be adaptable may 
be further exacerbated by the mental distress and burnout that is evident among 
so many perfectionists (for a discussion, see Flett & Hewitt, 2020). But another 
form of low adaptability involves an unwillingness to adjust the perceived 
importance of being perfect. We noted in a recent review article on the 
destructiveness of socially prescribed perfectionism that one key mediator is the 
degree to which socially prescribed perfectionism is all-consuming because it 
has been ascribed an extremely high level of importance (see Flett et al. 2022). 
Two decades earlier, Albert Ellis (2002) emphasized the irrational importance 
of needing to be perfect and saw it as central to the vulnerability of perfec
tionists. A key objective for the perfectionist is to learn when perfection and 
maximal effort are important and when they are simply not required. 
This emphasis on the low adaptability of rigid perfectionists has some clear 

and obvious implications for the training and psycho-education of athletes and 
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others who may struggle with perfectionism, including dancers and exercisers. 
It needs to be emphasized in coaching and training that it is important to 
develop a high level of adaptability and have this adaptability reflected in the 
approach to affect, behaviour, and cognition. It also seems evident that coach
ing and training needs to consider adaptability in terms developing the cap
ability to proactively adapt to life and engage flexibly with problems, and 
perhaps how to read situations or anticipate them in advance to avoid becom
ing mired in unfavourable circumstances. Elite athletes in particular need to 
open to finding ways to adjust as their careers progress. The perfectionist with a 
strong sense of adaptability may be more open to the key distinction between 
striving for perfectionism versus striving for excellence (see Gaudreau, 2019; 
Gaudreau et al., 2022); realizing that perfection is not always needed or called 
for is likely a key to greater longevity. 
A focus on training perfectionists to become higher in adaptability has the 

benefit of underscoring the importance of making adjustments to the athlete’s 
mindset. A key overarching message is the need to counter the typical perfec
tionistic mindset with a mindset more in line with a focus on the notion of 
growth, change, learning, developing, and evolving rather than judging the self 
as a fixed entity and being a person who has what it takes or lacks what it takes. 
Another paradox that seems to apply to many perfectionists is that they recog
nize the need for improvement and embrace many self-improvement goals, yet 
they do so from a perspective that is dominated by fixed self-image goals and 
self-appraisals built too often on judging the self as a final product with little 
capability of growing and developing in positive ways. 
This emphasis on a rigid perfectionism that restricts being adaptable can become 

an issue for anyone involved in elite sports and needing to make choices and deci
sions in high pressure circumstances. One overarching question from a coaching and 
management perspective is, “To what extent to which a rigid adherence to analytics 
results in poor decision-making?” Data-driven decisions to make a substitution for a 
tiring athlete who is still performing well need to consider whether the athlete’s 
replacement has a comparable ability to handle and adapt to the pressure. Similarly, 
rigid perfectionism likely plays a role when coaches and managers adopt a rigid 
conceptualization of talent and an entrenched approach to player selection, 
evaluation, and development (for a discussion, see Baker, 2022). 
It should be evident after even brief reflection that the dearth of research on 

perfectionism and adaptability means that there is much more still left to learn 
about perfectionism in general and perfectionism in sports in particular. Com
parative research of perfectionists who are high versus low in adaptability should be 
illuminating and lead to new insights about how and when perfectionism is 
debilitating versus when it has fewer costs and consequences associated with it. 

Summary 

In summary, we continue to focus on the costs and consequences that await per
fectionistic athletes. We chose to extend our analysis of perfectionistic reactivity by 
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focusing on a neglected topic – perfectionism and adaptability – rather than revi
siting the myriad themes found in our previous articles and chapters. Our current 
analysis focused on the notion of rigid perfectionism and how success for perfec
tionists will require them to learn how to adapt. Unfortunately, rigid perfectionists 
who recognize and acknowledge their need to adapt may view their need to adapt 
as yet another sign they have failed. It has been suggested that perfectionists are 
unwilling to change, but according to our perspective, many may simply be 
unable to change; indeed, they have little experience with adapting and changing 
to keep pace with changing circumstances. 
We will close by noting that over 70 years ago, Karen Horney (1950) 

discussed perfectionism as reflecting “the tyranny of the shoulds” and she 
framed it in terms of people feeling they should be and must be the perfect 
parent, the perfect friend, or the perfect spouse. This tyranny extends to 
anyone who is invested in becoming the perfect athlete. Tyranny involves 
commanding the self and others to be absolutely flawless and never letting 
up. To us, rigid perfectionism seems to “ups the ante” in terms of this tyr
anny because it precludes adaptability and other functional ways of reacting 
to myriad challenges ahead. 
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