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This study evaluated the viability of using a self-report instrument to assess separately
the positive form and negative form of perfectionism among 317 Chinese gifted stu-
dents in Hong Kong. These students tended to endorse positive perfectionism more
than negative perfectionism. Positive and negative perfectionism were also found to
relate differentially to life satisfaction and positive affect, as well as negative affect—the
three components of subjective well-being. Although positive and negative perfection-
ism could be inferred to impact directly on subjective well-being, the mediating role
of general self-efficacy in the relationships between perfectionism and subjective well-
being was also suggested. Implications of the findings for future research on perfection-
ism scale development and on the complex relationships among positive and negative
perfectionism, general self-efficacy, and the three components of subjective well-being
are discussed.

Over the years, diverse attributes or traits have been suggested to
characterize giftedness in children. These include the uneven or asyn-
chronous development of intellectual and emotional areas, height-
ened sensitivity, feeling different, and emotional intensity (Janos
& Robinson, 1985; Lovecky, 1992; Roeper, 1982; Schuler, 2000).
Among the diverse attributes, perfectionism is recognized as a major
characteristic because of its role in the emotional health of gifted
students (Kerr, 1991; Silverman, 1993, 1999). Invariably, perfection-
ism has been examined primarily from a pathological perspective as
a negative characteristic that must be eliminated if gifted students are
to function successfully (see Schuler, 2000; Siegle & Schuler, 2000).
Specifically, the notion that perfectionism and giftedness are related
is based on clinical observations and findings from qualitative stud-
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ies (e.g., Ford, 1989; Hollingworth, 1926; Karnes & Ochler-Stinnet,
1986; Lovecky, 1994). Itis noted that perfectionistic tendencies could
cause emotional upheaval, feelings of worthlessness, and depression
when gifted students fail to live up to unrealistic expectations, and
they might also make some gifted students more vulnerable to under-
achievement because they do not submit work unless it is perfect (see
Schuler, 2000).

The conceptualization of perfectionism as negative or pathologi-
cal has its basis in research studies with adults (see Flett & Hewitt,
2002; Shafran & Mansell, 2001). Perfectionistic strivings are sug-
gested to be associated with depression (e.g., Blatt, 1995; Cox, Enns,
& Clara, 2002; Hewitt & Dyck, 1986; Hewitt, Flett, & Ediger, 1996),
catingdisorders (e.g., Brouwers & Wiggum, 1993; Pearson & Gleaves,
2006; Toner, Garfinkel, & Garner, 1986), insomnia (e.g., Lundh,
Broman, Hetta, & Saboonchi, 1994; Vincent & Walker, 2000),
migraine (e.g., Brewerton & George, 1993), obsessive compulsive
disorder (e.g., Ferrari, 1995; Frost & Steketee, 1997), psychosomatic
disorders (e.g., Forman, Tsoi, & Rudy, 1987), Type A coronary-prone
behavior (e.g., Flett, Hewitt, Blankstein, & Dynin, 1994), and suicide
(e.g., Adkins & Parker, 1996; Hamilton & Schweitzer, 2000; Hewitt,
Flett, & Turnbull-Donovan, 1992). Despite the evidence support-
ing the link, it could be argued that such associations do not lead
to the conclusion that pathological conditions are directly caused by
perfectionism or that perfectionism is inherently destructive among
gifted students.

Indeed, there is suggestive evidence from some research studies
that the presence of pathological perfectionism might not be dis-
proportionately more in the gifted (see LoCicero & Ashby, 2000;
Parker, 2000; Parker & Mills, 1996). Morecover, many researchers
now believe that perfectionism exists on a continuum of behaviors
and thoughts and has positive, or healthy, and negative, or unhealthy,
aspects (Roedell, 1984; Shuler, 2000; Silverman, 1999). For example,
Hamachek (1978) distinguished normal from neurotic perfection-
ism by suggesting that perfectionism could be viewed as a positive
personality trait that enables a student to strive for excellence or as
a negative personality trait characterized by neurotic and obsessive-
compulsive behaviors. Apart from behaviors, thinking about behav-
ior also distinguishes normal from neurotic perfectionists. Normal
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perfectionists view order and organization as important in achieving
excellence and allow themselves to fail and to be imperfect, whereas
neurotic perfectionists are preoccupied with avoiding mistakes and
never feel that their efforts are good enough (Shuler, 2000). In sum-
mary, it seems that perfectionism could be conceptualized to relate
to high personal standards, and its positive or healthy form focuses
on a realistic striving for excellence, whereas its negative or unhealthy
form focuses on a rigid adherence to personal high demands, as well
as a preoccupation with the avoidance of mistakes.

Parallel to the biases in considering perfectionism from the patho-
logical perspective, the assessment of perfectionism generally focuses
on the negative aspect of perfectionism. For example, Burns (1983)
developed a scale that was used in the 1980s, but its unidimensional
focus on personal standards and concern over mistakes limit its use.
Emphasizing the multidimensionality and interpersonal aspects
of perfectionism, Hewitt and Flett (1989, 1991) developed the
45-item Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (MPS) that assesses
self-oriented, other-oriented, and socially prescribed perfectionism.
Self-oriented perfectionism focuses on excessively high standards,
other-oriented perfectionism examines an individual’s expectations
of others, and socially prescribed perfectionism addresses the per-
ceptions of standards set by others. Accordingly, perfectionism not
only has an influence on the demands one expects of oneself but also
on the demands one expects of others. Similarly, Frost and his col-
leagues also emphasized the multidimensional nature of perfection-
ism and developed a 35-item multidimensional questionnaire, Frost
Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (FMPS), which examines
the intrapersonal nature of perfectionism (Frost, Martin, Lahart,
& Rosenblate, 1990). Specifically, FMPS assesses six major dimen-
sions: concern over making mistakes, high personal standards, the
perception of high parental criticism, the doubting of the quality
of one’s actions, the perception of high parental expectations, and a
high preference for order and organization (see also Stober, 1998).
Thus, the evidence suggested that perfectionism is a complex, mul-
tidimensional construct that has distinct aspects worthy of further
investigation in research studies (see Frost, Heimberg, Holt, Mattia,
& Neubauer, 1993; Stumpf & Parker, 2000; Suddarth & Slaney,
2001).
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Despite the recognition of the multidimensionality of perfec-
tionism in MPS and FMPS, the negativity bias is still evident in both
instruments. For example, researchers have shown great interest in
and explored the differential associations of self-oriented, other-ori-
ented, and socially prescribed perfectionism in MPS with pathologi-
cal symptoms such as depression (e.g., Hewitt & Flett, 1991, 1993;
Hewitt et al., 1996) and the close relationship between the concern-
over-mistakes dimension of the FMPS and symptoms of psychopa-
thology (Frost et al., 1990). In contrast, positive perfectionism and
its relationships with emotional well-being has rarely been the focus
of research studies, and positive and negative forms of perfection-
ism are not clearly distinguished in the two instruments. Perhaps,
one might have to infer the separation of normal and neurotic per-
fectionists from the profile of scores on the dimensions assessed by
the instrument. Accordingly, a normal or healthy perfectionist might
score high on order and organization and low on concern over mis-
takes, and a neurotic perfectionist might have the reverse profile.

With a view to assess positive and negative perfectionism as two
distinct constructs among Chinese gifted students in Hong Kong,
this study reported on the development of a Chinese instrument
that assesses positive or healthy perfectionism as well as negative or
unhealthy perfectionism and sought to relate the two distinct con-
structs to external measures of emotional well-being in students.
Specifically, in line with the conceptualization of positive psychol-
ogy, it was deemed appropriate to choose measures of subjective well-
being rather than measures of psychopathology.

The study of subjective well-being emerged in part as a reaction to
the overwhelming emphasis on psychopathology and negative states
in psychology (see Diener, 1984; Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999;
Robbins & Kliewer, 2000). Subjective well-being could be broadly
conceptualized to include people’s emotional responses, domain
satisfactions, and global judgments of life satisfaction. Rather than
treating it as a single specific construct, researchers have conceptual-
ized subjective well-being as having separate and distinct constructs
or components that need to be understood and studied in their own
right. Diener (1984), in his classic review of the subjective well-being
literature, has found considerable empirical evidence to support a tri-
partite model of subjective well-being, referring to a cognitive aspect



Positive and Negative Perfectionism 81

of life satisfaction and an affective aspect encompassing the presence
of positive affect and the absence of negative affect. Specifically, peo-
ple can provide judgments of their current, future, and past overall
satisfaction level, and they can also provide judgments of such spe-
cific aspects of life as work, leisure, or family, connecting their evalu-
ations to their affective states, be they pleasant or unpleasant. In this
conceptualization, the three broad components are highly intercon-
nected and cut across global and domain-specific dimensions (Lucas,
Diener, & Suh, 1996).

Although it was generally assumed that personality and tem-
peramental variables such as perfectionism could impact on subjec-
tive well-being, some researchers have maintained that individual
differences factors more directly related to “agency” rather than to
personality or temperament could be important determinants of
subjective well-being (see Lightsey, 1996). Of particular interest is
the variable of general self-eflicacy that refers to a broad and stable
sense of personal competence to deal efficiently with a variety of
stressful situations (see Bandura, 1989). In this connection, Lightsey
has argued that general self-efficacy is particularly instrumental in
understanding subjective well-being, as it has been found to medi-
ate coping responses (e.g., Eden & Aviram, 1993) and to directly
relate to depression (e.g., Davis-Berman, 1990). Thus, it was of great
interest to explore the relationships among perfectionism, general
self-efficacy, and subjective well-being and examine whether general
self-efficacy could mediate the impact of perfectionism on subjective
well-being.

In this study, students’ positive perfectionism and negative per-
fectionism were first assessed using the newly developed Positive and
Negative Perfectionism Scale (PNPS). Positive and negative perfec-
tionism were then explored in their relationships with students’ sub-
jective well-being defined by students’ report on life satisfaction and
their experience of positive and negative affect. Specifically, life satis-
faction was assessed by using the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS;
Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985); the two affect states
were assessed by using the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule
(PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988), and general self-efficacy
was assessed by using the Schwarzer-Jerusalem General Self-Efficacy

Scale (GSE; Schwarzer, 1993).
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Method

Farticipants

A total of 317 primary (grades 2 to 6) and secondary (grades 7 to
12) Chinese students participated voluntarily in this study. These
students (189 boys and 128 girls), aged 7 to 18 (M = 11.62, SD =
2.42), were nominated by their schools to participate in different
enrichment courses provided at the Chinese University of Hong
Kong over the summer months. In nominating students, schools
were requested to recommend students who were judged to be either
gifted intellectually (e.g., with a high IQ score) or academically (e.g.,
with outstanding performances in school subjects), or had demon-
strated talents in other specific nonacademic areas. Although teach-
ers nominated a total of 412 students, only 319 students responded
positively to participate in this study, and only 317 students provided
complete data in the study, yielding a valid response rate of 77%. In
general, this sample of participants represented students with gifts
or talents in different domains and students from a broad age range.
Specifically, more than 90% of the students were of ages 9 or above,
and about 88% of the students were between the ages of 9 and 16.

Measures

Positive and Negative Perfectionism Scale. The 12-item PNPS-12
was constructed for the purpose of this study. The development of
the scale was based on rational item writing followed by empirical
testing (Jackson, 1970). Based on the conceptualization that posi-
tive perfectionism refers to students’ realistic striving for excellence
and negative perfectionism refers to students’ rigid adherence to
perfection, as well as a preoccupation with avoiding mistakes, items
(written in Chinese) were constructed to reflect the high demands
that one expected from oneself, as well as from others. As a result,
10 items were written for positive perfectionism, with 5 self-oriented
items and 5 other-oriented items. Similarly, 10 items were written
for negative perfectionism, with 5 self-oriented and 5 other-oriented
items. Special care was exercised to write negative perfectionism items
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unrelated to psychopathology such as anxiety to avoid an inflation of
relationship between perfectionism and negative affect. Six frontline
schoolteachers with experience in working with gifted students were
then enlisted to judge the item content of this 20-item scale, as well
as conducted pilot testing of this initial version of the scale with a
few of their students. Feedback from these teachers and their stu-
dents was used to guide the revision of the scale. Consequently, items
were dropped because of unclear language or if they were judged by
teachers or students to reflect constructs related to perfectionism
rather than perfectionism per se. However, items on procrastination
were retained because they were judged to reflect delaying to avoid
mistakes. Great care was also taken to ensure that simple language
was used so that young students could easily understand these items.
Specifically, to retain a balanced scale, four items were dropped from
the positive perfectionism component, two from the self-oriented
items and two from the other-oriented items. Similarly, four items
were dropped from the negative perfectionism component. Thus, the
final scale was the 12-item PNPS-12 to be used in this study.

In completing PNPS-12, students were requested to rate the degree
to which they agreed that each of the items was descriptive of them by
using a S-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree). It was thought that the relevant item responses could be summed
to yield indices or scores reflecting positive and negative perfectionism.
English paraphrasing of the Chinese items is included in Table 1.

Satisfaction with Life Scale. The 5-item SWLS assesses general life
satisfaction as the cognitive aspect of subjective well-being. It reveals
the individual’s own judgment of his or her quality of life. The scale
has demonstrated high internal consistency (Cronbach’s o = .87),
excellent 2-month test-retest reliability (» = .82), and convergent and
discriminant validity with other measures of subjective well-being,
independent ratings of life satisfaction, self-esteem, clinical symptoms,
neuroticism, and emotionality (Diener et al., 1985; Pavot & Diener,
1993). This study employed a Chinese version adapted for use with
young Chinese students (e.g., Shek, Chan, & Lee, 1997). In complet-
ing the scale, students were requested to indicate their agreement on a
S-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to S (strongly agree). A
total score can be obtained by summing the five item responses, with
higher scores reflecting more satisfaction with life.
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Table 1

Summary of Varimax-Rotated Two-Factor Solution
of Perfectionism (N =317)

Factor

Perfectionism items 1 2

Feeling disappointed in others not achieving high standards 71 -
(11)

Missing opportunities because of not tolerating imperfections 62 -
(12)

Feeling upset that others do not follow one’s plan (5) 61 -
Expecting others to conform to high standards (2) 54 -
Delaying to start work to achieve excellence (10) 45 -
Avoiding mistakes by delaying work (7) 38 -
Respecting others’ view on excellence (6) - 67
Striving to be perfect in what one does well (1) - 57
Setting high standards in on¢’s talent area (4) - 57
Believing that graduated practice makes perfection (8) - 56
Planning for people to follow high standards (9) - 55
Regarding it unfair to expect others to conform to one’s high - 46
standards (3)

Note. Items with salient loadings of magnitude .30 or above are shown in descending order of
magnitude for each individual factor, and decimals on loadings are omitted. The original item
numbers in the scale are in parentheses.

Positive and Negative Affect Schedule. The PANAS consists of two
scales, one on positive affect and one on negative affect. Each of the
scales contains 10 emotion adjectives that are rated to indicate the
respondent’s general perception of the amount of time spent expe-
riencing each emotion. The two scales are shown to be highly inter-
nally consistent (Cronbach’s o above .85), largely uncorrelated, and
stable at appropriate levels over a 2-month time period (Watson et
al., 1988). This study used a Chinese version that was developed by
replacing the English emotion adjectives with Chinese equivalents
in simple language. Two English language teachers were enlisted to
do the task, and any differences were resolved by discussion to arrive
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at the final version used in this study. In completing the scales, stu-
dents were requested to make their judgments of experiencing the
emotions in general on a 5-point scale: 1 (ot at all), 2 (a little), 3
(moderately), 4 (quite a bit), and 5 (extremely). A total score on posi-
tive affect and one on negative affect can be obtained by summing the
ratings on the relevant items.

Schwarzer-Jerusalem General Self-Efficacy Scale. The 10-item
GSE assesses a broad and stable sense of personal competence to deal
cfficiently with a variety of stressful situations. The scale has demon-
strated high reliability (typical Cronbach’s « ranges from .75 to .90)
and convergent and discriminant validity, correlating positively with
self-esteem and optimism and negatively with anxiety, depression,
and physical symptoms (Schwarzer, 1993). This study employed
the Chinese version that has been used in studies with the Chinese
population (e.g., Chan, 2002; Zhang & Schwarzer, 1995). Great
care has also been taken in the adaptation to ensure that simple lan-
guage for young students was used. In completing the scale, students
were requested to indicate their agreement on a 5-point scale rang-
ing from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). A total score can
be obtained by summing the 10 item responses, with higher scores
reflecting greater general self-efficacy.

All the above measures employed in this study are in Chinese,
and simple Chinese language is used to ensure that these measures
can be used for participants of a broad age range.

Procedure

Students who volunteered to participate with the consent of their
parents in this research project were requested to come to the univer-
sity campus for assessment. These students were tested in groups of 30
to 50 on their perfectionism using PNPS-12, their general perceived
self-efficacy using GSE, and their subjective well-being using SWLS
and PANAS. Research assistants of the project were present in the
testing sessions to explain verbally any items about which young stu-
dents might have questions. It turned out that only about two young
students asked for explanation of a few items.
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Results

Dimensions of Perfectionism

To assess students’ perfectionism, general self-efficacy, and subjec-
tive well-being, the relevant item responses of these students to the
respective scales were first tabulated. A maximum likelihood explor-
atory factor analyses was then conducted on the 12-item correlation
matrix of perfectionism to examine whether relevant items did fall
appropriately into two orthogonal factors corresponding to positive
and negative perfectionism. The initial estimation yielded three fac-
tors with eigenvalues exceeding unity, accounting for 53% of the total
variance. The chi-square values computed for the evaluation of the
lack of fit for one through four factor solutions were all significant
(p < .01). The chi-square values were 453.69 (df = 54), 125.82 (df =
43),76.76 (df = 33), and 42.97 (df = 24) for the one-, two-, three-,
and four-factor solutions, respectively. The corresponding estimated
variance accounted for was 17%, 34%, 40%, and 44%, respectively,
for the four different factor solutions. Thus, a statistically adequate
solution, one that yielded a nonsignificant chi-square, would require
more dimensions beyond four factors. Because the model would be
rejected by the chi-square statistic at a conventional alpha level if a
large enough sample was used (see Browne & Cudeck, 1993), cach of
the four different factor solutions was examined for simple structure
and interpretability. It was found that the two-factor solution was
most interpretable, with the two factors interpretable as positive and
negative perfectionism as originally intended. The three-factor and
four-factor solutions had factors loaded saliently by one to two items
and were less interpretable. Consequently, it was deemed appropriate
to accept the two-factor solution as an adequate representation of
the data on perfectionism, lending support to the construct validity
of the two distinct aspects of perfectionism. Thus, the data supported
that the relevant items could be summed to yield two separate scores
on positive and negative perfectionism. The summary of the varimax-
rotated two-factor solution of perfectionism is shown in Table 1.
Students’ relevant item responses to PNPS-12, GSE, SWLS, and
PANAS were summed to yield scores on positive and negative perfec-
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tionism, general self-efhicacy, life satisfaction, and positive and nega-
tive affect, respectively. Focusing on the mean scores of positive and
negative perfectionism, the findings suggested that students tended
to endorse positive perfectionism more than negative perfectionism.
Support for these differences could be gleaned from the paired #test,
which indicated that the scores on positive and negative perfection-
ism were significantly different from each other with a relatively large
effect size, #(316) = 27.91, p < .001, partial n* = .71.

Alternatively, in the absence of any normative standards, a score of
24 or above (a rating of an average rating of 4 or above on the 5-point
scale) could be used to indicate that the respondents endorsed posi-
tive and/or negative perfectionism. Using this cutoff, it was found
that a large percentage of students (69.7%) could be positive per-
fectionists whereas a small percentage of students (6.3%) could be
negative perfectionists. Using a less rigorous cutoff score of 19 or
above (a rating above an average rating of 3 on the 5-point scale), the
respective percentages became 94.6% and 30.3%. Thus, many more
students could be classified as positive perfectionists than negative
perfectionists. The mean scores and standard deviations of perfec-
tionism scores and scores on general self-efficacy and subjective well-
being are summarized in Table 2, which also shows that these scales
had relatively high internal consistency.

Gender and Grade-Level Differences on Perfectionism,
General Self-Efficacy, and Subjective Well-Being

To explore whether there were gender or grade level (primary vs. sec-
ondary students) differences on perfectionism, general self-efficacy,
and subjective well-being, a 2 X 2 (Gender X Grade Level) analyses
of variance (ANOVA) was performed on the score of general self-ef-
ficacy as dependent variable, and two 2 X 2 (Gender X Grade Level)
multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVAs) were performed on
the scores of positive perfectionism and negative perfectionism as
dependent variables and on the scores of life satisfaction, positive
affect, and negative affect as dependent variables, respectively.

For general self-efficacy, the ANOVA results indicated that the
grade-level main effect was significant, F(1,313) = 4.10, p < .05, par-
tial #* = .013, suggesting that primary students scored significantly
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Table 2

Means, Standard Deviations, and Internal Consistency
of Measures of Perfectionism, General Self-Efficacy, and
Subjective Well-Being (N =317)

Significant
Number Cronbach’s Group
of Items M SD o Differences
Perfectionism
Positive Perfectionism 6 25.05  3.70 73 Girls > Boys
Negative Perfectionism 6 1621 454 72 -
General Self-Efficacy 10 3898  6.62 .88 Primary
students >
Secondary
students
Subjective Well-Being
Life Satisfaction 5 16.86  4.49 .82 Primary
students >
Secondary
students
Positive Affect 10 3826 6.16 79 -
Negative Affect 10 24.86 727 .83 -

Note. All item ratings are in the range of 1 to 5. z is the Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency
measure. The significant group differences are the results from univariate analyses of variance
or from univariate analysis of variance as a follow-up of the multivariate analysis.

higher than did secondary students on general self-efhicacy. The main
effect of gender and the interaction effect of Gender X Grade Level
were nonsignificant (p > .05).

Regarding perfectionism, the MANOVA results indicated that
the overall gender main effect was significant, Wilks’ A = .98, F(2,
312) = 3.14, p < .05, partial n* = .02, but the overall grade-level main
effect and the overall interaction effect of Gender X Grade Level
were nonsignificant (p > .05). Subsequent univariate ANOVA on
each of the two perfectionism scores was conducted as a follow-up
test to the significant MANOVA overall gender main effect. Using
the Bonferroni procedure to adjust for multiple tests, each ANOVA
was evaluated at the value of .05/2 or .025. The results indicated that
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girls gave themselves significantly higher ratings than did boys on
positive perfectionism, F(1,313) = 6.10, p < .05, partial n”* = .019.

Regarding subjective well-being, the MANOVA results indi-
cated that the overall grade level main effect was significant, Wilks’
A =93, F(3,311) = 7.43, p < .001, partial * = .067, but the over-
all gender main effect and the overall interaction effect of Gender
X Grade Level were nonsignificant (p > .05). Subsequent univariate
ANOVAs on each of the three subjective well-being measures was
conducted as a follow-up test to the significant MANOVA overall
grade-level main effect. Using the Bonferroni procedure to adjust for
multiple tests, each ANOVA was evaluated at the value of .05/3 or
.0167. The results indicated that primary students rated themselves
significantly higher than did secondary students on life satisfaction,
F(1,313) = 15.27, p < .001, partial n* = .047. In summary, there were
subtle significant gender and grade-level group differences on perfec-
tionism, general self-efhicacy, and subjective well-being, but the effect
sizes of all these differences were small. All these significant group
differences are also summarized in Table 2.

Predicting Subjective Well-Being Using Perfectionism
and General Self-Efficacy

Table 3 shows the matrix of correlations computed to examine the
relationships among perfectionism, general self-efficacy, and sub-
jective well-being. Nearly all pairs of correlations were significant
(p < .05). The exceptions were the correlations between positive
perfectionism and negative perfectionism (r = .07), between posi-
tive affect and negative affect (» = -.06), and between negative per-
fectionism and life satisfaction (» = -.09). The minimal correlations
suggested that the constructs of positive perfectionism and negative
perfectionism were relatively independent, as were positive and nega-
tive affect, and that negative perfectionism might have little impact
on one’s appraisal of life satisfaction.

To examine more closely how perfectionism and general self-
efficacy related to the measures of subjective well-being, a series of
multiple linear regression analyses were conducted. Specifically, sepa-
rate sets of multiple regression analyses were performed to explain
the three aspects of subjective well-being using positive and nega-
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Table 3

Correlation Matrix of Subjective Well-Being,
General Self-Efficacy, and Perfectionism (N =317)

Subjective Well-Being Perfectionism

LS PA NA GSE PPF  NPF

Subjective Well-Being

Life Satisfaction (LS)

Positive Affect (PA) 225

Negative Affect (NA) S27F* -.06

General Self-Efficacy (GSE) 200 63T L 24%
Perfectionism

Positive Perfectionism (PPF) 200 490 S 16M S8

Negative Perfectionism (NPF)  -.09 .10* 34714 .07

Note. *p < .05.**p < .01. **p < .001 (2-tailed).

tive perfectionism and general self-efficacy as predictors. For each of
the criterion measures of subjective well-being, three sets of analyses
were conducted. In the first set of regression analyses, because gender
and grade level were found to have separate main effects on positive
perfectionism and on general self-efficacy and life satisfaction, it was
deemed appropriate to use gender and grade as predictors (Set 1 pre-
dictors) to examine whether demographic variables could account
for a substantial amount of variance in the criterion measures of sub-
jective well-being without invoking the predictors of perfectionism
and general self-efficacy. The second set of analyses used two ordered
sets of predictors, with Set 1 predictors entered first, followed by Set
2 predictors of positive and negative perfectionism. The changes in R
square and F'were computed to evaluate whether the Set 2 predictors
of perfectionism explained the criterion measures over and above the
Set 1 predictors of demographic variables. The third set of analyses
followed the same procedure and added Set 3 predictors of general
self-efficacy to evaluate its contribution over and above the contribu-
tion of perfectionism, as well as that of demographic variables. Table
4 summarizes the results of the regression analyses.
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From Table 4, it can be seen that Set 1 predictors of gender and
grade alone did significantly explain life satisfaction, but the amount
of variance accounted for was relatively modest (.04). The addition of
Set 2 predictors of positive and negative perfectionism to Set 1 pre-
dictors yielded better explanation than using Set 1 predictors alone
and accounted for a significantly greater proportion of variance (an
increase of .09 to .25) in the three components of subjective well-
being. The further addition of the Set 3 predictors of general self-
efficacy also yielded significant increment in the variance explained
(an increase of .02 to .15) especially in the subjective well-being
component of positive affect. Grade also emerged as the significant
predictor in explainingall three components of subjective well-being
together with other predictors of perfectionism and general self-efh-
cacy. However, the contribution of grade was comparatively modest
except in explaining life satisfaction.

To check whether general self-efhcacy could mediate the impact
of perfectionism on subjective well-being in addition to its direct
effect on subjective well-being, the first two sets of analyses were
repeated for general self-efficacy as the criterion for explanation. The
regression results are also shown in Table 4, suggesting that perfec-
tionism affected significantly general self-efhcacy.

Because perfectionism affected general self-efficacy, as well as
subjective well-being, and both perfectionism and general self-
eficacy affected subjective well-being, general self-efficacy might
also mediate the effects of perfectionism on subjective well-being.
Support for the conjecture that general self-efficacy might also act
as a mediator in the association between perfectionism and sub-
jective well-being could be gleaned from the regression analyses.
Specifically, for example, the impact of positive perfectionism was
substantially reduced when general self-efficacy was introduced in
the explanation of all three components of subjective well-being.
In the explanation of negative affect, the contribution of positive
perfectionism was reduced to nonsignificance when general self-
efficacy was introduced.
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Discussion

Perfectionism, while being viewed as an important characteristic of
giftedness, has invariably been examined from a pathological per-
spective. This study extended past findings on perfectionism and
giftedness to the Chinese setting and took the view that perfection-
ism needs to be distinguished into two forms. On the one hand, posi-
tive perfectionism, when defined in terms of a realistic striving for
excellence, is not only nonpathological but also healthy and desirable
and could lead to a positive sense of subjective well-being. On the
other hand, negative perfectionism, defined as the rigid adherence to
high personal standards with similar expectations from others, could
be associated with psychological distress and pathology, which could
be consequences of negative perfectionism. To test this conjecture, a
new instrument was constructed to assess positive and negative per-
fectionism as two distinct constructs, as the extant popular measures
have not made such a distinction. The findings of the emergence of
two independent factors instead of a bipolar factor provided sup-
portive evidence that positive and negative perfectionism could be
empirically differentiated, and subsequent analyses also supported
that the two constructs could be assessed validly and reliably. Unlike
past studies on perfectionism, which generally included participants
of a specific age group, this study included gifted students of a broad
age range, thus providing some initial evidence that the constructs
of positive and negative perfectionism are applicable to gifted stu-
dents in different age groups. In summary, students tended to score
higher on positive perfectionism than on negative perfectionism.
Consistent with past findings in a non-Chinese setting (e.g., Parker,
1997), there could be many more positive perfectionists than nega-
tive perfectionists among Chinese gifted students or at least in this
sample of Chinese gifted students.

The present findings also provided some initial data support-
ing the use of PNPS-12 as a viable self-report measure of positive
and negative perfectionism. The two scales of PNPS-12 have been
demonstrated to have reasonably high reliability in terms of inter-
nal consistency. The scales also had good construct validity as indi-
cated in the results of factor analysis that behavioral manifestations
of positive and negative perfectionism did co-occur separately as two
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constructs in the students. Admittedly, the scales were constructed
by a psychologist trained in psychometrics (the author) together
with experienced frontline teachers as judges, and this “expert panel”
might be questioned and needs to be expanded in the future revision
of the scales, especially when one is concerned with a broader domain
sampling of item content to reflect more comprehensively the con-
structs of positive and negative perfectionism. In addition, the scales
were not compared with other established measures of perfection-
ism (e.g., MPS, FMPS) to provide evidence of convergent validity,
which needs to be investigated in future studies. Nonetheless, the
relationships with external measures of subjective well-being, as well
as general self-efficacy, provided some support for the validity of
the two constructs. Contrary to expectation, the initial conjecture
that positive and negative perfectionism could be differentiated into
self-orientation and other-orientation components did not receive
adequate support from the data, as independent factors of orienta-
tions did not emerge in the present factor analyses. The emergence
of only positive and negative perfectionism was consistent with past
findings with adults in the general population (e.g., Bieling, Isracli,
& Antony, 2004; Cox et al., 2002; Fedewa, Burns, & Gomez, 2005;
Haase & Prapavessis, 2004; Terry-Short, Owen, Slade, & Dewey,
1995). However, questions might be raised as to whether these self-
other orientations might emerge as students grow in age. Because
80% of the students in this study were between the ages of 9 and
14, this conjecture could not be well tested. Thus, future studies
might seek to examine the emergence of these and other dimensions
in positive perfectionism and negative perfectionism based on sam-
pling more adequately students in defined age groups. Such studies
on the assessment of the multidimensionality of perfectionism will
contribute to the development of the scale in the ongoing process of
scale refinement and revision, as well as validation. The development
of the second generation of PNPS-12 might focus on further scale
extension to assess other dimensions related to positive and nega-
tive perfectionism, or alternatively on constructing separate versions
for younger and older children, as new dimensions might emerge as
salient dimensions for children of specific age range.

In exploring correlates of perfectionism, this study focused on
subjective well-being in line with positive psychology rather than on
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psychopathology. The present findings indicated that positive and
negative perfectionism correlated differentially with different com-
ponents of subjective well-being. Specifically, positive perfectionism
primarily affected life satisfaction and positive affect whereas nega-
tive perfectionism primarily affected negative affect. Moreover, gen-
eral self-eflicacy, apart from its direct effects on subjective well-being,
could also mediate the effects of perfectionism, especially positive
perfectionism, on the three components of subjective well-being. It
could be argued that, unlike negative perfectionism, positive perfec-
tionism as the realistic striving for excellence is not something to be
eliminated but something to be promoted, perhaps through enhanc-
ing general self-efficacy of students.

Although the findings of this study based on cross-sectional data
did suggest certain links among perfectionism, general self-efficacy,
and subjective well-being, the inference of causality from perfection-
ism and general self-eflicacy to subjective well-being was based largely
on substantive considerations. Future studies might consider the col-
lection of longitudinal data to ascertain the directionality of causal
inference or the possible bidirectional influence among these vari-
ables and the possibly mediating role of general self-efhcacy. Thus,
testing models of causal inference highlights the need for future stud-
ies using longitudinal as well as cross-sectional designs and would
represent a step beyond the present exploratory analyses based on
multiple regression procedures.

Apart from the above limitations, this study certainly had other
limitations. Among others, the method of sample selection could
be at issue. It has been said that students selected through teacher
and school nomination are likely to be academic high achievers who
might generally be free from emotional difficulties and might adjust
reasonably well in interpersonal relationships, even though teach-
ers were requested to nominate students gifted in different domains
regardless of their academic performance. Indeed, gifted students in
this study generally scored relatively high on positive perfectionism
and relatively low on negative perfectionism. Thus, cross-replication
with samples not restricted to school-nominated gifted students
should be helpful in establishing the generalizability of the present
findings. Another major limitation of the present study is the com-
plete reliance on self-report data in the psychometric assessment of
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perfectionism and subjective well-being. One might raise the ques-
tion whether younger children could complete the self-report task
as did older children, given that a young child might comprehend
or interpret an item in a different way because of limited life experi-
ences and language use. Thus, future studies need to address this issue
and determine whether separate versions of assessment instruments
for younger and older children could be a more viable option than a
version for children of a broad age range. Nonetheless, future inves-
tigations that include interviews and anecdotal materials from teach-
ers, parents, and peers in addition to student self-report data could
certainly help provide further insight into the relationships between
perfectionism and subjective well-being of gifted students.
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