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This essay will critically review the literature in the field of multidimensional perfectionism focussing on children and adolescents together with reference to more general and adult based research when looking at an overview of the key issues and current thinking in this field. This paper will focus on six recent articles published during the period 2016-2020 which were chosen to represent insightful peer reviewed research published in respected journals. The research is mainly quantitative and focuses on the methodologies and variables associated with measuring multi-dimensional perfectionism. The last decade of perfectionist scholarship can be labelled the ‘meta-analysis era’ (Flett & Hewitt, 2020). 
This critical literature review will look at the following topics: perfectionism in context; basic definitions; temperament and parenting; a recent metanalysis of parental multidimensional perfectionism and child psychological outcomes; a review of the literature in respect of measuring perfectionism in children and adolescents; a person-oriented approach to examine the concept of multidimensional perfectionism; three trait multidimensional perfectionism and academic achievement; current issues and the bigger picture and finally a conclusion. 
Initial research appeared in the 1930s on the health problems caused by perfectionism whilst empirical research commenced in the 1950s. The first research on multidimensional perfectionism appeared thirty years ago and this is the fourth decade of the research (Flett & Hewitt, 2020). Hewitt and Flett (1991) published a multi-dimensional framework exploring (1) self-oriented (2) other-oriented and (3) socially-prescribed perfectionism (where others demand that a person is perfect). Perfectionism is broadly a multidimensional personality trait which includes excessive worry in respect of making mistakes, setting unattainably high standards, intensified fear of negative evaluation and the propensity to be very critical of oneself and others (Flett and Hewitt, 2002). Perfectionism can be divided into perfectionist strivings (self-oriented striving for achievement) and perfectionist concerns (concern in respect of mistakes, others evaluation and feelings regarding the discrepancy between expectation and performance). The former is adaptive whilst the latter is regarded as maladaptive and linked to maladjustment, avoidance and procrastination as well as negative mental health outcomes. Perfectionism is a transdiagnostic risk factor for a variety of mental health issues (Egan et al. 2011). Curran & Hill (2019) have fuelled much debate as it has made people more aware that perfectionism, particularly socially prescribed perfectionism, is on the increase. It can be hypothesised that the neo liberal governments of US and UK since the 1980s which have emphasised the sovereign individual and competitive individualism has led to an increase in perfectionism. Research has found that dysfunctional perfectionism has reached alarming levels with three in ten out of a group of 900 Australian adolescents (Sironic & Reeve, 2015). A study into Norwegian adolescents concluded that 38% of students in regular secondary schools had some form of dysfunctional perfectionism whereas the prevalence was 22% in elite school (Stornae et al. 2019). Research suggests that one in four adolescent’s maladaptive perfectionism manifest itself in bulimic behaviours, depression, suicidal ideation, self-harm and anxiety.
Research by Affrunti & Woodfruff-Borden (2017) has shown that although temperament and parenting are associated with perfectionism in children there has been little examination of both concepts concurrently. Their study comprised fifty-nine parent child dyads where the children were between the ages of 7.5 and 13 made up of 75% Caucasian, 55% female and 16.7% Afro-American and concluded that anxious rearing or parenting increased levels of perfectionism whilst effortful control (regulating emotions and related behaviour) decreased perfectionism. Negative affect (unpleasant emotions) did not materially predict perfectionism which contradicts previous research (Dibartolo & Vaner, 2012). It is possible that the use of a larger sample for this correlation may be necessary to ensure significance. In contrast effortful control helps children not to acquire high levels of perfectionism. The majority of studies have focussed on negative affect without taking other factors such as parenting into consideration and thus it was not possible to analyse negative affect and perfectionism in depth (Affrunti & Woodfruff-Borden, 2017). The study was subject to a number of limitations: a cross sectional study cannot demonstrate how results may differ over time; results may have been biased by the parent and child report methodology and also reporter bias. Furthermore, it is not known how task-based measures of reporting differ from a questionnaire-based methodology – research into this topic is needed. The sample was small and comprised of middle-class mothers and their children which detracts from the ability to generalise from this study (Affrunti & Woodfruff-Borden, 2017). Further studies must establish whether the results are accurate over a more diverse and larger sample.
Similarly, the recent meta-analysis of parental multidimensional perfectionism and child psychological outcomes by Catherine Lilly et al. (2020) also concluded that there was a small positive significant connection between parental perfectionist concerns and poor mental health in children. Fourteen studies were examined and the meta-analysis found that that parental concern creates vulnerability for child distress even after accounting for perfectionist strivings. Thus, parental perfectionist concern is a core vulnerability factor for perfectionist concern affecting both the parent’s and the child’s psychological wellbeing. The Almost Perfect Scale - Revised (APS-R) (Slaney et al. 2001) methodology generated larger effect sizes for perfectionist concern (as had been found in earlier studies) and moderation analyses implied that there was a large amount of amount unexplained variance which was not explained by child or parent gender but may have been related to cultural factors and ethnicity. Furthermore, parental overcontrol is an intervening variable between parental perfectionism and depression in adolescents (Soenens et al. 2006). The study also hypothesised that interventions for parents to reduce their criticism and negative scrutiny could be beneficial. Limitations of this study included that the meta-analysis was cross-sectional and did not therefore allow for change over time and it was not always possible to run moderation analysis. Again, it would be unwise to generalise from the study’s findings. 
Leone and Wade (2018) reviewed the current literature relating to the measurement of perfectionism in children up to the age of fifteen. Seventy-six studies were included in their research and the authors narrowed the methodologies for measuring perfectionism down to six self-report studies. All six, however, lacked validation studies by independent authors. Moreover, critical psychometric properties normally utilised in a clinical environment were not utilized, for example, construct validity, that is, the extent that the measurements utilized, frequently questionnaires, truly test the hypothesis or theory they are measuring. Furthermore, test-retest validity also remains objectively untested and some results were contradictory. Additionally, invariance across age and sex needs to be accounted for (invariance means results remaining unchanged regardless of changes in the conditions of measurement). The authors conclude that given these problems three of the questionnaires showed most promise. For maladaptive perfectionism use only the Children’s Dysfunctional Perfectionism Scale (CAPS) (Flett et al. 2016) is justifiable due to its relatively robust psychometrics, extensive use and availability of comparative statistics. Interestingly the other two questionnaires deemed promising were designed for adults. Both the Almost Perfect Scale-Revised (APS-R) (Slaney et al. 2001) and the Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (FMPS) (Frost et al. 1990) measure adaptive and maladaptive perfectionism and have construct validity and reliable psychometrics with children. It should be noted, however, that both methodologies apply adult constructs to children the effect of which is not known but hypothetically could be misleading.  The authors key findings were that researchers’ focus should be on understanding and defining child perfectionism rather than measures of connections, causes and perfectionism’s effects. Further research and evidence of maladaptive and adaptive perfectionism in children is required and the construct of perfectionism needs to be properly understood and defined before appropriate interventions can be constructed. The authors also suggested that changes in perfectionism during puberty needed in depth research.
Progress in understanding perfectionism has been confined to a variable- centred approach. However, Molnar et al. (2020) uses a person-oriented approach to examine Hewitt and Flett’s (1991) concept of multidimensional perfectionism. The methodology included assessing perfectionism, psychological health, physical health, satisfaction with life, personality, perceived stress and psychosocial resources. They utilised cluster analysis to measure self-oriented, other oriented and socially prescribed perfectionism. The cluster comprised 773 university students and 538 adults with chronic illness. Both sample sizes are relatively small. The research concluded that ‘extreme perfectionists’ who scored highly in all three dimensions of perfectionism had relatively poor psychological and physical health and elevated neuroticism and conscientiousness. ‘Non-perfectionists’ reported higher levels of health and wellbeing. Socially prescribed perfectionism was prevalent amongst both student and adults with chronic illnesses. The authors note that their study is the first to apply a person-centred perspective. They also emphasize the need for qualitative research into perfectionism. Indeed, perfectionism is about people but there seems to very little research relating to the human aspects of this topic. The body of research work is focussed on quantitative studies relating to the variables which contribute to perfectionism (Flett & Hewitt, 2020). This author believes that qualitative perfectionists research with emotional texture derived from children, adolescents and adults lived experience would greatly enhance to the existing research. Such research would give context to the quantitative research.  
Madigan (2019) undertook a meta-analysis of academic achievement and perfectionism. Groot and Massen van den Brink (2007) point out that academic success is linked to better health and prosperity and is of a benefit to society as a whole. Academic achievement was measured by the extent a school or college student had accomplished a specific goal by exam grades and performance in class (Schneider and Pecker, 2017). Personality traits and behaviour diligence, motivation, and perseverance are particularly important in doing well academically (O’Connor and Paunonen, 2007). Indeed Poropat (2009) competed a meta-analysis of the five-factor test (openness, conscientiousness, extraversion agreeableness and neuroticism) and all five traits were found to be predictors of success. Exceptionally high standards are a defining feature of perfectionism and mobilise motivation which will direct energy and other behaviours conducive to success (Stober et al. 2018). Madigan (2019) emphasised that the studies he analysed where cross-sectional and longitudinal research was therefore vital. Indeed, Damian et al. (2017) 9-month study was a welcome exception and found that perfectionistic strivings predicted success whilst perfectionistic concerns did not predict success. 
This paper will now explore some the overarching issues in this field (Flett & Hewitt, 2020). Firstly, whilst much of the research and specifically the meta-analyses are informative, they have concentrated on a broad approach that combines multiple trait dimensions such as evaluative concerns perfectionism to the extent that specific dimensions, for example, socially prescribed perfectionism become obscured in the process. The value of a specific approach is demonstrated by the role of socially prescribed perfectionism in suicidality (Smith et al. 2018). Moreover, meta-analysis whilst popular and enabling the examination of larger amounts of data are only as good as the underlying studied selected and additional problems include heterogeneity of studies and positive publication bias. Meta-analysis is superior to narrative reports for systematic reviews of the literature, but its quantitative results should be interpreted with caution. Secondly, much of the research has focussed on trait perfectionism (motives and dispositions related to attaining perfection) which undermines the meta-analyses as they do not provide a complete picture as they do not include other elements of the perfectionism construct, specifically cognitive perfectionism and perfectionistic self-presentation. It is to be hoped research in future will examine the whole perfectionism construct. Thirdly perfectionism is about people and as stated above hopefully more research will illuminate perfectionism at the level of the individual through qualitative research. This approach requires consideration of the multiple perfectionist dimensions and how they interact with personality structure, life experiences and needs. Fourth perfectionism should be regarded as unique. The five-factor personality model was used to minimize perfectionism through classifying it as form of neuroticism. There have been a number of illustrations that show that perfectionism goes beyond the five-factor model of personality. Flett & Hewitt (2020) maintain that that perfectionism is a personality trait that enhances our understanding of individuals, it is a construct that relates to other personality dimensions but it is unlike any other. Maslow (1968) recognised over fifty years ago that hostility as a by-product of perfectionism can be a dark and dangerous and cause mayhem in people’s live. Fifth, perfectionism is a global issue and broad cross-cultural research including qualitative research is needed to explore cross cultural and diversity issues. Sixth perfectionism is complicated and multifaceted. The assessment of individuals should include multiple perfectionist measures to obtain an accurate and rounded portrait of the person’s perfectionism. Sixth, perfectionism is a paradox – the very act of over striving may lead to failure on the sports field for example. Seventh, perfectionism is relational – perfectionists may strive to be perfect to validate themselves but perfectionists also need connection and belonging. Eighth, the quest for perfection is an attempt to secure love and respect and to avoid rejection and disapproval (Flett et al. 2014). Finally, perfectionism whether that is achieving a goal or pretending to be living the perfect life is problematic as perfection is ephemeral and ultimately unrealistic.
In conclusion the negative affect of perfectionism in children and adolescents is generally accepted, specifically its negative effect on mental health and well-being. We have looked at the historical context of perfectionism research, its prevalence and the psychological distress associated with multidimensional perfectionism. Perfectionism is a global problem and is on the increase. It is necessary to caveat the findings of the metanalyses and research studies examined because of varying limitations and potential weaknesses as set out above. Much of the research would have benefitted from larger sample sizes and/or more rigorous methodologies. Affrunti & Woodfruff-Borden (2017) study showed that poor parenting and temperament contribute to multidimensional perfectionism whilst effortful control helps children not to acquire high levels of perfectionism Further research is needed on the life stories of perfectionists, how they interact with others and how they age and how others react to them (Flett & Hewitt, 2020). This would bring a personal history, intimacy and emotional texture to the research. Catherine Lilly et al. (2020) also found that there was a small positive correlation between parent’s perfectionists concerns and perfectionism in children. Leone and Wade’s (2020) literature review on the different methodologies of measuring perfectionism in children and adults identified the three most robust and promising measures: CAPS; APS-R and FMPS. Molnar et al. (2020) used a person-centred approach (in a quantitative context) and concluded that university students and adults with chronic illnesses who scored highly in all three dimensions of perfectionism had poor mental health and wellbeing. The final section looked at current thinking from trait perfectionism to perfectionism as a relational construct. 
George Orwell once commented: “The essence of being human is that one does not seek perfection.”
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