GIFTED STUDENTS AND PERFECTIONISM 

By Carolyn Orange 
Abstract:

Refined the concept of perfectionism in 109 gifted high school students (mean age 16 yrs). Ss were administered the Perfectionism Quiz (E. Raudsepp, 1988). A significant chi-square statistic provided some evidence that these students tended to score high on the quiz, as hypothesized. Need for Order, Need for Approval, Obsessive-compulsive demands on self, Anxiety, Indecision, and Procrastination were 6 of the 9 factors, supported in the literature, as possible dimensions of perfectionism. (PsycINFO Database Record (c) 2010 APA, all rights reserved)

Introduction 

Although there is no universally accepted definition of giftedness, sensitivity, intensity and perfectionism are often used as descriptive characteristics (Meyen & Skrtic, 1995). Perfectionism also has been difficult to define. Frost, Marten, Lahart, & Rosenblate, (1990) recommended that future studies consider the multi-dimensionality of perfectionism as a construct. Hamachek (1978) attempted to distinguish normal perfectionism from neurotic perfectionism by suggesting that perfectionism be viewed as a positive personality trait that enables a student to strive for excellence or as a negative personality trait characterized by neurotic, obsessive compulsive behavior. He referred to the latter as neurotic perfectionism, stressing that the manner of thinking about behavior is just as important as the behavior. For example, normal perfectionists allow themselves to fail and to be imperfect while neurotic perfectionists never feel that their efforts are good enough. Pacht (1984) also viewed perfectionism as negative, defining it as a tendency to form and pursue unrealistically high goals. It is the striving for that nonexistent perfection that keeps people in turmoil and is associated with a significant number of psychological problems. (p. 386) Meyen & Skrtic (1995) however, proposed that perfectionism is one of the key elements of the gifted personality that should not be altered. 

A variety of psychological and physiological disorders are associated with negative perfectionism. These include depression (Hewitt & Dyck, 1986), eating disorders (Axtell & Newton, 1993), obsessive-compulsive personality disorders (Rasmussen & Eisen, 1992) and suicide (Callahan, 1993). Perfectionism may play a role in other forms of psychopathology. For example, Frost, et al., (1990) noted several other disorders such as alcoholism, erectile dysfunction, irritable bowel syndrome, depression, anorexia, obsessive compulsive pain, dysmorphophobia, and ulcerative colitis. (p. 450) Perfectionistic gifted students are often vulnerable to such disorders. 

Negative perfectionism is further characterized by very high personal standards. According to AdderholtElliott (1991), gifted children are vulnerable to perfectionistic behavior, not only because of their very high standards but also because of: birth order, perfectionistic parents, and pressure from teachers and peers. She sees perfectionism as more of a problem in the gifted population (p. 70). Bireley & Genshaft (1991) proposed that perfectionism is an adverse reaction to stress in gifted children. They contend that many gifted youngsters are troubled by a condition known as developmental dysplaysia, or uneven development where the mental age of the child is greater than the chronological age. Consequently, this uneven development often becomes a source of stress because these children lack the necessary social and emotional skills to accomplish some tasks. Some of these gifted young people will generate more stress than others and incur adverse reactions to their stress. 

According to Parker & Adkins (1995), empirical knowledge on giftedness and perfectionism is in its infancy. They further acknowledged that there are few instruments available now that allow researchers to measure perfectionism as a construct. The purpose of the following study is to help refine the construct of perfectionism by using participant responses to a Perfectionism Quiz. It was hypothesized that a significant number of the participants would score high on the Perfectionism Quiz, providing additional evidence of perfectionism among gifted students. 

Method 
Three hundred fifty-six students from 18 different high schools, 12 in the city and 6 from neighboring counties, accepted an invitation to participate in an honors conference held in southwest Texas. Participants were 156 males and 200 females 60% of whom were White, 30% were Hispanic and 10% were African American. The mean age was 16 years. The majority of the students were from the gifted and talented programs in these schools and the others were from honor societies or honors programs. One hundred and thirty of the 356 students chose to participate in a workshop about perfectionism and 109 of these students voluntarily responded to a Perfectionism Quiz administered during the workshop. 

The Perfectionism Quiz has 30 likert-like items and an internal reliability of .85 (alpha). The content validity seems fairly high, reflecting the content domain of perfectionism based on the available literature (Carmines & Zeller, 1979). The combination of high content validity and high internal reliability provide acceptable evidence of construct validity (Mueller, 1986). Raudsepp (1988) developed the Perfectionism Quiz and it's score interpretations (see Table 1). The score interpretations for the higher score categories are in concurrence with current research that sees perfectionism as obsessive-compulsive behavior (Frost, et al., 1990; Parker & Adkins, 1995). The Perfectionism Quiz provides a useful tool for defining perfectionism as a construct. 

Procedure 
Each student received a copy of the questionnaire and an answer grid. Students evaluated items 1-22 on a 4-point scale where the choices were 1) almost always, 2) sometimes, 3) rarely, 4) never. For items 23-30 they responded with agree or disagree. After all participants completed their answer grid, the answers and the corresponding item scores were displayed using an overhead projector. The participants scored their own grids and compared their score to the score ranges. Finally, interpretations for score categories, the significance of the scores and some strategies for overcoming perfectionism were discussed. Table 1 indicates the number of participants scoring in each category and an abbreviated version of the interpretation for each category. 

Results 
Although the students totaled their own scores during the workshop, their data were later scored and analyzed independently. The maximum possible score was 185, the maximum obtained score was 166 and the mean score was 116, as shown in Table 1. Ninety-seven participants (89%) scored in the highest categories. Statistical analysis provided strong evidence that these high scores did not happen by chance. A single sample chi-square determined that the frequency of observed responses differed significantly from the expected responses for each category (see table 2). The critical value of 2 for two degrees of freedom is 9.21 at the .01 level of significance. The obtained 2 of 36.02 exceeds the critical value of 2 and is significant at the .001 level. To explore the multi-dimensionality of perfectionism, an exploratory factor analysis was used to detect the presence of any perceived latent variables. The factor analysis, using a Varimax rotation, extracted 9 factors based on eigenvalues over 1.0. Cumulatively, they explain 63% of the variance. The factor loadings are shown in Table 3. Nine possible dimensions of perfectionism were derived, based on the extracted factors (see Table 3). 

Discussion 
A significant chi-square statistic provided some evidence that these gifted students tended to score high on the Perfectionism Quiz as hypothesized. According to Raudsepp (1988), the higher the score, the more it represents a serious problem with obsessive-compulsive disorder, a negative form of perfectionism. That 89% of the respondents scored in the two highest categories supported the idea that perfectionism is a characteristic of this sample. The large number of students scoring in the higher categories of the Perfectionism Quiz, casts some doubt on Webb's (l 995) suggestion that only 15% - 20% of gifted students are hindered by perfectionism. However, the need for further study in this area, precludes generalization to the gifted population. 

The item analysis yielded interesting information. Item 26 ranked number one with an astounding 89% of the participants responding "almost always" to "I sometimes needlessly delay doing something I have to do." (see table 2) It is not surprising that procrastination seems to be the number one problem in this group. Several researchers cite procrastination as a problem associated with perfectionism in gifted students (e.g., Parker & Adkins, 1995; Hamachek, 1978; Adderholdt-Elliott, 1991). Knowledge of items with high scores may be useful for identifying problem areas and for providing a basis for helping gifted students find healthier alternatives to negative perfectionism or the obsessive compulsive behavior associated with perfectionism. 

This study considered the multidimensionality of perfectionism to further clarify this construct. The factors extracted by factor analysis suggest possible subscales or refinements for the Perfectionism Quiz. There was support in the literature for 6 of the 9 factors that were identified as possible dimensions of perfectionism: Factor 1 -Need for Order, Organization (Adderholdt-Elliott, 1991); Factor 2 Need for approval of others (Webb, 1995), (Hamachek, 1978); Factor 3 - Obsessive-compulsive demands on self (Hamachek, 1978), (Bireley & Genshaft, (1991); Factor 4 Anxiety and excessive worry (Hamachek, 1978), (Bireley & Genshaft, 1991); Factor 5 - Indecision (Hamachek, 1978), (Adderholdt-Elliott, 1991); Factor 8 - Procrastination (Adderholdt-Elliott, 1991). The significance of the Perfectionism Quiz lies in its utility. It serves as a tool for measuring perfectionism, it provides information that is useful for identifying behaviors and traits of perfectionism and it contributes to the refinement of perfectionism as a construct. Collectively, this information provides a venue for increased understanding of the gifted student. 
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