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Is Perfectionism an Exclusive Characteristics of Gifted Students?
Systematic Review

¿Es característica exclusiva del alumnado superdotado el perfeccionismo?
Revisión sistemática

María Isabel Jiménez Moralesa,*, Purificación Checa Fernándeza

aUniversidad de Granada, Andalucía, España

Abstract

Background: Currently, there is great interest in analyzing
perfectionism as a trait especially characteristic of people
with high abilities (H.A.A.). However, the findings
obtained are heterogeneous and inconclusive, which could
be due to the multidimensional nature of this construct,
which includes both Negative Perfectionism (NP) and
Positive Perfectionism (PP). State of the art: The present
systematic review aims to investigate whether
perfectionism is a defining and exclusive characteristic of
gifted students. According to the criteria of the PRISMA
statement, ten publications were included. Conclusions:
The results obtained were inconclusive, since in some
papers significant differences in perfectionism were found
between the AA.CC vs. non-gifted group, while in others
no differences were found.

Keywords: Gifted abilities; perfectionism; systematic
review; PRISMA.

Resumen

Antecedentes: actualmente, existe un gran interés por
analizar el perfeccionismo como un rasgo especialmente
característico de las personas con altas capacidades
(AA.CC). Sin embargo, la evidencia científica ha aportado
resultados heterogéneos y poco concluyentes, lo que
podría deberse a la naturaleza multidimensional de dicho
constructo, que comprende, tanto el perfeccionismo
negativo (PN) como el perfeccionismo positivo (PP).
Estado del arte: la presente revisión sistemática pretende
profundizar si el perfeccionismo es una característica
definitoria y exclusiva del estudiantado superdotado.
Conclusiones: según los criterios de la declaración
PRISMA, solo diez publicaciones cumplieron los criterios
de inclusión. Los resultados obtenidos fueron poco
concluyentes, ya que en algunos trabajos se encontraron
diferencias significativas en perfeccionismo entre el grupo
de AA.CC. vs. no superdotados, mientras que en otros
no se encontraron diferencias.

Palabras clave: altas capacidades; perfeccionismo;
revisión sistemática; PRISMA.
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Introduction
The study of intelligence has been one of the areas

that has aroused most interest over the centuries and,
for several decades, one of the most investigated
psychological constructs, due to its important role in
learning. A review of the literature shows that there
are as many perspectives and theoretical approaches
to intelligence as there are authors, as well as
reflections on the theoretical structure of, for example,
Sternberg’s triarchic model of intelligence
(Damasceno et al., 2022) or Gardner´s Multiple
Intelligences Theory (Cavas & Cavas, 2020), oriented
to overcome the difficulty implied by the absence of
a consensual definition (Leana-Tascilar & Kanli,
2014). On the one hand, there are researchers who
understand intelligence as the ability to learn and apply
acquired knowledge, in order to reorganize their
behavioral patterns, which allows for better
adjustment and adaptation of the individual to their
environment (Marina, 1993, seen in Molero et al.,
1998; Simonton, 2003; Sternberg, 2012 ),while others
conceive it as the ability to solve problems, using
assimilated information (Anderson, 2005; Gardner,
1993; Mayer, 1983).

The same is true when we try to define giftedness
or high ability. Throughout our lives, we encounter
individuals with an astonishing learning speed, high
commitment and impeccable performance, who,
without apparent effort, make original contributions
(Subotnik et al., 2011). Although, under the
denomination of giftedness, we can find very different
profiles, these are some of the most representative
characteristics of the people who make up this
heterogeneous group. For some authors, giftedness is
the combination of the expression of potential and
performance at the upper end of the talent continuum.
These individuals show outstanding levels of aptitude
(extraordinary capacity forreasoning and learning) or
competence (understood as performance in the top
10% or rarer) in one or more domains, such as a
symbol system (mathematics, music or language), or
a set of sensorimotor skills (painting, dance or sports)
(Stricker et al., 2019).

The National Association for Gifted Children
(NAGC) argues that gifted students outperform their
peers of the same age, experience and environment
in one or more areas (National Association for Gifted
Children, 2019). Likewise, in order for them to have
the same learning opportunities as their non-gifted
peers, it is vital that they are identified early and that
their specific educational support needs are met, thus
favoring their identification and appropriate
development and the expression and realization of
their potential in all family socioeconomic status or
types of educational institution (Navarro-Saldaña et
al., 2022).

The three-ring model, advocated by Renzulli (1994),
is one of the most widely accepted in the scientific
community for its approach to giftedness based on
three defining traits: above-average intellectual ability,
high motivation and perseverance (Barriopedro et al.,
2018) and high level of creativity. In turn, it is interesting
to note that intellectual giftedness, in addition to
referring to high cognitive performance, implies greater
complexity at the emotional level (Gillioz et al., 2023),
specifically: greater moral judgment, self-awareness
and sensitivity to the expectations and feelings of the
people around them (Patti et al., 2011) and other as
Prieto et al. (2017). This greater emotional intensity is
interpreted by some authors as a risk factor (Janos &
Robinson 1985; Roedell 1986) that generates more
stress, greater social maladjustment and preoccupation
with interpersonal conflicts.

On the other hand, other authors argue that this
greater emotional complexity is a protective element
that facilitates positive coping with stress and conflict
and greater intrapersonal and interpersonal
understanding (Beer, 1991; Freeman, 1983, 1994).
There is also another trait attributed to gifted students:
perfectionism. This construct is associated with a
cognitive control style and high standards of
performance and preoccupation with making mistakes
(Sastre-Riba et al., 2019). Initially, it was considered
unidimensional (Burns, 1980, seen in Fletcher & Speirs,
2012), but thanks to the pioneering work of Hamachek
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(1978) and other authors, such as Frost et al. (1990),
it began to be considered multidimensional.

In this paper, we focus on the two main
dimensions: perfectionistic concerns, understood as
negative perfectionism, and perfectionistic strivings,
understood as positive perfectionism. On the one
hand, there are perfectionist concerns, which include
worries about failure, doubts about personal abilities
and behaviors performed, a sense that the
environment demands perfection, and the impression
that there is inconsistency between the standards set
and the performance that takes place (Dunkley et al.,
2003; Schuler, 2000). In this line, recent meta-analysis
study by Ferber et al. (2024) examined the
relationships between dimensions of perfectionism
and social anxiety and their findings showed large to
very-large-sized associations between social anxiety
and dimensions of perfectionism related to
perfectionistic concerns, namely socially prescribed
perfectionism, doubts about actions, concerns over
mistakes, and discrepancy, as well as self-
presentational perfectionism.

The Perfectionist Social Disconnection Model
brings a theoretical framework suggesting an
explanation of the associations between maladaptive
perfectionism and mental health problems such as
depression, eating disorders, hazardous drinking, and
anxiety (Hewitt et al., 2018). According to this model,
maladaptive perfectionists experience subjective and
objective social disconnection throughout their own
relational styles that involve interpersonal hostility and
sensitivity. In turn, the social disconnection leads to
increased levels of psychological vulnerability
(Chemisquy, 2017).

In gifted students, these have been related to
indicators of psychological maladjustment in academic
contexts (e.g., procrastination or academic
ineffectiveness) and non-academic contexts (e.g., life
satisfaction or intrinsic motivation, which, in turn, leads
to underachievement and anxiety) (Fletcher & Speirs,
2012; Frost et al., 1993; Stoeber & Rambow, 2007).

On the other hand, there are perfectionistic
strivings, which are related to setting high goals and
the conviction that it is fundamental to one’s personal
worth to achieve them. Thanks to them, individuals
take pleasure in striving for excellence while
acknowledging their limitations (Ogurlu, 2020; Schuler,
2000). Thus, this perfectionist drive may be
psychologically and educationally desirable for
exceptionally gifted students and have a positive
impact on their grades, perceived self-efficacy and
social relationships (Andrews et al., 2014; Stoeber &
Rambow, 2007; Stricker et al., 2019; Terry-Short et
al., 1995; Wang et al., 2012). Despite this, and as
Mofield and Parker (2018) argue, the question of
whether perfectionism is a trait that gifted people
show to a greater extent is currently a controversial
issue among experts, due to the relationship it has
with high performance and excellence, although this
is not always manifested in people with exceptional
ability (Sastre-Riba & Fonseca-Pedrero, 2019).

For them, some consider that there is a strong
relationship between perfectionism and giftedness,
which would explain the psychological adjustment
difficulties that some of these students present
(Silverman 1997; Speirs, 2007; Speirs & Finch 2006),
while for others, there is insufficient empirical
evidence (Parker & Mills 1996; Parker et al. 2001).

State of the art
The relevance of perfectionism in an educational

context is clear, due to its effect on achievement, both
in gifted and non-gifted students. Madigan (2019) who
meta-analysed the findings of 37 studies (N = 8901)
that examined perfectionism and academic
performance, found that Perfectionistic Straivings (PS)
showed a significant positive relationship with
academic performance, whereas Perfectionistic
concern (PC) showed a significant negative
relationship with academic performance.

Perfectionism has long been recognised as a
psychological factor that may influence the healthy
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adjustment of young academically gifted students.  To
examine the role of perfectionism among these
students Grugan et al., (2021), conducted a systematic
review examining perfectionism in young student.

Thus, the aim of the present review was to find
out whether or not perfectionism is a defining
characteristic unique to gifted students.

2.1. Information Sources and Search Strategy. This
review was carried out following the guidelines
set out in the Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses
(PRISMA), with the aim of making it systematic
and transparent. A standardized literature search
was conducted on August 7th 2023 in Scopus,
Web of Science and ProQuest, which are
reputable and reliable databases for systematic
reviews. The search equations used to narrow
down the information was «gifted AND
perfectionism» and «gifted OR perfectionism»,
although only for the title, abstract and keywords.
Subsequently, both databases were joined by the
AND connector. All articles selected belong to
scientific journals and have been published in the
last 11 years, i.e., from 2012 to 2023.

2.2. Eligibility criteria. The following inclusion criteria
were applied: (1) empirical studies, (2) published
in a scientific journal with full-text access and
written in English/Spanish, (3) conducted on
students in either schools (primary education) or
high schools (secondary education), (4) where
perfectionism is analyzed, and (5) where there

is a comparison between gifted and non-gifted
students.

2.3. Article search and selection process. Following
this search, a total of 191 documents were
registered and, after eliminating those that were
duplicated (63), 128 remained to be reviewed.
To continue with the process, the eligibility
criteria were considered via title review,
discarding 25 articles, as they were not related
to the selected subject matter, and another 9
articles, which were either reviews or meta-
analyses. Of the remaining 94 records, others
were discarded, following the same procedure
mentioned above but, on this occasion, by reading
the abstract: 39 for not being related to the
chosen subject, 22 for not comparing students
with and without intellectual endowment, and 11
in which there was no comparison in
perfectionism. This produced a total of 10
publications, which were analyzed for the
systematic review (See Figure 1).

2.4. Coding of results. In order to carry out a proper
analysis of the articles, various data were
extracted from them: the names of the authors
and their corresponding work, the instruments
used to measure the dependent variable
(perfectionism) and its levels (the scales and
their sub-dimensions), the characteristics of the
sample (number of participants, distribution by
sex, age, place of origin), the methodology in
which the research is ascribed, and the main
results of the study.
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Figure 1
Flowchart of the systematic review article selection process
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The analysis of the results produced contradictory
data. On the one hand, some studies show a
relationship between positive perfectionism and
giftedness in age groups between 11 and 17 years. In
some studies, the mean positive perfectionism scores
of highly gifted students are higher than those of the
non-gifted group, with Student’s t-values ranging from
2.28 to 6.08, or F-values ranging from 4.85 to 15.84,
and p-values ranging from .001 to .05. In contrast, there
are other studies in which the age range is 12 to 16
years, the t-value is around -6.08, or F is around 15.4,
and the p-values are between p < .05 and p < .001,
indicating that it is the group of typical students who
obtain higher mean scores in positive perfectionism than
the group of people with high intellectual endowment.
Lastly, other articles, with a lower mean age, t (-1.599)
or F (.722), drew the same conclusions regarding the
difference between the groups, although with a
different significance (p > .05).

Likewise, and in relation to negative perfectionism,
articles have been found which conclude that the
group with normative intelligence obtains higher mean
scores in this dimension of perfectionism. In all of
them, the same agreement is reached, but they differ
in the importance that can be given to the result: in
those where this ranges from p < .001 to p < .05,
the age of the students is between 12 and 17 years,
t ranges from -7.71 to 6.08 and F is above 25.
However, when p > .05, the mean age is lower and
so are the values of t (-.059) and F (.897).

Finally, there are several results that deviate from
the line that had been advocated by the previously
mentioned studies. The age range of these studies is
similar to that of the previous studies (from 11 to 21
years) and the t-values (1.50) and F (4.66) are also
similar, although the point is that there are no
differences in the mean scores between the groups
in any of the dimensions of perfectionism we are
interested in. In addition, few articles provide the
effect size of their research, showing a small effect
size (d < .5).

Authors should discuss the results and how they
can be interpreted from the perspective of previous
studies and of the working hypotheses. The findings
and their implications should be discussed in the
broadest context possible. Future research directions
may also be highlighted. It is often assumed that
perfectionism is an exclusive characteristic of highly
gifted individuals (Stricker et al., 2019). However,
although there is a large literature on this relationship,
the results obtained in studies are ambiguous and
inconsistent (Ogurlu, 2020), hence the importance of
this work. From the review that we carried out to
respond to the objective set out at the beginning of this
study, we discovered that there are authors who
support this hypothesis, reporting the existence of
higher perfectionism scores in the profiles of gifted
students, especially in the positive dimension of
perfectionism (Guignard et al., 2012; Lavrijsen et al.,
2020; Mofield & Parker, 2018; Yi & Gentry, 2021).
This could be explained by the ambition that
characterises these students and their motivation to
tackle complex challenges (Guignard et al., 2012). As
a result of this deliberate pursuit, they are more likely
to maintain high levels of well-being and to develop
optimally (Lavrijsen et al., 2020). Following the same
reasoning, this could be due to the absence of concern
for maintaining the identity of being smart, focusing
more on achieving self-determined goals (Mofield &
Parker, 2018). Therefore, it would be a positive striving
for excellence. In the same way, this perfectionism of
positive efforts that characterises them would be free
of negative self-criticism, thus becoming a greater
incentive for the achievement of goals (Yi & Gentry,
2021). Likewise, other studies have found the opposite
results, i.e., non- gifted individuals obtain higher scores
in positive perfectionism (Kakavand et al., 2017;
Leana-Tascilar & Kanli, 2014; Ozdogan & Akgul
2023; Sastre-Riba & Fonseca-Pedrero, 2019; Yazici &
Altun, 2015; Yi & Gentry, 2021). A possible explanation
for these findings could be the school demotivation that
highly gifted students usually suffer in academic
contexts, which are designed for typical students.
Therefore, the difficulties of schools in adapting school
curricula to the interests and needs of these students
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and exposing them to repetitive tasks, which do not
challenge them, might diminish their interest in striving
and trying to achieve their best (Yazici & Altun, 2015;
Yi & Gentry, 2021).

Regarding the other dimension of perfectionism,
i.e., its negative side, there is also considerable
confusion regarding the opinions provided by different
researchers. Contrary to popular belief, there is no
evidence that gifted students have more negative
perfectionist tendencies than others (Kakavand et al.,
2017; Leana-Tascilar & Kanli, 2014). Moreover, it
has been argued that the will to achieve academic
superiority in gifted individuals is a power that favours
success, rather than negative perfectionism, which is
related to failure and personal problems (Leana-
Tascilar & Kanli, 2014).

In general, it has been observed that scores on this
dimension tend to be higher in normative students
(Kakavand et al., 2017; Leana-Tascilar & Kanli, 2014).
However, other studies have found a difference in
favour of the average student, although such difference
is not relevant (Lavrijsen et al., 2020; Sastre-Riba &
Fonseca-Pedrero, 2019; Yazici & Altun, 2015; Yi &
Gentry 2021). Furthermore, some researchers have
reported no differences in mean scores between gifted
and non-gifted groups in any of the dimensions of
perfectionism (Plominski & Burns, 2017).

Based on all the above information, it can be
observed that there is no homogeneity in the opinions
on the connection between perfectionism and
giftedness, thus the search for perfection cannot be
attributed to a specific group of people. Throughout
the present systematic review, several issues emerged
that limit the scope of the findings. Firstly, the review
is based on information gathered from a total of 9
articles, due to the paucity of literature published in
the last decade, thus any conclusions drawn would
be weak.

Secondly, there are methodological limitations: the
samples used in most of the studies are small, and

they are focused exclusively on the primary and
secondary school population. In order to extend it to
other age ranges, further research should delve into
perfectionism at the undergraduate level, since there
is little literature on the subject and it is a unique
developmental stage (Broido & Schreiber 2016).

Thirdly, the selected studies do not distinguish
between students on the basis of gender. Research
shows that gifted boys have higher levels of
perfectionism than girls of the same gender and age,
and this could be related to expectations of men in
patriarchal societies (Leana-Tascilar & Kanli, 2014).
Thus it would be a good idea for future projects to
further investigate this aspect.

In addition, other limitations of the systematic
review were related to language, databases used and
period of inclusion. It has been noted that very few
publications include the effect size of their experiments,
and, in those where it is provided, its magnitude is
small. Therefore, the difference in the perfectionist
drive between intellectually gifted and typical students
should be interpreted with great caution.

On another level, it would be interesting to
investigate the origin of this perfectionism. The aim
would be to develop a series of measures to prevent
the negative side, associated with dissatisfaction or
even depression, which can critically affect their
mental health, or at least to reduce the impact it has
on people. The factors that cause it could include the
demands of parents and their parenting style, which
would affect gifted and non-gifted adolescents alike
(Mudrak, 2011). Another factor is that perfectionism
is conceived as a stereotype associated with
giftedness, generating anxiety due to the effort to
conform to it and thus gain acceptance from the
environment (Gross, 1998). Results pointed to
parental and societal expectations as the main aspects
involved in the development of perfectionism, which
sheds light on how to support the manifestation of
perfectionism both in educational and clinical realms
(González et al., 2017). In conclusion, this systematic
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review shows that there is no empirically-based
agreement on the assumption that there is a higher
prevalence of perfectionism in gifted individuals, or
that it is a central characteristic of gifted students,
or even that perfectionistic concerns or efforts are
more prevalent in the gifted group or the non-gifted
group. Although being a perfectionist is not a
negative characteristic and is even recommended in
some situations, it is necessary to avoid the
perfectionism that is related to stress, procrastination
and underachievement, as it can have harmful
repercussions on achievement, self-esteem and even
emotional well-being. For this reason, future
research should examine the combined (or
interactive) effects of the two dimensions in the
same person to advance the understanding of how
combinations of high perfectionistic strivings and
high perfectionistic concerns affect students’
performance. All this justifies the need for further
research.
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