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Abstract 

Perfectionism has surfaced as a significant factor influencing adolescent mental health, 
with both adaptive and maladaptive dimensions. The purpose of this review was to 
make sense of varying cross-cultural research on perfectionism and adolescents by 
examining how perfectionistic striving impacts well-being through two general 
mechanisms (i.e., cognitive pathways and behavioral pathways). Cognitive pathways 
included components such as self-concept clarity, cognitive distortions, and social 
comparison; behavioral pathways involved elements like coping strategies and emotion 
regulation. In many studies, self-critical and maladaptive perfectionism predict higher 
levels of depression, anxiety, burnout, and impostor feelings, while adaptive 
perfectionism is identified as an academic motivator and associated with resilience, but 
does not confer better psychological health. By integrating findings across multiple 
countries such as China, Turkey, the United States, and Iran, a dual pathway model is 
proposed, highlighting how perfectionism undermines well-being both by distorting 
cognition and by fostering maladaptive emotional and behavioral strategies. 
Suggestions for implications for intervention propose not only addressing cognitive 
distortions and improving self-concept clarity, but teaching them adaptive coping and 
emotion regulation skills. Evidence of some methodological limitations of existing 
research such as all research is cross-sectional and, the growing role of social media, 
indicates future longitudinal and intervention studies. 
 
Introduction 
Adolescence is a developmental stage characterized by increased academic demands, 
identity exploration, and social comparisons all of which make it easy for perfectionistic 
tendencies to develop. Perfectionism can generally be described as pursuing 
unrealistically high standards along with self-evaluation in a critical manner. Moreover, 
perfectionism has been increasingly connected to the development of youth mental 
health. While some studies indicate the potential for motivating achievement through 
self-oriented adaptive perfectionism, the prevalence of maladaptive and self-critical 
perfectionism is increasingly linked to detrimental outcomes such as depression, 
burnout, anxiety, feelings of impostorism, and lowered emotional well-being. Recent 
studies have indicated that these outcomes are not simply the result of perfectionism in 
isolation, but are mediated by cognitive processes such as distorted thinking, lower 
self-concept clarity, and upward social comparisons, and behavioral responses related 
to coping strategies and emotion regulation styles. Moreover, these cognitive pathways 
and behavioral pathways represent two separate but theoretically important influences 
of perfectionism on mental health in adolescents, suggesting that it may be of value to 
consider perfectionism as a construct from the perspectives of both cognition and 
behavior. Thus, this paper aims to investigate the question: does striving for perfection 
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in adolescence predict maladaptive mental well-being outcomes through cognitive and 
behavioral pathways? This study reviews the evidence that maladaptive perfectionism 
predicts negative adolescent mental health outcomes via cognitive and behavioral 
pathways, and adaptive perfectionism is associated with achievement and resilience. 
Literature Review 
Dimensions of Perfectionism and Mental Health 
Perfectionism is a complex concept. Stoeber & Rambow (2007) distinguished between 
self-oriented, socially prescribed, and others-oriented perfectionism in German 
adolescents. Their findings indicated that self-oriented perfectionists experienced 
greater motivational drive and academic success, but mixed impacts on well-being. 
Socially prescribed perfectionism (perceived pressure from others) predicted decreased 
life satisfaction and increased anxiety. These results illuminate the fact that 
perfectionism can be beneficial or detrimental depending on the underlying motivation. 
Levine et al. (2019) examined the longitudinal effects of self-critical perfectionism in 
Canadian adolescents. They concluded that self-critical perfectionism was a predictor of 
increases in depressive symptoms across the school year, even when accounting for 
depression prior to the school year. Perfectionism based on personal standards was not 
a predictor of increased depression, adding evidence to the distinction between types of 
perfectionism that are detrimental and those that may be beneficial. 
Cognitive Mechanisms: Self-Concept and Social Comparison 
Cognitive distortions, like catastrophizing and overgeneralization, are potent predictors 
of adolescent depression, stress, and anxiety (Buğa & Kaya, 2022). These maladaptive 
ways of thinking act as an additional psychological burden on already stress-producing 
perfectionism.  
Self-concept clarity (SCC), or the degree to which one has clear and confidently 
organized beliefs about oneself, serves as a mediator in the relationship between 
perfectionism and well-being. Niu et al. (2020) investigated the effects of upward social 
comparison on social media, finding that upward social comparisons resulted in lower 
SCC and greater feelings of envy, which then attenuated subjective well-being (in other 
words, made participants feel worse). Saadat et al. (2015) showed that maladaptive 
perfectionism and lower self-esteem predicted unhealthy upward social comparisons, 
whereas higher SCC displayed a protective effect against maladaptive social 
comparisons. Fullwood et al. (2016) findings highlighted that low SCC adolescents were 
more likely to ‘experiment’ with their online selves suggesting they did not have an 
organized sense of self and were more at risk of identity instability and perhaps harmful 
external notions of feedback and what it means to belong within a social group. 
The qualitative interviews in Molnar et al. (2023) study illustrated adolescents’ lived 
experiences in relation to their personal definitions of perfectionism. The emotions 
adolescents expressed were directly tied to self-worth perceptions, parental 
expectations, and fear of making mistakes. Many adolescents reference their 
perfectionism in catastrophic terms (“if I fail, everything collapses”) suggesting severe 
cognitive distortions and ongoing identity struggle. 
Behavioral Mechanisms: Coping and Emotion Regulation 
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Coping and emotion regulation are important behavioral mediators between 
perfectionism and well-being. For example, Luo et al. (2016) showed that maladaptive 
perfectionism in Chinese students led to both lower self-esteem and avoidant coping, 
which collectively contributed to academic burnout. By contrast, adaptive perfectionism 
resulted in higher levels of achievement and self-esteem. 
Vois and Damian (2020) found that self-criticism perfectionism predicted more 
maladaptive emotion regulation strategies (e.g., rumination or suppression) while 
perfectionism about personal standards supported more adaptive coping strategies 
(e.g., cognitive reappraisal). Seong et al. (2020) used a bifactor model on South Korean 
students to predict the future implicit relationship between global perfectionism and 
burnout. Global perfectionism uniquely predicted burnout, with self-critical perfectionism 
predicting even higher projected rates of burnout over time. 
Hu et al. (2020) extended the behavioral model to U.S. medical students, where 
maladaptive perfectionism had a strong relationship with impostor syndrome and 
cognitive distortions that resulted in stress and anxiety. Goodarzi et al. (2022) found 
experimental work that found cognitive-behavioral approaches, both in clinical settings 
and online, reduced cognitive distortions and improved emotion regulation among 
socially anxious adolescents. 
Table 1: Summary of Studies on Perfectionism and Adolescent Mental Well-Being 

Reference Country 
Sample 

Size 
Age 

Group 
Type of 

Perfectionism Key Findings 
Cognitive 

Mechanisms 
Behavioral 

Mechanisms 

Stoeber & 
Rambow 
(2007) Germany 121 14-17 

Self-oriented, 
socially 
prescribed 

Mixed impacts on 
well-being; 
motivational drive vs. 
anxiety 

Self-concept clarity, 
social comparison 

Adaptive vs. 
maladaptive 
coping 
strategies 

Levine et 
al. (2019) Canada 174 12-17 Self-critical 

Increases in 
depressive symptoms 
over the school year N/A N/A 

Buğa & 
Kaya 
(2022) Turkey 411 14-18 Maladaptive 

Cognitive distortions 
linked to depression 
and anxiety 

Catastrophizing, 
overgeneralization 

Avoidant 
coping 

Niu et al. 
(2020) China 970 N/A 

Socially 
prescribed 

Upward social 
comparisons lowered 
self-concept clarity 

Low SCC, social 
comparison N/A 

Saadat et 
al. (2015) Iran 500 15-17 Maladaptive 

Maladaptive 
perfectionism linked to 
unhealthy social 
comparisons 

Low self-esteem, 
low self-concept 
clarity N/A 

Fullwood et 
al. (2016) UK 148 13-18 N/A 

Low SCC linked to 
identity instability and 
risky social behaviors Identity confusion N/A 

Molnar et 
al. (2023) Canada 46 13-19 N/A 

Personal definitions of 
perfectionism tied to 
self-worth and parental 
expectations 

Cognitive 
distortions N/A 
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Luo et al. 
(2016) China 1222 12-16 Maladaptive 

Maladaptive 
perfectionism leading 
to lower self-esteem 
and burnout N/A 

Avoidant 
coping 

Vois & 
Damian 
(2020) Romania 227 15-18 

Self-critical and 
personal 
standards 

Self-criticism predicts 
maladaptive emotion 
regulation N/A 

Rumination, 
suppression 

Seong et 
al. (2020) 

South 
Korea 336 13-18 

Global 
perfectionism 

Predicts burnout with 
self-critical 
perfectionism 
increasing rates over 
time N/A N/A 

Hu et al. 
(2020) USA 169 

Medical 
Students Maladaptive 

Links to impostor 
syndrome and 
cognitive distortions 

Cognitive 
distortions 

Stress and 
anxiety 

Goodarzi et 
al. (2022) Iran 51 

Adolesce
nts N/A 

Cognitive-behavioral 
approaches improved 
emotion regulation N/A 

Reduction in 
cognitive 
distortions 

 
Theoretical Contribution 
Synthesis: A Dual Pathway Model 
There is a reliable pattern: self-critical and maladaptive perfectionism predicts 
depression, burnout, distorted thinking, risky social comparison, and difficulty regulating 
emotions. Personal standards and adaptive perfectionism may support achievement 
and resilience under some conditions, but are not protective factors of mental health. 
Cognitive and behavioral processes mediate these outcomes and are therefore 
meaningful targets for intervention. 
The dual pathway model holds across different cultures–Germany, Canada, China, 
South Korea, Turkey, the U.S., the U.K., and Iran–perfectionism had a negative impact 
on adolescent wellbeing directly through cognitive pathways (identity confusion, 
distortions, comparisons) and behavioral pathways (avoidant coping, emotion 
dysregulation). 
Methods  
For empirical validation of the dual pathway model in an empirical study, it will be 
important to follow a certain design. First, participants, who should be adolescents aged 
13 to 18 from diverse backgrounds, would complete standardized self-report surveys to 
assess how they differ on the types of perfectionism (i.e., both self-critical perfectionism 
and personal standards perfectionism), the cognitive mediation variables (SCC, 
cognitive distortions, social comparison), the behavioral mediation variables (i.e., coping 
style, emotion regulation), and the outcome variables (i.e., burnout, depression, and 
stress). The data could be analyzed using regression and mediation models to identify 
the indirect effects through cognitive and behavioral pathways. Additionally, following up 
across time would further illuminate causal paths. 
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Impact of This Study 
The findings of this study hold significant implications for understanding the nuanced 
role of perfectionism in adolescent mental health. By delineating the cognitive and 
behavioral pathways through which maladaptive perfectionism contributes to negative 
mental health outcomes, the research offers a comprehensive framework for educators, 
mental health professionals, and policymakers. This dual pathway model enhances our 
understanding of how self-concept clarity, cognitive distortions, and maladaptive coping 
strategies mediate the effects of perfectionism on well-being. Consequently, targeted 
interventions can be developed that address these specific mediators, focusing on 
reducing cognitive distortions and enhancing coping skills among perfectionistic 
adolescents. Such efforts could lead to improved mental health outcomes, fostering 
resilience and well-being among a vulnerable population navigating the pressures of 
adolescence. 
Furthermore, the study emphasizes the importance of cultural and contextual factors in 
the expression and impact of perfectionism, supporting a global perspective in mental 
health research and intervention strategies. With its cross-cultural synthesis, the 
research encourages future studies to explore how cultural differences shape 
perfectionistic tendencies and their psychological consequences. By bringing attention 
to the pervasive influence of social media on perfectionism and identity formation, the 
study highlights the necessity for ongoing research, particularly concerning the digital 
environment in which today’s adolescents are immersed. Overall, the insights gained 
from this study contribute to a growing body of literature aimed at promoting healthier 
perfectionistic behaviors and enhancing mental well-being among adolescents across 
diverse cultural backgrounds. 
Results  
Across investigations, maladaptive perfectionism is consistently a strong predictor of 
burnout, depression, and anxiety. Mediation analyses consistently demonstrate that low 
self-concept clarity, negative social comparison, cognitive distortions, and maladaptive 
coping were key reasons for these associations. Adaptive perfectionism (personal 
standards), on the contrary, had either a weaker or sometimes positive connection to 
achievement and coping. 
Discussion 
This review suggests that the relationship between perfectionistic striving and 
adolescent mental health is nuanced, with cognitive and behavioral mediators involved. 
When planning interventions for youth, it is important to not only focus on perfectionism, 
but also identity clarity, cognitive distortion challenges and competency of adaptive 
coping and establishing emotion regulation skills. Longitudinal work shows that these 
mediators maintain their influence over time, highlighting the importance of early 
intervention, and intervention using a whole person approach. 
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Looking forward, because so many of the studies included were cross-sectional, there is 
a need for more integrative, longitudinal, and intervention research. These efforts 
should consider gender and cultural diversity, and how social media is potentially 
changing perfectionism. 
Conclusion 
Perfectionism during adolescence consists of countless dimensions, some of which can 
lead to achievement while other dimensions may lead to vulnerability. In particular, 
maladaptive perfectionism is associated with negative outcomes as a function of the 
interaction between its cognitive processes and associated behaviors. Distinguishing 
perfectionism types and identifying mediating processes is essential for adolescent 
mental health, prevention and intervention. 
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