Personality and Individual Differences 97 (2016) 256-259

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/paid e —

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Personality and Individual Differences

Perfectionism in students and positive career planning attitudes

Joachim Stoeber ®*, Sofia Mutinelli ®, Philip J. Corr

@ School of Psychology, University of Kent, Canterbury, United Kingdom
b Department of Psychology, City University London, London, United Kingdom

@ CrossMark

ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Article history:

Received 10 March 2016
Accepted 19 March 2016
Available online xxxx

Keywords:
Perfectionism

Career planning
University students
Career adaptability
Career optimism
Perceived knowledge

In today's uncertain job market, university students who show positive attitudes in their career planning have an
advantage. Yet, we know little what personality characteristics are associated with individual differences in ca-
reer planning attitudes. The present study examined 177 university students to investigate whether perfection-
ism (self-oriented, other-oriented, and socially prescribed) predicted students' positive career planning attitudes
(career adaptability, career optimism, and perceived knowledge of the job market). Results from multiple regres-
sions showed that perfectionism explained 8-12% variance in career planning attitudes with (a) self-oriented
perfectionism positively predicting career adaptability and career optimism, (b) other-oriented perfectionism
positively predicting perceived knowledge, and (c) socially prescribed perfectionism negatively predicting career
adaptability. The findings suggest that perfectionism is a personality characteristic that may both underpin and
undermine students' positive attitudes towards career planning.

© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Career planning in the first decades of the 21st century is character-
ized by unpredictability, and the general economic malaise of the past
decade has contributed to pessimism and discouragement, especially
among young people (Bell & Blanchflower, 2011). Consequently, posi-
tive attitudes play an important role in modern-day career planning, re-
lating to adapting to the complex job market, being aware and having
knowledge of it, as well as holding a positive disposition in the form of
optimism (Rottinghaus, Day, & Borgen, 2005). Research has shown
that there are individual differences in young people's attitudes towards
career planning (e.g., Rogers, Creed, & lan Glendon, 2008; Karavdic &
Baumann, 2014), but little is known about which personality disposi-
tions may explain these differences. The present research examines
whether perfectionism is a disposition that may explain individual dif-
ferences in students’ career planning attitudes.

1.1. Perfectionism

Perfectionism is a multidimensional personality disposition charac-
terized by exceedingly high standards of performance and evaluative
concerns about the personal and social consequences of not living up
to them (Frost, Marten, Lahart, & Rosenblate, 1990; Hewitt & Flett,
1991). Over the past 25 years, two different models have dominated
perfectionism research: Frost et al.'s (1990) and Hewitt and Flett's
(1991). Frost et al.'s model differentiates six dimensions: personal
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standards, concern over mistakes, doubts about actions, parental expec-
tations, parental criticism, and organization. Hewitt and Flett's model
differentiates three: self-oriented, other-oriented, and socially pre-
scribed perfectionism. Self-oriented perfectionism reflects beliefs that
striving for perfection and being perfect are personally important.
Other-oriented perfectionism reflects beliefs that it is important for
others to strive for perfection and be perfect. And socially prescribed
perfectionism reflects beliefs that striving for perfection and being per-
fect are important to others. Factor analytic studies have shown that the
different dimensions of the two models form two higher-order dimen-
sions (Bieling, Israeli, & Antony, 2004; Frost, Heimberg, Holt, Mattia, &
Neubauer, 1993). The first was originally described as “positive striving
perfectionism” (combining personal standards, organization, self-
oriented, and other-oriented perfectionism) and the second as “mal-
adaptive evaluation concerns perfectionism” (combining concern over
mistakes, doubts about actions, parental expectations and criticism,
and socially prescribed perfectionism). However, because positivity
and maladaptiveness are empirical questions and should not be as-
sumed, the two dimensions are better described as “personal standards
perfectionism” (PSP) and “evaluative concerns perfectionism” (ECP;
Gaudreau & Thompson, 2010).

1.2. Perfectionism and career planning attitudes

A number of studies have investigated perfectionism and students' ca-
reer planning attitudes. Their findings indicate that PSP shows positive
relationships with positive attitudes (or negative relationships with neg-
ative attitudes) whereas ECP shows positive relationships with negative
attitudes. Page, Bruch, and Haase (2008), for example, found that PSP
(combining personal standards and self-oriented perfectionism) showed
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a positive relationship with self-efficacy in career decision making,
whereas ECP (combining concern over mistakes, socially prescribed per-
fectionism) showed a negative relationship. Instead, ECP showed a posi-
tive correlation with early vocational commitment: Young people high in
ECP were more likely to make an early commitment to vocational choices
and were less exploratory than young people low in ECP. Furthermore,
Lehmann and Konstam (2011) found that ECP (combining concern over
mistakes and doubts about actions) showed a positive relationship with
difficulties in career decision-making. Finally, Andrews, Bullock-Yowell,
Dahlen, and Nicholson (2014) found that ECP (combining concern over
mistakes, doubts about actions, parental expectations, and parental criti-
cism) showed a positive relationship with negative career thoughts
(e.g., “T'll never understand enough about occupations to make a good
choice”). In contrast, PSP (combining personal standards and organiza-
tion) showed a negative relationship. In sum, students high in PSP tend
to show positive career planning attitudes indicating that they are flexible
and well-adapted to the modern-day career market whereas students
high in ECP tend to lack these attitudes or show negative attitudes.

1.3. Limitations and open questions

Whereas the above studies' findings are consistent, they have limita-
tions and leave unanswered certain questions. First, the number of stud-
ies is very small, and they have mainly focused on negative attitudes
(early vocational commitment, difficulties in career planning, negative
career thoughts). Consequently further research is required, particularly
research looking at positive career planning attitudes. Second, there is
one dimension of perfectionism that has been neglected: other-
oriented perfectionism (Hewitt & Flett, 1991). A potential reason is that
other-oriented perfectionism captures personal standards, but personal
standards for others. People high in other-oriented perfectionism do
not expect to be perfect. They expect others to be perfect. Consequently,
researchers are uncomfortable with including other-oriented perfection-
ism in composite measures of PSP (Stoeber & Otto, 2006), even though it
shows high loadings on the PSP factor (Bieling et al., 2004; Frost et al.,
1993). Instead, other-oriented perfectionism is better investigated sepa-
rately, particularly as recent studies (e.g., Stoeber, 2014) revealed, it
showed a unique pattern of relationships that was markedly different
from those of self-oriented perfectionism (representing PSP) and socially
prescribed perfectionism (representing ECP).

1.4. The present study

Against this background, the aim of our study was to examine fur-
ther the relationships of perfectionism and students' career planning at-
titudes addressing the limitations of previous studies. First, we focused
on positive attitudes. According to Rottinghaus et al. (2005), positive ca-
reer planning attitudes have three aspects: career adaptability, reflecting
an ability of coping with unexpected events, adapting to a continuously
changing working environment, and exploiting changes as means to
succeed; career optimism, reflecting a proneness to maintain positive ex-
pectations and beliefs that all circumstances can evolve in the best pos-
sible outcome; and perceived knowledge, reflecting an awareness and
understanding of the job market. Second, we used Hewitt and Flett's
(1991) model of perfectionism and examined self-oriented perfection-
ism (representing PSP), socially prescribed perfectionism (representing
ECP), and other-oriented perfectionism (as a separate dimension).

Based on previous research on perfectionism and career planning at-
titudes (see Section 1.2), we had the following expectations. On the
basis that self- and other-oriented perfectionism are dimensions of per-
fectionism associated with PSP, and other dimensions associated with
PSP have shown positive relationships with career planning attitudes,
we expected self- and other-oriented perfectionism to show positive re-
lationships with the three aspects (career adaptability, career optimism,
perceived knowledge). In contrast, as socially prescribed perfectionism
is a dimension of perfectionism associated with ECP, and other

dimensions of perfectionism associated with ECP have shown negative
relationships with career planning attitudes, we expected socially pre-
scribed perfectionism to show negative relationships with the three
aspects.

2. Method
2.1. Participants

A sample of 177 university students (77 men, 100 women) was re-
cruited via an internet-based recruiting system (SONA) at City Universi-
ty London and in the University's libraries. Mean age of participants was
21.6 years (SD = 3.2; range = 18-30 years); and 59% classified them-
selves as White European, 30% as Asian, 5% as Black African/American,
and 6% as “other.”

2.2. Measures

The Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (MPS; Hewitt & Flett,
2004) was used to measure self-oriented perfectionism (15 items; “I de-
mand nothing less than perfection of myself”), other-oriented perfec-
tionism (15 items; “If I ask someone to do something, I expect it to be
done flawlessly”), and socially prescribed perfectionism (15 items;
“People expect nothing less than perfection from me”). Items were pre-
sented with the MPS's standard instruction (“Listed below are a number
of statements concerning personal characteristics and traits...”), and
participants responded on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree).

The Career Futures Inventory (CFI; Rottinghaus et al., 2005) was
used to measure the three aspects of positive career planning attitudes:
career adaptability (11 items; e.g., “I can adapt to change in my career
plans”), career optimism (11 items; “I get excited when I think about
my career”), and perceived knowledge (3 items; “I am good at under-
standing job market trends”). Participants were asked to what degree
they agreed with each item and responded on a scale from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

2.3. Data screening

Because multivariate outliers distort the results of correlation and
regression analyses, one female participant was excluded showing a
Mahalanobis distance larger than the critical value of *(6) = 22.46,
p <.001 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). With this, the final sample com-
prised 176 participants. Next, we examined whether the variance-
covariance matrices of male and female participants differed by com-
puting a Box's M test with gender as between-participants factor. The
test was nonsignificant (p = .398), so all analyses were collapsed across
gender. Finally, the reliability of the measures was examined, and all
showed satisfactory Cronbach's alphas >.70 except other-oriented per-
fectionism which showed a near-satisfactory alpha of .69 (see Table 1).

3. Results
3.1. Bivariate correlations

First, we examined the bivariate correlations (see Table 1). As ex-
pected, self-oriented perfectionism showed positive correlations with
all three aspects of positive career planning attitudes. In comparison,
other-oriented perfectionism showed positive correlations only with
two aspects: career optimism and perceived knowledge. Unexpectedly,
socially prescribed perfectionism did not show significant negative cor-
relations with any aspect.
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