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Abstract 

The social disconnection model of perfectionism posits that perfectionism is positively related to 

various indicators of social disconnection including hostility and aggression. Recent findings, 

however, indicate that only other-oriented and socially-prescribed perfectionism are positively 

related to aggression, not self-oriented perfectionism. The present study (N = 271) further 

examined the perfectionism–aggression relationships using social vignettes differentiating 

aggression following unintentional, ambiguous, and intentional provocation. Results showed 

that—when the overlap between the perfectionism dimensions was controlled—only other-

oriented perfectionism showed positive relationships with aggression across provocation 

situations. In contrast, socially prescribed perfectionism showed a positive relationship only 

with aggression following unintentional provocation, and self-oriented perfectionism showed a 

negative relationship. The findings suggest that, whereas people high in self-oriented 

perfectionism tend to be unaggressive, people high in other-oriented perfectionism have a 

general tendency toward aggression, and people high in socially prescribed perfectionism show 

a hostile attribution bias. 

Keywords: perfectionism; social disconnection; hostility; aggression 
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Perfectionism and Aggression Following Unintentional, Ambiguous,  

and Intentional Provocation  

Perfectionism is a prevalent personality disposition characterized by exceedingly high 

standards that are difficult, if not impossible to meet (Stoeber, 2018). A recent meta-analysis 

found that general levels of perfectionism have been increasing over the past decades, and more 

and more people show high levels of perfectionism (Curran & Hill, 2019). Because high levels 

of perfectionism are associated with a range of psychopathological symptoms such as anxiety, 

depressive symptoms, obsessive-compulsive behaviors, and disordered eating (Limburg, 

Watson, Hagger, & Egan, 2017), perfectionisms may adversely affect people’s mental health 

and well-being. Furthermore, perfectionism may adversely affects people’s social lives.  

According to the perfectionism social disconnection model (PSDM; Hewitt, Flett, Sherry, 

& Caelian, 2006), perfectionism is positively related to various indicators of social 

disconnection including antisocial characteristics and behaviors that make it difficult for 

perfectionists to connect with others such as hostility and aggression (Barnett & Johnston, 2016; 

Roxborough et al., 2012). Perfectionism, however, is a multidimensional personality disposition 

(Frost, Marten, Lahart, & Rosenblate, 1990; Hewitt & Flett, 1991). In particular, Hewitt and 

Flett (1991) differentiate three dimensions capturing personal and social aspects of 

perfectionism: self-oriented, other-oriented, and socially prescribed perfectionism. When 

examining the defining characteristics of the dimensions (Hewitt & Flett, 1991, 2004), the key 

beliefs and expectations differentiating the three can be summarized as follows: Self-oriented 

perfectionism reflects beliefs that it is important to strive for perfection. People high in self-

oriented perfectionism expect to be perfect. Other-oriented perfectionism reflects beliefs that it 

is important for others to strive for perfection. People high in other-oriented perfectionism 

expect others to be perfect. And socially prescribed perfectionism reflects beliefs that striving 
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for perfection is important to others. People high in socially prescribed perfectionism believe 

that others expect them to be perfect, and that others will disapprove of them if they are not 

(Stoeber, Lalova, & Lumley, 2020).  

Whereas the PSDM originally focused on socially prescribed perfectionism only, it was 

recently expanded to also include self-oriented and other-oriented perfectionism (Sherry, 

Mackinnon, & Gautreau, 2016). According to the expanded PSDM, all three dimensions of 

perfectionism are positively related to indicators of social disconnection (see also Hewitt, Flett, 

& Mikail, 2017). Whereas studies have confirmed that this includes the dimension of self-

oriented perfectionism (Smith, Sherry, Vidovic, Hewitt, & Flett, 2020), not all three 

perfectionism dimensions may be positively related to hostility and aggression. This is 

suggested by a number of studies indicating that only other-oriented and socially prescribed 

perfectionism consistently show positive relationships with hostility and aggression, but not 

self-oriented perfectionism. In fact, when the overlap between the three perfectionism 

dimensions is statistically controlled, self-oriented perfectionism may even show negative 

relationships with indicators of antisocial characteristics such as hostility and aggression 

(Stoeber, 2014, 2015; Stoeber, Noland, Mawenu, Henderson, & Kent, 2017). This goes in 

particular for aggression. Stoeber et al. (2017) examined different aspects of aggression and 

found that any positive relationships that self-oriented perfectionism showed with aggression 

disappeared when the overlap with the other two forms of perfectionism was statistically 

controlled, and self-oriented perfectionism even showed a significant negative relationship with 

physical aggression. In contrast, both other-oriented and socially prescribed perfectionism 

maintained their significant positive relationships.  

These findings are relevant for our understanding perfectionism and social disconnection 

because aggression is a strong indicator of hostility. (People can be hostile without being 
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aggressive, but aggression against others always implies hostility.) However, whereas there are 

numerous studies on perfectionism and aggression, so far only two studies have investigated 

perfectionism and aggression in relation to social disconnection (Barnett & Johnston, 2016; 

Stoeber et al., 2017). Moreover, the vast majority of studies on perfectionism and aggression 

have focused on physical versus verbal aggression (e.g., Vicent, Inglés, Sanmartín, Gonzálvez, 

& García-Fernández, 2017), but so far no study has examined perfectionism and aggression in 

situations with different degrees of provocation (Tremblay & Belchevski, 2004).  

Consequently, the aim of the present study was to expand on the previous findings and 

further examine the perfectionism–aggression relationships by exploring perfectionism’s 

relationships with aggression following intentional, unintentional, and ambiguous provocation—

that is, aggression in situations where (a) an instigator clearly intended to provoke, (b) an 

instigator clearly intended not to provoke, and (c) the presence of an intention was ambiguous—

which can be used to differentiate a general propensity toward aggression from a hostile 

interpretation bias (Tremblay & Belchevski, 2004). Based on previous findings on the 

relationships the three dimensions of perfectionism show with hostility and aggression (Stoeber, 

2014, 2015; Stoeber et al., 2017), we expected other-oriented perfectionism and socially 

prescribed perfectionism to show positive relationships with aggression after provocation, but 

not self-oriented perfectionism. Else, as this was the first study examining perfectionism and 

aggression following different degrees of provocations, the study was largely exploratory.  

Method  

Participants and Procedure 

Following Monte-Carlo analyses indicating that estimates of correlations stabilize with 

sample sizes approaching 250 (Schönbrodt & Perugini, 2013), we aimed to recruit a sample of N 

> 250. Participants were recruited from two sources: 134 undergraduate students from our 
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school’s Research Participation Scheme in exchange for course credit, and—to increase the 

diversity of the sample (Gosling, Sandy, John, & Potter, 2010)—141 Internet users from various 

online forums (e.g., Facebook, In-Mind, Psychological Research on the Net) in exchange for a 

chance to win one of five £10 Amazon® vouchers. The total sample comprised 275 participants 

(68 male, 203 female, 2 other, 2 preferred not to say) with a mean age of 27.4 years (SD = 14.2; 

range: 17-85 years). Asked for their ethnicity, participants self-identified as White (69%), Asian 

(16%), Black (7%), mixed race (6%), and other (3%). Participants completed all measures 

online using the School’s Qualtrics® platform and were required to respond to all questions (so 

to prevent missing data) which was approved by the relevant ethics committee.  

Measures 

Perfectionism. The Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (MPS; Hewitt & Flett, 2004) 

was used to measure—with 15 items each—self-oriented perfectionism (e.g., “I demand nothing 

less than perfection of myself”), other-oriented perfectionism (“If I ask someone to do 

something, I expect it to be done flawlessly”), and socially prescribed perfectionism (“People 

expect nothing less than perfection from me”). Participants received the standard instruction of 

the MPS (“Listed below are a number of statements concerning personal characteristics and 

traits…”) responding on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The MPS is 

one of the most widely-used measures of multidimensional perfectionism and has demonstrated 

reliability and validity across numerous studies (e.g., Hewitt & Flett, 1991, 2004; Stoeber, 

2014). 

Aggression. The social vignettes from Tremblay and Belchevski (2004) were used to 

measure—with eight vignettes each—aggression following unintentional, ambiguous, and 

intentional provocation each followed by six ratings with participants responding on a scale 

from 0 to 10 (see Appendix A for details). Tremblay and Belchevski’s measure of aggression 
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has been used in a number of studies where it has demonstrated reliability and validity (e.g., 

Helfritz-Sinville & Stanford, 2014; Miller et al., 2011; Tremblay & Belchevski, 2004). 

Statistical Software  

All analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS® 25 except for the multilevel analyses for 

which we used Mplus 8.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 1989-2019).  

Data Screening and Preliminary Analyses  

Because multivariate outliers distort the results of correlation and regression analyses, four 

participants showing a significant Mahalanobis distance (p < .001) were excluded from the 

analyses (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007), so the final sample comprised 271 participants. 

Cronbach’s alphas were used to examine the measures’ reliability. All measures showed 

satisfactory alphas  .77 (see Table 1). 

Next, we conducted a repeated-measures ANOVA on the three aggression measures. 

Results showed a highly significant effect of provocation, F(2, 269) = 173.25, p < .001, partial 

² = .56, with large and significant mean differences in the expected direction—mean 

aggression following unintentional provocation < mean aggression following ambiguous 

provocation < mean aggression following intentional provocation (see again Table 1)—

indicating that participants clearly differentiated between aggression following unintentional, 

ambiguous, and intentional provocation as the vignettes intended (Tremblay & Belchevksi, 

2004).  

Finally, we examined if there were differences between the two subsamples (with 

subsample coded 1 = Internet users, 0 = undergraduate students). Results showed that Internet 

users reported overall lower aggression than undergraduate students, but showed no differences 

in perfectionism (see Table 1). Because perfectionism was the predictor in all our models and 

showed no subsample differences, subsample was disregarded in all consecutive analyses.  
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Results 

First, we examined the three perfectionism dimensions’ bivariate correlations with the 

three measures of aggression (see Table 1). As expected, only other-oriented and socially 

prescribed perfectionism showed significant positive correlations with aggression. Furthermore, 

only other-oriented perfectionism showed significant correlations across all provocation 

situations.  

Next, we conducted multiple regressions to examine the unique relationships of the three 

perfectionism dimensions (see Table 2, Multiple regressions). To this aim, the three dimensions 

were entered simultaneously to predict aggression following unintentional, ambiguous, and 

intentional provocation. Whereas the pattern of significant relationships found in the bivariate 

correlations did not change for aggression following intentional provocation, it changed for the 

other two provocation situations. Regarding unintentional provocation, self-oriented 

perfectionism now showed a negative relationship with aggression. Regarding ambiguous 

provocation, only other-oriented perfectionism continued to show a positive relationship with 

aggression. 

To further explore the differential pattern of unique relationships the three perfectionism 

dimensions showed in the multiple regressions, we conducted multilevel analyses to probe for 

significant perfectionism × provocation interactions on aggression followed up by pairwise 

comparisons. The reason we conducted multilevel analyses using Mplus was that provocation 

was a within-participants factor (i.e., provocation was clustered within participants), and 

therefore standard moderated regression analyses for testing interaction effects using SPSS 

could not be applied (see Appendix B for details). Results showed significant perfectionism × 

provocations interactions for self-oriented and socially prescribed perfectionism, but not other-

oriented perfectionism (see Table 2, Multilevel analyses) indicating that how self-oriented and 
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socially prescribed perfectionism predicted aggression was dependent on the degree of 

perceived intention of provocation. In particular, self-oriented perfectionism predicted 

significantly lower levels of aggression following unintentional provocation (compared to 

ambiguous and intentional provocation) whereas socially prescribed perfectionism predicted 

significantly higher levels of aggression following unintentional provocation (compared to 

intentional provocation). In contrast, other-oriented perfectionism always predicted higher levels 

of aggression regardless of the degree of perceived intention of provocation.  

Discussion 

Expanding on previous research on self-oriented, other-oriented, and socially prescribed 

perfectionism and aggression by examining aggression following different degrees of 

provocation, the present study’s findings confirmed previous research that only other-oriented 

and socially prescribed perfectionism consistently show positive relationships with aggression, 

but not self-oriented perfectionism (cf. Stoeber et al., 2007). Furthermore, the present findings 

suggest that the perfectionism–aggression link is particularly strong for other-oriented 

perfectionism because only other-oriented perfectionism showed positive relationships with 

aggression following unintentional, ambiguous, and intentional provocation whereas socially 

prescribed perfectionism showed a positive relationship only with aggression following 

unintentional provocation (and to a lesser extent with aggression following ambiguous 

provocation).  

The findings have implications for the expanded PSDM as well as our understanding of 

multidimensional perfectionism and aggression. As regards self-oriented perfectionism, the 

findings confirm previous findings that self-oriented perfectionism is unrelated to aggression 

suggesting that the social disconnection experienced in self-oriented perfectionism may not be a 

function of interpersonal hostility, but may have other causes (Hewitt et al., 2017; Sherry et al., 
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2016). As regards other-oriented and socially prescribed perfectionism, however, our findings 

support claims that perfectionism is related to interpersonal hostility confirming previous 

findings that both dimensions consistently show positive relationships with aggression. In 

addition, our findings suggest that people who believe that others expect them to be perfect may 

have a hostile attribution bias (Tremblay & Belchevski, 2004) because socially prescribed 

perfectionism showed positive relationships with aggression only following unintentional and 

ambiguous provocation. In contrast, people who expect others to be perfect may have a general 

propensity toward aggression because other-oriented perfectionism showed positive 

relationships with aggression regardless of whether an instigator intended to provoke, did not 

intend to provoke, or whether their intentions were unclear. 

The present study has a number of limitations. First, the study was largely exploratory, so 

future studies need to replicate the present findings before firm conclusions can be drawn. 

Second, despite the recruitment process aiming for greater diversity, our sample was 

predominantly female (74%) and White (69%). Future studies may therefore want to reexamine 

the findings with samples that include a greater proportion of males and show greater ethnic 

diversity. Second, the effect sizes of the relationships between perfectionism and aggression 

were only small to medium-sized (Cohen, 1992): No correlation was larger than .24, and the 

three perfectionism dimension together explained at most 7.7% variance in aggression (see 

Tables 1 and 2). Note, however, that in individual differences research, correlations of .20 

should not be considered small, but typical (Gignac & Szodorai, 2016) and that aggression is a 

consequential outcome, so the present findings are still important (Ozer & Benet-Martínez, 

2005). Finally, the study focused on Hewitt and Flett’s (1991) model of perfectionism. Even 

though theirs is one of the most widely-researched models of multidimensional perfectionism, 

future studies should expand the present research to other multidimensional models that capture 
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personal and social aspects of perfectionism (e.g., Smith, Saklofske, Stoeber, & Sherry, 2016).  

Despite these limitations, we think that our findings make a contribution to the 

understanding of multidimensional perfectionism, social disconnection, and aggression by 

suggesting that it is not only important to differentiate personal and social aspects of 

perfectionism when examining perfectionism–aggression relationships, but also personal 

interpretations of social situations when examining aggression.  
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Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics, Cronbach’s Alphas, and Bivariate Correlations  

    Correlation 

Variable M SD  1 2 3 4 5 6 

Perfectionism          

 1. Self-oriented perfectionism 4.44 1.05 .91       

 2. Other-oriented perfectionism 3.69 0.71 .77 .49***      

 3. Socially prescribed perfectionism  3.63 0.83 .85 .45*** .31***     

Aggression following …           

 4. Unintentional provocation 2.03 1.31 .88 .02 .22*** .16**    

 5. Ambiguous provocation 2.54 1.44 .89 .10 .24*** .13* .85***   

 6. Intentional provocation  3.37 1.69 .93 .10 .23*** .08 .71*** .87***  

Subsample  — — — .04 .02 –.05 –.17** –.23*** –.27*** 

Note. N = 271. Variables are average item scores.  = Cronbach’s alpha. Subsample was coded 1 = Internet users, 0 = 

undergraduate students.  

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.  
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Table 2 

Summary of Results from the Multiple Regressions and Multilevel Analyses Predicting Aggression Following Provocation  

 Multiple regressions  

Multilevel analyses 

 Unintentional 

provocation 

 Ambiguous 

provocation 

 Intentional 

provocation 

 

 R²   R²   R²   

Inter- 

action Pairwise comparisons 

Regression model .077***   .063***   .051**   
 

 

 Self-oriented perfectionism  –.18*   –.05   –.02  .13* UP < AP, UP < IP, AP = IP  

 Other-oriented perfectionism  .25***   .24***   .23***  .05 UP = AP = IP 

 Socially prescribed perfectionism  .16*   .08   .02  –.11* UP = AP, UP > IP, AP = IP 

Note. N = 271.  = standardized regression weight. Interaction: within-level standardized Bayesian estimates of the perfectionism × 

provocation (unintentional, ambiguous, intentional) interaction on aggression. Pairwise comparisons: estimated differences between the 

regression weights for unintentional provocation (UP), ambiguous provocation (AP), and intentional provocation (IP) with smaller-than 

(<) and larger-than (>) indicating significant differences (p < .05). 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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Appendix A 

Tremblay and Belchevski’s Measure of Aggression 

Tremblay and Belchevski (2004) measured aggression using 24 social vignettes of which 

eight each measured aggression following unintentional, ambiguous, and intentional 

provocation, for example, “Your friends go out for lunch without inviting you. When they see 

you after lunch they tell you that they thought you had gone home early and apologize for not 

inviting you” (unintentional), “You walk by three boys playing street hockey. As you pass them 

you hear one laughing, then the rubber ball hits you in the head” (ambiguous), and “You are at 

the movies with your friends and some teenagers behind you keep kicking the back of your seat. 

One of your friends gives them a dirty look but they continue kicking your seat even harder” 

(intentional).  

Each vignette was followed by six ratings. First, participants were asked how angry they 

would be about the situation and rated their responses on a scale from 0 (not angry at all) to 10 

(extremely angry). Then they were asked how likely they were to (a) “Express to them that you 

are angry,” (b) “Be rude to them,” (c) “Yell or swear at them,” (d) “Threaten them if the 

situation were not resolved,” and (e) “Use physical force (e.g., push or grab) if the situation were 

not resolved”—with “them” replaced by “his” or “her” where appropriate—and participants 

rated their responses on a scale from 0 (not at all likely) to 10 (extremely likely). Responses were 

averaged across the six ratings and eight vignettes to measure aggression following 

unintentional, ambiguous, and intentional provocation. 
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Appendix B 

Multilevel Analyses 

The multilevel analyses we conducted are comparable to moderated regression analyses 

for testing interactions of continuous variables with categorical variables representing between-

participants factors (Aiken & West, 1991; Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). However, 

because in the present case, the categorical variable—provocation (unintentional, ambiguous, 

intentional)—was a within-participants factor, standard regression analyses could not be applied 

and multilevel analyses were required (Luke, 2004). Consequently, we created a two-level data 

set in which aggression was the level-1 variable representing the dependent variable, 

provocation (coded 0 = unintentional, 1 = ambiguous, 2 = intentional) represented the level-1 

units and participants the level-2 units—making participant the cluster variable—and the 

perfectionism scores (SOP = self-oriented perfectionism, OOP = other-oriented perfectionism, 

and SPP = socially prescribed perfectionism) were level-2 variables. Analyzing the data using 

Mplus resulted in an intraclass correlation of .698 indicating that conducting multilevel analyses 

was appropriate.  

To test the perfectionism × provocation interactions for significance, we then specified a 

two-level regression analysis for a continuous dependent variable with a random slope (see 

Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017, pp. 275-279, Example 9.2). In this, the slope of provocation 

predicting aggression was modeled as a random variable; and then SOP, OOP, and SPP were 

modeled as predictors of the slope. Only SOP and SPP emerged as significant predictors of the 

slope—meaning that how provocation predicted aggression was dependent on participants’ 

levels of SOP and SPP—indicating significant SOP × provocation and SPP × provocation 

interactions on aggression (see Table 2, Mediation analyses, Interaction).  

To probe which differences between conditions were responsible for the significant 
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interactions, we then repeated the analysis three times each time excluding a different 

provocation condition from the analysis (e.g., excluding 0 = unintentional from the analysis to 

probe the difference between 1 = ambiguous and 2 = intentional) to see for what slopes—now 

representing pairwise comparisons of regression weights—SOP and SPP still remained 

significant predictors, and then summarized the significant differences in Table 2 (see Table 2, 

Multilevel analyses, Pairwise comparisons).  

 


