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SELF-ORIENTED, OTHER-ORIENTED, AND SOCIALLY PRESCRIBED
PERFECTIONISM IN EMPLOYEES: RELATIONSHIPS WITH BURNOUT
AND ENGAGEMENT

Julian H. Childs
Joachim Stoeber

SUMMARY. Burnout and engagement impact employees, organizations, and customers
in numerous positive and negative ways. Consequently, it is important to know how
individual differences contribute to employees’ burnout and engagement. The present
study examined how individual differences in self-oriented, other-oriented, and socially
prescribed perfectionism were associated with burnout and engagement in a sample of
106 employees. Results of correlation and regression analyses showed that
perfectionism explained variance in all facets of burnout (exhaustion, cynicism, reduced
efficacy) and engagement (vigor, dedication, absorption). Whereas socially prescribed
perfectionism was associated with higher levels of burnout and lower levels of
engagement, self-oriented and other-oriented perfectionism were associated with lower
levels of burnout and higher levels of engagement. The findings indicate that individual
differences in perfectionism may be a contributing factor to burnout and engagement in
the workplace.
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INTRODUCTION

Stress is a significant occupational hazard that can impair employee’s physical health,
psychological well-being, and performance (Shirom, 2002). Moreover, it is one of the
leading causes of employee absenteeism. In the United Kingdom, for example, stress,
depression, and anxiety are estimated to cause 11.4 million lost working days per year
costing society £3.7 billion (approximately US $5.7 billion) in lost productivity (Health and
Safety Executive, 1999, 2010).

Chronic and severe stress can lead to burnout, a psychological syndrome
comprising exhaustion, cynicism, and reduced efficacy (Schaufeli, Leiter, Maslach, &
Jackson, 1996). Exhaustion is characterized by a depletion of one’s emotional resources
whereas cynicism is characterized by a negative, detached, and depersonalized attitude
towards one’s work, coworkers, and customers. Reduced efficacy is characterized by
feeling incompetent at work and unable to solve problems that arise in one’s work
(Schaufeli et al., 1996; Schaufeli, Salanova, Gonzéalez-Roma, & Bakker, 2002). Burnout
has a negative impact on employees, organizations, and customers. It has been
associated with higher levels of negative perceptions of job characteristics, compulsive
and excessive working, physical symptoms, absenteeism, turnover, insomnia, depression,
alcohol and drug abuse, and marital and family problems. In addition, burnout has been
associated with lower levels of objective job performance, work morale, and quality of
patient care (see Maudgalya, Wallace, Daraiseh, & Salem, 2006; Schaufeli et al., 1996;

Shirom, 2002; and Taris, 2006, for reviews).
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In contrast to stress and burnout, employees who perceive that they have many
demands and challenges, but also perceive that they have sufficient resources to meet
these challenges, can be described as high in engagement. Engagement is said to be “the
antipode of job burnout” (Bakker, Schaufeli, Leither, & Taris, 2008, p. 188) and has been
described as “a positive, fulfilling work-related state of mind that is characterized by vigor,
dedication, and absorption” (Schaufeli et al., 2002, p. 74). Vigor characterizes the energy
one invests in work and experiences when working. In comparison, dedication
characterizes the meaning and purpose one experiences when working, whereas
absorption characterizes the extent to which one is engrossed in work (Schaufeli &
Bakker, 2004). Mirroring burnout, engagement has a positive impact on employees,
organizations, and customers. Engagement has been associated with higher levels of
positive perceptions of job characteristics, psychological well-being, good social
relationships, organizational commitment, customer loyalty, and objective job performance
as well as lower levels of turnover (Attridge, 2009a, 2009b; Bakker, Demerouti, &
Verbeke, 2004; De Lange, De Witte, & Notelaers, 2008; Hakanen, Schaufeli, & Ahola,
2008; Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2008; Salanova, Agut, & Peiro, 2005; Schaufeli & Bakker,

2004; Schaufeli, Taris, & van Rhenen, 2008).

PERFECTIONISM, BURNOUT, AND ENGAGEMENT
Research has shown that, in addition to contextual factors such as job demands and job
resources (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, & Schaufeli, 2001), personality characteristics

may help predict who has a higher risk of burnout and who has a lower risk (e.g., Bakker,
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Van der Zee, Lewig, & Dollard, 2006; Cano-Garcia, Padilla-Mufioz, & Carrasco-Ortiz,
2005).

One personality characteristic that has been associated with burnout is
perfectionism. Perfectionism is characterized by striving for flawlessness, setting
excessively high standards for performance, and overly critical evaluations of one’s
behavior (Flett & Hewitt, 2002; Frost, Marten, Lahart, & Rosenblate, 1990). One of the
most prevalent and widely researched models of perfectionism is Hewitt and Flett's (1991)
model which differentiates between three forms of perfectionism: self-oriented
perfectionism, other-oriented perfectionism, and socially prescribed perfectionism. Self-
oriented perfectionism comprises a person’s internal beliefs that striving for perfection and
being perfect are important and it is characterized by having a “perfectionistic motivation”
for oneself. In contrast, other-oriented perfectionism involves beliefs that it is important for
others to meet one’s excessively high standards for performance and it is characterized
by imposing one’s own perfectionistic standards onto others. Finally, socially prescribed
perfectionism comprises beliefs that excessively high standards are expected by others
and that acceptance by others is conditional on fulfilling these standards; it is
characterized by individuals’ perceptions that others impose perfectionistic standards onto
them (Enns & Cox, 2002; Hewitt & Flett, 1991, 2004).

Research on how the three forms of perfectionism are related to burnout and
engagement in working adults is limited. Several studies have investigated how self-
oriented and socially prescribed perfectionism are related to burnout in students and

athletes (e.g., Appleton, Hall, & Hill, 2009; Hill, Hall, & Appleton, 2009; Hill, Hall, Appleton,
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& Kozub, 2008), but only one study has investigated how self-oriented and socially
prescribed perfectionism are related to burnout in working adults (Mitchelson & Burns,
1998). Moreover, to the best of our knowledge, no study so far has investigated how the
three forms of perfectionism are related to engagement.

Studies investigating athletes have found that self-oriented perfectionism was
associated with lower levels of burnout (as indicated by measures of exhaustion,
cynicism, reduced efficacy, total burnout) whereas socially prescribed perfectionism was
associated with higher levels of burnout (Appleton et al., 2009; Hill et al., 2009; Hill et al.,
2008). These differential relationships were particularly pronounced when taking into
account and controlling for the overlap between self-oriented and socially prescribed
perfectionism. These studies, however, did not assess other-oriented perfectionism. In a
separate study investigating all three forms of perfectionism with a small sample of 67
career mothers (women who worked at least 25 hours a week and had a child under nine
years of age), socially prescribed perfectionism was associated with higher levels of
burnout (exhaustion, cynicism) both at home and at work (Mitchelson & Burns, 1998).
However, self-oriented and other-oriented perfectionism were not significantly associated
with burnout.

Other studies that investigated the three perfectionism dimensions in employees
corroborated the association between socially prescribed perfectionism and negative
perceptions. In a sample of teachers, socially prescribed perfectionism was associated
with higher levels of professional distress and emotional and physiological manifestations

of stress, and with lower levels of job satisfaction (Flett, Hewitt, & Hallett, 1995). Another
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study investigated psychologists working in a private practice and found that socially
prescribed perfectionism was associated with lower levels of job satisfaction (Wittenberg
& Nocross, 2001). Neither of these studies found significant results related to self-oriented

and other-oriented perfectionism and work-related outcomes.

STUDY DESIGN AND HYPOTHESES

This research study investigated how the three forms of perfectionism proposed by Hewitt
and Flett (1991) - self-oriented perfectionism, other-oriented perfectionism, and socially
prescribed perfectionism - were associated with burnout (exhaustion, cynicism, reduced
efficacy) and engagement (vigor, dedication, absorption) in a sample of employees.
Based on previous findings discussed above we expected socially prescribed
perfectionism to be associated with higher levels of burnout and self-oriented
perfectionism to be associated with lower levels of burnout, particularly when controlling
for the overlap between the two forms of perfectionism. Moreover, based on previous
findings on perfectionism and intrinsic motivation (e.g., Stoeber, Feast, & Hayward, 2009),
we expected self-oriented perfectionism to be associated with higher levels of
engagement and socially prescribed perfectionism to be associated with lower levels of
engagement. Due to the lack of relevant research investigating other-oriented
perfectionism, we did not have specific expectations regarding the associations between

other-oriented perfectionism, burnout, and engagement.

METHOD
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PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE

Overall, 200 questionnaires were sent out to employees of British companies working in
the area of the university (Spring 2008). A total of 107 questionnaires were returned,
representing a 54% response rate. One employee was excluded from the dataset (see
Preliminary Analyses), resulting in a final sample of N=106 employees (40 male, 66
female). Mean age of employees was 34.1 years (SD=10.8; range=18 to 65 years) and
mean time employees had been in their current job was 5 years (SD=6.6; range=0.1 to
31.3 years). Employees worked in the public sector (40%), a law firm (30%), retail (22%),
and 8% were unspecified. Employees’ highest level of completed education was middle
school (13%), high school (13%), further education (10%), university degree (63%), and
1% were unspecified. In exchange for participation, employees could participate in a raffle
for a voucher worth £50 (approximately US $75). The study was approved by the relevant
ethics committee and followed the British Psychological Society’s code of conduct and

ethical guidelines (British Psychological Society, 2005).

MEASURES

Perfectionism. To measure the three forms of perfectionism, we used the 45-item
Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (MPS) (Hewitt & Flett, 1991). The MPS measures
self-oriented perfectionism (15 items; e.g., “I demand nothing less than perfection for
myself”), other-oriented perfectionism (15 items; e.g., “If | ask someone to do something, |

expect it to be done flawlessly”), and socially prescribed perfectionism (15 items; e.g.,
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“People expect nothing less than perfection from me”). Employees responded to items on
a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The MPS is a widely used
measure of dispositional perfectionism and has demonstrated reliability and validity in
numerous studies (see Hewitt & Flett, 2004, for a review).

Burnout. To measure burnout, we used the 16-item Maslach Burnout Inventory-
General Survey (MBI-GS) (Schaufeli et al., 1996). The MBI-GS measures exhaustion (5
items; e.g., “I feel ‘used up’ at the end of the work day”), cynicism (5 items; e.g., “I doubt
the significance of my work”), and reduced efficacy (6 items; e.g., “I can effectively solve
the problems that arise in my work” reverse coded). Employees responded to items on a
scale from 1 (never) to 7 (always). The MBI-GS is a widely used measure of burnout
across occupational groups and has demonstrated reliability and validity in numerous
studies (see Schaufeli et al., 1996, for a review).

Engagement. To measure engagement, we used the 17-item Utrecht Work
Engagement Scale (UWES) (Schaufeli et al., 2002). The UWES measures vigor (6 items;
e.g., “At my job, | feel strong and vigorous”), dedication (5 items; e.g., “I am enthusiastic
about my job”), and absorption (6 items; e.g., “When | am working, | forget everything else
around me”). Employees responded to items on a scale from 1 (never) to 7 (always). The
UWES is a recently developed measure of engagement that has demonstrated reliability

and validity in a number of studies (see Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007, for a review).

RESULTS
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PRELIMINARY ANALYSES

Internal consistency. Descriptive statistics on all variables are shown in Table 1.
All Cronbach’s alphas were above the .70 recommended for widely used scales
(Nunnally, 1967).

Outliers. Because multivariate outliers can significantly distort results of multiple
regressions, we inspected the data for multivariate outliers. One employee showed a
Mahalanobis distance greater than the critical value of %2(9)=27.88, p<.001, and was
excluded from the analyses (see Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).

Gender. To examine whether the variance-covariance matrices were different for
male and female employees, we computed a Box's M test (see Tabachnick & Fidell,
2007). This test was non-significant, Box's M=41.70, F(45, 22684)=0.83, ns.

Consequently, data were collapsed across gender.

ANALYTIC STRATEGY

To examine the relationships between perfectionism, burnout, and engagement, we
computed two sets of analyses. First, we computed bivariate correlations between the
variables. Second, we analyzed the data to determine the unique relationships between
the three forms of perfectionism (after controlling for their overlap) with the facets of
burnout and engagement. Consequently, we computed multiple regressions that might
predict burnout and engagement, using the three forms of perfectionism simultaneously

entered as predictors.
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CORRELATIONS

As expected, self-oriented perfectionism showed significant positive correlations with all
three facets of engagement (see Table 1). However, against expectations, it did not show
significant negative correlations with the facets of burnout. Other-oriented perfectionism
showed a significant negative correlation with one facet of burnout: cynicism. It also
showed significant positive correlations with all three facets of engagement. Finally,
socially prescribed perfectionism showed significant positive correlations with all three
facets of burnout. However, it showed a significant negative correlation with only one facet

of engagement: vigor.

REGRESSION ANALYSES

Perfectionism explained variance in all three facets of burnout and engagement,
accounting for 13 to 17% of the variance in burnout and 14 to 21% of the variance in
engagement (see Table 2 for details). Regarding the individual predictor variables, the
results were mostly in line with our expectations. Self-oriented perfectionism uniquely
predicted two facets of burnout with negative coefficients: cynicism and reduced efficacy.
It also uniquely predicted all three facets of engagement with positive coefficients. Other-
oriented perfectionism uniquely predicted one facet of burnout with a negative coefficient:
exhaustion. It also uniquely predicted one facet of engagement with a positive coefficient:

vigor. In contrast, socially prescribed perfectionism uniquely predicted all three facets of



11

Perfectionism, Burnout, and Engagement (contd.)

burnout with positive coefficients and it also uniquely predicted two facets of engagement

with negative coefficients: vigor and dedication.

DISCUSSION

The aim of the present research was to investigate how self-oriented, other-oriented, and
socially prescribed perfectionism were associated with burnout and engagement in
employees. Results showed that employees with higher levels of self-oriented
perfectionism had lower levels of burnout (cynicism, reduced efficacy) and higher levels of
engagement (vigor, dedication, absorption). Employees with higher levels of other-
oriented perfectionism had higher levels of engagement (vigor) and lower levels of
burnout (exhaustion). Also, employees with higher levels of socially prescribed
perfectionism had higher levels of burnout (exhaustion, cynicism, reduced efficacy) and
lower levels of engagement (vigor, dedication).

The present findings extend the literature on perfectionism at work by providing the
first significant results using indicators of self-oriented and other-oriented perfectionism
and by studying the associations between perfectionism and engagement. The present
findings replicate evidence from studies of athletes that self-oriented perfectionism is
associated with lower levels of burnout (Appleton et al., 2009; Hill et al., 2009; Hill et al.,
2008). The present findings also replicate evidence from various studies of athletes and
employees that socially prescribed perfectionism is associated with higher levels of

burnout (Appleton et al., 2009; Hill et al., 2009; Hill et al., 2008; Mitchelson & Burns,
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1998). The present findings are consistent with research on perfectionism and intrinsic
motivation, showing that self-oriented perfectionism is associated with higher levels of
engagement and socially prescribed perfectionism is associated with lower levels of
engagement (e.g., Stoeber et al., 2009).

After the overlap with the other two perfectionism dimensions was controlled for,
self-oriented perfectionism was associated with lower levels of burnout. Given that self-
oriented perfectionism was also associated with higher levels of engagement (in the
bivariate correlations and multiple regressions), self-oriented perfectionism was only
associated with positive outcomes in this study. On the one hand, this finding differs from
past research that suggests self-oriented perfectionism is an ambivalent dimension and is
associated with negative as well as positive outcomes (see Hewitt & Flett, 2004, for a
review). On the other hand, this finding is consistent with studies that consider self-
oriented perfectionism to be part of the positive side of perfectionism (Frost, Heimberg,
Holt, Mattia, & Neubauer, 1993; Stoeber & Otto, 2006). Furthermore, it is possible that the
association between self-oriented perfectionism and well-being could be mitigated by
other variables, such as negative life events (Hewitt et al., 2002; Flett, Besser, Davis, &
Hewitt, 2003). Future research should examine if self-oriented perfectionism is still
associated with lower levels of burnout and higher levels of engagement when employees
encounter obstacles at work, such as failure, or whether this pattern of outcomes is limited
to times of success.

Previous evidence has also shown that other-oriented perfectionism is an

ambivalent form of perfectionism associated with both well-being and ill-being (e.g.,
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Chang & Sanna, 2001; Enns & Cox, 2002; Hewitt & Flett, 2004). In the present study,
however, other-oriented perfectionism was only associated with well-being - lower levels
of exhaustion and higher levels of vigor. Employees who held high standards for the
performance of coworkers, and were able to impose these standards onto coworkers,
perhaps felt more energized because they are able to preserve their own resources by
delegating tasks and, in a sense, were able to use coworkers’ resources as their own.
Notwithstanding, future research should examine the burnout and engagement of
employees who are the target of other-oriented perfectionists’ high standards. It is unlikely
that these employees would feel similarly energized. For instance, a study focused on
married couples demonstrated that a spouse’s other-oriented perfectionism was not
associated with their own perception of martial dysfunction, but was associated with their
partner’s perception of martial dysfunction (Hewitt, Flett, & Mikail, 1995).

The present study has some significant limitations. First, the sample size was
relatively small given the large number of statistical analyses and future studies should
investigate larger samples. Second, the design was cross-sectional and did not allow us
to examine the temporal and causal pathways between the variables under study.
Therefore, future studies should employ longitudinal designs and include other aspects of
job demands and job resources in order to more fully explore the impact of perfectionism
on burnout and engagement (see Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Finally, future studies should
include more objective measures, such as absenteeism or supervisor performance
ratings, to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the impact of perfectionism in the

workplace.
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Despite these limitations, the present findings make a significant contribution to the
extant research literature on perfectionism, burnout, and engagement. Self-oriented and
other-oriented perfectionism were associated with lower levels of burnout and higher
levels of engagement in the present study, whereas socially prescribed perfectionism
showed the opposite pattern. The results of the present study suggest that promoting
some forms of perfectionism at work - specifically self-oriented perfectionism - and
decreasing the impact of socially prescribed perfectionism might lower burnout and

enhance engagement in employees.
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Table 1

Correlations and Descriptive Statistics

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Perfectionism
1. Self-oriented perfectionism
2. Other-oriented perfectionism H56***

3. Socially prescribed perfectionism  .49***  31***

Burnout

4. Exhaustion .00 -.18 29%*

5. Cynicism -17  -20* 19* AT

6. Reduced efficacy -19 =11 .18* .18 .38%**
Engagement

7. Vigor .20* 28%  —20*%  —.33%* _31** _ 6E*

8. Dedication 30%*  25%* 06 « —.20* _59%* _ Gh¥k  Ghrrx

9. Absorption 35 27* 09 =03  —26% —_45¥x  AQ¥x  GO***
M 70.83 41.69 53.16 16.80 15.07 35.22 30.37 26.22 26.90
SD 15.00 1142 11.18 6.29 7.57 4.19 5.57 5.36 6.38
Cronbach’s alpha .89 a7 .78 .87 .87 74 .79 .85 .79

Note. N = 106. For comparability, means and standards deviations are provided for sum scores.

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



Table 2

Summary of Multiple Regressions: Perfectionism Predicting Burnout and Engagement

Burnout Engagement

Exhaustion Cynicism Reduced efficacy Vigor Dedication Absorption
Perfectionism B B B B B B
Self-oriented -.04 —.26* —.34** 24* .36** 35**
Other-oriented —.28* =17 -.04 .28* 14 A1
Socially prescribed ~ .40*** 37rE* .36%** — 41 x** —.28** =12
R2 .166*** 148+ 131 .208*** .160*** 139**
R2? adjusted I Rl 123 .106** .185%** 135 1347+
Note. N = 106.

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