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Background: As a personality trait, perfectionism has shown a close association with psychological disorders, such as depression. The protective effect of grit on depression has been confirmed by a series of recent studies. Therefore, it is necessary to investigate the buffering role of grit in the above relationship and the possible underlying mechanism.

Objective: Based on the multidimensional theory of perfectionism, we differentiated two dimensions of perfectionism as positive and negative and further examined the relationships between these two dimensions of perfectionism and depression. We also aimed to examine the possible moderating effect of grit on the above two relationships.

Methods: Us a questionnaire survey approach, a total of 2,602 college students (1,608 females and 994 males) were assessed using the Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale the Short Grit Scale, and the Center for Epidemiological Studies-Depression Scale. Hierarchical regression analysis was used to investigate the direct effect of two dimensions of perfectionism on depression as well as the moderating role of grit in these associations.

Results: After controlling for gender, age, family income, and academic performance, both positive and negative perfectionism had positive predictive effects on depression, and grit negatively moderated these two relationships. Specifically, grit completely counteracted the effect of positive perfectionism on depression yet partly counteracted the effect of negative perfectionism on depression.

Conclusion: Grit prevents the depressive symptoms raised by positive and negative perfectionism.
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INTRODUCTION


The Direct Effect of Perfectionism on Depression

Perfectionism, as a stable personality trait, manifests itself in unrealistic standards, overly strict self-evaluation and extreme all-or-nothing thinking, which could result in a series of negative outcomes (Frost et al., 1990). For college students, a cross-cultural meta-analysis revealed that the level of perfectionism has consistently increased since 1989 (Curran and Hill, 2019). Similar to research on perfectionism, research on depression among college students has shown continuous growth, which could be a worrying trend (Gao et al., 2019). College students, who are still in emerging adulthood, have not fully formed coping styles toward difficulties (Heffer and Willoughby, 2017), and facing multiple pressures may lead to a greater possibility of depression affliction (Lan et al., 2019). Therefore, it is of great importance to investigate the possible association between perfectionism and depression in college students.

Regarding the factors that may influence depression, Beck (1986) stated that individual’s cognitive patterns could play a significant role. Following Beck’s cognitive theory of depression, the Integrated Cognitive Model (ICM) took the interaction of dysfunctional attitudes and negative life events as the predictor of depression (Kwon and Oei, 1992). Specifically, dysfunctional attitude referred to a personality trait referring to having an overly rigid cognitive schema of oneself and the world, and perfectionism was one of its major manifestations. From the perspective of theory, perfectionism could be a cause of depressive symptoms, and many related studies have confirmed that (Limburg et al., 2017). For perfectionists, an inappropriate coping style for certain circumstances could result in the arousal of negative emotions such as depression (Tran and Rimes, 2017). Additionally, strict personal standards could lead to higher stress, and the brain association between stress and depression has also been confirmed by cognitive neuroscience (Hankin et al., 2005), which indicates that perfectionism acts as a risk factor for depression via stress.

In addition, cluster analysis revealed that perfectionism could be divided into two dimensions: positive and negative (Parker, 1997). Specifically, positive perfectionism was characterized by high personal standards but less concern over mistakes, and negative perfectionism was characterized by extreme concern over mistakes and self-doubt. According to the dual process model explicated by Slade and Owens (1998), for positive perfectionists, the motivation to achieve success allowed them to remain secure emotionally in light of failure, while for the negative perfectionists, the motivation to avoid failure led to the opposite attitude to failure. Furthermore, Dunkley et al. (2003) expressed that positive perfectionism had positive effects by arousing the coping strategies of problem solving, while negative perfectionism conversely had negative effects by arousing the coping strategies of problem evasion. In the Chinese context, the reliability of separating perfectionism into positive and negative parts was also verified. A series of studies have revealed that positive perfectionism was more likely to be associated with positive outcomes and negative perfectionism played an opposite role (Zi and Zhou, 2006; Chen et al., 2013; Wang and Li, 2017).

However, regarding the effect of positive perfectionism on depression, research has shown inconsistent results. While some research has claimed a buffering role of positive perfectionism in depression (Elion et al., 2012), other research showed them to be unrelated (Bergman et al., 2007), indicating that there might be a moderating variable in this relationship. For negative perfectionism, although the present research showed consistent results of the predictive effect on depression (Tran and Rimes, 2017), it is still unclear whether there are possible moderating mechanisms.



The Moderating Effect of Grit

From the view of positive psychology, the predictive effect of positive coping strategies on depression needs to be discussed (Sin and Lyubomirsky, 2009). According to the diathesis–stress model, the interaction of susceptible traits and buffering mechanisms could act as a predictor of psychological disorders; that is, if individuals have risk traits for psychological problems but develop efficient coping methods for negative events, the possibility of psychological disorders emerging could be greatly reduced (Monroe and Simons, 1991). For the present relationship, grit might be a moderator buffering the negative outcomes caused by perfectionism.

Grit is a stable positive personality trait, defined as perseverance and passion for long-term goals, comprising consistent interests and perseverance. For the relationship of perfectionism and grit, the present literature showed inconsistent viewpoints. Conceptually, grit symbolizes a long-term and passionate commitment, implying a more open mind toward all possible obstacles, while perfectionism implying the obsession with the unrealistic high standard and the ideal outcomes, which was the opposite of grit. However, considering the multidimensions of perfectionism, the positive and negative factors might play different roles in the possible relationship above. For example, in the positive level, the self-oriented perfectionism prediction on conscientiousness and in the negative level, socially prescribe perfectionism showed prediction on neuroticism trait (Stoeber et al., 2009). Meanwhile, grit is also positively correlated with conscientiousness and negatively correlated with neuroticism (Duckworth et al., 2007), and all the evidence above indicating the possible relationship between perfectionism and grit.

Besides, grit can closely influence one’s attitude toward failure and misfortune (Duckworth et al., 2007), implying the possible inner association between grit and adverse mental processes. A meta-analysis confirmed the negative correlation between grit and negative emotional outcomes such as depression (Credé et al., 2017), and a series of previous studies implied the possible buffering role of grit in depression caused by negative personality traits (Musumari et al., 2018). First, from the perspective of present grit theory, when pursuing long-term goals, individuals with higher grit levels tend to maintain persistence and passion while facing obstacles (Duckworth et al., 2007). Thus, grit could help individuals form the belief that failure is unavoidable when striving for success and eventually resist the sense of discrepancy raised by high personal standards (Datu et al., 2018). In addition, cognitive neuroscience has also determined the deeper connection between grit and depression in the brain. A series of studies have confirmed that grit corresponds to the prefrontal cortex (PFC) (Wang et al., 2016). At the same time, dysfunction of the PFC also showed an undeniable connection with self-criticism caused by perfectionism (Longe et al., 2010). Specifically, dysfunction of the PFC could have a negative influence on one’s numerous emotion-related functions, such as self-evaluation and stress coping, which could eventually lead to depression (Dixon et al., 2017), and grit could restrict the process described above. In addition, for individuals with high grit levels, a more optimistic attribution style might occur when facing negative outcomes (Duckworth et al., 2009), which might promote and alleviate the intrinsic effects of positive and negative perfectionism on depression by adjusting cognitive patterns (Flett et al., 1998).

Based on the discussion above, there is evidence for the buffering effect of grit on the relationship between perfectionism and depression. Meanwhile, considering the diverse influences of perfectionism’s two dimensions on depression, differentiation of grit’s moderating effect on the two relationships might be possible. As a result, the two dimensions of perfectionism need to be investigated to further clarify the relationship between perfectionism, grit, and depression.



Present Study

Based on the ICM, the present study took a dialectical perspective, aiming to examine both the positive and negative influences of perfectionism on depression. Meanwhile, following the view of positive psychology and diathesis–stress model, grit, which is regarded as a positive and preventive personality trait, was also investigated to determine whether it could promote and buffer the positive and negative outcomes produced by two dimensions of perfectionism. Based on relevant theory and former studies, two hypotheses were proposed. Hypothesis 1: In a group of Chinese college students, positive perfectionism acts as a negative predictor, and negative perfectionism acts as a positive predictor of depression. Hypothesis 2: Grit moderates the relationship between the two dimensions of perfectionism and depression. However, it should be noted that a previous study confirmed the influence of gender, age, and family income on depression (Lu et al., 2015). Additionally, several studies have revealed the influence of grit on academic performance (Wang et al., 2016). Because of these findings, the demographic variables above were considered covariates in the following study design.




MATERIALS AND METHODS


Participants

Using the convenience sampling method, a total of 2,602 college students from several universities in China took part in the survey, which was conducted in November 2019. Excluding 8 participants who chose not to report their age, the mean age of the participants was 19.52 (SD=1.38), with a range of 17–29years. A total of 1,608 participants (61.8%) were female, while 994 participants (38.2%) were male. The purpose of the survey was explained, and informed consent was obtained from the participating students. The study was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of Beijing Normal University, which confirmed that all research processes performed in this study were in accordance with the ethical standards.



Measures


Perfectionism

The Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (FMPS; Frost et al., 1990) was used to assess the level of participants’ perfectionism. The Chinese version of FMPS was revised by Zi and Zhou (2006), which showed good reliability and validity in the Chinese participant group. The 25-item instrument consists of the following five subscales: concern over mistakes (Cronbach’s alpha=0.92), parental expectations (Cronbach’s alpha=0.85), personal standards (Cronbach’s alpha=0.87), doubts about actions (Cronbach’s alpha=0.82), and organization (Cronbach’s alpha=0.93). Of these, organization is an indicator of positive perfectionism, while concern over mistakes, parental expectations, personal standards, and doubts about actions compose the negative perfectionism (Parker, 1997). Responses are rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). Item scores for the two dimensions were added to generate a total score of positive and negative perfectionism, and a higher score indicates a higher level of positive or negative perfectionism.



Grit

The Short Grit Scale (Grit-S) was used to assess the participants’ ability to persevere and sustain passion for long-term goals. The Chinese version of Grit-S was revised by Wang et al. (2016), which has good reliability and validity for Chinese participants. For all eight items, responses are rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). Previous research has indicated that the Grit scale has good reliability and validity (Duckworth et al., 2009). In the current study, Cronbach’s s alpha was 0.95.



Depression

The Center for Epidemiological Studies-Depression Scale (CES-D; Radloff, 1977) was used to assess participant levels of depressive symptoms. The Chinese version of CSE-D was revised by Chen et al. (2009), having good reliability and validity in Chinese culture. For all 20 items, responses are rated on a 4-point Likert-type scale ranging from never (0) to always (3). In the current study, Cronbach’s s alpha was 0.96.



Data Analysis Strategies

Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS version 26.0 and Interaction version 1.7. The results of Harman’s single-factor test suggested that the variance for both rotated and unrotated first factors was below the threshold of 40%, which indicated that there was no significant common method bias in the study samples. Descriptive statistics were calculated to clarify the preliminary relationship between variables. Based on the descriptive statistics, the moderating effect of grit on the relationship between perfectionism and depression was examined by hierarchical regression analysis, and the significance of moderating effects was further confirmed by a simple slope test.





RESULTS


Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

The means and standard deviations of all variables and the intercorrelations among all variables are presented in Table 1. According to the results, first, demographic variables were correlated with psychological variables to different extents. In addition, a significant positive correlation was established between negative perfectionism and depression, while there was no significant correlation between positive perfectionism and depression. In addition, grit was positively correlated with positive perfectionism but negatively correlated with negative perfectionism and depression.



TABLE 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations among all study variables.
[image: Table1]



Moderating Analysis

Hierarchical regression analysis was used to examine the moderating effect of grit on the relationship between perfectionism and depression, and the results are displayed in Table 2. The results indicated that the age, family economic situation, and academic performance of college students had significant predictive effects on depression (β=0.06, p<0.01; β=−0.06, p<0.01; β=−0.08, p<0.001), while gender had no influence on depressive symptoms (β=0.01, p>0.05). Meanwhile, positive and negative perfectionism had significant predictive effects on depression (β=0.09, p<0.001; β=0.41, p<0.001), and grit also significantly predicted depression in both relationships (β=−0.38, p<0.001; β=−0.31, p<0.001). Furthermore, the interactions of both positive and negative perfectionism with grit acted as significant predictors of depression (β=−0.09, p<0.001; β=−0.09, p<0.001).



TABLE 2. The moderating effect on the relationship between perfectionism and depression.
[image: Table2]

A simple slope test was used to further examine the significance of the moderating effects, and all the study variables were standardized (see Figures 1, 2). The results indicated that for individuals with a high grit level (1 SD above the mean), the predictive effect of positive perfectionism on depression vanished (simple slope=−0.01, t=−0.47, p>0.05), yet the predictive effect of negative perfectionism on depression remained (simple slope=0.31, t=12.51, p<0.001). However, for individuals with a low grit level (1 SD below the mean), the predictive effect of positive perfectionism on depression was still present (simple slope=0.17, t=6.27, p<0.001), and a stronger predictive effect of negative perfectionism on depression occurred compared to the individuals with a high grit level (simple slope=0.47, t=19.31, p<0.001).

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1. The moderating role of grit on the relationship between positive perfectionism and depression. All the study variables were standardized. PP=Positive perfectionism. High/low level of PP=M±1SD. High/low level of grit=M±1SD.
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FIGURE 2. The moderating role of grit on the relationship between negative perfectionism and depression. All the study variables were standardized. NP=Negative perfectionism. High/low level of NP=M±1SD. High/low level of grit=M±1SD.





DISCUSSION

Using the mean of hierarchical regression analysis, we established a moderating model to clarify the buffering effect of grit on the relationship between perfectionism and depression. Descriptive statistics indicated different correlation levels between demographic variables and psychological variables, which emphasized the necessity of controlling for covariates. Of note, inconsistent with the hypotheses, positive perfectionism was not significantly correlated with depression. For this unexpected result, a possible explanation could be the limitation of Pearson correlations; that is, they focus only on the two present variables and overlook other influential confounding factors (Fan, 1997). Therefore, further investigation controlling for covariates needs to be conducted to reveal the relationship between the study variables.


The Direct Effects of Perfectionism on Depression

The results of hierarchical regression analysis indicated that both positive and negative perfectionism positively predicted depression, which was not consistent with previous results. For negative perfectionism, its positive effect on depression was consistent with previous studies (Slade and Owens, 1998); that is, a higher level of negative perfectionism might result in a greater risk of depression symptoms. Dunkley et al. (2003) confirmed that negative perfectionism could mislead college students to ignore personal capacity and develop self-critical attitudes, which ultimately led to unpleasant emotions.

However, unlike the results shown in the related systematic review (Wright et al., 2021), the present study found a positive predictive effect of positive perfectionism on depression. The difference could be attributed to the following. First, for positive perfectionists, the tendency toward organization has a strong relationship with compulsive beliefs (Hollander, 1965) and was thought to be a significant predictor of obsessive–compulsive disorder (Martinelli et al., 2014), and obsessive–compulsive disorder was closely related to depressive symptoms (Goodwin, 2015). As a result, positive perfectionism may raise the level of depression via compulsive behavior. In addition, according to an evaluative review of the dual process model, when interpreting the outcome of positive perfectionism, researchers should not overlook the present experience and environment of individuals (Flett and Hewitt, 2006). A related study also revealed that when facing certain situations, such as achievement failure, individuals who were regarded as having traits of positive perfectionism also showed a high risk of depressive symptoms (Hewitt and Flett, 2002).

For college students, the appropriate organization can improve planning skills when facing multiple burdens from academic work and social activities, but the excessive organization may result in unrealistic compulsive beliefs, such as not accepting any change in their plans or magnifying the consequence of any failure. Based on that, the inconsistency of the predictive effect of positive perfectionism on depression with previous studies might be attributed to the different situations that individuals were experiencing.



The Moderating Effects of Grit on the Relationship Between Perfectionism and Depression

The results of hierarchical regression analysis also showed that grit acts as a moderator between the two dimensions of perfectionism and depression, indicating that grit could be a buffering mechanism against susceptibility traits, which verifies the diathesis–stress model (Monroe and Simons, 1991).

First, as a positive personality trait, grit itself has a preventive effect on depression. Grittier individuals tend to be mindful and have growth mindsets (Li et al., 2018), allowing college students to reconstruct unpleasant experiences and gain new perspectives on academic and peer interactions. Based on this process, students can gain the ability to develop problem-solving strategies to improve learning efficiency and change their inappropriate interpersonal communication patterns, which contributes to relieving negative emotions. In addition, having both grit and perfectionist tendencies can provide great benefits to individuals. Grittier individuals pursue long-term goals, which could compensate for the lack of life meaning caused by perfectionism (Kleiman et al., 2013; Park and Jeong, 2016). Perfectionists in college tend to experience more pressure when meeting strict personal standards for academic performance, and grit could significantly improve their academic achievement to alleviate the mental burden (Rice et al., 2006; Tang et al., 2019).

Meanwhile, the result of the simple slope test is also worthy of attention. Grit entirely counteracts the promoting effect of positive perfectionism on depression, but not the promoting effect of negative perfectionism. The difference can be attributed to the source of perfectionism’s two dimensions. Compared to positive perfectionism, the origin of negative perfectionism contains external factors such as parental expectations. To attain acceptance and love, perfectionists must internalize the high standard set by their parents (Frost et al., 1990), which implies that a positive coping style could not entirely prevent the occurrence of negative emotions at the individual level. Besides, compared to previous studies, the different roles of positive perfectionism are also worth noticing, and the reasons may be attributed to cultural factors. Chinese culture tends to regard the organization as a noble quality and emphasis its necessity, resulting in the education on pursuing organization. However, college students have to face multiple pressure from different sources, which increases the difficulties in achieving high organization in their campus life. The students may have the awareness to be organized but failed due to the lack of grit, and the discrepancy between ideal and reality increased their depression. The relative study also revealed the complicated relationship among perfectionism, grit, and negative academical emotions in Chinese college students (Liu et al., 2021). The present result can also be a possible explanation for positive perfectionism’s different effects in former studies. For grittier individuals, considering the buffering effect of grit, pursuing organization will not increase depression levels.



General Discussion

Based on the dual process model of perfectionism and the diathesis–stress model, we partitioned perfectionism into positive and negative subtypes and further investigated the buffering effect of grit on the relationship between perfectionism and depression. Verifying and replenishing the previous theories and studies, the present results confirmed the preventive role of positive traits on the adverse outcome caused by negative traits, introducing a new idea to reduce the prevalence of depression among undergraduates.

However, several limitations should also be noted when interpreting the current results. First, since a self-report inventory was used, subjectivity is inevitable, which necessitates that future studies use other data collection methods, such as laboratory experiments. Next, the cross-sectional data lack precision when drawing causal relationships, which could be improved by using a longitudinal design, that is, adding additional time points in future studies. Furthermore, the population scope was limited to college students, which may raise the uncertainty of the external validity, requiring further research in various participant groups. In addition, recent studies have revealed the rationality of separately researching the two dimensions of grit (i.e., consistency of interests and perseverance of effort) (Credé, 2018), so future studies can examine the effects of grit’s two dimensions to further clarify the underlying mechanism. Finally, the internal consistency reliability of variables in the current study was too high, which could result from the potential overlap between items (Tavakol and Dennick, 2011), or the relatively consistent answering patterns of participants when facing specific items. Future studies could take more consideration into the selection of inventories and the correspondence between the inventories and participants.

Despite the limitations above, the merits of the present study are clear for the psychological care of college students. Since grit is a malleable trait (Duckworth, 2016), college students can develop grit to prevent the risk of depressive symptoms. For college students, when facing the choice that will have a long-term impact on the future, they should first consider their interests to identify their passion. In addition, a proper and specific long-term goal should also be set to ensure that they persevere toward it. For those working in psychological counseling, guidance on discovering interests and setting goals for college students should also be noted. Once a high level of grit is cultivated, the depressive symptoms raised by perfectionism can be prevented or alleviated.




CONCLUSION

Through the examination of the direct effects of positive and negative perfectionism on depression as well as the moderating effects of grit on the relationship above, we drew the following conclusions. Firstly, in specific situations, both positive and negative perfectionism can act as potential risk factors for depression. Furthermore, grit can significantly prevent the depressive symptoms raised by positive and negative perfectionism, which emphasized the role of grit in reducing the occurrence of depression among college students.
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