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Introduction: The scientific evidence has demonstrated that other-oriented perfectionism is negatively related to internalizing and externalizing problems only in adults. However, there is a disagreement about how this perfectionistic dimension is associated with prosocial behavior in adults and adolescents. Moreover, there is a lack of knowledge about how other-oriented perfectionism is associated with those variables in youth population. For this reason, the aims of this study were to: (1) examine differences between students with high and low scores on internalizing and externalizing problems, and prosocial behavior based on other-oriented perfectionism; and (2) determine the likelihood of exhibiting high levels of these indexes based on perfectionism scores.

Method: 681 students aged 12 to 16 (M = 14.14, SD = 1.31), completed the Other-Oriented Perfectionism Subscale-Junior Form and the Strengths & Difficulties Questionnaire.

Results: The three indexes (i.e., internalizing problems, externalizing problems, and prosocial behavior) were calculated as the mean of the subscales that composed each index. After obtaining the total scores of internalizing problems, externalizing problems, and prosocial behavior, the scores of each were dichotomized into high and low scores. Student's t-test reported significant differences between students with high and low scores on the three indexes based on the other-oriented perfectionism dimension. Furthermore, the logistic regression analysis reported that the probability of exhibiting a high level of internalizing and externalizing problems increases for each point increase in other-oriented perfectionism. Contrarily, the likelihood of displaying a high index of prosocial behavior decreases for each point increase in this perfectionistic dimension.

Discussion: The results suggest the maladaptive role of other-oriented perfectionism, underscoring the need for further research on how this perfectionistic dimension impacts the educational environment.
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1 Introduction

Perfectionism is a multidimensional and complex personality trait (Flett and Hewitt, 2020). Distinct models have established theories regarding this construct, such as that of Hewitt and Flett (1991), which proposes three perfectionistic dimensions: socially prescribed perfectionism (SPP), referring to the beliefs regarding the demands imposed by the environment for the individual to achieve perfection; self-oriented perfectionism (SOP), referring to the self-imposition of high standards, as well as self-criticism and strivings for perfection; and other-oriented perfectionism (OOP), described as the tendency to demand perfectionism from others.

Based on this model, Flett et al. (2016) created the Child and Adolescent Perfectionism Scale (CAPS) to assess perfectionism with the SPP and SOP dimensions. More recently, Hewitt et al. (2022) developed a specific scale to assess the OOP dimension in children, given that Hewitt et al. (2017) provided an in-depth theoretical account of how OOP could emerge during childhood. Therefore, although the SPP and SOP dimensions have already been extensively studied in the juvenile population using the CAPS (an instrument that is designed for this age range), evidence of OOP in children and adolescents is scarce. This evidence has been traditionally assessed using the Hewitt Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale, which was designed for adults (HMPS, Hewitt et al., 1991) (e.g., Damian et al., 2022) or the Social Perfectionism Questionnaire (Oros et al., 2019) (e.g., Chemisquy and Oros, 2020). However, its study during childhood is also relevant. Flett and Hewitt (2020) claim that perfectionists with OOP appear to be a real issue because they tend to control and make demands of others. Furthermore, these authors report this kind of perfectionists also tend to be predisposed to experience and express frustration when others fail or do not exert sufficient effort which may result in social disconnection and isolation.

Internalizing problems are a heterogenous set of emotional disturbances, including anxiety, depression, withdrawal or somatic complaints (Alarcón-Parco and Bárrig-Jó, 2015). About other-oriented perfectionism and internalizing problems, previous knowledge reveals that OOP is positively associated with emotional control and emotional sensitivity (Flett et al., 1996), as well as health problems such as somatic complaints, cold/fever/nausea, or gastrointestinal issues (Saboonchi and Lundh, 2003). However, the association was only found to be significant for emotional sensitivity. Furthermore, the last authors mentioned performed multiple regression analyses, revealing that OOP was a negative and significant predictor of somatic complaints.

Specifically, regarding withdrawal, OOP has been significantly associated with displaying less fear of being alone and having an affiliative humor style in a positive and negative sense, respectively (Blankstein et al., 1993; Stoeber, 2015). Similarly, Flett et al. (1996) reported a negative and non-significant correlation between OOP and loneliness. For their part, Shafiq et al. (2023) found that OOP correlated significantly in a positive and negative sense with mattering and loneliness, respectively. They also reported that OOP correlated negatively and insignificantly with relationship with friends. Using hierarchical multiple regression analysis, authors found that OOP positively and significantly predicted loneliness. In addition, Visvalingam et al. (2024) reported that OOP was significantly and negatively associated with rejection sensitivity. Nevertheless, they also revealed that the relationship between OOP and loneliness was not significant.

For its part, externalizing problems are composed by a set of disruptive behaviors (i.e., aggressive behavior, disobedient behavior, delinquent behavior), inattention, hyperactivity and impulsivity (Alarcón-Parco and Bárrig-Jó, 2015; Goodman, 1997). The OOP is characterized as being positively associated with conduct problems in a significant (i.e., competitive social values, relationship conflict, task conflict, etc.) (Kleszewski and Otto, 2020; Stoeber, 2015) or insignificant way (i.e., social control) (Flett et al., 1996). Furthermore, Hill et al. (1997) and Stoeber et al. (2021) suggested that other-oriented perfectionists tend to be dominant and vindictive. OOP stands out in that it correlates with hostility and aggressive traits (e.g., Stoeber and Hadjivassiliou, 2022; Stoeber, 2015; Stoeber et al., 2017; Visvalingam et al., 2024).

In particular, Stoeber (2015) found that OOP correlated positively and significantly with aggressive humor style and callous traits. These authors also performed two regression analyses, one for each scale, obtaining similar results. For their part, Stoeber et al. (2017) found positive and significant bivariate and partial correlations between OOP, physical and verbal aggression, and anger. Moreover, a multiple regression analysis conducted by Stoeber and Hadjivassiliou (2022) reveals that OOP positively and significantly predicted aggression following unintentional provocation. More recently, Visvalingam et al. (2024) showed that OOP was significantly and positively associated with interpersonal hostility.

Ultimately, the prosocial behavior is understood as the actions that are intended to benefit others which can range from supporting individuals volunteering and helping them in need (Eisenberg and Miller, 1987). Some studies have reported negative and significant associations between OOP and social adjustment variables such as social support, prosocial value orientations, or altruism (Kleszewski and Otto, 2020; Stoeber, 2014, 2015), as well as positive and significant associations between OOP and social maladjustment variables such as narcissism or Machiavellianism (Stoeber, 2014). Moreover, Kleszewski and Otto (2020) classified 47 employees as other-oriented perfectionists based on their scores on the HMPS and using the four vignettes created by Hoffmann et al. (2015). The authors found that this profile was the least favored, obtaining the lowest mean scores on social skills. In addition, using hierarchical regression analyses, Flett et al. (1996) revealed that OOP was not a significant moderator between the dimensions of the Social Skills Inventory (Riggio, 1986) and psychosocial adjustment. Stricker et al. (2019) revealed that OOP negatively and significatively predicted agreeableness and sociality. And, for his part, Stoeber (2014) showed that OOP was a significant predictor of altruism and narcissism, in a positive and negative sense, respectively. Nevertheless, other literature has claimed that OOP is characterized as an adaptative dimension since it has been positively and significantly associated with assertiveness and social expressiveness or has been found to have a positive, but not significant, correlation with social skills in general and social sensitivity (Flett et al., 1996; Kleszewski and Otto, 2020).

Knowledge is lacking with regard to the association and predictive capacity of OOP with respect to internalizing and externalizing problems, as well as prosocial behavior in adolescents. The only two studies that have analyzed the association between OOP and related variables were published by Chemisquy and Oros (2020) and Hewitt et al. (2022). The first two authors found that OOP was positively and significantly associated with loneliness with peers and affinity to loneliness and was also a predictor of the same. The last authors showed that OOP was positively associated with depressive symptoms and social disconnection, only being significant for the last variable. The rest of the literature has been conducted on adults and has also focused on the study of independent variables (i.e., loneliness, somatic complaints, aggression, etc.), which could be categorized in the different indexes proposed by Goodman (1997): internalizing and externalizing problems, and prosocial behavior. Therefore, the aims of this study are to: (1) examine differences between students with high and low scores on internalizing and externalizing problems, and prosocial behavior based on OOP; and (2) determine the likelihood of exhibiting high levels of these indexes based on perfectionism scores.

Given the significant correlation between OOP and variables related to internalizing and externalizing problems and prosocial behavior, in a positive and negative sense, respectively (e.g., aggression, loneliness, relationship conflict, somatic complaints) (e.g., Blankstein et al., 1993; Shafiq et al., 2023; Stricker et al., 2019; Stoeber and Hadjivassiliou, 2022), the following is expected: Hypothesis 1. Students with high scores on internalizing problems report higher scores on OOP than students with low scores, and scores on OOP significantly and positively predict high levels of internalizing problems; Hypothesis 2. Students with high scores on externalizing problems report higher scores on OOP than students with low scores, and scores on OOP significantly and positively predict high levels of externalizing problems; and Hypothesis 3. Students with high levels of prosocial behavior report lower scores on OOP than their peers with low scores, and scores on OOP significantly and negatively predict high levels of prosocial behavior.



2 Method


2.1 Participants

The participating students were selected using a random cluster sampling process. The primary geographic area was the province of Alicante (center, north, south, east, and west). The secondary units were the high schools (one to two, randomly selected, and proportionate in each area, selecting 8 public and private institutes). Classrooms were the tertiary units, with two being randomly selected, one per course year from the 1st year to 4th year of compulsory secondary education. Following this system, the sample consisted of 681 students aged 12–16 (M = 14.14, SD = 1.31), of which 341 were boys and 331 were girls and 9 participants were considered as “others” (see Table 1). The distribution of the sample based on sex and age was homogeneous, as revealed by the Chi-squared test (χ2 = 15.25, p = 0.05).


TABLE 1 Sample distribution by sex and age.
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2.2 Instruments

The Other-Oriented Perfectionism Subscale-Junior Form (Hewitt et al., 2022; Fuster et al., in press). It consists of 10 items that assess the OOP dimension proposed by Hewitt and Flett (1991). This dimension is defined as beliefs and expectations about the capabilities of others (e.g., “I need my family members to be perfect”). The scale is completed using a Likert scale (1 = not at all; 5 = extremely) and its level of reliability for this study was α = 0.91.

The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman, 1997; Rodríguez-Hernández et al., 2013). It consists of 25 items divided into 5 scales: (I) Emotional problems (items 3, 8, 13, 16, 24; e.g., “I get a lot of headaches”); (II) Conduct problems (items 5, 7, 12, 18, 22; e.g., “I usually do as I am told”); (III) Hyperactivity (items 2, 10, 15, 21, 25; e.g., “I am restless”); (IV) Peer problems (items 6, 11, 14, 19, 23; e.g., “I am usually on my own”); (V) Prosocial behavior (items 1, 4, 9, 17, 20; e.g., “I try to be nice to other people”). The questionnaire is completed using a Likert scale (0 = not true; 2 = certainly true). For this study, the scores have been calculated for three indexes summing different combinations of dimensions according to Costa-Ball et al. (2023): (I) Internalizing problems (the sum of the total scores of Emotional and Peer problems dimensions); (II) Externalizing problems (the sum of the total scores of Conduct problems and Hyperactivity dimensions); (III) Prosocial behavior (the total score of this dimension). The reliability levels were α = 0.70 for internalizing problems, α = 0.68 for externalizing problems, and α = 0.67 for prosocial behavior.



2.3 Procedure

A meeting was held with the school leadership teams to inform them of the research process and objectives, inviting them to participate in this study. Written parental consent was then requested. Only adolescents whose parents reported their consent participated in the study. The rest of the students remained in the educational center doing the tasks considered pertinent by their teachers. About the instruments, they were applied anonymously and collectively during school hours. The average time for the administration of both instruments was 15 minutes.

This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of Alicante (UA-2023-03-07).



2.4 Statistical analyzes

Bilateral correlations were calculated between OOP and internalizing and externalizing problems, as well as between OOP and prosocial behavior. The magnitudes of these correlations were interpreted according to Cohen (1988) values: small for values ranging between 0.10 and 0.29; moderate for values between 0.30 and 0.49, and large for values equal to or greater than 0.50.

The total scores for internalizing and externalizing problems and prosocial behavior were dichotomized in adolescents with high scores (equal to or above the 75th percentile) and those with low scores (equal to or below the 25th percentile). Subsequently, a Student's t-test was used to find differences between the mean scores on OOP reported for both groups in the three indexes. Moreover, post hoc tests were conducted to identify the indexes in which significant differences exist with regard to OOP. The effect size was obtained by calculating Cohen (1988) d index to find the magnitude of the differences found. It may be interpreted as follows: values between 0.20 and 0.49, between 0.50 and 0.79, and above 0.80 are small, moderate, and large effect sizes, respectively.

To analyze the predictive capacity of OOP on high levels of internalizing and externalizing problems and prosocial behavior, binary logistic regression was used, following the forward stepwise regression procedure based on the Wald statistic. Predictive ability was estimated using the Odd Ratio (OR) statistic and was interpreted in accordance with the criteria of Berlanga and Vilà-Baños (2014): positive prediction if OR > 1, and negative prediction if OR < 1.

All statistical analyses were performed using the IBM SPSS 22.0.




3 Results


3.1 Correlations and differences in OOP across internalizing, externalizing, and prosocial behavior

Positive and significant correlations with a small magnitude were reported between OOP and internalizing (r = 0.22) and externalizing problems (r = 0.18). The association between OOP and prosocial behavior was also significant, but in a negative sense (r = −0.13). The magnitude of this association was also small.

In Table 2, the data report significant differences in the levels of OOP among adolescents with high scores on internalizing problems and those with low scores. A moderate effect size was found for this difference (d = 0.58).


TABLE 2 Means, standard deviations, and effect sizes for OOP from low and high group scores on internalizing problems.
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Regarding externalizing problems, the data in Table 3 reveal significant differences in the levels of OOP between students with low and high scores. The effect size associated with this difference was small (d = 0.43).


TABLE 3 Means, standard deviations, and effect sizes for OOP from low and high group scores on externalizing problems.
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Table 4 shows that adolescents with low scores on prosocial behavior significantly differed from those with high scores in terms of OOP. The effect size associated with this difference was small (d = 0.26).


TABLE 4 Means, standard deviations, and effect sizes for OOP from low and high group scores on prosocial behavior.
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3.2 Logistic regressions

Table 5 presents the results of the logistic regression analysis for the probability of having high scores on internalizing and externalizing problems and prosocial behavior based on OOP. The proportion of corrected cases was 59.6% for internalizing problems, 58.5% for externalizing problems, and 77.5% for prosocial behavior. Furthermore, Nagelkerke's R2 was 0.11, 0.06, and 0.02, respectively. OOP positively and significantly predicted high scores on internalizing and externalizing problems. Specifically, the probability of having high scores on internalizing and externalizing problems was 11% and 8% higher, respectively, with each point that the OOP scores increased. For its part, OOP negatively and significantly predicted high scores on prosocial behavior. Specifically, the probability of having high prosocial behavior scores was 4% lower for each point that the OOP scores increased.


TABLE 5 Binary logistic regression for the probability of scoring high scores on internalizing and externalizing problems and prosocial behavior as a function of OOP.
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4 Discussion

The purpose of this study was to analyze the differences between students with high and low scores on internalizing and externalizing problems and prosocial behavior based on OOP, as well as to analyze the probability of having high levels on these three indexes according to the OOP scores.

Firstly, with regard to internalizing problems, students with high scores on this index reported higher scores on OOP than students with low scores, and scores on OOP significantly and positively predicted high levels of internalizing problems. Therefore, results supported Hypothesis 1 suggesting that adolescents who develop negative emotions, somatic complaints, and social withdrawal (Merrell, 2008) tend to score higher on OOP. It is possible that teenagers develop these problems after being socially rejected as a result of the high demands that they impose on the people around them. According to the Perfectionism Social Disconnection Model (Hewitt et al., 2006, 2017), perfectionists are motivated to relate to others by the need to be appreciated and accepted by a group, as well as by the need to avoid negative evaluations and rejection. If these needs are not met, adolescents tend to become psychologically and psychically vulnerable (Oros, 2005; Saboonchi and Lundh, 2003). Therefore, it is possible that these children may prefer solitude based on the findings of Chemisquy and Oros (2020), as a self-protection strategy to avoid feeling vulnerable. Consequently, it would be a conscious isolation (Flett and Hewitt, 2020). However, the social withdrawal may be related also with the relentless pursuit of perfection due to it requires high efforts that not all adolescents consider necessary to make. Thus, it would be reasonable for students with levels of OOP to prefer being alone rather than being in class with peers that they do not have similar goals than them.

Regarding externalizing problems, the results also supported Hypothesis 2 since students having high scores on externalizing problems reported higher scores on OOP than students with low scores, and scores on OOP significantly and positively predicted high levels of externalizing problems. Results are aligned with the previous literature that it has analyze the relationship between OOP and externalizing problems in adults (e.g., Stoeber and Hadjivassiliou, 2022; Stoeber, 2015; Stoeber et al., 2017; Visvalingam et al., 2024). In the case of perfectionistic children and adolescents, they would expect their peers to be as thorough, work as hard as they do and follow their orders to get the best grades in class. Therefore, it would be reasonable for them to generate externalizing problems because they do not tolerate others' imperfections, just as they do not accept that their peers do not achieve the set objectives (Vicent et al., 2019a). Perhaps for those reasons, they prefer to work alone instead of in groups (Vicent et al., 2019a). Consequently, it would support Hewitt et al. (2022) position on including in the Perfectionism Social Disconnection Model (Hewitt et al., 2006, 2017), particularly in cases involving children and adolescents.

About prosocial behavior, Hypothesis 3 was confirmed since students with high levels on this index reported lower scores on OOP than their peers with low scores, and scores on OOP significantly and negatively predicted high levels of prosocial behavior. Results are consistent with some literature focused on adults which shows that this perfectionist dimension is negatively and significantly associated with social adjustment variables (Kleszewski and Otto, 2020; Stoeber, 2015, 2014) and that it positively and significantly predicts individualistic orientations and self-interest (see Stoeber, 2015 for details). Although there is limited knowledge regarding how OOP can affect prosocial behavior in children and adolescents', Vicent et al. (2019a) claim that perfectionistic students do not rejoice in the successes of others and would rather have a 7 and be the highest grade in the class than share a 10 with someone else. Thus, other-oriented perfectionists tend to establish individualistic orientations and prioritize their personal interests over collective interests. Therefore, OOP may also be categorized as an antisocial variable (Stoeber, 2015) in adolescents.



5 Limitations

This study has certain limitations. First, it is not possible to compare the results with other studies on children or adolescents since, to the author's knowledge, this is the first work to analyze differences in OOP scores based on internalizing and externalizing problems and prosocial behavior. It is also unique in analyzing the predictive capacity of OOP with respect to having high levels of these factors. Therefore, it would be interesting for future research lines to replicate the study in order to shed light on this perfectionist dimension and how cultural factors may affect its development. Second, the 25th and 75th percentiles were used as a criterion to identify low and high scores on a variable that follows a normal distribution. Despite this method has been employed in educational and psychological settings (e.g., Gonzálvez et al., 2021; Vicent et al., 2019b), it would be recommended to use other types of analysis as the latent profile analysis to extract homogeneous clusters characterized by a common response profile (Schmidt et al., 2021). Third, although self-reports have been widely used to assess perfectionism in youth (Leone and Wade, 2018; Vicent et al., 2019a), other methods should also be used to assess personality traits (McCrae, 2020). Thus, future investigations could design observation guides or standard interviews to assess OOP in children and adolescents to complement self-reporting measures. Finally, longitudinal studies should be carried out to further understand OOP behavior with respect to internalizing and externalizing problems and prosocial behavior during adolescence.



6 Conclusion and practical implications

Despite the limitations, this study offers a novel contribution to the field of personality psychology since it is the first work to clarify the differences in OOP scores between adolescents with high and low scores on internalizing and externalizing problems and prosocial behavior, while also reporting on the predictive capacity of OOP on the same. This study is also relevant given its contribution to knowledge regarding the maladaptive characteristics of OOP in adolescents (Chemisquy and Oros, 2020; Hewitt et al., 2022). On the one hand, it predicts the development of both internalizing and externalizing problems, and, on the other hand, it predicts a lower rate of prosocial behavior. Moreover, given that Curran and Hill (2022) suggest that perfectionism rates in youth are on the rise, due to neoliberalism policies promoting individualism and competitiveness, as well as the growing importance of meritocracy, these results serve to motivate ongoing research on this dimension. Adolescence is a critical period in which experiences can influence neurobiological development and the creation of an individual's personal identity (Oliva, 2004). Therefore, knowing how OOP affects variables of educational interest (i.e., school climate, leadership, or bullying, etc.) may be beneficial to teachers, families, and educational psychologists in the design and implementation of specific interventions to reduce their maladaptive characteristics. Finally, the results suggest the need to introduce cooperative learning in classrooms mainly to promote prosocial behaviors since a good school climate and awareness of how to work in groups are key factors for academic and professional success (Amsalu and Belay, 2024; Guest, 2008). Furthermore, encouraging cooperative learning may reduce the internalizing and externalizing problems resulting from the intolerance of the imperfections of others. However, for effective cooperative learning, teachers must design specific evaluation plans detailing to students the processes and results to be evaluated (e.g., knowledge, competencies, reasoning process, work habits, attitudes and values), the sequence of educational tasks that have to follow, as well as the evaluative procedures (e.g., tests, observation) and the type of evaluation should be clearly defined (diagnostic, formative or summative) to be used (Johnson and Johnson, 2014).
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