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Abstract 

The purpose of the present study was to examine the relationships between multidimensional 
perfectionism, achievement goal orientations, and distal goal setting. Multidimensional perfectionism is 
regarded as consisting of both positive and negative dimensions, and it is seen as a significant 
personality characteristic in individuals in achievement contexts. Achievement goal orientations refer to 
individuals’ generalized tendencies to favour certain types of goals and outcomes in achievement 
settings. Distal goal setting refers to individuals’ long-term goals, which, in the present study, are the 
grade goals that students have set for themselves. The relationship between perfectionism and 
achievement goals, as well as between perfectionism and aspiration level has been detected in previous 
studies. However, there has not been any previous studies concerning the relationship between 
multidimensional perfectionism and achievement goal orientations, which both play an important role 
in the adoption of goals and the interpretation of achievement contexts. Thus, the assumption in the 
present study is that perfectionistic characteristics in students have an effect on the adoption of 
achievement goal orientations, distal goals, and also on the revision of those goals. 
The participants in the present study were 156 first-year students (aged 16–17 years) from a general 
upper secondary school in a small southwestern town in Finland. The students completed two 
questionnaires: the first in the beginning of each course and the second during the courses. By using 
TwoStep cluster analysis, three distinct perfectionism profiles (i.e., adaptive, maladaptive, and non-
perfectionists) were extracted. The between-group differences on the achievement goal orientations, 
goal setting, and goal revision were examined through a series of univariate analyses of (co)variance 
based on the perfectionism profile membership.  
As expected, the adaptive perfectionists were prone to adopt mastery-intrinsic, mastery-extrinsic, and 
performance-approach achievement goal orientations. In contrast, the maladaptive perfectionists 
highlighted performance-avoidance and avoidance goal orientations, while the non-perfectionists did 
not highlight any of the orientations. The adaptive perfectionists had the highest aspiration level and 
they also lowered their grade goals the least. The findings suggest that students’ perfectionistic 
characteristics have an influence on their achievement goal orientations, goal setting, and goal revision. 
The maladaptive and non-perfectionists are at the highest risk of adopting low aspiration levels, 
maladaptive achievement goal orientations, and have the tendency to revise their goals downwards. It 
might be useful to take this into consideration at schools and in teaching, and to consider, if counselling 
needs to be given to those students. 
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Tiivistelmä 

Tutkimuksen tavoitteena oli tarkastella moniulotteisen perfektionismin, tavoite-orientaatioiden ja 
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tarkoitetaan yksilöiden lähitulevaisuuteen liittyviä tavoitteita, ja tässä tutkimuksessa ne ovat oppilaiden 
itselleen asettamia arvosanatavoitteita. Aiemmissa tutkimuksissa on löydetty yhteys perfektionismin ja 
suoritustavoitteiden välillä sekä perfektionismin ja saavutustason välillä, mutta aiemmin ei ole 
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sekä sitä, miten he uudelleenarvioivat näitä tavoitteita. 
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jaettiin kolmeen perfektionismi-ryhmään (adaptiivisiin, maladaptiivisiin ja ei-perfektionistheihin). 
Profiilien välisiä eroja tavoiteorientaatioissa, tavoitteen asettamisessa ja tavoitteiden uudelleen 
arvioinnissa tutkittiin erilaisten varianssianalyysien avulla.  
Oletusten mukaisesti adaptiiviset perfektionistit omaksuivat oppimis- ja saavutusorientaation sekä 
suoritus-lähestymisorientaation. Maladaptiiviset perfektionistit taas korostivat suoritus-välttä-
misorientaatiota sekä välttämisorientaatiota. Ei-perfektionistit eivät korostaneet yhtäkään orientaatiota. 
Adaptiivisilla perfektionisteilla oli korkein tavoitetaso ja he myös alensivat arvosanatavoitteitaan muita 
ryhmiä vähemmän. Näiden tutkimustulosten valossa voidaan todeta, että oppilaiden perfektionistisilla 
piirteillä on yhteys heidän tavoiteorientaatioihinsa, tavoitteen asettamiseen sekä tavoitteiden uudelleen 
arviointiin. Maladaptiivisilla ja ei-perfektionisteilla on suurin riski omaksua matalia tavoitetasoja sekä 
haitallisia tavoiteorientaatioita, ja heillä on myös selkeä taipumus alentaa tavoitteitaan. Edellä mainitut 
tulokset olisi hyvä ottaa huomioon koulujen toiminnassa ja opetuksessa, ja pohtia, tulisiko etenkin 
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1 Introduction 
 
There has been a wide range of studies regarding the motivation of students when it comes 

to learning and achievement in a school setting. The present study approaches achievement 

motivation as a multidimensional cognitive-affective psychological system, which refers to 

students’ desire or willingness to engage in, persist at, or work towards achieving academic 

tasks or to account for goal-directed behaviour (Wolters & Mueller, 2010). Achievement 

motivation is observed at the goal level, which draws individuals towards action 

(Covington, 2000; Pintrich, 2000). Finding out what lays behind students’ choices, goals, 

effort, persistence, and satisfaction in achievement situations remains yet unfinished. The 

links between individual differences in personality, motivational characteristics, and the 

adoption of goals has long been recognized in studies in the psychological field (e.g., 

Wong & Csikszentmihalyi, 1991). The explanation for this is the fact that students 

approach academical endeavours with different mindsets. There are two psychological 

constructs that have become instrumental frameworks for understanding the way students 

perceive and meet their demands and goals, and how they interpret their environments. 

These constructs are perfectionism and achievement goal orientations, which have been 

studied quite independently of each other (Hanchon, 2010).  

 

Hence, the purpose of this study is to investigate the relationships between perfectionism, 

achievement goal orientations, and distal goal setting in school-related achievement 

situations. Perfectionism is a characteristic that makes individuals different when it comes 

to setting the bar for success and feeling satisfied in one’s performance in school-related 

contexts. In the present study, perfectionism is regarded as multidimensional, meaning that 

it has both adaptive (i.e., positive) and maladaptive (i.e., negative) dimensions and aspects 

(Slaney & Johnson, 1992). It has been shown in several theories and studies (e.g., 

Hamachek, 1978; Frost, Marten, Lahart & Rosenblate, 1990; Hewitt & Flett 1991; Rice, 

Richardson & Tueller, 2014) that the multidimensional perspective of perfectionism 

constitutes of adaptive perfectionists, maladaptive perfectionists, and non-perfectionists. In 

achievement-related tasks the fundamental difference between these groups is in the 

manner by which each group orients themselves prior to engaging a task (Hanchon, 2010). 

Adaptive perfectionists approach tasks with confidence in their own abilities and expect 

improvement in their skills. In contrast, maladaptive perfectionists are prone to task 

avoidance, because they have worries about perceived deficiencies and they also doubt 

their own competence. Both groups have high personal standards, but the major difference 
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is in the manner they meet the success in a task: adaptive perfectionists are able to derive 

pleasure from their accomplishments, while maladaptive perfectionists are not able to do 

so, because they are seemingly never good enough. In contrast, non-perfectionists do not 

set exceedingly high personal standards for themselves and, therefore, lack the worry about 

meeting those high standards.  

 

Because students have different perfectionism profiles and, therefore, differ in the way 

they perceive achievement related situations, they are prone to set different types of goals 

for themselves. Consequently, the focus of this study is in the different perfectionists’ 

achievement goal orientations and goal setting in school-related achievement situations. 

The Goal–Setting Theory (GST) (Latham & Locke, 1990) has been widely used in 

organisations to improve employees’ performance and learning. The main idea of the GST 

is that setting a specific goal will enhance the performance on a task. The goal can be 

either proximal, that is, focusing on a task at hand, or distal, in other words, a more long-

term goal, which in this study are operationalized as the grade goals the students set for 

themselves. Thus, in the present study, the theory will be used to the purpose of sorting out 

the different goals that students with different perfectionism profiles might have. The GST 

is also a theory of motivation (i.e., almost all of the tasks in the studies have required 

persistence, effort, or choice) and can, therefore, shed more light on the motivation of 

perfectionists (Seijts & Latham, 2001). To my knowledge, there have been only few 

studies about the relationship between multidimensional perfectionism and goal setting, 

and, therefore, the present study fills a gap in the empirical research field. 

 

It is possible for an individual to pursue multiple goals on multiple tasks, as well as to act 

according to goal priority (Locke & Latham, 2005). In fact, having both learning, as well 

as performance goals on the same task can actually be effective and enhance task 

performance (Masuda et al., 2015). This leads us to achievement goal orientations, which 

bring together the various achievement goals individuals may have in performance 

situations. The research of perfectionism and achievement motivation has been based on 

two different approaches to the study of achievement motivation: Self–Determination 

Theory (SDT) (Ryan & Deci, 2009) and Achievement Goal Theory (AGT) (Elliot & 

McGregor, 2001; Elliot, 2005). Both theories seek to explain students’ need for 

achievement (Fletcher & Speirs-Neumeister, 2012). AGT focuses on the intersection 

between how students evaluate their performance, in other words, relative to others or to 
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oneself, and also to the strength of a desired outcome, which is known as valence.  

A positive valence refers to a desire for a positive outcome, and a negative valence to 

avoiding a negative outcome. In contrast, SDT research focuses on intrinsic and extrinsic 

motivation, and on students’ autonomous, as well as controlled behavioural regulation.  

 

In the present study, the Achievement Goal Orientations perspective (AGO) (Niemivirta, 

2002) will be applied, because it provides the most extensive outlook to the various 

orientations individuals may have in achievement settings. This perspective presents five 

types of achievement goal orientations: the mastery-intrinsic, mastery-extrinsic, 

performance-approach, performance-avoidance, and avoidance orientations concerning 

task, performance, and learning related situations (Niemivirta, 2002). These achievement 

goal orientations are bound together with perfectionistic characteristics, because students’ 

personalities have a clear effect on the manner they set achievement goals for themselves. 

It has been shown in several previous studies that adaptive perfectionism was positively 

related to mastery-approach and performance-approach goals, whereas maladaptive 

perfectionism was positively related to performance-approach and performance-avoidance 

goals (e.g., Speirs-Neumeister & Finch, 2006; Verner-Filion & Gaudreau, 2010; Eum & 

Rice, 2011). 

  

As noted earlier, there have been previous studies about the relationship between 

perfectionism and achievement goals, and recent research also indicates that perfectionism 

has an impact on students’ achievement motivation (Fletcher & Speirs-Neumeister, 2012). 

However, there is a great need for more studies that broaden this view by taking 

achievement goal orientations into account. Thus, the present study contributes to the 

gradually growing field of perfectionism and achievement goal orientation research. To my 

knowledge, the present study is the first that utilizes the recently developed instrument, the 

Short Almost Perfect Scale (SAPS) (Rice, Richardson & Tueller, 2014), to study the 

different dimensions of perfectionism together with the Achievement Goal Orientation 

instrument (Niemivirta, 2002) to study the achievement goal orientations. These relatively 

new instruments may further enlighten the relationship between perfectionistic 

characteristics and the impact they have on young individuals’ goals in achievement 

situations and, therefore, the need for the present study is evident.  
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Since there are maladaptive features in both perfectionism and achievement goal 

orientations, it is possible that the maladaptive goal choices accumulate to students with 

maladaptive perfectionistic characteristics. Therefore, these students are at a very high risk 

of disengaging from education. Thus, the present study can contribute to the understanding 

of how these kinds of maladaptive patterns may emerge and how it could be prevented at 

school and in other learning or achievement contexts. In addition, the present study may 

increase knowledge about the adaptive dimension of perfectionism and its benefits in 

achievement situations. This study may also shed more light into the meaning of 

perfectionistic characteristics in school, because the present study also focuses on students’ 

distal goals and the revision of those goals, which also has not been previously done with 

the new perfectionism instrument. 

 

2 Perfectionism 
 

2.1 Definitions of perfectionism 
 

The research of perfectionism was dominated for decades by the idea that perfectionism is 

a negative characteristic in humans and that it is always closely associated with 

psychopathology (e.g., Horney, 1951). Even in the 1980’s there was a clear, 

unidimensional view about perfectionism: it was a neurotic and dysfunctional 

characteristic, which made it impossible for perfectionists to feel satisfaction and pride 

over their accomplishments (Stoeber & Otto, 2006). Researchers believed that 

perfectionists were doomed to feel frustrated, because they seldom or never meet their 

unrealistically high standards (Pacht, 1984). Empirical findings supported this 

unidimensional view, because studies about perfectionism were usually conducted 

concerning its connections to eating disorders, anxiety, and obsessive-compulsive disorder 

(for a comprehensive review, see Goldner, Cockell & Srikameswaran, 2002; Frost & 

Marten, 2002). There were also multiple studies concerning perfectionisms connection to 

suicide in gifted adolescents (see Blatt, 1995, for a review). 

 

Hamachek was one of the first researchers to suggest that it is possible to distinguish two 

forms of perfectionism: in addition to the familiar negative form of perfectionism labelled 

“neurotic perfectionism” there could also be a positive form called “normal perfectionism” 

(Hamachek 1978, according to Hewitt & Flett, 2002). Normal perfectionism was defined 

as striving for realistic standards that leads to a sense of self-satisfaction and good self-
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esteem, while neurotic perfectionism meant striving for excessively high standards and its 

motivators were fear of failure and concern about disappointing other people. In normal 

perfectionism, the high standards served as healthy motivators for performance, and self-

esteem remained intact if those standards were not met. In contrast, in neurotic 

perfectionism even when the high standards were met, self-esteem remained fragile and 

low (Rice, Bair, Castro, Cohen & Hood, 2003). 

 

In the beginning of 1990’s it was demonstrated that the nature of perfectionism is in fact 

multidimensional, meaning that it has both personal and interpersonal aspects. Two 

multidimensional perfectionism scales, which were able to capture the construct in all its 

facets, were developed (Frost, Marten, Lahart & Rosenblate, 1990; Hewitt & Flett, 1991). 

The first scale, Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (FMPS), focused on the 

manifestation of perfectionism through the dimensions or facets of perfectionism, which 

were essential when defining perfectionism: Personal standards, Organization, Concern 

over mistakes, Doubts about actions, Parental criticism, and Parental expectations (Frost et 

al., 1990). The results from this instrument suggested that perfectionists have high 

standards, they value order and organization, they try to avoid making mistakes, and they 

are also very influenced by parental criticism. However, the utility of Organization and the 

two Parental subscales were questioned (Frost, Heimberg, Holt, Mattia & Neubauer, 1993) 

and, therefore, these subscales have been rarely used in research on perfectionism and 

achievement motivation (Fletcher & Speirs-Neumeister, 2012).  

 

In contrast, the second Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (MPS) focused on the origin 

of perfectionism and determined three different types of perfectionism, which also 

included interpersonal aspects: Self-oriented perfectionism, in other words, those holding 

unrealistic expectations of themselves, Socially prescribed perfectionism, in other words, 

those perceiving that others have unrealistic expectations of them, despite the accuracy of 

these perceptions, and Other-oriented perfectionism, in other words, those holding 

unrealistic expectations for other people (Hewitt & Flett, 1991). According to the results 

from this scale, perfectionists either see their high standards as self-imposed or as imposed 

by others and they may also have high expectations of others (Hewitt & Flett, 1991; 

Stoeber & Otto, 2006). However, to my knowledge, there have not been any studies about 

the relationship between Other-oriented perfectionism and achievement motivation 

(Fletcher & Speirs-Neumeister, 2012). 
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In addition to the previously introduced multidimensional perfectionism scales, which 

measured primarily the negative psychological concerns related to perfectionism, one 

competing scale was developed in order to further emphasize the potentially positive 

components of perfectionism. The Almost Perfect Scale (APS) (Slaney & Johnson, 1992) 

was experimented in a study of over 1 400 participants. The APS had four factors: 

Standards and order, Anxiety, Interpersonal and counselling relationship, and 

Procrastination (Slaney, Rice & Ashby, 2002). The APS scores were compared for self-

rated perfectionists and non-perfectionists (Johnson & Slaney, 1996). The results indicated 

that perfectionists had significantly higher Order and Standards, as well as Anxiety scores 

than non-perfectionists. However, non-perfectionists had significantly higher 

Procrastination scores than perfectionists and the groups did not differ on their 

Relationship scores (Slaney et al., 2002). This result was not in line with the earlier 

perfectionism literature, which suggested that perfectionists often have problems with 

relationships and procrastination. Two groups of people who reported their perfectionism 

either as problematic or not problematic were also compared with the APS (Johnson & 

Slaney, 1996). The results indicated that having High standards and being Orderly were 

not necessarily problematic as opposed to having high scores on the Anxiety and 

Procrastination subscales. These results also gave more evidence for the positive and 

negative dimensions of perfectionism. This view of perfectionism is adopted in the present 

study. 

 

Because the literature on perfectionism was primarily based on a biased sample of 

perfectionists in treatment, a negative perception of perfectionism has greatly influenced 

the empirical attempts to measure perfectionism (Slaney, Ashby & Trippi, 1995). The 

aforementioned studies were conducted by quantitative methods and the only central 

dimension of perfectionism, which the researchers agreed on, was the possession of high 

personal standards. To my knowledge, there are only three studies that have investigated 

perfectionism with qualitative methods (Slaney & Ashby, 1996; Slaney, Chadha, Mobley 

& Kennedy, 2000; Rice et al., 2003). These studies have broadened the field of 

perfectionism research by including perfectionists’ own views about the core features of 

perfectionism in the definition of perfectionism. By exploring perfectionism from the point 

of view of perfectionists themselves, it was possible to gain such information that the 

previous studies might lack.  
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The results from the qualitative studies (Slaney & Ashby, 1996; Slaney et al., 2000; Rice et 

al., 2003) indicated that having high standards of achievement and performance forms the 

essence of perfectionism. A sense of order along with the high standards is also central to 

perfectionism. Distress was also seen as a central feature of perfectionism, but mostly the 

participants described their perfectionism as positive and did not want to give it up. 

Distress and high standards have frequently emerged also in previous studies and reviews 

on perfectionism (Frost et al., 1990; Hewitt & Flett, 1991; Slaney et al., 2002), indicating 

that these results from the qualitative studies were in line with the results from the previous 

quantitative studies. Neatness, spending a lot of time on completing tasks at school or 

work, and a good chance at completing tasks efficiently were also mentioned as important 

features of perfectionism. However, there were also opinions about perfectionism leading 

the person to be paradoxically counterproductive, because perfectionists may actually work 

harder than necessary and, hence, waste time being preoccupied with perfection. This may 

also lead to limited options for thinking and being inflexible. Being industrious was also a 

central theme when defining perfectionism, and seen as closely associated with goal setting 

and being goal-directed. Perfectionists were expected to achieve, for example, good grades 

and be recognized by others. It has been suggested that achievement may be a byproduct of 

perfectionism, because it may be a goal instead of an internal motivational component 

(Rice et al., 2003). However, in the present study, striving to achieve one’s high standards 

is seen as a core motivational component of perfectionism. 

 

Today there is a mutual understanding among researchers about the fact that two forms of 

perfectionism can actually be distinguished. Even though researchers have named these 

two forms differently, the main idea is clear: perfectionism does not have to be only a 

negative personal characteristic. There is still a debate about whether or not perfectionism 

can also have positive effects on human behaviour, which means that there is not a 

consensus about perfectionism being labelled as adaptive, positive or healthy. Still, it is 

possible to name two basic dimensions of perfectionism: perfectionistic strivings and 

perfectionistic concerns. There is now a great amount of evidence in favour of the position 

that the former dimension of perfectionism is associated with positive characteristics (Frost 

et al., 1990; Hewitt & Flett, 1991; Slaney & Johnson, 1992). It is also clear that for some 

people perfectionism is a core dimension of their identity and can, therefore, be seen as a 

personality orientation or characteristic (Flett & Hewitt, 2002). 
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2.2 Perfectionism as a multidimensional construct 
 
In addition to the different combinations of facets of perfectionism, the explanation for the 

different opinions and conceptualizations of perfectionism and its nature was the fact that 

researchers have used two different approaches to study perfectionism: others have used a 

dimensional approach and others a group-based approach (Stoeber & Otto, 2006). There 

were two independent dimensions of perfectionism in the dimensional approach called 

perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns. The former was hypothesized to be 

associated with positive characteristics and the latter with negative characteristics of 

perfectionism. In the group-based approach, the facets of perfectionism were combined to 

form two groups, the healthy and the unhealthy perfectionists, and these groups were also 

hypothesized to be associated with positive and negative characteristics.  

 

There have been varying results in different studies about these forms being associated 

with both negative and positive characteristics (Frost et al., 1993; Stoeber & Otto, 2006). 

Yet, there is an extensive agreement among researchers about the core facets that define 

the two forms of perfectionism, and these are derived from the previously introduced 

perfectionism instruments. High personal standards and self-oriented perfectionism form 

the positive perfectionistic striving dimension, whereas concerns over mistakes, doubts 

about actions, socially prescribed perfectionism, and perceived discrepancy between actual 

achievements and high expectations form the negative evaluation concerns dimension. 

When these dimensions were correlated with measures of well-being, it emerged that the 

positive perfectionistic striving was related to positive characteristics, and the healthy 

perfectionists showed higher levels of positive characteristics when compared to unhealthy 

perfectionists and non-perfectionists.  

 

With these two basic dimensions of perfectionism it was possible to form a common 

conceptual framework, which combined the dimensional and group-based approaches: 

perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns were distinguished and used to 

differentiate between groups of healthy, in other words, adaptive, unhealthy, in other 

words, maladaptive, and non-perfectionists (Stoeber & Otto, 2006). In this framework, the 

adaptive perfectionists can be defined as individuals with high levels of perfectionistic 

strivings and low levels of perfectionistic concerns. In contrast, the maladaptive 

perfectionists are individuals who have high levels of perfectionistic strivings, as well as 

high levels of perfectionistic concerns. The non-perfectionists can be distinguished as 
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individuals who have low levels of perfectionistic strivings. The present study follows the 

idea of this framework. 

 
The previously introduced Multidimensional Perfectionism Scales from Frost et al. (1990), 

Hewitt and Flett (1991), and Slaney and Johnson (1992) seemed to be measuring the 

causes of perfectionism (Slaney, Rice, Mobley, Trippi & Ashby, 2001). In other words, 

these scales measured such subscales, which could be the results of being perfectionistic 

rather than tried to find out the essential nature of the construct. Thus, there was a need for 

more precise definition for perfectionism, especially for the negative aspect of it. 

Therefore, the Almost Perfect Scale was further developed and revised (Slaney et al., 

2001). New items were added to the scale to measure the new Standards and Discrepancy 

dimensions of perfectionism and a series of conservative data analysis steps were 

conducted to deliminate the most psychometrically sound items. Finally, there were twelve 

items as indicators of the Discrepancy factor, seven items indicating the High standards 

factor and four items indicating the Order factor. 

 

These results (Slaney et al., 2001) indicate that the new, Almost Perfect Scale – Revised 

(APS-R), rightfully consists of three measurement factors of perfectionism: High 

Standards, which refers to perfectionistic strivings and high personal performance 

expectations, Order, which refers to preference for organization, and Discrepancy, which 

refers to perfectionistic concerns, and the perceived gap between personal standards and 

one’s evaluation of having met those standards. The results of the subscale scores also 

demonstrated that the conceptualization of perfectionism as consisting of both positive and 

negative dimensions was accurate and that these dimensions were also virtually 

independent. Moreover, the new APS-R factors correlated, as expected, with potential 

outcomes of perfectionism. Hence, the results indicated that the High standards subscale 

was positive; it had positive relationship with grade point average (GPA) and self-esteem, 

and, thus, may be positively associated with achievement (Slaney et al., 2001). On the 

contrary, the Discrepancy subscale had negative relationships with GPA and self-esteem, 

which suggests that it was positively related to negative adjustment and negatively related 

to measures of achievement. Finally, the APS-R seemed to provide an adequate measure of 

perfectionism: its subscales addressed the two-dimensional structure, which is also found 

in previous research, the subscales resembled the commonly used definitions of 

perfectionism, and, most importantly, the empirical results suggested that the subscales 

were reliable and rational. The APS-R appears to have found the unique dimensions of 
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perfectionism and predict relevant adaptive and maladaptive psychological and 

achievement outcomes (Slaney, Rice & Ashby, 2002). Therefore, this line of research is 

adopted at the present study. 

 

In other previous studies utilizing the APS-R, it has been found that the Standards subscale 

was positively and significantly related to academic confidence and family support, while 

the Discrepancy subscale was negatively and significantly related to these coping resources 

(Nounopoulos, Ashby & Gilman, 2006). In addition, it has been detected that peer 

acceptance as a coping resource was positively and significantly correlated with having 

High standards, but not with Discrepancy. Moreover, it has been found that students’ 

personal Standards were significant predictors of academic achievement and achievement 

motivation. Analyses have shown that as students’ personal Standards increased, their 

levels of depression decreased and self-esteem increased. Furthermore, when students 

experienced a Discrepancy between their personal standards and actual performance, their 

depression levels increased and self-esteem decreased (Accordino, Accordino & Slaney, 

2000).  

It has also been detected in multiple studies that endorsing High standards was positively 

and significantly associated with GPA, while Discrepancy had a negative, significant 

association with GPA (e.g., Accordino et al., 2000). In contrast, maintaining a high 

Discrepancy between established standards and perceived performance significantly 

contributed to diminished academic confidence, which in turn appeared to contribute to 

less than optimal achievement, while maintaining high Standards was strongly related to 

academic confidence and subsequent GPA (Gilman & Ashby, 2003). Furthermore, it has 

been demonstrated that the Discrepancy subscale was significantly and positively 

correlated with anxiety and depression, and negatively correlated with self-esteem (Wang, 

Slaney & Rice, 2007). In a longitudinal study conducted throughout a semester (Rice, 

Richardson & Clark, 2012), it has been found that perfectionism was strongly related to 

psychological distress, as well as modestly correlated with procrastination. Perfectionism 

was also found to remain highly stable, which lends some support to considering 

perfectionism as a dispositional characteristic in personality. 

In the development of an empirical basis for identifying individuals who might reasonably 

be classified as adaptive, maladaptive, or non-perfectionists, two studies were conducted 

with the APS-R (Slaney et al., 1996) and, in both studies, three groups that fit the 
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classifications were found (Rice & Slaney, 2002). In those studies, the maladaptive 

perfectionists differed from the adaptive perfectionists on the basis of their higher 

Discrepancy subscale scores. In contrast, the non-perfectionists had lower High standards 

and Order subscale scores, whereas their Discrepancy scores were in between the scores of 

the adaptive and maladaptive perfectionists. The results indicated that the maladaptive 

perfectionists had higher scores on the negative psychological dimensions, while the 

adaptive perfectionists had higher scores on positive affect and self-esteem.  

The present study utilizes the short form of the aforementioned APS-R. The Short Almost 

Perfect Scale (SAPS) (Rice et al., 2014) consists only of four items depicting the 

Discrepancy dimension of perfectionism and four items depicting the Standards dimension 

of perfectionism. These eight items were retained in the SAPS, because they provided a 

good fit for the data and had very clear and understandable meanings. Rice and collegues 

(2014) followed Stoeber and Otto’s (2006) advice about disregarding the Order dimension 

from their scale, because it had not emerged as a core dimension of perfectionism and, 

hence, it is not utilized in the present study either. Numerous previous studies utilizing the 

APS-R have as well relied only on the Discrepancy and High standards subscales to 

classify perfectionists (e.g., Martin & Ashby, 2004; Rice & Ashby, 2007). The 

differentiation of the three classes of perfectionism, in other words, adaptive perfectionists, 

maladaptive perfectionists, and non-perfectionists, was made in the first study of SAPS 

with factor mixture modelling and according to participants’ levels of Standards and 

Discrepancy. The study results supported the previously found three-cluster solution (Rice 

& Slaney, 2002) and the convergent, discriminant, and criterion-related validity of the 

SAPS have been verified based on the SAPS score associations with other indicators of 

perfectionism and with other constructs such as conscientiousness, emotion regulation, and 

neuroticism (Rice et al, 2014). 

 

Hence, in the present study, perfectionism is captured by items measuring the Standards 

dimension of perfectionism, which consist of individual performance expectations or 

perfectionistic strivings and implicates adaptive perfectionism, as well as with items 

measuring the Discrepancy dimension of perfectionism, which consists of individual 

perfectionistic self-criticism or negative perfectionistic concerns and indicates maladaptive 

perfectionism (Rice et al., 2014). This view is contradictory to Hewitt and Flett’s (1991) 

construct of perfectionism, because it does not have expectations for others: it only focuses 

on the individuals’ strivings and conceptions about achievement. In the present study, the 
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students are classified as adaptive, maladaptive, and non-perfectionists, following the 

examples of previous studies (e.g., Rice & Slaney, 2002; Grzegorek, Slaney, Franze & 

Rice, 2004). As noted earlier, perfectionism is seen as a relatively stable personality 

construct in the present study. However, this concerns only the striving for high standards, 

whereas discrepancies are seen as fluctuating substantially as an ongoing function of 

performance feedback and life experiences (Hewitt & Flett, 2002). 

 

Multiple studies have been made concerning the difference between adaptive and 

maladaptive perfectionism (Slaney et al., 2002). Important distinctions about the way 

perfectionists use their perfectionism have been made in these studies. The people 

classified as adaptive perfectionists experienced less distress related to their perfectionistic 

characteristics than the people classified as maladaptive perfectionists. The explanation for 

this is the fact that adaptive perfectionists are striving for their high standards and by doing 

so they are possibly striving for superiority, which is a sign of mental health instead of 

some other negative psychological state (Adler 1956, according to Slaney et al., 2002). 

Adaptive perfectionists have also described their perfectionism as stressful, but still they 

felt that it is related to achievement and success, which makes it a positive personality 

characteristic. In contrast, maladaptive perfectionists may pursue high standards, because 

they wish to avoid feelings of inferiority. The motive behind their actions may, therefore, 

be outdoing others and gaining acceptance through success (Slaney et al., 2002). 

Furthermore, maladaptive perfectionism was actually more strongly associated with 

students’ perceived poor academic performance, which means that their satisfaction with 

grades is not necessarily in line with their actual performance (Grzegorek et al., 2004). On 

the contrary, the positive association between adaptive perfectionism and both perceived 

and actual performance seemed more consistent (Rice & Ashby, 2007). 

 

It has been found in previous studies utilizing the APS-R and the three-class solution that 

young individuals reporting adaptive perfectionistic tendencies reported significantly 

higher GPAs than did youth reporting maladaptive tendencies (Gilman & Ashby, 2003). 

Interestingly, the prediction of GPA was fully mediated by the level of confidence that 

adaptive and maladaptive perfectionists placed in their academic skills. It has been also 

detected that maladaptive perfectionists had higher scores on self-criticism than did 

adaptive perfectionists. The non-perfectionists had self-criticism scores that fell between 

the scores of the two perfectionism groups. Maladaptive perfectionists rated themselves as 
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significantly less satisfied with their GPA than did adaptive perfectionists. (Grzegorek et 

al., 2004.) In previous studies, adaptive perfectionists have also reported significantly 

higher satisfaction across many life domains than maladaptive perfectionists and non-

perfectionists (Gilman, Ashby, Sverko, Florell & Varjas, 2005). It has also been found that 

adaptive perfectionists reported higher scores on self-esteem and lower scores on 

depression and anxiety (Wang et al., 2007). In contrast, maladaptive perfectionists had 

lower scores on self-esteem and higher scores on trait anxiety and depression. The non-

perfectionists’ scores were between the two groups of perfectionists for most of the 

aforementioned constructs. Previous results also indicated a relatively healthy pattern of 

broader personality characteristics for adaptive perfectionists, because those students were 

found to be more likely extroverted and conscientious, as well as to possess good affect 

management, and be relatively more free of neurotic distress than maladaptive and non-

perfectionists (Rice, Ashby & Slaney, 2007). 

In the resent years, there have also been studies that implicate a need for four different 

perfectionism profiles. At least two of these studies have been made with the APS-R 

(Wang et al., 2007; Sironic & Reeve, 2012) and in addition to the adaptive, maladaptive, 

and non-perfectionists the results from these studies indicated a fourth group in which the 

students have low scores on the High standards subscale and higher scores on the 

Discrepancy subscale. Moreover, in one other study conducted with the APS-R, in which 

the four-group solution was explored, the results indicated adaptive, maladaptive, and two 

non-perfectionism groups (Rice, Ashby & Gilman, 2011). However, the researchers came 

to the conclusion that the three-cluster solution is more parsimonious and, hence, more 

preferred in future studies attempting to differentiate perfectionists. In another study, in 

which the four-group solution was explored with short forms of the previously introduced 

multidimensional perfectionism scales (Frost et al., 1990; Hewitt & Flett, 1991), the results 

indicated four distinct subtypes of dispositional perfectionism and supported the four 

hypothesis of this model (Gaudreau & Thompson, 2010). Because the 2 x 2 model of 

perfectionism has received criticism (e.g., Stoeber, 2012), for example, about it having 

unnecessary and contradictory hypotheses and the interpretation of statistically non-

significant results, it will not be used in the present study. 

The dimensions or components of perfectionism are usually seen as pervasive and static 

personality characteristics (Slaney et al., 2002). As noted earlier, discrepancies are, 

however, seen as more malleable than striving for high achievement. The core feature of 
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perfectionism is seen as endorsing high personal standards or expectations (Lo & Abbot, 

2013). Because the present study is conducted in an upper secondary school, it is likely 

that the participants include a high proportion of high-achieving students and this produces 

higher proportions of perfectionists. In addition, the previous interview studies indicate 

that the typical areas in which participants’ Standards, Discrepancy, and Order have the 

greatest relevance are academic and career situations (Slaney et al., 2002). Other previous 

studies have found as well that the nature and correlates of perfectionism vary across life 

domains (e.g., Mitchelson & Burns, 1998). Consequently, as the present study is conducted 

in an upper secondary school, the dimensions of perfectionism are strongly related to 

school context and achievement situations. Because the examinees are studied in this 

particular setting, it may produce or augment certain components of perfectionism, such as 

having high standards for achievement. This brings us to the achievement goal 

orientations. 

 
3 Achievement goal orientations 
 

In the research on goals and goal orientations, there are three different perspectives on 

goals based on a different level of analysis of the goal construct: 1) the most task-specific 

perspective, described more detailed in the next chapter, is represented by the social 

cognitive research on people’s goals regarding a particular task or a problem, which are 

also known as target goals (e.g., Locke & Latham, 1990; Bandura, 1997), 2) the more 

general level of goals that goes beyond the target goal and focuses also on the reasons why 

an individual is motivated to pursue these goals (Ford, 1992, according to Pintrich, 2000), 

and 3) the final perspective on goals focuses on achievement goals and thereby reflects an 

intermediate level between the specific target goal and the more global goal content 

approach (Pintrich, 2000).  

 

The final perspective is utilized in the present study, because it offers the opportunity to 

study the purposes and motivations behind the behaviour of pursuing an achievement task, 

which in this study is operationalized in terms of academic achievement at a language 

course at school. The term goal orientation goes beyond the idea that achievement goals 

are just simple target goals; it represents individual’s general orientation to the task, as well 

as the criteria one utilizes to evaluate one’s competence or success at a task (Pintrich, 

2000). Thus, achievement goal constructs include a number of related beliefs about 

individual’s competence, ability, effort, errors, standards, and purposes. The integrated 
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nature of these beliefs provides the theoretical utility and power of the achievement goal 

constructs, which were developed especially to explain achievement motivation and 

behaviour. 

 

There have been several theories concerning the achievement goals (e.g., A 2 x 2 

achievement goal framework: Elliot & McGregor, 2001; A 3 x 2 achievement goal model: 

Elliot, Murayama & Pekrun, 2011), but in this study the Achievement Goal Orientation 

perspective (AGO) (Niemivirta, 2002) will be applied. This empirical framework is quite 

comprehensive, because it utilizes the previously detected achievement goal constructs: 

mastery goals, which represent goals that orient to focus on the task in terms of mastering, 

increasing one’s competence, and learning (Dweck, 1986), as well as performance goals, 

which represent goals that orient to focus on the self, ability, or performance relative to 

others (Nicholls, 1984). It has been shown in several previous studies that mastery goals 

lead to the use of deep-level, strategic-processing of information, persistence, and effort, 

which again leads to increased school achievement. In contrast, performance (avoidance) 

goals lead to superficial, rote-level information processing and disorganizing tendencies, 

such as self-handicapping, which in turn have a stultifying influence on achievement 

(Covington, 2000; Urdan, 2010; Senko, Hulleman & Harackiewicz, 2011). This can be 

explained by the fact that the students who are pursuing mastery goals have a tendency to 

consider ability as a malleable attribute, meaning that ability is something that can be 

developed by increasing one’s effort (Dweck, 1986). Consequently, these students should 

enjoy challenges and respond resiliently to adversity. In contrast, the students pursuing 

performance goals tend to see ability as a fixed attribute and, therefore, those who believe 

their ability is high should respond similarly to challenges as the previously described 

students, while unfortunately those who lack this mindset and self-confidence avoid 

challenges and respond helplessly to adversity (Dweck, 1986).  

 

The AGO perspective (Niemivirta, 2002) also utilizes the previously detected distinction 

between approach and avoidance motivations, in other words, either seeking a desirable 

outcome or avoiding an undesirable outcome (Elliot & Harakiewicz, 1996; Elliot & 

Church, 1997; Pintrich, 2000). The AGO broadens the achievement goal framework by 

introducing the orientation feature and, thus, five new achievement goal orientations. The 

AGO perspective has been used as a person-centered instrument for studying students’ 

general achievement goal orientations and its validity has been verified in several previous 
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studies (e.g., Tuominen-Soini, Salmela-Aro & Niemivirta, 2008; Tuominen-Soini, 

Salmela-Aro & Niemivirta, 2011). In the present study, achievement goal orientations refer 

to individuals’ personal dispositions that have an effect on the selection of students’ goals 

in achievement contexts. In other words, goal orientation expresses individual’s preference 

for particular classes of desired end-states (Niemivirta, 2002). This quite stable tendency to 

favour particular type of goals, outcomes or consequences differentiates one individual 

from another in achievement settings. 

 

In the present study, achievement goal orientations are divided as follows: mastery-

intrinsic (previously learning orientation), mastery-extrinsic (previously achievement 

orientation), performance-approach, performance-avoidance, and avoidance orientation 

(Niemivirta, 2002). The mastery-intrinsic orientation refers to student’s goal of learning, 

understanding, and mastering new talents for the reason of developing one’s abilities for 

the desire to learn (Niemivirta, 2002; Tuominen-Soini et al., 2008). The mastery-extrinsic 

orientation includes the goal of learning new skills, as well as the desire to perform well, 

which, in the school context, means that absolute performance is achieved in the form of 

good grades. The performance-approach orientation refers to individual’s goal to 

outperform others. In this orientation, the bar for achievement, ability, and performance is 

set by other students in a normative and relative manner. In other words, these students 

compare their performances and achievements to other students’. The performance-

avoidance orientation includes the fear of failure, which makes the student to avoid 

evaluative situations, where failure could be possible. This orientation also includes the 

avoidance of demonstrating normative incompetence. Finally, the avoidance orientation 

includes the attitude to work and study as little as possible due to disinterest in making any 

effort towards schoolwork.  

 

In previous studies, it has been found that adaptive perfectionism correlated significantly 

with mastery approach goal, whereas maladaptive perfectionism was related to avoidance 

goals. In other words, adaptively perfectionistic students endorsed approach goals over 

avoidance goals, as well as emphasized mastery over performance. In contrast, 

maladaptively perfectionistic students tended to favour such goals, which emphasized the 

fear of failure and concerns over mistakes, and they had a great desire to either 

demonstrate their ability to others or to avoid demonstrating incompetency (Stoeber, Stoll, 

Peschek & Otto, 2008; Hanchon, 2010; Damian, Stoeber, Negru & Băban, 2014). 
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However, there have been studies in which the maladaptive perfectionists have reported 

higher performance-approach goals than the adaptive perfectionists (Speirs-Neumeister & 

Finch, 2006; Hanchon, 2010). In addition, it has been found that test-anxious students were 

more likely to be maladaptively perfectionistic and more avoidant in their goals than less 

anxious students (Eum & Rice, 2011).  

 

Moreover, it has been detected that negative reactions to imperfection were linked with a 

maladaptive pattern of achievement goals (Stoeber et al., 2008). A positive correlation 

between adaptive perfectionism and GPA and a negative correlation between maladaptive 

perfectionism and GPA have also been found (Eum & Rice, 2011). Moreover, it has been 

also found that achievement goals can act as mediators between perfectionism and 

academic satisfaction and academic achievement: performance-approach goal has been 

found to mediate the relationship between adaptive perfectionism and academic 

performance, whereas mastery-approach goal has mediated the relation between adaptive 

perfectionism and academic satisfaction (Verner-Filion & Gaudreau, 2010). In contrast, 

performance- and mastery-approach goals have mediated the negative relationship between 

maladaptive perfectionism and academic satisfaction, and between maladaptive 

perfectionism and academic achievement. 

 

The way goal orientations predict perfectionism has also been examined. It has been 

elicited, for instance, that mastery goal orientations predicted significantly adaptive 

perfectionism, while performance and avoidance goal orientations were associated with 

maladaptive perfectionism (Chan, 2009). Furthermore, it has been found that mastery goals 

were related to positive outcomes, like self-efficacy, persistence, self-regulated learning, 

well-being, and positive affect (Kaplan & Maehr, 2007). In contrast, there have been 

studies that have found performance-approach goals to be related to negative outcomes 

such as anxiety, disruptive behaviour, and low retention of knowledge (Midgley, Kaplan & 

Middleton, 2001). 

 

According to the Self–Worth Theory (Covington, 1992), the achievement goals adopted by 

students, whether performance or mastery oriented, reflect a Promethean, a life-spanning 

struggle to establish and maintain a sense of worth, as well as being part of a society that 

values competency and doing well. Thus, in the Western societies individuals are widely 

considered to be as worthy as their ability to achieve. Therefore, young individuals are 
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prone to judge their value as students by using their achieved grades as measurements of 

self-worth. This brings us to the Goal–Setting Theory. 

 

4 Goal–Setting 
 
In several contemporary theories of human motivation (e.g., Bandura, 1986; Dweck & 

Legget, 1988; Latham & Locke, 1990), the personal goals are seen as central organizers 

and regulators of human action. Specific goals and their effect on people’s behaviour and 

motivation especially in the workplace have been studied since the 19th century. In the 

present study, a goal is defined as the object or aim of an action, usually within a specified 

time limit (Locke & Latham, 2002). Individuals’ choice of a personal performance goal is 

likely to be influenced by their perceived ability and past performances, and, in fact, 

individuals tend to set such personal goals that slightly exceed their previous performance 

levels (Festinger, 1942 according to Williams, Donovan & Dodge, 2000). 

 

In the present study, the Goal–Setting Theory (GST) (for a comprehensive overview, see 

Latham & Locke, 1990), will be utilized. The GST was first used as a method of 

intervention and it was quickly recognized that setting a reachable task goal for workers 

enhanced their performance, decreased boredom, and was an essential aspect of 

performance appraisal (Latham & Locke, 2007). By the 21st century there had been more 

than 1 000 studies about goal setting and the most important finding was the fact that goal 

setting affects peoples’ performance on a task. The GST has been tested in many settings: 

laboratory, simulated, and organizational, as well as with individuals, groups, and small 

organizations. The results from the studies conducted with the GST suggested that by 

holding the difficulty of a goal constant, setting a goal increased one’s performance 

regardless of whether it was assigned from someone else, set by the person himself, or set 

participatively within a group. These findings have been made all over the world, for 

instance, in Asia, Australia, and Europe (Locke & Latham, 2007). Because the GST has 

been used in over 40 000 examinees, it has achieved high internal and external validity 

(Locke & Latham, 2005; Locke & Latham, 2006). 

The Goal–Setting Theory emphasizes the fact that the goals people set must be SMART: 

specific, measurable, attainable, relevant, and have a specific time-frame (Latham, 2003). 

In psychology research, more than 500 laboratory and field experiments have proven that 

setting a smart-goal is much more beneficial than telling people ”to do their best”. The 
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explanation for this is simple: a specific goal gives people the opportunity to evaluate their 

performance in relation to the goal, increase their effort if needed, make adjustments when 

necessary, and to persist until the concrete goal is attained. The effectiveness of setting 

specific goals can also be explained with the fact that they provide a challenge, as well as 

feelings of accomplishment, when the attainment of the goal gets closer. Also, when 

people recognize the progress they are making towards the goal, their stress levels reduce. 

People need summary feedback that reveals their progress in relation to their goals. Goals 

can not be effective, if individuals are not able to adjust the level or direction of their effort 

or to adjust their performance strategies to match the requirements of the goal. This can 

also be described with the term error management. 

There are four mechanisms through which goals affect performance: 1) goals have a 

directive function, because they direct attention and effort towards goal-relevant activities 

both cognitively and behaviourally, 2) goals have an energizing function and especially 

high goals lead to greater effort and satisfaction, 3) goals affect persistence and it has been 

found that hard goals prolong effort, and 4) goals have indirect affect on action, because 

they lead to the arousal, discovery, and the use of task-relevant knowledge and strategies 

(Locke & Latham, 2002; Latham & Locke, 2007). To attain a goal, one must also find 

ways to obtain goal commitment. This is very important, because the goal-performance 

relationship has been found to be strongest when people are committed to their goals, 

especially when the goals are difficult.  

There are two key factors that facilitate goal commitment: factors that make goal 

attainment important to people, and individuals’ belief or self-confidence that the 

attainment of the goal is possible. The latter factor is closely related to Bandura’s concept 

of self-efficacy, which represents subjective convictions for successfully carrying out 

courses of action to achieve a desired outcome, in other words, having task-specific 

confidence (Bandura, 1997). Efficacy beliefs regarding goals have been shown to have a 

powerful impact on goal-directed behaviour (Bandura, 1989). These beliefs of personal 

competence in a specific context or a task provide the foundation for personal 

accomplishment, well-being, and motivation (Schunk & Pajares, 2010). Bandura’s Social 

Cognitive Theory posits as well a central role for goals in the regulation of volitional 

behaviour and states that a proactive discrepancy between current and a desired end-state is 

produced by committing to a specific, challenging goal (Hrabluik, Latham & McCarthy, 

2012).  
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What makes the GST so important to this study is Locke’s motivation hub, which means 

that the action consists of personal goals (including goal commitment) and self-efficacy 

(Locke & Latham, 2002). These variables are often seen as the most immediate, conscious 

motivational determinants of an action. Thus, they can mediate the effects of external 

incentives. In fact, assigned goal effects are mediated by personal or self-set goals that 

people choose in response to the assignment, as well as by self-efficacy. In school, there 

are many externally assigned tasks which students must complete, and, consequently, 

students form their own goals in relation to those tasks. This brings us to the realization 

that goals are also a standard for judging satisfaction to one’s performances. In other 

words, goals serve as the reference standard for satisfaction or dissatisfaction (Latham & 

Locke, 2007). 

Because the GST has been developed inductively, it continues to evolve (Locke & Latham, 

2005). However, the main idea of the GST is that the best task performance results when 

set goals are specific and difficult enough. Mediating mechanisms are the individual’s 

attention to the relevant task and its outcome, effort needed to reach the goal, persistence, 

and of course the skill or knowledge about the task. Moderators consist of feedback about 

the progress made to reaching the goal, commitment towards the goal, task knowledge and 

ability, and situational constraints. As noted earlier, goals also set the bar for the 

individual’s feeling of satisfaction, in other words, reaching the goal leads to more 

satisfaction than failing to do so. (Locke & Latham, 2005; Masuda, Locke & Williams, 

2015.)  

 

In previous studies utilizing the GST, a distinction between a performance goal, in other 

words, an object or aim of actions, and a learning goal, in other words, learning what is 

required in order to succeed in a task, has been made. The results have indicated, for 

example, that in a situation where acquiring ability is more important than increasing 

motivation, individuals with a challenging learning goal had higher performance than 

participants who had a challenging performance goal or were told to “do your best” (Seijts, 

Latham, Tasa, & Latham, 2004). However, it is not possible to make this distinction 

between performance and learning goals in the present study, because it would require a 

framing of instructions of a proximal task to the participants.  

It has been shown that the people with difficult, high goals (i.e., perfectionists) are the least 

satisfied. This may be, because the people who set high goals for themselves produce 



	 21	 

more, because they are dissatisfied with less. They are motivated to do more, because the 

bar for their satisfaction is set at a high level and their self-worth depends on the 

attainment of the goal (Locke & Latham, 2002). The former characteristic of a person may 

also be described as adaptive perfectionism or people with high perfectionistic standards. 

Unfortunately, there are also people who set such performance-outcome goals that are truly 

impossible for them to attain. Even though they are not making progress, they may still be 

persistent and pursue such goals, because their self-esteem is contingent upon goal 

attainment. This kind of behaviour may be related to maladaptive perfectionism, which 

includes always the unrealistically high standards and lack of satisfaction to one’s 

performance. Committing to such a level of goal difficulty that exceeds individual’s ability 

has been acknowledged as a possible “dark side” of goal setting (Hrabluik et al., 2012).  

It has been found in previous studies that the relationship between personality and 

performance was actually mediated by situationally specific goals, as well as self-efficacy 

(Locke, 2001; Baum, Locke & Smith, 2001). In other words, personality traits have an 

indirect effect on individuals’ performance through a superordinate goal or vision, goal 

setting, and self-efficacy (Baum & Locke, 2004). Therefore, perfectionistic characteristics 

can, in fact, be beneficial, for instance, when maximum performance is required and 

perfectionistic characteristics also predict low goal disengagement (Hrabluik et al., 2012). 

However, as described earlier, perfectionistic characteristics may also be unbeneficial, if 

they lead to such performance-outcome goals that are truly impossible to attain. 

Furthermore, it has been shown in previous studies that perfectionistic striving was 

positively related to self-efficacy and aspiration level (i.e., goal setting), and it also 

predicted increases in aspiration level following success feedback from a performance 

(Stoeber, Hutchfield & Wood, 2008). These results indicated that such individuals who 

strived for perfection were optimistic regarding their capabilities, they had higher 

aspirations when facing a task, and they increased their goal level after experiencing 

success by selecting a more challenging task than previously. It has been also found that 

students with mastery-approach and performance-approach goals set their personal 

performance goal at higher levels than other students and they also had higher levels of 

self-efficacy, whereas mastery-avoidance and performance-avoidance goals had a negative 

influence on self-efficacy (Radosevich, Allyn & Yun, 2007).  

The adaptive perfectionistic striving has been detected to also have positive correlations 

with standards for performance (e.g., Bieling et al., 2003), and with hope for success 
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(Stoeber & Rambow, 2007). According to the Expectancy–Value Theory (Atkinson, 1957; 

Eccles & Wigfield, 2000), which is one perspective on motivation and explains 

individuals’ choice, persistence, and performance by one’s beliefs about one’s competence 

at a task and by the extent to which one values the activity, such individuals that have high 

hopes for success are prone to select more difficult tasks after experiencing success. The 

Expectancy–Value Theory is closely associated with the previously mentioned Self–Worth 

Theory, the Self–Determination Theory, and Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory, because 

all these theories share the prominent role of individuals’ beliefs about their ability and 

achievement in different settings.  

It has been shown in previous studies detecting the relationship between perfectionism and 

goal setting that such athletes participating in a triathlon, who set themselves higher 

performance goals (i.e., faster times), as well as higher outcome goals (i.e., higher ranks) 

showed higher race performance than those athletes who set themselves lower goals 

(Stoeber, Uphill & Hotman, 2009). It has also been detected that personal goal setting 

mediated the relationship between performance-approach goals and race performance 

(Stoeber et al., 2009), which supports the claims made in the Goal–Setting Theory about 

the effects of achievement goal orientations on performance are mediated by setting 

specific goals (Latham & Locke, 2007). In addition to sports, the relationship between 

perfectionism and goal setting has been studied in the field of eating disorders with clinical 

samples (e.g., Lethbridge, Watson, Egan, Street & Nathan, 2011). Previous studies have 

also demonstrated that the implemental planning had a negative affect for the progress 

made towards reaching a goal for those perfectionists, who have pervasive, evaluative 

concerns and are predisposed to self-criticism (i.e., maladaptive perfectionists) (Powers, 

Koestner & Topciu, 2005). 

It has also been shown in previous studies that those perfectionists who perceived their 

acceptance by others as depending on their performance were more likely to experience 

intrusive ruminations regarding their goals and, therefore, were less likely to actively 

pursue their goals (Campbell & Di Paula, 2002). In contrast, those who focus on 

perfectionistic striving were more likely to actively pursue their goals without incurring the 

potential cost of increased rumination. In other words, a behavioural orientation of striving 

for perfection appeared to promote effective goal pursuit, as well as enhance feelings of 

self-determination and efficacy. It has also been detected that over time, perfectionistic 

striving increased self-concept clarity. In light of these findings, the psychological and 
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behavioural consequences of perfectionism appear to depend on the particular set of 

perfectionistic self-beliefs that one chooses to examine among the constellation of 

available measures. The beliefs about conditional acceptance lead to the adoption of such 

goals for which one feels little or no identification, which again leads to lack of personal 

commitment and suggests a primary motive to avoid failure. This concern about others 

rejection is associated with low self-esteem, negative affect, a lack of certainty of one’s 

goals, and goals that are adopted for introjected or external reasons. On the contrary, the 

strive for perfection suggests a primary motive to achieve success: these individuals have 

little concern about rejection, they have high self-esteem and positive affect, self-

determined goals, and a satisfaction with progress on declared goals. 

Previous studies regarding goal revision have found that for both proximal and distal goals, 

the students whose performance was below their goal tended to revise their goals in a 

downward manner, whereas individuals surpassing their goals tended to revise their goals 

in an upward manner (Donowan & Williams, 2003). This result is in line with Bandura’s 

Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1986, according to Donowan & Williams, 2003; 

Williams et al., 2000), which suggests that when facing strict time-limits, individuals can 

either withdraw from the goal-related activity or change their goal to a more realistic one. 

Because in school-related situations withdrawal is not an option, pupils are more likely to 

lower their distal goals, which in the present study were the grade goals students set for the 

language courses.  

5 Research questions and assumptions  
 

The main objective of this research was to investigate if students’ perfectionism profiles 

have an influence on students’ motivation, which in the present study was captured by the 

way students set goals for their learning and achievement in school. Perfectionism as a 

personality characteristic should have an effect on the way students perceive learning and 

achievement (Hanchon, 2010). Because perfectionism has been detected to be a 

dispositional tendency to set excessively high standards for performance and to define 

individual’s worth by accomplishing those standards (Frost et al., 1990; Covington, 1992; 

Flett & Hewitt, 2002; Slaney et al., 2002), it should also affect the way students adopt 

different achievement goal orientations. These orientations for learning and achievement 

lead to different goals, which were measured in this study as upper secondary school 

students’ grade goals, and as the revision of those goals in three different language courses. 
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Previous research suggests that students endorse multiple and sometimes even competing 

goals simultaneously (Tuominen-Soini et al., 2012). In previous research, it has also been 

acknowledged that different achievement goal orientations, as well as different dimensions 

of perfectionism have an effect on students’ academic achievement, performance, and 

personal goals (Accordino et al., 2000; Gilman & Ashby, 2003; Nounopoulos et al., 2006; 

Nuutila, 2014). The dimensions of perfectionism were labelled as adaptive (i.e., Standards) 

and maladaptive (i.e., Discrepancy) in terms of their effect on students’ goal setting and 

perception of achievement (Bieling, Israeli, Smith & Antony, 2003). The achievement goal 

orientations may also be seen as adaptive (e.g., the mastery-intrinsic orientation) and 

maladaptive (e.g., the avoidance orientation).  

 

Following the above, the research questions were: 

 

1. What kinds of profiles of perfectionism can be identified in the upper secondary 

school context? 	
 

2. How do students with different profiles of perfectionism differ with respect to their 

achievement goal orientations? 	
 

3. a) How do students with different profiles of perfectionism differ with respect to 

their grade goals? 	
b) How do students with different profiles of perfectionism revise their grade goals 

during the language courses?	
 

Based on previous research (e.g., Slaney et al., 2001; Rice et al., 2014) we firstly expected 

to identify three perfectionism profiles: the adaptive, the maladaptive, and the non-

perfectionism profile. Second, it was assumed that the adaptive perfectionism profile 

should interrelate with mastery-intrinsic and mastery-extrinsic orientations, whereas the 

maladaptive profile should interrelate with performance-approach and performance-

avoidance orientations (e.g., Hanchon, 2010; Eum & Rice, 2011; see Stoeber, 2012, for a 

review). Therefore, it was further assumed that perfectionism as a personality characteristic 

has an effect on students’ achievement goal orientations. The third assumption was that 

students with the adaptive or maladaptive profile of perfectionism have higher aspiration 

levels and, hence, distal goals, than the students who have the non-perfectionism profile, as 
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high standards are essential when defining perfectionism (e.g., Rice et al., 2003; Rice et al., 

2014). The fourth assumption was that even though both the adaptive and maladaptive 

perfectionists set very high grade goals in all three language courses, the maladaptive 

perfectionists revise their goals by lowering them more than the adaptive perfectionists, as 

they are more easily dissatisfied with their achievements (Rice et al., 2014). 

 

6 Method 
 

6.1 Participants and procedure 
 

The participants in the present study were 156 students (69 boys, 87 girls, aged 16–17 

years) studying their first year of general upper secondary school in a small southwestern 

town in Finland. The surveys were conducted during school hours and participation in the 

study was voluntary. The students were also assured of the confidentiality of their answers. 

The questionnaires were answered to in Finnish, which is the mother tongue of most of the 

students. 

 

The students were asked to complete a self-report questionnaire, which comprised of scales 

for measuring their perfectionism characteristics (Rice et al., 2014), and achievement goal 

orientations (Niemivirta, 2002). The data were collected from the first compulsory English, 

Swedish, Mathematics, and Finnish language and literature courses. Three measurements 

for each course were taken. The students filled the first questionnaire in the beginning of 

the first course of the subject, the second questionnaire was answered to after completing 

the course exam, and the final questionnaire was responded to in the beginning of the 

second course of the subject. In addition to the previously mentioned scales, the third 

questionnaire included the students’ evaluations about the grade they had received from 

the first course, as well as sections regarding students’ attributions for their success or 

failure in the course. The present study utilized the first and the second questionnaires 

conducted for the language courses and the sections concerning perfectionism, 

achievement goal orientations, goal setting, and goal revision. 

6.2 Measurements  
 

Perfectionism was measured by using The Short Almost Perfect Scale (Rice et al., 2014). 

The scales comprised of four questions measuring the Standards dimension of 
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perfectionism and four questions measuring the Discrepancy dimension of perfectionism, 

which were considered as latent variables and subscales in the present study. The scale 

measuring the Standards dimension of perfectionism consisted of items depicting students’ 

attitudes, standards, and objectives towards studying, such as “I usually set high goals and 

standards for my performances”. These questions were designed to investigate the 

students’ level of performance expectations and perfectionistic strivings. The scale 

measuring the Discrepancy dimension of perfectionism consisted of items depicting 

students’ thoughts about the fact that they are rarely satisfied with their achievement in 

their studies and that they could have done more work, such as “I am seldom satisfied with 

my achievements”. These questions explored the level of students’ perfectionistic self-

criticism and negative perfectionistic concerns. (For a complete list of the items, see Table 

1.) 

Students’ achievement goal orientations were measured using the Achievement Goal 

Orientation instrument (Niemivirta, 2002). Three questions measured each of the 

theoretically predicted orientation: the mastery-intrinsic, the mastery-extrinsic, the 

performance-approach, the performance-avoidance, and the avoidance goal orientations. 

The mastery-intrinsic orientation scale consisted of items measuring the students’ focus on 

learning, gaining knowledge, and understanding, such as “One of my important goals at 

school is to learn as much as possible”. The mastery-extrinsic orientation scale reflected 

the students’ goal of learning, as well as their aim for successful performance in the form 

of attaining good grades, such as ”My goal is to do well in my studies”. The latter 

orientation was separated from the performance-approach orientation, which depicts the 

students’ goal of relative, social-comparison based success, in other words, outperforming 

other students (e.g., “I am very pleased if I succeed in showing the other students that I am 

competent”). The scale measuring the performance-avoidance orientation was the opposite 

of the previously mentioned orientation as it comprised of items regarding the students’ 

goal of avoiding situations where failure is perceived possible, such as ”I try to avoid 

situations where I might appear incapable or stupid”. The final scale measuring the 

avoidance goal orientation focused on students’ desire to avoid all schoolwork and 

minimize effort, such as ”I try to do only the compulsory assignments and nothing more”. 

(For a complete list of the items, see Table 2.) 
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In both the Perfectionism and the Achievement Goal Orientation scales, the students rated 

all items by using a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (“not at all true [of me]”)  

to 7 (“completely true [of me]”).  

 

6.3 Analyses 
 

The statistical analyses in this study were conducted by using IBM SPSS Version 22. 

Based on the theoretical background of this study, the dimensions of perfectionism, as 

personality characteristics, were considered as the independent, latent variables that affect 

the students’ achievement goal orientations, which were dependent variables. The 

preliminary analyses consisted of exploratory factor analyses performed to confirm the 

construct validity of the perfectionism dimension measurements, as well as the 

achievement goal orientation measurements. The instrument for measuring the five 

different achievement goal orientations (Niemivirta, 2002) has been used in several studies 

(see e.g., Tuominen-Soini et al., 2008; Tuominen-Soini et al., 2011) and, therefore, the 

validity of the instrument has already been verified. Based on the results from the factor 

analyses, composite scores were formed to create a Standards and a Discrepancy variable 

(perfectionism) and also a variable for each of the five achievement goal orientations. The 

Cronbach’s alpha values were calculated to evaluate the variables’ internal consistency and 

reliability. The correlations between the Standards and Discrepancy subscales of 

perfectionism and the achievement goal orientation variables were also examined.  

 

The TwoStep cluster analysis was used to classify students into homogeneous groups 

according to their scores on the perfectionism scales, to be able to answer the first research 

question. Next, to be able to answer the second research question, a series of ANOVAs 

were performed to measure the possible between-group differences of perfectionists with 

regard to the achievement goal orientations. Then, by conducting multiple ANCOVAs, the 

differences between the perfectionists and their grade goals for the language courses were 

examined to be able to answer the third research question. Finally, to be able to anwer the 

fourth research question, the perfectionism profiles’ revisions of their grade goals at the 

end of the courses were examined by using repeated measures ANCOVAs. 
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7 Results 
 

The descriptive statistics of the data were examined before proceeding to further analyses. 

The normal distribution of the data was examined, and it was found to be suitable for 

parametric analyses. The variables were formed from participants of N = 156, and the 

gender division enabled the examination of the data with gender as an independent 

variable.  

7.1 Exploratory factor analyses  
 

To be able to examine the construct validity of the variables and to establish the postulated 

perfectionism dimensions as separate and definable, an exploratory factor analysis was 

performed by using Principal Axis Factoring with Direct Oblimin rotation, which is an 

oblique rotation method and allows the factors to correlate with each other (Nummenmaa, 

2009). The communalities ranged between .242 and .634. No items were removed from the 

analysis, as values above .3 are considered acceptable. The number of factors was 

determined based on the theoretical background of this study, as well as by using 

eigenvalues (greater than 1) and the scree test as criteria. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin value 

was .675 (should be over .60, which is considered mediocre) and Bartlett value (p < .05), 

which means that the research material was suitable for factoring and that the correlation 

matrix was sufficient for the analysis. 

The analysis showed two factors with eigenvalues greater than one: 2.056 and 1.656, 

respectively. The first factor corresponded to Standards variable (25.8 % of the variance) 

and the second factor corresponded to Discrepancy variable (20.7 % of the variance). The 

two-factor solution was supported also by the visual scree test. Based on these results, two 

factors accounting for 46.4 % of the total variance were extracted. (For all Discrepancy 

and Standards items and factor loadings, see Table 1.) 
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One item was discovered to load onto both of the factors. The item “I often feel that not 

even my best performance is good enough for me – I could always do things better” cross-

loaded onto Standards (.487) and onto Discrepancy (.654). However, the item loaded onto 

the expected factor with a higher value, and was, therefore, included in the composite score 

for the Discrepancy construct. The reason for the cross-loading may be that the item 

includes a mindset of expecting a lot from oneself, which is more typical for the Standards 

variable. 

The same procedure was executed to the items used to measure the achievement goal 

orientations. Exploratory factor analysis using Principle Axis Factoring with Direct 

Oblimin rotation was conducted for the examination of the construct validity. 

Communalities ranged between .360 and .923. Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin was .775, (df = 1.05,  

p < .001), which is considered middling. Four factors with eigenvalue greater than 1 were 

observed. However, as the fifth value was very close to 1 (.872), the scree test supported a 

five-factor solution, and, because the instrument has been successfully used in many 

previous studies with a five-factor solution (see e.g., Niemivirta, 2002; Tapola, Jaakkola & 

Niemivirta, 2013), five factors accounting for 60.5 % of the total variance were extracted. 

These factors corresponded, as expected, to the mastery-intrinsic, mastery-extrinsic, 

performance-approach, performance-avoidance, and to the avoidance orientations, 

(explaining 25.9 %, 4.1 %, 5.9 %, 18.0 %, and 6,4 % of the variance), respectively. (For a 

Table 1.

Factor solution for perfectionism and corresponding items

Factors and items 1 2

1. Standards

I have clear and high goals (for example, in my studies) .795

I always try to do my best .715

I expect a lot from myself .650

I usually set high goals and standards for my performances .465

2. Discrepancy

I am seldom satisfied with my achievements .733

I often feel that not even my best performance is good enough for me – I could always do things better .487 .654

My achievements seldom meet my goals .558

I often feel (for example, in my studies) that I have not reached my best .466

Factor loadings
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full list of items and their factor loadings, see Table 2.) 

 

There was only one problematic item loading in this measurement. The item “It is 

important to me that I don’t fail in front of other students” cross-loaded onto both the 

performance-avoidance (.554) and to the performance-approach (-.337) orientation. 

Because the item loaded onto to the theoretically expected factor with a higher value, it 

was included in the composite score for the performance-avoidance construct. The same 

item has cross-loaded also in at least one previous study (Rawlings, 2014). This may be, 

because the item includes a social dimension, which is typical for the performance-

approach orientation. 

7.2 Descriptive statistics and correlations 
 
Composite variables based on the two factor-solution and the five-factor solution from the 

factor analyses were constructed using all the items, because their factor loadings were 

satisfactory. All composite variables were found to be normally distributed to an 

acceptable level. The descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations, reliability 

estimates, skewness, and kurtosis) of the composite variables are shown in Table 3. 
 

Table 2. 

Factor solution for achievement goal orientations and corresponding items

Factors and items 1 2 3 4 5

1. Mastery-Intrinsic 

One of my important goals at school is to learn as much as possible .734

One of my important goals at school is to gain new knowledge .873

I study because I want to learn new things .741

2. Performance-Avoidance 

I try to avoid situations where I might appear incapable or stupid .590

I try to avoid situations where I might fail or make mistakes .985

It is important to me that I don’t fail in front of other students .554 –.337

3. Avoidance 

I am especially satisfied, if I don't have to do too much work to get my assignments done .768

I try to do only the compulsory assignments and nothing more .656

I am not interested in doing anything extra towards my schoolwork .741

4. Performance-Approach 

One of my important goals at school is to do better than other students –.609

It is important to me that others perceive me as competent and talented –.665

I am very pleased if I succeed in showing the other students that I am competent –.653

5. Mastery-Extrinsic 

It is important to me to get good grades –.422

My goal is to do well in my studies –.524
One of my important goals is to do well at school –.974

Factor loadings
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The correlations of the composite scores were analysed with Spearman’s rho to be able to 

detect their connection to one another and their criterion validity. All correlations revealed 

theoretically consistent interrelationships and are shown in Table 3. The statistically 

significant correlations between the Standards and Discrepancy constructs and the 

achievement goal orientations were as follows: Standards correlated positively with 

mastery-intrinsic (r = .53), mastery-extrinsic (r = .73), performance-approach (r = .42), and 

negatively with avoidance orientation (r = -.25). Discrepancy correlated positively with 

performance-avoidance (r = .43) and with avoidance orientations (r = .26). 

 

There were also statistically significant correlations between the achievement goal 

orientations: mastery-intrinsic correlated positively with mastery-extrinsic (r = .57) and 

with performance approach (r = .19), and negatively with avoidance orientation (r = -.32). 

Mastery-extrinsic correlated positively with performance-approach (r = .37), and 

negatively with avoidance orientation (r = -.20). Performance-approach correlated 

positively with performance-avoidance (r = .31). Performance-avoidance correlated 

positively with avoidance orientation (r = .28). 

 

According to Pearson’s product-moment correlation coefficient, Standards and 

Discrepancy did not correlate with each other statistically significantly (r = .042, p = .61). 

This result is not in line with a previous study (Rice et al., 2014), where a modest negative 

correlation between Standards and Discrepancy has been found. In previous studies (e.g., 

Variable (N  of items) M SD skewness kurtosis α 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Standards (4) 4.79 1.07 –.30 –.00 .75 1

2. Discrepancy (4) 3.32 1.10 .43 .29 .68 .07 1

3. Mastery–intrinsic (3) 5.11 1.13 –.31 –.55 .85 .53** –.03 1

4. Mastery–extrinsic (3) 5.71 .96 –.79 .87 .80 .73** –.01 .57** 1

5. Performance–approach (3) 3.68 1.17 –.38 –.37 .69 .42** .16 .19* .37** 1

6. Performance–avoidance (3) 3.96 1.32 .17 –.12 .78 .06 .43** –.03 .05 .31** 1

7. Avoidance (3) 3.70 1.31 .12 –.44 .78 –.25** .26** –.32** –.20* .04 .28** 1

Note.  Range is 1–7.

* p <.05.

** p < .01.

Table 3.

Descriptive statistics and Cronbach’s alphas for all composite scores
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Rice & Ashby, 2007) there has been a minimal shared variance between these dimensions, 

which sets these indicators apart from other instruments that include similar striving 

subscales or performance standards, as well as subscales that measure maladaptive 

perfectionistic characteristics (e.g., Frost et al., 1990; Hewitt & Flett, 1991). The results 

indicate that these composite variables measure two different dimensions of perfectionism. 

Based on this result, it is possible to try to divide the students into separate profiles 

according to their dimensions of perfectionism. 

 

7.3 Perfectionism profiles and grouping  
 

After forming the composite scores and variables, and examining their correlations, the 

TwoStep cluster analysis was executed to investigate whether it is possible to form three 

groups of students from the Discrepancy and Standards subscales of perfectionism. The 

cluster analysis was used, because several prior studies have used it to identify groupings 

or clusters of perfectionists (adaptive, maladaptive) and non-perfectionists within the 

samples (Rice & Mirzadeh, 2000; Dickinson & Ashby, 2005). The silhouette measure of 

cohesion and separation was .5, which is nearly adequate. Ratio of cluster sizes was 1.26, 

which is good. The BIC-criterion suggested that the solution with four groups explains the 

data best (see Table 4). However, based on the theoretical background of the present study, 

three groups of students were identified based on their scores on the Standards and 

Discrepancy subscales (for a graphical illustration, see Figure 1).  

 

 
 

The first group (N = 59) included students with high Standards scores and high 

Discrepancy scores; in other words, students in this group had relatively very high 

standards, but low satisfaction with their performance. The second group (N = 47) included 

Table 4.
Bayesian information criterion values for different group solutions

Number of Clusters Schwarz's Bayesian Criterion (BIC)
1 232,636
2 198,891
3 184,041
4 174,789*
5 178,962
6 186,006

Note.  *Lowest BIC value indicates the best model-fit. 
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students with relatively low Discrepancy scores and high Standards scores, indicating high 

standards with realistic expectations and satisfaction to one’s performance. Finally, the 

third group (N = 48) included students with relatively low Discrepancy, as well as low 

Standards scores, indicating neither perfectionistically high expectations to one’s 

achievement nor low satisfaction to one’s performance. Thus, based on the results from the 

cluster analysis, group one (38.3 % of the students) was labelled as maladaptive 

perfectionists; group two (30.5 % of the students) was labelled as adaptive perfectionists, 

and group number three (31.2 % of the students) was labelled as non-perfectionists (for a 

visual presentation, see Figure 1).  

 
 

 
Figure 1. Students’ standardized mean scores on perfectionism subscales as a function of group 
membership  

Table 5. 

Mean differences in Standards and Discrepancy between perfectionism profile groups

Variable Adaptive Maladaptive Non–perfectionism

N = 47 N = 59 N = 48

M SD M SD M SD F(2, 151) p η2

Standards 5.76 .62 4.87 .81 3.82 .71 85.423 < .000 .53

Discrepancy 2.70 .66 4.37 .78 2.62 .67 105.545 < .000 .58

Note.  Range is 1–7.
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The largest from the three identified profiles was the maladaptive perfectionism profile, 

which consisted of 38.3 % of the students. The students in this profile scored extremely 

high on the scale measuring the Discrepancy dimension of perfectionism, as well as on the 

scale measuring the Standards dimension of perfectionism, when compared to the other 

profiles. Thus, the groups’ profile reflected the orientation of the students that are seldom 

or never satisfied with their achievements. In other words, the students valued school, 

wanted to accomplish their high goals and were extremely demanding towards their 

performances. Consequently, this profile was labelled as maladaptive. These students set 

very high standards and goals for themselves, but according to this data, not as high as the 

students identified as adaptive perfectionists, which is surprising. 

 
The smallest group identified in this study was the adaptive perfectionism profile, which 

consisted of 30.5 % of the students in this sample. These students scored remarkably high 

on the scale measuring the Standards dimension of perfectionism, but relatively low on the 

scale measuring the Discrepancy dimension of perfectionism. The groups’ profile reflected 

the orientation of the high standard setting students, who were more often satisfied and had 

a realistic perspective on their accomplishments. Therefore, this profile could be labelled 

as more adaptive than the previously introduced maladaptive perfectionism profile. 

 
The second largest group identified was the non-perfectionism profile, which consisted of 

31.2 % of the students. The students in this profile scored relatively extremely low both on 

the scale measuring the Standards dimension of perfectionism and on the scale measuring 

the Discrepancy dimension of perfectionism. These students scored especially low on the 

Standards dimension compared to the other groups. In other words, students in this group 

did not set very high school-related goals for themselves and, therefore, did not meet the 

essential criterion of perfectionism. 

 

7.4 Between-Group analyses 
 

7.4.1 Achievement goal orientations 
 
Between-group differences with regards to the achievement goal orientations were 

examined by conducting a series of univariate analyses of variance (ANOVAs) based on 

the perfectionism profile membership. To be able to detect which perfectionism profiles 

differed from each other according to the achievement goal orientations, a pairwise 

comparison was performed. Equal variances could be assumed for all of the achievement 
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goal orientation variables based on the Levene’s test (p > .05) and, hence, the Bonferroni 

correction was applied for the multiple comparisons tests. Table 6 consists of the exact 

values and Figure 2 illustrates graphically the differences between the groups. 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 2. The difference between the profiles with respect to achievement goal orientations, 
standardized mean scores 
 

The results showed that perfectionism profiles differed significantly in mastery-intrinsic 

orientation, F(2, 151) = 12.6, p < .001, η2 = .14. Multiple comparisons of means showed 

Table 6. 

Mean differences in achievement goal orientations between perfectionism profile groups

Variable Adaptive Maladaptive Non–perfectionism

N = 47 N = 59 N = 48

M SD M SD M SD F(2, 151) p η2

Achievement goal orientations

Mastery–intrinsic 5.64 .99 5.10 1.07 4.56 1.07 12.59 <.0.001 .14

Mastery–extrinsic 6.41 .54 5.71 .91 5.10 .82 33.60 <.0.001 .31

Performance-approach 4.04 1.08 3.85 1.07 3.14 1.19 8.83 <.0.001 .11

Performance-avoidance 3.66 1.23 4.58 1.23 3.51 1.23 12.18 <.0.001 .14

Avoidance 3.27 1.37 4.01 1.10 3.74 1.41 4.41 .014 .06

Note.  Range is 1–7.
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that there were statistically significant differences (p = .029) between the adaptive 

perfectionists (M = 5.64) and maladaptive perfectionists (M = 5.10), between the 

maladaptive perfectionists (M = 5.10) and non-perfectionists (M = 4.56), (p = .026), as 

well as between the adaptive perfectionists (M = 5.64) and non-perfectionists (M = 4.56), 

(p < .001), respectively. As Figure 2 illustrates, the adaptive perfectionists had relatively 

the highest scores, the maladaptive perfectionists had scores close to the mean level and 

the non-perfectionists had the lowest scores on mastery-intrinsic orientation. 

 

The perfectionism profiles differed significantly also in mastery-extrinsic orientation,  

F(2, 151) = 33.6, p < .001, η2 = .31. There were statistically significant differences between 

the maladaptive perfectionists (M = 5.71) and adaptive perfectionists (M = 6.41), 

(p < .001), between the maladaptive perfectionists (M = 5.71) and non-perfectionists        

(M = 5.10), (p < .001), as well as between the adaptive perfectionists (M = 6.41) and non-

perfectionists (M = 5.10), (p < .001), respectively. As in mastery-intrinsic orientation, the 

adaptive perfectionists had relatively the highest scores, the maladaptive perfectionists had 

scores close to the mean level and the non-perfectionists had the lowest scores on mastery-

extrinsic orientation. 

 

In addition, the perfectionism profiles differed significantly in performance-approach 

orientation, F(2, 151) = 8.83, p < .001, η2 = .11. There were statistically significant 

differences between the maladaptive perfectionists (M = 3.85) and non-perfectionists  

(M = 3.14), (p = .004), as well as between the adaptive perfectionists (M = 4.04) and non-

perfectionists (M = 3.14), (p < .001). Interestingly, in the performance-approach 

orientation, the adaptive and maladaptive perfectionists were very close to one another in 

their scores, but still the adaptive perfectionists had a little higher scores than the 

maladaptive perfectionists. The non-perfectionists had very low scores compared to the 

other two profiles in performance-approach orientation as well. 

 

Furthermore, the perfectionism profiles differed significantly in performance-avoidance 

orientation, F(2, 151) = 12.18, p < .001, η2 = .14. There were statistically significant 

differences between the maladaptive (M = 4.58) and adaptive perfectionists (M = 3.66),  

(p < .001), as well as between the maladaptive perfectionists (M = 4.58) and non-

perfectionists (M = 3.51), (p < .001), respectively. The maladaptive perfectionists had 
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relatively the highest scores, and the adaptive perfectionists and the non-perfectionists had 

very similar low scores on performance-avoidance orientation. 

 

Finally, the perfectionism profiles differed significantly in avoidance orientation,  

F(2, 151) = 4.41, p = .014, η2 = .06. There were statistically significant differences only 

between the maladaptive perfectionists (M = 4.01) and adaptive perfectionists (M = 3.27), 

(p = .011), respectively. The maladaptive perfectionists had relatively the highest scores, 

the non-perfectionists had scores close to the mean level, and the adaptive perfectionists 

had the lowest scores on avoidance orientation. 

 

7.4.2 Grade goals 
 
The students with different perfectionism profiles and their grade goals were compared by 

conducting multiple univariate analyses of covariance (ANCOVAs). The effect of 

previously gained grades to the students’ grade goals was controlled by using the final 

comprehensive school grades as covariants. The univariate analyses of variance were 

conducted to all the three language courses. Gender was not used as a grouping variable in 

addition to the perfectionism profiles in this study, because of the size of the participant 

group. 

 

 
 

According to the results from the ANCOVAs, there were statistically significant 

differences between the perfectionism profiles with regards to their grade goals in Swedish, 

F(2, 142) = 5.40, p = .006, η2 = .07, and Finnish and literature, F(2, 138) = 5.64, p = .004, 

Table 7. 

Mean differences in grade goals between perfectionism profile groups

Variable Adaptive Maladaptive Non–perfectionism

N = 44 N = 57 N = 44

M SD M SD M SD F p η 2

Courses

English 8.45 .85 8.23 1.04 8.16 1.08 F(2, 141) = .96 .385 .01

Finnish and literature 8.60 .63 8.22 .66 8.11 .69 F(2, 137) = 5.64 .004 .08

Swedish 8.41 .90 7.82 .93 7.86 .80 F(2, 141) = 5.40 .006 .07

Note . Range is 4–10.
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η2 = .08, courses, respectively. In the English course, F(2, 142) = .96, p = .385, η2 = .01, 

the differences in the grade goals between the groups were not statistically significant. 

Levene's test of equality of error variances was p > .05 in both analyses, which means that 

the variances were equal in size, and, hence, the Bonferroni correction was used in the 

multiple comparisons. (For all the grade goal means, see Table 7.) 

 

In the Finnish and literature course, there were statistically significant differences between 

the adaptive perfectionists (M = 8.60) and non-perfectionists (M = 8.11), (p = .004), 

respectively. In other words, the adaptive perfectionists had higher grade goals than the 

non-perfectionists. In the Swedish course there were statistically significant differences 

between the maladaptive perfectionists (M = 7.82) and the adaptive perfectionists (M = 

8.41), (p = .013) and between the adaptive perfectionists (M = 8.41) and non-perfectionists 

(M = 7.86), (p = .016), respectively. This result indicated that the maladaptive 

perfectionists and non-perfectionists had lower grade goals than the adaptive perfectionists. 

Interestingly, the maladaptive and the non-perfectionists had very similar grade goals both 

in the Swedish and Finnish and literature courses. (For a graphic illustration of the 

differences between the profiles’ grade goals, see Figure 3.) 

 
Figure 3. The difference between the profiles in grade goals in different language courses 
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7.4.3 Revision of the grade goals 
 

To be able to compare the possible change in the students’ grade goals during the language 

courses, three Repeated Measures ANCOVAs were conducted to the first and the second 

inquiries. The perfectionism profiles were used as a grouping variable to be able to detect 

the possible differences between the groups. After controlling for the effect of previously 

gained grades, there were statistically significant differences between the perfectionism 

profiles only in the Finnish and literature course, F(2, 140) = 9.45, p < .001, η2 = .12, 

respectively (for a graphic illustration, see Figure 4). There were statistically significant 

differences between the maladaptive perfectionists and adaptive perfectionists (ΔM = .325, 

p = .019) and between the adaptive perfectionists and non-perfectionists (ΔM = .529, p < 

.001). These results indicate that the adaptive perfectionists lowered their grade goals less 

than maladaptive perfectionists and non-perfectionists, and that non-perfectionists lowered 

their grade goals the most. (For the profiles revision of their grade goals in all language 

courses, see Table 8.) 

 

 
Figure 4. The difference between the profiles in the revision of grade goals during the Finnish and 
literature course 
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Table 8. 

Mean differences in the change in grade goals between perfectionism profile groups

Variable

N = 43 N = 56 N = 41

M1 SD 1 M2 SD 2 M1 SD 1 M2 SD 2 M1 SD 1 M2 SD 2 F p η2

Courses

English 8.47 .86 8.35 .95 8.21 1.04 8.21 1.20 8.22 1.04 7.90 1.04 F(2, 136) = .22 .801 .00

Finnish and literature 8.60 .63 8.52 .67 8.22 .67 8.11 .66 8.11 .69 7.86 .70 F(2, 136) = 9.45 <.001 .12

Swedish 8.48 .82 8.35 .92 7.87 .92 7.93 1.00 7.84 .80 7.90 .84 F(2, 118) = 3.33 .039 .05

1  = in the beginning of the course

2  = during the course

Note . Range is 4–10.

Adaptive Maladaptive Non–perfectionism
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8 Discussion 
 

There were four main aims in this study. The first was to examine what kinds of 

perfectionism profiles can be identified from these participants. The following three aims 

were to examine how these profiles differ from each other with respect to their 

achievement goal orientations, grade goals, and the revision of the grade goals. The 

analyses offered support for all the assumptions made in this study. First, the main features 

that characterize the identified perfectionism profiles will be described. Then, the main 

differences between the profiles with respect to achievement goal orientations found in the 

analyses will be discussed. Next, the differences between the grade goals and the revision 

of the grade goals will be discussed. Finally, the reliability and validity of the results will 

be discussed, as well as limitations of the present study, and suggestions for future research 

will be proposed. 

 

8.1 Perfectionism profiles 
 
As expected, the cluster analyses using the SAPS (Rice et al., 2014) yielded three clusters 

that represented adaptive perfectionists, maladaptive perfectionists, and non-perfectionists, 

which was consistent with previous studies using the APS-R (e.g., Grzegorek et al., 2004). 

On the one hand, the students in the adaptive perfectionism profile emphasized Standards, 

but, on the other hand, had very low scores on the Discrepancy subscale. The students with 

the maladaptive perfectionism profile had relatively very high scores on Discrepancy and 

scores close to the scale mean on Standards. Finally, the students labelled as non-

perfectionists had very low emphasis on both Standards and Discrepancy subscales. (For a 

graphic illustration of the profiles, see Figure 1.) These results are also in line with 

previous studies conducted by using the SAPS and with the assumption made in the 

present study. 

 

The adaptive perfectionism profile is considered the most adaptive of the profiles, as the 

emphasis of the students in that group was on the Standars subscale instead of the 

Discrepancy subscale. In other words, these students endorsed high goals, which based on 

previous studies (Slaney et al., 2001) and the Goal–Setting Theory (Latham & Locke, 

1990) indicates good success at performance situations. In previous studies utilizing the 

APS-R (e.g., Rice et al., 2014), the Standards factor was found to be significantly and 
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positively associated with conscientiousness and grade point average, and not significantly 

associated with depression. It has also been acknowledged that Standards is associated 

with academic confidence, self-esteem, and achievement motivation. Adaptive 

perfectionists have higher satisfaction across many life domains, are more extroverted, 

possess good affect management, and are relatively more free of neurotic distress than the 

maladaptive and non-perfectionists. These results also support the definition of the 

adaptive perfectionism profile. 

 

The maladaptive perfectionism profile is considered maladaptive, because the high 

Standards level together with the high Discrepancy level has its disadvantages: when 

achieving is the dominant goal, stress and pressure are created to the students and, 

therefore, learning is made more difficult (Rice et al., 2003). An excessively high 

Discrepancy level suggests that students with the maladaptive perfectionism profile are 

almost never satisfied with their achievements, which probably decreases their academic 

confidence, self-efficacy, and motivation towards schoolwork. Maladaptive perfectionists 

may pursue high standards, because they wish to avoid feelings of inferiority. The motive 

behind their actions may, therefore, be outdoing others and gaining acceptance through 

success (Slaney et al., 2002). Previous results also support the definition of the 

maladaptive perfectionism profile as being a maladaptive personality factor (Rice et al., 

2014): the Discrepancy factor has been found to be significantly and positively associated 

with neuroticism (Rice et al., 2007) and depression, inversely associated with 

conscientiousness, and negatively with GPA. Discrepancy has also been found to be 

negatively related to academic confidence and family support, and positively related to 

anxiety. Maladaptive perfectionists have been found to be self-critical and to have emotion 

regulation problems; they have problems managing distressing feelings and are found more 

likely to suppress their feelings.  

 

Because students in the non-perfectionism profile did not have neither high Standards nor 

Discrepancy scores, there are possibly other factors that influence their attitude towards 

learning situations. These students are labelled as non-perfectionists, because they do not 

fit the description of being a perfectionist (i.e., having exceedingly high standards for 

achievement). In previous studies, non-perfectionists have been found to have significantly 

higher Procrastination scores than adaptive and maladaptive perfectionists. This also may 
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partially explain why non-perfectionists emphasize neither of the dimensions of 

perfectionism. 

8.2 Correlations between the profiles and achievement goal orientations  
 

The results from the correlations of the composite scores are in line with previous research 

(e.g., Eum & Rice, 2011), as well as with the assumption made in this study, in that 

adaptively perfectionistic students are more likely to be associated with mastery and 

approach, rather than performance and avoidance orientations. Also in this study, the 

adaptive perfectionism correlated positively with performance-approach, and negatively 

with avoidance orientations. As in the present study, it has been found that there is a 

statistically stronger connection between adaptive perfectionism and mastery-approach 

than between adaptive perfectionism and performance-approach goals (Eum & Rice, 

2011). In this study, however, the maladaptive perfectionism correlated positively with 

performance-avoidance and with avoidance orientations, whereas a correlation between 

maladaptive perfectionism and mastery-avoidance, as well as between maladaptive 

perfectionism and mastery-approach goals has been found (Eum & Rice, 2011). In 

previous research, positive perfectionism (i.e., adaptive) correlated with learning, 

performance, avoidance, and social goals, while negative perfectionism (i.e., maladaptive) 

correlated significantly with the performance and avoidance goals (Chan, 2009). However, 

the results of the present study are not in line with previous results which suggest a 

correlation between both the adaptive and maladaptive perfectionism, and performance-

approach, performance-avoidance, mastery-approach, and mastery-avoidance goals 

(Damian et al., 2014). 

 

The results from the correlations between the achievement goal orientations are in line 

with the results from the previous studies utilizing the AGO instrument (Niemivirta, 2002) 

(e.g., Tuominen-Soini et al., 2008; Tuominen-Soini, Salmela-Aro & Niemivirta, 2012; 

Tapola et al., 2014). In previous studies, statistically significant positive correlations 

between mastery-intrinsic and mastery extrinsic orientations, between mastery-intrinsic 

and performance-approach orientations, and a negative correlation between mastery-

intrinsic and avoidance orientations has been found. In addition, statistically significant 

positive correlations between mastery-extrinsic and performance-approach orientations, 

between mastery-extrinsic and performance-avoidance orientations, and a negative 

correlation between mastery-extrinsic and avoidance orientations has been detected. 
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Finally, a statistically significant positive correlation between performance-approach and 

performance-avoidance orientations, as well as between avoidance and performance-

avoidance orientations has been found. 

 

8.3 Between group differences 
 

8.3.1 Achievement goal orientations  
 
The adaptive perfectionists had relatively very high scores on mastery-intrinsic and 

performance-approach orientations, the highest score on mastery-extrinsic orientation, and 

low scores on both performance-avoidance and avoidance orientations. The students with 

the maladaptive perfectionism profile had scores close to the mean level on mastery-

intrinsic and mastery-extrinsic orientations, a little higher scores on performance-approach, 

the highest scores on performance-avoidance, and a high score on avoidance orientation 

also. Finally, the non-perfectionists had relatively the lowest scores on mastery-intrinsic, 

mastery-extrinsic, performance-approach and performance-avoidance orientations, and 

scores close to the mean level on avoidance orientation. (See Figure 2.) The effect sizes 

ranged from moderate (ηp
2 = .06) to large (ηp

2 = .31), thus pointing to the practical 

significance of the results. 

 

The results in the between-groups comparison regarding the achievement goal orientations 

are perfectly in line with the assumption of the present study, as the students with the the 

adaptive perfectionism emphasized the mastery-intrinsic, mastery-extrinsic, and 

performance-approach orientations, while the students in the maladaptive perfectionism 

profile emphasized the performance-avoidance and avoidance orientations, and the non-

perfectionists did not emphasize any of the achievement goal orientations. Interestingly, 

both the adaptive and maladaptive perfectionists had high scores on performance-approach 

orientation. This probably explains something about the motivation behind perfectionists’ 

orientation to achievement situations: their goals and bars for success are at least to some 

degree influenced by their peer group. In other words, perfectionists compare their 

achievements to others and want to look good in the setting that they operate in.  

The finding that adaptive perfectionism was associated with mastery orientations suggests 

that when perfectionism is primarily internally motivated and focuses on personal 

standards, it leads to the adoption of intrapersonal (i.e., mastery) rather than normative 
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(i.e., performance) definitions of achievement goals (Damian et al., 2014). Consequently, 

these students orient themselves towards self-improvement and task mastery in a school 

context. On the contrary, the finding that maladaptive perfectionism was positively 

associated with performance-approach goals suggests that these students are primarily 

externally motivated, and are focused on what others expect of them and how they evaluate 

them. These students are more likely to follow normative (performance) definitions of 

achievement goals, because their goal is to outperform others and to demonstrate their 

ability.  

 

The results are also in line with previous studies, in which maladaptively perfectionistic 

students have been found to tend to favour goals that emphasize the fear of failure and 

concerns over mistakes (performance-avoidance and avoidance orientations), and they 

have a great desire to either demonstrate their ability to others (performance-approach 

orientation) or to avoid demonstrating incompetency (performance-avoidance orientation) 

(Stoeber et al., 2008; Hanchon, 2010; Damian et al., 2014). However, the results are not in 

line with previous studies, in which the maladaptive perfectionists have reported higher 

performance-approach goals than the adaptive perfectionists (Speirs-Neumeister & Finch, 

2006; Hanchon, 2010).  

 

With regard to their achievement goal orientations, the non-perfectionist students could be 

described as ”indifferent”, as they did not emphasize any of the goals and, hence, the non-

perfectionism profile differs systematically from the other two profiles. When compared 

with the adaptive and maladaptive groups, the non-perfectionists scored rather low in 

mastery-intrinsic, mastery-extrinsic, and performance-approach orientations and, in 

contrast, rather high in performance-avoidance and avoidance orientations. The non-

perfectionists had almost the same score on performance-avoidance orientation and a 

higher score on avoidance orientation than the adaptive perfectionists. The maladaptive 

perfectionists had the highest score on avoidance orientation, but the non-perfectionists 

were actually very close to the score of the maladaptive perfectionists. On the contrary, the 

two other groups had markedly much higher scores on mastery-intrinsic, mastery-extrinsic, 

and performance-approach orientations than the non-perfectionists. The results indicate 

that the non-perfectionists did not emphasize any of the achievement goal orientations, 

because they do not set high goals for themselves in the first place. Their highest scores 

were on the avoidance orientation, possibly, because they do not value school, 
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achievement, or learning as much as the students in the perfectionism groups. The results 

indicate that the non-perfectionism profile can be seen as a maladaptive profile also, 

because when it comes to school, it would be beneficial to have high mastery orientations 

and low performance-avoidance and avoidance orientations. 

On the one hand, the results present an adaptive profile towards learning, as the adaptive 

perfectionists were likely to adopt the mastery-intrinsic and mastery-extrinsic orientations. 

These orientations enhance students’ desire to learn and develop new skills, which lead to 

better performance and learning, instead of avoiding schoolwork or comparing one’s 

performances to those of others. On the other hand, the results indicate a maladaptive 

profile towards learning, as the students in the maladaptive perfectionism profile (and in 

the non-perfectionism profile) were likely to adopt the performance-avoidance and 

avoidance orientations. These are maladaptive achievement goal orientations in 

achievement situations. In the school setting, together with maladaptive perfectionism, 

they are very detrimental to students’ motivation, participation, and persistency, which are 

essential features in schoolwork and goal attainment.  

 

8.3.2 Grade goals  
 
As expected based on the theoretical framework of this study, as well as based on previous 

results from other studies (e.g., Bieling et al., 2003), the adaptive perfectionists had the 

highest grade goals in all three language courses (see Figure 3), which is also fully in line 

with the assumption made in the present study. Interestingly, the maladaptive and non-

perfectionists set themselves quite similar grade goals, but nevertheless the non-

perfectionists had clearly the lowest grade goals on all of the three language courses. The 

differences between the perfectionism profiles were statistically significant in the Swedish 

and Finnish and literature courses, which indicates that there are real differences in goal 

setting between the perfectionism profiles. However, the effect sizes were moderate at best 

(ηp
2 ranging from .01 to .08), which means that the differences between the groups have 

small and moderate effect sizes. 

 

As the adaptive perfectionists had the highest scores on the mastery-intrinsic and mastery-

extrinsic orientations, their goal is to learn new skills and talents, and, therefore, they 

probably have received good grades in their previous studies. According to the 

Expectancy-Value Theory, such individuals that have high hopes for success are prone to 
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select more difficult tasks after experiencing success, and this may possibly cause the 

effect of the high goal setting of the adaptive perfectionists. They have previously focused 

on learning and possibly, therefore, received good grades, which has increased their self-

esteem and self-efficacy in achievement situations. Hence, the adaptive perfectionists are 

used to orient themselves positively towards learning and they also have high aspiration 

level, because they are used to getting good grades. They may also perceive ability as a 

malleable attribute, meaning it is something that can be developed by increasing one’s 

effort (Dweck, 1986). Thus, these students should enjoy challenges and respond resiliently 

to adversity. As noted earlier, in normal perfectionism, self-esteem remains intact even if 

the standards are not met, which also supports the argument that adaptive perfectionists 

understand that they can develop and enhance their skills and knowledge, which leads to 

the adoption of mastery orientations and high goal setting. 

 

Conversely, the maladaptive perfectionists had high levels of performance-approach, 

performance-avoidance, and avoidance orientations, possibly due to their focus being more 

on the external demonstration of their talents, and that they are more interested in other 

people’s opinions. This may lead to the adoption of externally motivated goals, in which 

the individual does not have real interest, which again leads to poor goal commitment. 

Poor goal commitment and disinterest may lead to low grades and, thus, these students 

may orient themselves negatively towards achievement situations. Maladaptive 

perfectionists set high goals for themselves, but, because of the felt discrepancy between 

their perceived and actual performance, they usually are not satisfied with their 

accomplishments. This may lead to decreased self-esteem and self-efficacy in achievement 

situations. Furthermore, this may explain why the maladaptive perfectionists set lower 

grade goals for themselves than the adaptive perfectionists: they are used to feeling 

unsatisfied with their accomplishments, and, thus, doubt their abilities in achievement 

situations. 

 

The answer to the fact that non-perfectionists had the lowest grade goals, according to the 

theoretical background of this study, is the fact that the feature that differentiates 

perfectionists from non-perfectionists (i.e., having high standards for achievement), does 

not exist in the students labelled as non-perfectionists. Of course, these students have goals 

for their learning and achievement, but their aspiration level is not as high as 

perfectionists’. They also highlighted the performance-avoidance and avoidance 
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orientations, which further implies that the non-perfectionists have a tendency to set such 

goals, which enable them to avoid showing their possible incompetency and spending a lot 

of time on achievement related tasks. One explanation for the fact that both the 

maladaptive perfectionists and non-perfectionists adopt such orientations is, as noted 

earlier, that the students pursuing performance goals tend to see ability as a fixed attribute 

(Dweck, 1986) and, therefore, those who believe their ability is high should respond 

positively to challenges, while those who lack this self-confidence avoid challenges and, 

therefore, do not set high grade goals for themselves.  

 

The grade goals that students set can be seen as distal or long-term goals, whereas every 

task students attend to during lessons can be seen as proximal or short-term goals. These 

proximal goals allow students to recast a distal goal into smaller, attainable ones, such as 

doing homework. On tasks where learning has yet to occur, which is typical of 

schoolwork, setting only a distal goal is too far removed in time to serve as a marker of 

progress to facilitate high self-efficacy or suggest different strategies to attain the goal 

(Seijts & Latham, 2001). This might be one factor that explains the following results in the 

revision of the grade goals. 

 

8.3.3 Revision of the grade goals 
 
There were statistically significant differences between the perfectionism profiles in the 

revision of the grade goals in the Finnish and literature course: all profiles lowered their 

grade goals during the course. There were statistically significant differences between the 

maladaptive perfectionists and adaptive perfectionists, as well as between the adaptive 

perfectionists and non-perfectionists. The differences between the groups have moderate 

effect sizes (ηp
2 = .12) and, therefore, the results indicate that there are real connections 

between perfectionistic characteristics and goal revision. The results indicate that the 

adaptive perfectionists lowered their grade goals less than the maladaptive perfectionists 

and non-perfectionists, and that, surprisingly, the non-perfectionists lowered their grade 

goals the most. This result is perfectly in line with the assumption that the maladaptive 

perfectionists should lower their grade goals more than the adaptive perfectionists. 

 

These results are partially in line with previous research, which indicates that adaptive 

perfectionists, even in the face of failure, set higher goals for future tasks (Bieling et al., 

2003). The results can be seen as parallel to previous studies, in which the relationship of 
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perfectionism and aspiration level (i.e., goal setting) was investigated by manipulating 

success and failure feedback (Stoeber et al., 2008; Kobori, Hayakawa & Tonno, 2009). 

The results indicated that adaptive perfectionism was positively correlated with goal 

setting level before performance feedback and predicted increases in aspiration level 

following success feedback. In contrast, maladaptive perfectionism was associated with 

lowering of goal aspirations from one test to the next, regardless of the performance 

feedback, which is in line with the results of the present study. This means that students 

with maladaptive perfectionism are unsure of their capabilities and tend to avoid 

challenges, and lower their goals in the face of failure. Maladaptive perfectionists also 

have high levels of discrepancy between their perceived and actual performance, which 

can also lead to the lowering of their goals more easily. 

 

The explanation for the fact that the adaptive perfectionists lowered their grade goals the 

least might be the fact that they are more concentrated on learning than the maladaptive 

perfectionists, who are more worried about reaching the high standards they have set for 

themselves. The adaptive perfectionists possibly also possess high self-efficacy when it 

comes to achievement situations and their self-esteem has not decreased even if they have 

previously failed in achievement tasks. The adaptive perfectionists are also more likely to 

adopt mastery goals, which suggests that they do not compare their accomplishments to 

others’. It is possible that the non-perfectionists lowered their grade goals the most, 

because they did not have high grade goals in the first place, and, as noted earlier, they do 

not adopt mastery goals, indicating that they may have the perception that their ability is 

fixed. Therefore, the non-perfectionists probably did not have a clear, high goal and, 

therefore, their goal commitment is not as high as it is with the students with the other 

profiles. The avoidance orientation was the highest orientation of the non-perfectionists, 

which suggests that they do not have a desire to attain high goals in learning or 

achievement in school and that they do not want to spend a lot of time on school-related 

tasks. Because this orientation probably leads to bad performances, the non-perfectionists 

are prone to lower their goals, as they may be used to getting low grades. 

 

As noted earlier, it has been detected in previous studies that those perfectionists who 

perceive their acceptance by others as depending on their performance, in other words, 

maladaptive perfectionists, are more likely to experience intrusive ruminations regarding 

their goals and, therefore, are less likely to actively pursue their goals (Campbell & Di 
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Paula, 2002). This is actually what the maladaptive and non-perfectionists are prone to do, 

because they adopt performance-avoidance and avoidance orientations, which lead to 

stressing about one’s performance in relation to other students’ performances. The 

maladaptive perfectionists may lower their goals, because they may perceive that they are 

not doing as well as other students. The beliefs about conditional acceptance also leads to 

the adoption of such goals for which one feels little or no identification, which again leads 

to lack of personal commitment and suggests a primary motive to avoid failure. This 

concern about others’ rejection is associated with low self-esteem, negative affect, a lack 

of certainty of one’s goals, and goals that are adopted for introjected or external reasons. 

This offers a good explanation for the lowering of the aspiration level. 

In contrast, those who focus on perfectionistic striving, in other words, adaptive 

perfectionists, are more likely to actively pursue their goals without incurring the potential 

cost of increased rumination. In other words, a behavioural orientation of striving for 

perfection appears to promote the adoption of mastery achievement goals, effective goal 

pursuit, as well as enhancing feelings of self-determination and efficacy. It has also been 

detected that over time, perfectionistic striving increases self-concept clarity. In light of 

these findings, the psychological and behavioural consequences of perfectionism appear to 

depend on the particular set of perfectionistic self-beliefs that one chooses to examine 

among the constellation of available measures. The striving for perfection (i.e., high 

standards) suggests a primary motive to achieve success: these individuals have little 

concern about rejection, they have high self-esteem and positive affect, self-determined 

goals, and a satisfaction with progress on declared goals. 

 

8.4 Reliability and validity 
 

The present study was conducted by following the guidelines of the Finnish Advisory 

Board on Research Integrity (2013). The participation for the study was voluntary, the 

participants were informed about the study purposes, and the examinees’ identities were 

kept anonymous, meaning that none of the participants can be identified when reading the 

present study. Before gathering the research material, the necessary research permits were 

acquired. The research material has also been handled carefully and trustworthily; in other 

words, it has been seen and used only by the university students conducting their masters’ 

theses. In the present research, the previous studies have also been acknowledged 
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accordingly, the research results are reported accurately and openly, and this research 

follows the principles endorsed by the research community of the University of Helsinki. 

 

Previous studies of perfectionism have usually focused on a specific subset of the 

population, for example, honours students (e.g., Speirs-Neumeister & Finch, 2006), gifted 

students (e.g., Chan, 2009), or athletes (Stoeber, Stoll, Pescheck & Otto, 2008). This may 

have a great, biased, effect on the results. The present study, however, offers a relatively 

large group of participants, which is not homogeneous but a heterogeneous sample of 

upper secondary school students. Consequently, the results from this study can be 

generalised to a wider population and the results are not biased. Furthermore, the present 

study follows the advice from Rice and collegues (2014) by offering a gender-balanced 

sample, which allows generalizability to larger student populations. Because the present 

study was conducted in a “real life situation” instead of a laboratory environment, this 

study also has good ecological validity. Therefore, it can be said that the generalizability of 

the results to a Finnish upper secondary school population and to every day life of the 

students would be possible to some degree, and that the external validity of the findings is 

quite good. Of course, the accessed group of participants could have been bigger and, thus, 

representing the target population more accurately.  

 

The Short Almost Perfect Scale (Rice et al., 2014) used in the present study is a new 

measurement scale for perfectionism, but, because it is based on the Almost Perfect Scale 

and the Almost Perfect Scale – Revised, which have been used successfully in numerous 

previous studies, the results from this scale can be seen as valid. As noted earlier, the 

convergent, discriminant and criterion-related validity of the SAPS item set has also been 

verified in previous studies. In the present study, the convergent validity of the instruments 

was explored with exploratory factor analyses and the results showed that the indicators 

had high convergent validity, as the factor loadings were quite high. The discriminant 

validity of the instruments was explored also with factor analyses, and it was established 

that the instruments measure different dimensions of the constructs of perfectionism and 

achievement goal orientations. The factor analyses also gave evidence for the external 

consistency of the instruments, because it was shown that the indicators used in the 

instruments measure the intended dimensions of the constructs. As noted earlier, the Goal–

Setting Theory has been used in over 40 000 examinees and, therefore, it has also achieved 

high internal and external validity. 
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In many previous studies, almost 8 out of 10 participants were labelled as perfectionists 

(Rice, Lopez & Richardson, 2013). However, in this study, all the three perfectionism 

profiles were almost equal in size, which means that the division of the students into 

adaptive, maladaptive, and non-perfectionists is likely accurate. Previous studies (Rice & 

Slaney, 2002; Grzegorek et al., 2004) have found the Discrepancy scale to be central in 

differentiating the adaptive and maladaptive perfectionists, and the results of the present 

study seem highly consistent with those past findings. The results from this study are also 

in line with previous research, in that the adaptive and maladaptive clusters have tended to 

be similar in terms of relatively high personal performance standards, compared with non-

perfectionists (Rice & Mirzadeh, 2000; Dickinson & Ashby, 2005). 

 

In previous studies made by concerning the students’ achievement goals, the division has 

usually been only between mastery and performance goals. However, in the present study, 

a different approach to achievement goals was used. The Achievement Goal Orientation 

instrument (Niemivirta, 2002) provides five different achievement goal orientations that 

individuals may have in achievement-related situations and, as noted earlier, the scale has 

been used successfully in plural previous studies. Thus, it can be said that the validity of 

this instrument has been verified as well. Because the measurement instruments used in the 

present study have been verified as having content validity in previous studies (i.e., it has 

been shown that they measure accurately what they are intended to measure) it can be said 

that the findings of the present study are valid as well. Moreover, in the present study, the 

structural validity of the instruments was examined with factor analyses, and the good 

criterion validity of the variables was showed with Spearman’s rho. This also gives support 

for the validity of the results of this study. 

 

The results of the present study can be seen as reliable, because the analyses used in this 

study follow the general quantitave methods used in the psychological studies conducted 

with questionnaires, which provide numerical data instead of qualitative information. The 

questionnaires were answered to in Finnish, which is the mother tongue of most of the 

students. This also increases the reliability of the results, because it diminishes the 

measurement error. The results of the present study are also in line with the results gained 

from previous studies, which have used the same research instruments. The Cronbach’s 

alpha values ranged between .68 and .80, which means that the variables had high internal 

consistency, which suggests that the study instruments are reliable. Generally, the internal 
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consistency coefficients for the APS-R have been in the .85 to .92 range (Slaney et al., 

2001) and, in the present study, they ranged from .68 to .75. For the achievement goal 

orientations, the internal consistency coefficients have previously ranged between .65 to 

.81 (Tapola, Jaakkola & Niemivirta, 2014) and ranged, in this study, from .69 to .85. It can 

be also said that the study is reliable, because it is easily replicable: the analyses conducted 

in the present study are described in detail and the use of those particular analyses is also 

rationalized.  

 

The answers for the questionnaires were gathered from the pupils themselves, which is an 

adequate procedure when the purpose is to gather the examinees’ own views about their 

personality characteristics and their goals. However, there could have been a questionnaire 

also for the teachers regarding the perfectionistic characteristics of the students. This 

would have broadened the possible subjective opinions about one’s characteristics and the 

division of the students into perfectionism groups would have, therefore, been more 

reliable. There could have also been observation conducted by the researcher, which would 

have broadened the research material by offering qualitative data, as well as added a 

researcher-completed questionnaire in addition to the subject-completed questionnaires. 

This brings us to the limitations of the present study and suggestions for future studies. 

 

8.5 Limitations and suggestions for future research 
 
There are several limitations in this study. First, the group of the participants could have 

been larger and there could have been more schools from other cities in Finland involved 

in the research, thus representing the whole age cohort. However, for the conduction of a 

Masters’ thesis the size of the participant group used in the present study was adequate. 

Second, the age distribution could have also been wider, ranging, for instance, from 

elementary school students to university students. This way the results could have been 

more easily generalized to a larger population and the results would have been more 

reliable as the research sample would have been more randomly gathered and larger. This 

would have also enabled the more in-depth research about how the perfectionism profiles 

build up, develop, and also how stable they are. The best possibility would have been to 

gather information also from, for example, all over Scandinavia. This would have enabled 

comparison between different countries, cultures, and school-systems. Because the 

Scandinavian countries have quite similar school-cultures, the gathering of information 
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from those countries would have enabled the study of different societies effects on 

students’ attitude towards school and achievement, as the previously mentioned Self–

Worth Theory suggests. 

 

Third, the present study could have also been more longitudinal, lasting, for example, three 

years instead of only one. This would have enabled more in-depth examination of the goal 

setting and goal revision, as well as the examination of perfectionism and achievement 

goal orientations as fixed attributes in students and their relatedness over time. For 

instance, a change of a teacher or a transmission from elementary school to upper 

secondary school may have impacts on perfectionistic characteristics or goal setting. 

Fourth, there could have also been qualitative research material, which would have given 

information about the students not possible to gain by utilizing only quantitative study 

methods. 

 

It is clear that individual characteristics are related to motivation and performance. To 

broaden the results from this study, it might be fruitful if future studies utilized more 

personality characteristics of students. In this manner, it could be possible to detect how 

the personality of students, or many characteristics together, influences their motivation, 

choices, goals, and reactions to tasks in achievement settings. For instance, Erez and Judge 

(2001) have developed a new personality taxonomy, which suggests that self-esteem, locus 

of control, self-efficacy, and neuroticism form a broad personality trait called core self-

evaluations. They found in three studies that this trait is related to students’ motivation and 

performance. Thus, potential mediating mechanisms, such as self-esteem, self-efficacy, or 

self-regulation, should be included in the following studies. Future research should include 

not only students, but also teachers, parents, and preferably in other achievement settings 

in addition to school. 

 

Furthermore, in future studies, it would be beneficial to take into account the real grades 

that the students in the different perfectionism profiles received from the courses. This 

would enable the comparison between the grade goals and the actual received grades, 

which would give more information about the effects of perfectionistic characteristics to 

performance in a school setting. It would also give realistic information about the goals, 

and whether they were met or not. Interesting matters to be studied in the future would also 

be the influence that parents, peers, and teachers have on individuals’ goal setting. This has 
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been acknowledged, for example, in the multidimensional perfectionism scale of Hewitt & 

Flett (1991), in which the Socially prescribed perfectionism takes the fact that individuals 

may think that other people have high expectations of them, into account. 

 

Because it has been found in previous studies that the relationship between personality and 

performance is mediated by situationally specific goals, as well as self-efficacy (Locke, 

2001; Baum et al., 2001), and that personality traits have an indirect effect on individuals’ 

performance through a superordinate goal or vision, goal setting, and self-efficacy (Baum 

& Locke, 2004), it would be very interesting to study further whether goal setting mediates 

the effect of perfectionistic characteristics on students performance at school or in other 

achievement situations. 

 

Previously it has been argued that achievement goals represent only a fraction of the 

multiple goals that students bring in to the classroom (e.g., Boekaerts, 1998). Thus, it is 

crucial in the future to study and identify goal-directed behaviour by taking into account all 

the multiple content goals that become salient in the classroom, as well as the links that 

students have established between these goals (i.e., students’ goal structure) (Boekaerts, de 

Koning & Vedder, 2006). The schools’ academic climate is also one crucial element 

behind the motivation of students when it comes to achievement-related goals and values 

(Roeser, Urdan & Stephens, 2009). Hence, future research should also concentrate on the 

psychological factors, including context perceptions, and the motivational, ability, and 

volitional factors that act as a mediator between the instigative features of the school 

setting, and consequent patterns of behavioural engagement in learning at school. 

 

In previous research, and, in the present study, a general trend among students has 

emerged: adaptive perfectionism has a more optimal motivational profile, in other words, 

intrinsic motivation for studying and the adoption of mastery and performance-approach 

goals, while maladaptive perfectionism has less positive motivational profile, in other 

words, extrinsic motivation towards studying, as well as the adoption of performance-

approach and avoidance goals (Fletcher & Speirs-Neumeister, 2012). These results have 

been made from samples of non-gifted students and in the future it would be interesting to 

see, if these patterns of motivational profiles hold also for gifted students and other 

samples of students. The more research there is about the different perfectionistic 

tendencies and their relationship with students’ motivation and goal setting in school, the 
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easier it gets to inform educators and parents about these tendencies that may possibly 

mask the students’ school-related negative feelings and stress. However, even based on the 

results from current studies, it is possible to say that emphasizing mastery goals over 

performance goals is beneficial to all students. 

 

9 Practical implications 
 

Empirical research has over the years provided plenty of evidence for the fact that the four 

types of achievement goals (i.e., performance-approach, performance-avoidance, mastery-

approach, and mastery-avoidance goals) (Elliot & McGregor, 2011) integrate different 

underlying cognitive and affective processes, and are associated with different 

characteristics of students, study processes, and achievement outcomes. Many results from 

previous studies have been consistent with the fact that mastery-approach goal has a 

positive role on achievement outcomes, whereas performance-avoidance goal has a 

negative role on achievement outcomes (Moller & Elliot, 2006). However, there have also 

been studies in which it has been detected that only performance-approach goals are 

significantly linked to academic performance after controlling the effect of the other forms 

of goals (Verner-Filion & Gaudreau, 2010). It has also been argued that only mastery-

approach goals are significantly correlated with academic satisfaction. This suggests that 

pursuing task-based competence to understand, master, and learn is actually not associated 

with better performance, but, however, it increases the academic satisfaction of students. 

As the adaptive perfectionists in the present study highlighted mastery-intrinsic, mastery-

extrinsic, and performance-approach orientations, had high goals for their achievement at 

the language courses, and also lowered their grade goals the least, it can be said that 

adaptive perfectionism has positive effects on studying and on achievement situations. 

Therefore, the adaptive perfectionism together with mastery orientations and performance-

approach orientation can be encouraged at school. 

In fact, in previous research, it has been argued that the most adaptive achievement goal is 

the mastery-approach, while the most maladaptive achievement goal is performance-

avoidance (Elliot & McGregor, 2001). It has also been previously indicated that the 

mastery-avoidance and performance-approach achievement goals are located somewhere 

between the mastery-approach and performance-avoidance achievement goals, in so far as 

they are adaptive or maladaptive. Moreover, it has also been found that students with 

mastery-approach and performance-approach goals set their personal performance goal at 
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higher levels than other students and they also have higher levels of self-efficacy, while 

performance-avoidance goal has a negative influence on self-efficacy (Radosevich et al., 

2007). Consequently, it would be beneficial to encourage students to adopt the mastery-

intrinsic or mastery-extrinsic orientations: this would allow the students to concentrate 

fully on learning, which again will probably lead to good grades, better self-efficacy 

regarding achievement situations, and the development of new skills which are needed in 

the future studies. Teachers should also portray learning activities to students as good 

opportunities to acquire new skills and knowledge, not just arenas for displaying them, and 

remind students that mistakes are an important part of learning and achieving mastery 

(Dweck & Master, 2009). 

It is clear that perfectionistic students emphasize different approaches towards learning: the 

adaptive perfectionists appear to be interested in learning for learning’s sake and, although 

they may desire a positive outcome that does not appear to be their primary goal (Mills & 

Blankstein, 2000). In contrast, the maladaptive perfectionists appear more concerned about 

making good impressions in performance situations while fearing failure. Although 

maladaptive perfectionists may desire high grades, it is likely that they will be dissatisfied 

regardless of their performance outcome. Therefore, it would also be beneficial for 

teachers to have knowledge about students’ perfectionistic tendencies. The gathering of 

information should happen during the early part of the school year, because perfectionistic 

characteristics are quite stable (Rice et al., 2012). Especially measuring the Discrepancy 

dimension of perfectionism would be useful, since the students with higher Discrepancy 

scores tend to score significantly lower on measures of achievement and self-esteem and 

higher on depression than students with low Discrepancy (Accordino et al., 2000). If 

individuals with high Discrepancy (i.e., maladaptive perfectionists) would be identified, 

the school psychologists would be able to assess and treat important issues related to 

students’ ability to excel in academic work, as well as to improve their well-being. The 

Discrepancy dimension of perfectionism is also seen as malleable, which means that it can 

change through performance feedback and life experiences (Hewitt & Flett, 2002). 

Therefore, teachers could try to increase students’ feelings of adequacy, effort 

management, emotion control, and good academic work habits, as they present volitional 

control, which is known to contribute to successful performance in educational settings 

(Boekaerts & Corno, 2005). 

The Standards variable has also important implications. One possible way to prevent poor 
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academic performance, depression, and low self-esteem would be to design and implement 

such educational components that can improve students’ personal standards and, thus, lead 

them towards adaptive perfectionism. Such components might include teaching students 

how to set and achieve realistic personal goals, as well as giving students positive 

reinforcement for achieving those goals. In a nutshell, it might be beneficial for the 

teachers and school psychologists to have knowledge about the possible perfectionistic 

characteristics of students, because then it would then be easier to try to lower the 

maladaptive perfectionists’ Discrepancy dimension, and to guide them towards adaptive 

perfectionism. This has also been suggested in previous studies (Wang et al., 2007). 

However, it has been detected in previous studies utilizing the GST that extreme goal 

difficulty harms self-efficacy (Masuda et al., 2015). This finding suggests that to be able to 

create effective learning and performance environments, the goals students approach must 

not be too difficult to achieve. Therefore, teachers should be careful and have enough 

knowledge about each individual, when helping students to set goals for themselves. The 

goals must be truly attainable and teachers need to make sure that students are really 

committed to achieve the goals. 

As noted earlier, the decrease in all the groups grade goals might be a consequence of 

setting only distal goals, which in this case are the grades received from the language 

courses. If students have low self-efficacy and they do not receive enough information 

about their progress towards the attainment of the goal, their motivation might decrease 

and, hence, lowering the distal goal follows. In this line of reasoning, the focus of the 

students should be on proximal goals, in other words, on every lesson and given tasks from 

the teacher, home assignments, and preparing for the exam. These proximal goals would 

give students more chances to evaluate their behaviour, effort, persistence, and the use of 

task-relevant knowledge and behaviour. The teachers should also focus more on these 

proximal goals, because they need to give students more feedback about their progress. 

When giving feedback, it is also important to help students to evaluate their performance 

appropriately and compare it with absolute standards of their own previous performances, 

not with classmates’ performances (Shih & Alexander, 2000). Specific, difficult outcome 

goals (e.g., focusing only on the grade) should be avoided, because they appear to have a 

detrimental effect on performance in the learning process (Seijts & Latham, 2001). Instead, 

a specific, difficult learning goal has been shown to lead to higher performance, because it 

results in higher goal commitment. It has also been shown that setting proximal learning 

goals in conjunction with a distal learning goal can lead to the greatest number of strategies 
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used to attain the goals. Hence, teachers should try to urge students to utilize both of these 

goals.  

 

Furthermore, it has been detected in previous studies that self-efficacy is positively linked 

to performance (Latham & Locke, 2007). According to Bandura (Seijts & Latham, 2001), 

the individuals who have good self-efficacy use more time on completing tasks, and are 

more committed to completing assigned tasks. It has been also acknowledged that goal 

disengagement is difficult when goal attainment is central to self-worth (Wrosch, Scheier, 

Carver & Schulz, 2003). Hence, it would be beneficial to increase students’ levels of self-

efficacy. This would also require the use of proximal goals, which the teacher has planned 

in a manner that will give all the students a feeling of success. The teacher should also give 

students sufficient support, and motivate them with such tasks that are closely related to 

their own life or living environment. In previous studies, it has also been detected that 

mastery-approach and performance-approach goals exerted positive effects on self-

efficacy, while mastery-avoidance and performance-avoidance goals had a negative 

influence on self-efficacy (Radosevich et al., 2007). Thus, increasing an approach 

orientation tendency may prove to be a useful intervention for optimizing individuals’ 

levels of self-efficacy. However, increasing students’ self-efficacy is reasonable only in the 

American-Euro cultures, because it has been found that, for instance, in East Asian settings 

a self-critical view is positively associated with achievement and motivation (Kimmel & 

Volet, 2010). 

 

In the Expectancy–Value Theory (Eccles & Wigfield, 2000), the expectancy dimensions of 

motivation surround the questions “Can I do this?” (i.e., self-efficacy beliefs), while the 

value dimensions surround the question “Why should I?”. This has lead teachers to enjoy 

giving students extrinsic rewards for accomplishing tasks. However, goals and tasks should 

be approached with intrinsic motivation, and, therefore, teachers should avoid giving 

students external awards, because it shifts the locus of causality outside the student and 

encourages extrinsic motivation (Deci, Koestner & Ryan, 1999). Therefore, teachers 

should address the value dimensions of motivation by enhancing students’ belief that their 

engagement in lessons and learning activities is worthwhile. Schools should also provide 

students the opportunities to engage in activities that are enjoyable, interesting, and 

provide self-actualization potential by allowing students to feel empowered or creative 
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(Brophy, 2010). This requires knowledge about each student and their individual 

characteristics. 

 

10 Conclusions  
 
 
The purpose of this study was to examine does the different factors of perfectionism (i.e., 

profiles of perfectionism) have an effect to students’ achievement goal orientations and 

goal setting. The present study examined also the revision of the grade goals made by the 

students with different perfectionism profiles. The importance of the findings of the 

present study is evident, because the findings are consistent with previous studies and they 

also provide new insights into the effect of perfectionism on goal setting and goal revision. 

 

Achievement goal research has usually been divided into two different conceptualizations: 

the first perspective is to look at achievement goals in terms of enduring dispositions, 

achievement goal orientations, and the second perspective looks at the situation- and task-

specific nature of goals (Tuominen-Soini et al., 2011). This study utilizes both 

perspectives. The relationships between multidimensional perfectionism and achievement 

goal orientations, as well as goal setting have been addressed in previous research. 

However, to my knowledge, this has not been previously done with the instruments of 

SAPS (Rice et al., 2014) and AGO (Niemivirta, 2002). In addition, the revision of the 

distal goals made by the students in the perfectionism profiles is a relatively new study 

topic, and also gives this study a longitudinal style. Therefore, the results of this study can 

be said to offer new insights into the effects of multidimensional perfectionism on 

achievement goal orientations, distal goal setting and goal revision. The results of this 

study were in line with previous studies, as well as with the theoretical framework of 

which this study is based on. The results of this study suggest a serious need for future 

research, hopefully with larger sample sizes, and indicate that these new instruments for 

the study of perfectionism and achievement goal orientations are relevant and able to 

reveal new dimensions of the constructs. 

 

In recent years, the more student-centered pedagogies have received growing attention, as 

the media and other public debate has brought up the concern about the falling educational 

performance levels (PISA-studies) of Finnish youth. Unfortunately, a general, but false 

opinion has also emerged about today’s youth not caring about school or valuing 
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education. However, recent research suggests that 60 percent of students actually like 

comprehensive school and 80 percent of pupils in vocational school are content with 

school. In other words, there is only a small group of young individuals who are not 

satisfied with school, and those are the students that are in the great need of help, as they 

might develop maladaptive perfectionism, maladaptive achievement goal orientations, and 

low aspiration levels. Hopefully, the present study helps teachers to consider every student 

as an individual with distinctive personality characteristics, needs, goals, and motivation 

towards learning and achievement situations. Students should also be encouraged to take 

more responsibility of their actions, because being a responsible student does not include 

only performing well on assigned tasks, but also having management skills, motivation, 

and volition strategies, and understanding of the rules and regulations of school 

environment (Boekaerts et al., 2006). In future studies, multiple psychological phenomena 

should be included in the study of learning, development, and the well-being of students at 

school. 
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