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a b s t r a c t

The purpose of the present study was to investigate several components of the Perfectionism Social Dis-
connection Model (PSDM) by assessing the relationships among perfectionism, insecure attachment, and
social disconnection in adolescents. This study examined perfectionistic self-presentation, attachment
style, and experience of disconnection from social environment in a sample of 178 adolescents. Results
indicated that perfectionistic self-presentation facets were significantly correlated with social disconnec-
tion and fearful attachment was associated with the nondisclosure of imperfection. Moreover, nondisclo-
sure of imperfection partially mediated the relationship between fearful attachment and social
disconnection. The current study is the first to examine the link between insecure attachment and per-
fectionistic self-presentation and provides some evidence supporting the PSDM.

� 2012 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

1.1. Perfectionism and psychopathology

Over the past two decades, investigators have shown consider-
able interest in the relationship between perfectionism and psy-
chopathology. A large body of research has linked perfectionism
to numerous adjustment problems in children, adolescents and
adults (e.g. see Flett & Hewitt, 2002; Hewitt, Flett, & Mikail, in
preparation). Perfectionism is often conceptualized as a multidi-
mensional construct (Flett & Hewitt, 2002; Frost, Marten, Lahart,
& Rosenblate, 1990; Hewitt & Flett, 1991) and according to Hewitt
and Flett (1991), trait perfectionism entails three dimensions: self-
oriented, other-oriented and socially prescribed perfectionism
(Hewitt & Flett, 1991). Self-oriented perfectionism is an intraper-
sonal trait dimension that involves the requirement for one’s
own perfection, all-or-nothing thinking, and emphasis of one’s
own flaws. In contrast, other-oriented perfectionism involves the ex-
tent to which one possesses high expectations and standards for
others. Socially prescribed perfectionism is an interpersonal dimen-
sion that involves the perception that others have unrealistic
expectations for one’s behavior.

In addition to these perfectionism traits, Hewitt and colleagues
(2003) also described perfectionistic individuals’ need to appear
perfect to others by promoting their perfection or by not displaying
or disclosing imperfections, termed the perfectionistic self-presen-
tation. Perfectionism traits and perfectionistic self-presentation
facets are associated differentially with various types of psychopa-
thology and maladjustment (see Flett & Hewitt, 2002; Hewitt et al.,
2003). Perfectionistic self-presentation facets have been shown to
relate to poor relationship functioning and various forms of psy-
chopathology above and beyond trait perfectionism and other per-
sonality variables in adults and adolescents (Hewitt et al., 2003;
Roxborough et al., in press). The focus of the current work is on
the interpersonal expression of perfectionism among adolescents.

1.2. Perfectionistic self-presentation in adolescents

Perfectionistic self-presentation (PSP), the interpersonal expres-
sion of perfectionism, involves the need to appear perfect with
three dimensions: perfectionistic self-promotion (the need to
actively promote one’s supposed ‘‘perfection’’), nondisplay of imper-
fection (the need to avoid revealing one’s perceived imperfections),
and nondisclosure of imperfection (the need to avoid disclosing one’s
imperfections; Hewitt et al., 2003). Recently, Hewitt et al. (2011)
have replicated all three facets of the PSP in adolescents. All three
PSP facets have been associated with psychological difficulties and
distress, including anxiety and relationship difficulties, depression,
hopelessness and suicidal risk in clinical and nonclinical samples of
adolescents (e.g. Hewitt et al., 2011; Roxborough et al., in press).
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Although there is evidence that PSP in adolescents is associated
with a variety of deleterious outcomes, there has been little re-
search on mechanisms that explain the association. Recently, He-
witt and colleagues have described a model of perfectionism and
maladjustment that focuses specifically on interpersonal compo-
nents of perfectionism known as the Perfectionism Social Discon-
nection Model (PSDM; Hewitt, Flett, Sherry, & Caelian, 2006). The
current study represents a preliminary exploration of the PSDM
in adolescents.

1.3. The Perfectionism Social Disconnection Model

The PSDM asserts that interpersonal dimensions of perfection-
ism (i.e. the PSP facets and socially prescribed perfectionism) de-
velop as a result of inordinate and thwarted needs to feel
connected or a sense of belonging. A response to this need for
interpersonal acceptance involves the development of perfection-
ism such that individuals come to learn that if he/she is perfect
or appears to others as perfect, others will accept and care for
them. However, perfectionistic behaviors actually generate further
disconnection from the social environment by fostering problem-
atic or distant interpersonal relationships (Hewitt et al., 2006).
According to the PSDM, perfectionism engenders psychological
maladjustment through the experience of both subjective (i.e. a felt
sense of detachment from others) and objective (i.e. impoverished
relationships with others) social disconnection (Hewitt et al.,
2006). Therefore, it is proposed that PSP exerts deleterious influ-
ences on interpersonal behavior, which, in turn, create a sense of
disconnectedness and perceived lack of social support.

Few studies have investigated the link between perfectionistic
self-presentation style and social disconnection in adolescents.
However, in a recent study of 152 psychiatric outpatient adoles-
cents, Roxborough et al. (in press) demonstrated that nondisplay
of imperfection was associated with a sense of disconnection,
which was correlated with an increase in the overall suicidal risk
among adolescents. In addition, Sherry, Law, Hewitt, Flett, and Bes-
ser (2008) found that perceived social support mediated the rela-
tionship between socially prescribed perfectionism and
depression among university students. Taken together, these stud-
ies offer initial support for the PSDM.

Other recent studies have examined the role of perfectionism
on intra- and interpersonal functioning in adolescents. For in-
stance, Gilman, Adams, and Nounopoulos (2011) have found that
perfectionistic adolescents had more disruptive and less prosocial
relationships than nonperfectionistic adolescents. Furthermore,
Ye, Rice, and Storch (2008) found that perfectionistic belief ac-
counted for significance variance in interpersonal difficulties and
depressive symptoms for adolescents diagnosed with obsessive
compulsive disorder (OCD), even after controlling for OCD symp-
toms. Together, these studies suggest that perfectionistic adoles-
cents are more vulnerable to interpersonal difficulties that place
them at higher risk for maladjustment.

1.4. Attachment style, perfectionistic self-presentation, and social
disconnection

From a theoretical standpoint, early relationships with parents
and family histories may be pivotal in producing perfectionism.
Several authors (Blatt, 1995; Burns, 1980; Flett, Hewitt, Oliver, &
MacDonald, 2002; Hamachek, 1978; Horney, 1950) have suggested
that certain perceived parental practices (e.g. neglect, love with-
drawal, intrusive parenting, and shaming) may be important pre-
cursors of perfectionism in children. Despite the numerous
theoretical accounts of its origin, no studies have investigated the
origin and development of PSP. This underscores the need for a
conceptual framework linking the various psychological factors

and processes associated with PSP. We believe that the adult
attachment theory offers such a conceptual framework from which
the relationship between perfectionistic self-presentation and so-
cial disconnection can be further investigated.

Adult attachment theory is concerned primarily with the nature
of relationship bonds and their effects on human development
across the lifespan (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978; Bowl-
by, 1988). Bowlby (1988) proposed that the quality of caregiver–
child relationships results in internal representations or ‘‘working
models’’ of the self and others that provide the prototypes for later
interpersonal relationships. Subsequently, Bartholomew and Horo-
witz (1991) created a four-category classification of attachment
based on Bowlby’s definition of internal working models: secure,
preoccupied, fearful and dismissing. According to their conceptuali-
zation, individuals with secure attachment have positive expecta-
tions of self and others and report better overall mental and
physical well-being. Individuals with preoccupied attachment have
a deep-seated sense of unworthiness and are highly dependent on
others for validation of self-worth. Fearful individuals are also
highly dependent on others for approval. However, they perceive
others as untrustworthy and undependable, and they shun inti-
macy and disclosure to avoid the pain of potential criticism or
rejection. Finally, dismissing individuals avoid interpersonal close-
ness due to their negative views of others. Extensive research has
explored the connections between attachment style and affective,
cognitive and psychological indicators of adjustment (see Cassidy
& Shaver, 1999; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).

Flett and colleagues (2002) hypothesized that a poor parent–
child relationship produces a chronic sense of disconnection, hope-
lessness, and self-doubt. To cope with feelings of vulnerability and
inferiority, the insecurely attached child may develop an excessive
need to appear perfect, to hide imperfections or avoid disclosing
flaws and failures. Hence, consistent with the PSDM, children with
high attachment insecurity may develop a perfectionistic self-
presentation style and, subsequently, experience significant social
disconnection. The hypothesis proposed by Flett and colleagues
(2002) is also predicated on Mikulincer’s (1995) observation that
certain insecurely attached people will become avoidant and iso-
lated from others because ‘‘. . .their self-esteem is so low and frag-
ile that they cannot tolerate discovery of the slightest flaw. This
idealization of the self seems to be a defense against the experience
of rejection by others on the recognition of one’s imperfections’’
(p. 1213). Consistent with the hypothesis proposed by Flett and
colleagues (2002), Hewitt and colleagues (2011) demonstrated
that PSP facets in adolescents are linked with an inordinate need
for approval, fear of negative evaluation, and excessive self-con-
sciousness offering further support for our contention that PSP
may be motivated by fears of failure and rejection.

To our knowledge, no research to date has examined the rela-
tionships between attachment style, perfectionistic self-presenta-
tion, and the experience of social disconnection among
adolescents; however, trait perfectionism has been linked with
insecure attachment (Cox, Enns, & Clara, 2002; Rice & Mirzadeh,
2000; Wei, Heppner, Russell, & Young, 2006; Wei, Mallinckrodt,
Russell, & Abraham, 2004). Furthermore, it has been shown that
trait perfectionism mediates the relationship between insecure
attachment and depressive symptoms in adults (e.g. Wei et al.,
2004, 2006).

1.5. Hypotheses and goals

The current research had several goals. First, previous research
has focused exclusively on adult populations, using either perfec-
tionism traits (MPS; Hewitt & Flett, 1991) or perfectionistic attitudes
(FMPS; Frost et al., 1990). No study has examined the associations
among insecure attachment, PSP, and social disconnection in an
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