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University of Delhi
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Sheila Kennedy
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Two studies explored the meaning of the construct of perfectionism in India. The first
study examined the relevance of the Almost Perfect Scale, a measure of the dimensions of
perfectionism, for 321 Hindu, Asian Indian students at the University of Delhi. A second
study interviewed 5 students and faculty members at the University of Delhi who were
selected as potential exemplars of perfectionism. The results of both studies are com-
pared to the results for samples gathered in the United States, and their similarities and
differences are discussed.

Based on changes in U.S. immigration policy, Asian Indian immigration
to the United States has been growing rapidly since the mid-1960s (Almeida,
1996; Jayakar, 1994). There were an estimated 525,000 Asian Indians living
in the United States in 1985 (Takaki, 1989), about 800,000 in 1990 (U.S.
Department of Commerce, 1993), and, 3 years later, an estimated 1 million
(Papademetrius, 1993). In 1990, Asian Indians constituted the fourth largest
group of Asian Americans in the United States. Uba (1994) notes that despite
this rapid growth, Asian Indians have rarely been studied by Western psy-
chologists, a point that is echoed by Jayakar (1994) when writing about Asian
Indian women. In addition, Saran (1985) states that Asian Indians are cultur-
ally distinct and lack substantive ties or similarities to other Asians or people
from the Orient. Almeida (1996) seems to be making a similar point when she
writes that “The culture of Asian Indians is one that is most ‘other’to Western
cultures” (p. 395).
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PERFECTIONISM IN
THE HINDU CONTEXT

Much of the cultural distinctiveness, or otherness, of Asian Indians can be
attributed to the pervasiveness of the Hindu religion in India. An estimated
80% of the population of 800,000,000 people is classified as Hindu (Jayakar,
1994), but, beyond those numbers, the cultural legacy of Hinduism is so
deeply inculcated into the culture of India that it influences the lives of virtu-
ally all religious groups (Almeida, 1996; Smith, 1991). And perhaps no con-
cepts are more basic to Hinduism than karma, reincarnation, and nirvana (or
moksha) (Dhruvarajan, 1990; Mitter, 1991; Sethi & Allen, 1984; Smith,
1991). Huston Smith, inThe World’s Religions(1991), describes karma as
“the moral law of cause and effect” (p. 64). That is, given a moral universe,
one’s thoughts and actions determine one’s present and future condition. In
reincarnation, the idea of karma is extended to thejiva, or soul, which passes
through a sequence of human bodies; “Worn-out garments are shed by the
body; worn out bodies are shed by the dweller” (Bhagavad-Gita, 2:22). Nir-
vana represents liberation or escape from the cycle of life and death through a
variety of paths and stages that—simply stated—lead to an awareness of
Brahman or God.

The Western visitor to India becomes increasingly aware, over time, of the
rich variety of ways Hinduism influences the culture of India. As a Fulbright
scholar to India, the first author lectured at a number of Indian universities on
a variety of topics. The lectures that seemed to stir the greatest interest were
those that addressed the concept of perfectionism, a relatively new topic of
research at that time. The questions and comments of Asian Indian scholars
and students conveyed a clear understanding of the ideas that were being
expressed. In addition, it was repeatedly suggested that a different manner of
conceptualizing perfectionism should be considered, one that was eventually
understood to be related to the Hindu concepts of karma, reincarnation, and
nirvana.

PERFECTIONISM FROM
A WESTERN PERSPECTIVE

The lectures on perfectionism covered the conceptualization of the con-
struct of perfectionism, its measurement, and early studies. Basically, a
review of the existing literature on perfectionism (Slaney, Ashby, & Trippi,
1995) had indicated that the early literature was primarily anecdotal and was
based almost exclusively on the thoughts and impressions of theorists and cli-
nicians who saw perfectionism as at least problematic if not literally patho-
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logical (Adler, 1956; Barrow & Moore, 1983; Burns, 1980; Halgin & Leahy,
1989; Hamachek, 1978; Hollender, 1965, 1978; Horney, 1950; Pacht, 1984;
Pirot, 1986; Sorotzkin, 1985). The perception of perfectionism as a patho-
logical trait also exerted a strong influence on attempts to devise measures of
the construct (Burns, 1980; Frost, Marten, Lahart, & Rosenblate, 1990;
Hewitt & Flett, 1991).

Slaney and Johnson (1992) reviewed the empirical literature on perfec-
tionism with the goal of developing scales that had less negative bias than
existing scales and more relevance for counseling. They found that the litera-
ture clearly suggested that having high personal standards was central to all
definitions of perfectionism. They also found that orderliness was frequently
referred to as accompanying high standards. Whereas neither of these traits is
necessarily problematic, the literature also suggested that perfectionists were
likely to procrastinate, be anxious, and have concerns about relationship dif-
ficulties. Therefore, the Almost Perfect Scale (APS) (Slaney & Johnson,
1992) included measures of high standards, orderliness, relationship prob-
lems, anxiety, and procrastination.

Research on the development and validation of the APS (Johnson &
Slaney, 1996; Slaney et al., 1995) provides considerable evidence that the
goal of making the APS less negative was achieved for the combined stan-
dards and order subscale. There is also evidence supportive of the factor
structure, internal consistency, test-retest reliability, and concurrent and
divergent validity of all four subscales of the APS. Johnson and Slaney
(1996) found, as expected, that participants who were operationally defined
as perfectionists had higher scores on the standards and order subscale than
participants whose self-ratings indicated they were not perfectionistic. How-
ever, the perfectionists had lower procrastination scores, and there were no
differences on ratings of relationship problems. The latter results were incon-
sistent with the literature that suggested that perfectionists would have prob-
lems with relationships and procrastination.

Slaney and Ashby (1996) questioned the apparent negative bias of the per-
fectionism literature and argued for a different approach to studying the con-
struct. Their study involved locating and interviewing a criterion group of 37
perfectionists. They found that when these participants described themselves
or defined perfectionism, the central importance of high personal standards
was clearly expressed. Orderliness frequently accompanied high standards.
Slaney and Ashby noted that whereas participants’ evaluations of their per-
fectionism were rather positive, most also found it distressing to some
degree. However, none of those who were asked said they would give it up.
Overall, these results seemed consistent with the contention that there were
positive as well as negative aspects of perfectionism.
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PERFECTIONISM AS A
CROSS-CULTURAL CONSTRUCT

After listening to and understanding the lectures on perfectionism, a
number of Indian scholars and students suggested that perfectionism might
be conceived by Hindus as being related to the concept of nirvana, or libera-
tion from the life-death cycle that defines reincarnation. Available descrip-
tions of nirvana do seem to convey a sense of bliss or a state of perfection.
Smith (1991) describes successful yogi who have attained nirvana: “In body
they will remain individual. In spirit they will become unspecific, universal,
perfected” (p. 43). In discussing Hinduism, overall, Smith (1991) wrote that
“Hinduism says that its purpose is to pass beyond imperfection altogether”
(p. 22). In essence, it did seem possible that the cultural perspective of Asian
Indians, influenced primarily by Hinduism, might result in perceptions of the
termperfectionismthat were quite different from Western perceptions. The
Hindu perspective on perfection, though difficult to define or operationalize
with precision, did seem more likely to be consistent with liberation from, as
opposed to adherence to, the concepts and concerns encompassed by Western
concepts of perfectionism.

The time spent in Delhi and the lectureship at the University of Delhi were
fortunate in two respects. First, a collaborative study on perfectionism was
planned with the second author, who is Hindu and was highly involved in
every aspect of the research. His knowledge of Hinduism, the University of
Delhi, and research in general, not to mention his status with students and
colleagues, eased the process of doing research in a new and different univer-
sity and culture at every step. Second, the students at the University of Delhi
seemed highly similar to the Asian Indian immigrant population of the
United States described by Almeida (1996), Banks (1991), and Jayakar
(1994). Both groups are elite, privileged, and carefully selected, mostly mid-
dle to upper middle class, predominantly Hindu, and both have family back-
grounds that value education highly. Results gathered from university stu-
dents in India might also have relevance for Asian Indians who have come to
the United States.

At the same time, signs of the increasing influence of Westernization are
currently highly evident in India, especially in the major cities of Bombay
and Delhi, and particularly in relation to Indian institutions of higher educa-
tion. Membership in the growing middle class in India is increasingly per-
ceived as being related to the successful pursuit of a university education. The
dramatic changes that India is currently experiencing (Almeida, 1996; Dhru-
varajan, 1990; Krishna & Berry, 1992) make it an open question whether the
construct of perfectionism will have meanings in India that are more closely
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related to Westernized concepts or to concepts that can be traced to the influ-
ence of Hinduism. The present studies, using both quantitative and qualita-
tive approaches, were developed to explore that question. Perfectionism was
defined as a multidimensional construct consisting of high standards, orderli-
ness, and possibly problems with anxiety, procrastination, and interpersonal
relationships.

STUDY 1

Study 1 gathered data on the APS (Slaney & Johnson, 1992). The
responses of 321 Asian Indian university students were subjected to a confir-
matory factor analysis based on the four-factor structure found by Johnson
and Slaney (1996). The factor loadings were compared to those found by
Johnson and Slaney (1996) using data gathered on a U.S. sample to examine
whether the constructs, as measured by the APS, are perceived similarly in
the two cultures. The means and standard deviations of the two samples were
also compared. Finally, comparisons were made, separately, by gender,
between Asian Indian students who rated themselves as highly perfection-
istic and students whose ratings indicated they did not rate themselves as
highly perfectionistic. These results were also compared to similar results for
a U.S. sample.

Method

PARTICIPANTS

The Asian Indian participants were 321 Hindu, undergraduate students
from social science courses at the University of Delhi, who volunteered to
take the APS; there were 91 men and 230 women. The ages of the men ranged
from 17 to 27 with the mean age being 20.71 years (SD = 2.62). For the
women, ages ranged from 17 to 44 with the mean age being 20.08 years (SD=
2.46). Years of education beyond high school was 2.46 for men and 2.37 for
women. For the U.S. sample that was used for comparison, the data were
taken from Johnson and Slaney (1996). The U.S. participants were 1,425
graduate, undergraduate, and continuing education students (859 women and
566 men). Of the participants, 91% were White/European with the remainder
of the sample composed of small percentages of Asian, Hispanic, African
American, and other racial/ethnic groups. The mean age of the U.S. sample
was 24.72 years (SD= 7.44) and ranged from 18 to 67 years.
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PROCEDURE

The first and second author discussed all of the items of the APS to deter-
mine whether the meaning of the items made sense and could be interpreted
unambiguously in the Asian Indian culture. It appeared to both authors that
the items were easily understood and had similar meanings in both cultures.
Because English is the language of instruction at the University of Delhi and
is the language used among educated Asian Indians in general (Jayakar,
1994), literal translation was not required. In addition, the second author
asked a number of Asian Indian students at the University of Delhi to respond
to the APS and to then discuss the items with him. Based on those discus-
sions, it appeared that the meanings of the items was quite similar for students
at the University of Delhi to the meanings derived by U.S. sample.

Next, volunteer, undergraduate, social science students completed the
demographic questionnaire and the APS. Their responses to the APS were
then subjected to a confirmatory factor analysis utilizing covariance matrices
as input to the LISREL 7 program (Joreskog & Sorbom, 1988) and using the
maximum likelihood estimation procedure. Items were constrained to load
on only one factor based on the four-factor solution of Johnson and Slaney
(1996). Multiple measures of fit have been recommended to provide a more
complete evaluation (Joreskog & Sorbom, 1988; Tracey, Glidden, & Kokoto-
vic, 1988), and this study included goodness of fit, adjusted goodness of fit,
chi square, degrees of freedom,p levels, the chi-square-to-degrees-of-
freedom ratio, and the root-mean-square residual. Finally, ANOVAS were
performed, by gender. They compared participants whose Likert-type self-
ratings on perfectionism were 6 (agree) or 7 (strongly agree), with partici-
pants who had rated themselves from 1 to 5, (strongly disagreeto slightly
agree, respectively). The rationale was that the two highest ratings repre-
sented those who were clearly rating themselves as perfectionistic compared
to those whose self-ratings were more equivocal or negative. The dependent
variables were the subscales of the APS.

MEASURES

APS (Slaney & Johnson, 1992). The APS is a 32-item scale whose devel-
opment is described in Johnson and Slaney (1996) and Slaney et al. (1995).
The items are distributed over four subscales: a standards and order scale (12
items), an anxiety scale (4 items), a relationship scale that addresses issues
both in and out of counseling (12 items), and a procrastination scale (4 items).
These scales were based on two separate factor analyses involving more than
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1,400 participants (Johnson & Slaney, 1996). The four factors accounted for
about 86% of the common variance, and subscales based on these factors had
coefficients of internal consistency that ranged from .71 for the four-item
anxiety scale to .85 for the standards and order scale. Test-retest correlations
over 2-week and 4-week periods were, respectively, .92 and .81 for the stan-
dards and order scale, .90 and .87 for the relationship scale, .81 and .79 for
anxiety, and .86 and .81 for procrastination (Slaney et al., 1995). Data com-
paring the subscales of the APS with other measures of perfectionism by
Burns (1980), Frost et al. (1990), and Hewitt and Flett (1991) and measures
of depression, worry, and social desirability are presented in Slaney et al.
(1995). Johnson and Slaney (1996) compared two groups of perfectionistic
clients at counseling centers. One group said perfectionism was a problem,
whereas the other said perfectionism was not a problem. The problematic
perfectionists had significantly higher scores on measures of trait anxiety and
obsessional concerns and scored higher on the APS subscales measuring
anxiety and procrastination. There were no differences on the standards and
order scale, the relationship scale, or a scale measuring normal orderliness.
Overall, the data seem supportive of the reliability and validity of the
subscales of the APS.

Demographic questionnaire. A number of demographic questions pre-
ceded the APS. Participants reported their age, year in college, and religious
orientation and were asked whether they considered themselves to be perfec-
tionists. Related questions asked whether significant others (i.e., “persons
who know you well”) had said that respondents were perfectionistic or if they
had ever been referred to as perfectionistic by a counselor or therapist.
Finally, participants were asked to rate the degree to which they agreed that
they were perfectionistic. A 7-point, Likert-type scale ranging from 1 =
strongly disagreeto 7 =strongly agreewas provided.

Results

For the item that asked whether they thought of themselves as perfection-
istic, 37 men (40%) and 80 women (34%) said yes. Of the 321 participants,
21 men (23%) and 80 women (34%) said that significant others had referred
to them as perfectionistic. A counselor or therapist had referred to 1 man and
5 women as being perfectionistic. Participants rated the degree to which they
agreed that they were perfectionistic by responding to a 7-point, Likert-type
scale that ranged from 1 =strongly disagreeto 7 =strongly agree. The mean
rating for men was 4.14 (4 =neutral), and the mean rating for women was
4.54.
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For the confirmatory factor analysis, the goodness-of-fit index was .84,
and the adjusted-goodness-of-fit index was .83. Chi square was 987.06, with
486 degrees of freedom, andpexceeded .001. The chi-square-to-degrees-of-
freedom ratio was 2.03, and the root-mean-square residual was .08. The
items and their factor loadings are presented in Table 1, where they are com-
pared to the loadings found by Johnson and Slaney (1996).

The means and standard deviations for the subscales of the APS for the
Asian Indian students are presented in Table 2, along with comparative data
on U.S. undergraduate students taken from Johnson and Slaney (1996).

Table 3 presents the means andF values, by gender, for the Asian Indian
groups that were formed based on higher or lower ratings on the 7-point,
Likert-type scale that asked the participants to rate the degree to which they
agreed they were perfectionistic. Men and women of the Asian Indian student
group who rated themselves higher were significantly different and higher on
the standards and order scale of the APS. The women who rated themselves
higher also differed on anxiety, but inspection of the means indicates that the
group with lower self-ratings had higher anxiety. There were no statistically
significant differences for either gender on the relationship or procrastination
scales of the APS.

Discussion

The results of the confirmatory factor analysis indicate that the factor
structure of the U.S. sample reported by Johnson and Slaney (1996) provided
a good fit for the data gathered in India. The chi-square-to-degrees-of-
freedom ratio was well below the criterion of 5.00 although it exceeded the
more stringent criterion of 2.00 by a very slight degree. The other criteria
were supportive of the four-factor model based on the exploratory factor
analyses of Johnson and Slaney (1996). In addition, the factor loadings on the
APS for Asian Indian students, presented in Table 1, are quite similar to the
factor loadings found in university students in the United States (Johnson &
Slaney, 1996). Whereas the loadings were not always as high, they were gen-
erally acceptable, depending on the criteria used. The lowest loadings were
on items measuring relationship issues, and only two of these had loadings
below .35. Loadings for all the other scale items exceeded .40. Overall, the
similarity of the factor structures is striking, and these results suggest rather
clearly that the construct of perfectionism, as measured by the APS, is per-
ceived similarly by university students in the United States and in India.

The means and standard deviations for the Asian Indian students were also
quite similar to the means and standard deviations found by Johnson and
Slaney (1996). However, Asian Indian students apparently admit to having
more concerns about their interpersonal relationships than do U.S. students.
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TABLE 1: The Almost Perfect Scale

Factor Loading

Asian Indian U.S.
Item Students Students

Factor 1: Standards and order
I am an orderly person. .58 .70
I have high standards for my performance at work or at school. .44 .46
I have to admit that basically I’m a perfectionist. .43 .58
It bothers me to be distracted when I have work to do. .41 .41
I think things should be put away in their place. .42 .75
I have trouble leaving things incomplete. .44 .61
I like to always be organized and disciplined. .45 .80
I often think it is easier to do something myself than it is to get

someone else to do it. .42 .43
I like to be very careful and precise when I measure things. .44 .54
I try to do my best at everything I do. .44 .51
Neatness is important to me. .45 .80
I like to make lists of tasks I have to do and then check them off

as I do them. .42 .40

Factor 2: Relationships
I wish I had closer relationships with my friends. .46 .40
I hate to cry. .35 .48
When I have a problem I should be able to solve it by myself. .35 .42
Seeking the help of a counselor would be hard. .35 .43
Relationships seem easier for other people. .36 .53
When it comes to emotions I want to understand them so I can

get rid of them. .35 .49
Sometimes I feel like I could cry but I don’t want to. .36 .46
It is no good to let strong feelings show. .35 .61
I find it hard to talk about my feelings. .36 .62
I feel uncomfortable in intimate relationships. .34 .48
Some people have told me I seem cold and distant. .34 .49
There are very few people in the world to whom I closely relate. .35 .51

Factor 3: Anxiety
I have trouble relaxing. .60 .42
I am fearful of making mistakes. .47 .56
When I think of things I have to do I feel anxious. .49 .83
I often feel anxious when I strive to complete a task. .50 .76

Factor 4: Procrastination
I tend to procrastinate so long that I never have enough time to

do things right. .54 .69
Other people seem to be more efficient than I am. .40 .40
I tend to put things off for as long as I can. .41 .86
My standards are so high that often I procrastinate. .40 .69
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Table 3 indicates that similar to the results of Johnson and Slaney (1996),
Asian Indian students who rated themselves higher on perfectionism were
also higher on the standards and order scale. This indicates that the partici-
pants’ definitions of their perfectionism were consistent with having high
standards and a sense of orderliness, constructs that are basic to the APS and
to Western definitions of perfectionism, generally. There were no differences
for men on anxiety, whereas the women who rated themselves higher on per-
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TABLE 2: Means and Standard Deviations on Subscales of the Almost Perfect Scale,
by Gender and Culture

Males Females

Asian Indiana United Statesb Asian Indianc United Statesd

Variable M SD M SD M SD M SD

Standards and order 62.01 9.82 59.90 10.59 63.27 8.97 61.89 10.56
Relationships 55.03 8.51 48.22 10.81 54.56 9.87 45.91 12.07
Anxiety 17.27 4.30 16.85 4.04 18.12 4.36 19.08 4.27
Procrastination 15.27 4.59 16.22 4.58 14.78 4.58 16.66 5.72

NOTE: U.S. students were from introductory psychology courses at a large northeastern
university.
a. Asian Indian malesn = 91.
b. United States malesn = 205.
c. Asian Indian femalesn = 230.
d. United States femalesn = 363.

TABLE 3: Group Means and F Tests for Subscales of the Almost Perfect Scale, by
Gender

Males Females

Group 1a Group 2b F Group 1c Group 2d F

Variable M M M M

Standards and order 56.88 63.85 9.79* 60.34 65.46 20.04**
Relationships 54.54 55.21 0.11 55.76 54.02 1.76
Anxiety 17.71 17.25 0.20 19.03 17.47 7.30*
Procrastination 16.33 14.90 1.75 15.35 14.48 2.05

a. Group 1, low perfectionism malesn = 24.
b. Group 2, high perfectionism malesn = 67.
c. Group 1, low perfectionism femalesn = 94.
d. Group 2, high perfectionism femalesn = 136.
* p < .01. ** p < .001.
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fectionism were actually lower on anxiety. These results differ from the
higher anxiety found in U.S. students who rated themselves higher on perfec-
tionism. In addition, there were no differences on procrastination, whereas,
in the U.S. sample, the group with higher self-ratings had lower procrastina-
tion scores. Overall, these results—both the similarities and the differ-
ences— suggest that additional investigations of the construct of perfection-
ism in India, using the APS, seem warranted.

STUDY 2

Slaney and Ashby (1996) reasoned that locating and interviewing persons
who considered themselves to be perfectionistic and who also met a reason-
able set of criteria for defining perfectionism would be potentially informa-
tive beyond data gathered on scales. This perspective would appear to have
even greater merit in investigating the variable of perfectionism in the Asian
Indian culture, where the ability of the APS to capture the richness, meaning,
and nuances of the perfectionism construct might be particularly suspect.
Therefore, Study 2 involved interviewing a carefully selected sample of stu-
dents and faculty from the University of Delhi. The criteria for the selection
of the participants were separate from the results of APS scales. It was
assumed that the scales might contain elements of cultural bias as well as a
developmental history that suggested a possible bias toward assuming that
perfectionism equaled pathology.

Methods

PARTICIPANTS

In accordance with the methodology of Slaney and Ashby (1996), the sec-
ond author located a small sample of volunteer graduate students and faculty
members at the University of Delhi who considered themselves to be perfec-
tionists and were willing to be interviewed. More specifically, 5 participants
were selected for the study who (a) said that they were perfectionists, (b) said
that others had referred to them as perfectionists, and (c) had rated the degree
to which they agreed they were perfectionistic at either 6 (agree) or 7
(strongly agree). Women graduate students were 2 of the participants. The
other 3 participants were men—2 were faculty members and a third was a
doctoral student. More detailed descriptions of the participants are presented
in the Results section below.
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PROCEDURE

Individual appointments were made with prospective participants, and the
interviews were conducted by the first author in a faculty office at the Univer-
sity of Delhi. The interviews took about 1 hour and used the structured inter-
view format devised by Slaney and Ashby (1996). A verbatim written record
of the participants’ responses to the interview questions was made. Prior to
participating in the interview, each participant had completed the demo-
graphic data and the APS.

Results

A brief sketch of the interview responses of each of the 5 participants will
be presented. Emphasis has been placed on providing statements taken
directly from the interviews. After the brief sketches, each participant’s
scores on the subscales of the APS will be reported.

PARTICIPANT A

Participant A is a professor at the University of Delhi. He is Hindu, mar-
ried, and has two children. His wife is a professional woman with a Ph.D. His
mother was a housewife, and his father had had a career in government serv-
ice. Participant A clearly thought of himself as a perfectionist, and he empha-
sized his high standards. He said his wife, parents, and close friends had all
said he was perfectionistic, and he predicted, “you won’t find anyone more
perfectionistic than I am.” Later, he added that he had never met “anyone who
meets my standards.” He said these standards affected nearly all areas of his
life. However, he noted that his professional work, appearance, and dress
received particular attention. Participant A thought that his perfectionism
was “a very good thing.” He then qualified this statement by noting that he
also had high standards for relationships and that “If I want a close relation-
ship, I also want it to be perfect.” Participant A said that he would feel very
hurt if he felt his friends did not reciprocate and he would end up not speaking
to them. He admitted that this hurt him. When asked how he evaluated his
perfectionism, he said it was “very useful. I’m happy . . . verysuccessful.” He
said, “I can’t tolerate failure or lack of success” but quickly added, “I can
achieve anything. I have yet to come across a person who is perfect like me.”
Initially, he said that his perfectionism did not cause him distress: “It gives me
a lot of rewards.” However, he also said, “I don’t feel I should withdraw or cut
off relationships. How many people can I afford not to talk to?” Finally, he

Slaney et al. / PERFECTIONISM IN INDIA 21

 © 2000 Division 17 of Counseling Psychologist Association. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on July 19, 2007 http://tcp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tcp.sagepub.com


said, “I have to work so hard to be the best. I cannot tolerate being second.”
Participant A said he was neat and orderly and took care of tasks efficiently.
He did not procrastinate. When asked where his perfectionism came from, he
initially said “from within.” He added, “I had a very principled grandfather.”
He said, “my father had high standards . . . butplaced more emphasis on being
a good person.” His mother “was very tidy . . . hermessage was about higher
moralistic values, not so much about achievement.” He concluded that his
parents’ perfectionism related more to morals than achievements. Finally,
Participant A said that the essence of perfectionism was “setting high stan-
dards or goals and consistently working toward them. Having the idea that
nothing is impossible. I always had the idea that I could do something better
than anyone.”

PARTICIPANT B

Participant B was a graduate student. She was 22 years old, Hindu, third in
birth order, and single. Her mother had a B.A. degree, and her father had an
M.A. degree. Participant B said she was a perfectionist because “I like to do
everything to the best possible I can.” Her family, friends, and teachers had
referred to her as being perfectionistic. She reported that all areas of her life
were affected. She said, “people want me to go faster. I take more time and do
things with care. Doing my best is all that matters.” Participant B thought her
perfectionism was “very good” but added, “I don’t care what others think
because I think it is good.” She then noted that her perfectionism “brings me
lots of grief. It ruins my relationships. I take almost everything very seri-
ously.” Participant B said she was “tense almost all the time . . . getheadaches.
I am not tense because of my high standards but because others don’t under-
stand me.” She said it would be a relief to give up her perfectionism: “I would
like to; I would like to be much less tense and carefree.” Participant B added
that “it [perfectionism] doesn’t bring any good except personal satisfaction
but the cost is too high.” She said she was neat, was efficient, and did not pro-
crastinate. Participant B said no one else in her family seemed perfectionistic,
and she was “not sure where it had come from. Perhaps from teaching?” Par-
ticipant B said that the essence of perfectionism was “doing things to the best
of your capacities. Everything. I try to do my best in all things.”

PARTICIPANT C

Participant C was 36 years old and an associate professor. He is Hindu,
married, and has two children. His wife is a housewife, as was his mother, and
his father had retired from government service. Participant C said he had
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come to think of himself as perfectionistic. When asked why, he said, “what-
ever I plan I complete.” He referred to his research as “high quality” and
noted that he had a lot of articles accepted in good journals. He emphasized
his research and teaching when asked which aspects of his life were most
affected. Participant C said his father and friends described him as being per-
fectionistic. Participant C evaluated his perfectionism by saying, “It’s good
but not absolutely good. If I think I am the most perfectionistic, then I’ll lose a
sense of competition.” He saw no negative aspects to perfectionism. Partici-
pant C did note that his perfectionism caused him some distress. He said,
“After completing a goal, perfectionists aspire for the next goal. I enjoy a task
well done but also quickly move on to another project.” He noted, “I feel
guilty if I am not productive . . . feel like meetings [faculty] go on and
on . . . makes mefeel unproductive.” Participant C said he was neat, efficient,
and orderly and did not procrastinate. Participant C traced his perfectionism
to his father, who he said was “orderly, planned, . . . also he’s on time, very
efficient, and did high quality work. My father said only make a promise if
you can fulfill it; don’t be late for meetings.” For Participant C, the essence of
perfectionism was that “I am very clear and thorough about the work I do.
The content is of high quality . . . veryplanned, orderly.” He said he could be
critical of others if his standards were not met.

PARTICIPANT D

Participant D was a 21-year-old woman, Sikh, first born, and single. Her
father had a university degree, and her mother had had nursing training. She
said she thought of herself as perfectionistic because “I want to do my best.
Everything I do, I give myself a rating. I think I could have done better. What-
ever I do I want to do my best. When I don’t do my best . . . I used to feel bad.”
She said her father and her sister had referred to her as perfectionistic. The
area of her life that was most affected was “studies. . . feeling that if there had
been more time, I would have done my best. If I didn’t have enough time there
might be tension. . . tension may lead to worry and inefficient use of time.”
Participant D also said her perfectionism affected her relationships: “If there
is a fight I’ll try to clear things up.” Finally, she said it affected “every little
thing, housework, cooking, every little thing I do.” She added that it might
lead her to lose interest; she had studied the sitar but became discouraged
with her progress. Participant D evaluated her perfectionism “positively; it
helps me do whatever I do better.” In terms of distress, Participant D noted
that “it [perfectionism] causes a lot of tension. I waste a lot of time, I get tense
and eat a lot . . . may worry about whether I am using my potential, especially
in school.” She added that when she got depressed, she would sleep a lot. She
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said she “got headaches and would eat and sleep a lot.” Participant D said,
“my clothes and my cupboard [i.e., closet] are always neat. Each thing has a
place. I try to do things efficiently but I do put things off. I have turned in a
paper late.” When asked where her perfectionism came from, she said, “Mom
does things very well. She does everything fantastically. The message always
is do your best.” She said her father “does some things well, especially impor-
tant things. . . other things not so well. Mother is never satisfied with things.”
Her definition of the core of perfectionism was, “when you’re doing some-
thing, do your best . . . also, trying to top everything you are able to do.”

PARTICIPANT E

Participant E was a 26-year-old, single, male, Hindu doctoral student. His
mother was a housewife, and his father was a professor at another major uni-
versity in India. In saying why he considered himself a perfectionist, Partici-
pant E said, “I try to do my best, to put my best efforts into things I do. I am
driven by the phrase ‘why not the best.’ I do not take things lightly.” He said
that all aspects of his life were affected and that he had no problems with rela-
tionships. “I have 5 to 6 friends. I’m a popular chap. No problems interacting
with people.” He evaluated his perfectionism as an “extremely good
thing . . . anasset . . . I have abetter chance of succeeding if I do things better
than others.” When asked about distress, Participant E said, “I might start
things a little late because of my planning. I think of issues as carefully as pos-
sible. At the end, I will come out on top. I may also take on too much. I have to
fight against time.” He said he was neat, orderly, and efficient and denied pro-
crastinating. Participant E was not clear about the origins of his perfection-
ism. He had an older brother he described as “very particular,” and he said his
parents both were very competent but “I see my ideas, my competitiveness as
different in degree from my family.” In describing the essence of perfection-
ism, Participant E said, “to do whatsoever has been assigned in the best possi-
ble manner. If you have this potential, why not? I feel once I have achieved
my lower order needs, I will go for self-actualization.”

The APS scores for the interview participants are presented in Table 4.

Discussion

The responses of the participants indicated that all of them were clear in
stating that they were perfectionists, with the exception of Participant C who
said he had not thought in terms of that label but that it made sense to him
when he did. All said that others had referred to them as being perfectionistic.
Their definitions of perfectionism emphasized having high standards for per-
formance with only secondary emphasis on orderliness or neatness. The cen-
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trality of high standards was also clear when the participants were asked to
articulate what they saw as the core or essence of perfectionism. Three of the
participants said all areas of their lives were affected, but their examples
appeared to place a clear emphasis on professional and academic activities.
These results are strikingly similar to the results found by Slaney and Ashby
(1996).

All of the participants evaluated their perfectionism positively. At the
same time, both Participants A and B mentioned the negative effects that their
perfectionism had on their relationships. Participant A seemed to suggest that
at times, his push to be the best was costly. Participant C said it caused him
some distress, whereas Participant E seemed to express minimal distress.
Both women seemed to be considerably more distressed, with both mention-
ing tension and headaches. Participant B seemed to be inclined toward giving
up her perfectionism. She certainly wanted to be less tense and more carefree
and said the costs were too high, but she stopped short of saying she would
give it up. Participant D said she experienced a lot of tension and worry and
wasted a lot of time. She specifically mentioned eating a lot and sleeping a
lot when tense. She added, “I never feel tremendously satisfied with anything
I’ve done.” She also had more to say about neatness than the others: “I have
a thing about neatness . . . it’s not like Ican’t live without neatness . . .
everything has a place.” Although the participants’evaluations of perfection-
ism were positive, there did appear to be a considerable range of distress
related to it, results that, again, seem reminiscent of Slaney and Ashby
(1996).

The participants, with the exception of Participant B, dismissed the idea of
having been labeled as perfectionistic by a counselor or therapist. The men
made it particularly clear that they had not seen a therapist or counselor. Par-
ticipant B said a professor she approached who was also a counselor had said
she took things too seriously and was pushing herself too hard.
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TABLE 4: Scores of Interviewees on the Subscales of the Almost Perfect Scale

Subscale

Standards
and Order Relationships Anxiety Procrastination

Participant A 77 48 19 10
Participant B 80 41 28 15
Participant C 84 62 14 13
Participant D 68 38 13 18
Participant E 77 57 14 14
Mean 77.20 49.20 17.60 14.00
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There was a clear consensus that the participants saw themselves as being
neat, orderly, and efficient and as people who did not procrastinate. Only Par-
ticipant D admitted that she had turned in a paper late. All the others specifi-
cally said that they did not procrastinate. There was less consensus in terms of
the origins of their perfectionism. Participant A saw his parents as perfection-
istic, but more in terms of morals than achievement. They were also very neat
and orderly. Participants B and E seemed to reject the possibility that their
perfectionism came from their families. Participant C made clear connec-
tions to his father and mentioned both standards and orderliness in his work.
Participant D saw her mother as a source and said her mother “does every-
thing fantastically.” Later, she said, “Mother does everything so well. . . she’s
never satisfied with anything.” This idea of a discrepancy between standards
and performance also occurred in the Slaney and Ashby (1996) interviews. It
is interesting that Participant D, in discussing her own distress, indicated the
same sense of discrepancy.

Overall, the responses to the interview questions contain many more strik-
ing similarities than contrasts to the Slaney and Ashby (1996) results. The
idea that the construct of perfectionism might be interpreted from a Hindu
perspective in India did not seem readily evident in the responses of the
participants. In terms of the influence of Westernization, it is interesting that
the responses of Participant A alluded to his grandfather and parents as being
perfectionistic in a manner that was more related to morals than to achieve-
ment. That was not, however, the case with Participant A, who stressed his
achievements. Nor did it occur in the responses of any of the other
participants.

It is also interesting that the women participants seemed more distressed
than the men. Although the small sample precludes any clear conclusions,
these results are also reminiscent of those of Slaney and Ashby (1996).
Whether these results reflect differences in experienced distress, a gender-
related willingness to disclose distress, or other causes is unclear. In this
regard, it is also interesting that all of the men mentioned a sense of competi-
tiveness in their perfectionism, whereas neither of the women did. Both of
these possibilities might be explored in future research.

Finally, given the central position of high standards and orderliness in per-
fectionism, the means of the participants on the standards and order scale
clearly confirm the impression given by the interview data, that the partici-
pants were highly appropriate for this study. The means for the interviewees
on the standards and order scale exceeded the mean for the general sample by
considerably more than 1 standard deviation. The means for the other scales
were similar to the values for the larger sample. It is interesting that the
women both have lower scores on the scale that indicates the presence of rela-
tionship problems. It is also interesting that Participant D, who had admitted
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procrastinating on occasion, had the highest score on procrastination. It is
less clear why Participant B had the highest score on anxiety whereas Partici-
pant D’s score was not remarkable.

OVERALL CONCLUSIONS

The results of the confirmatory factor analysis indicate that the factor
structure of the APS for Asian Indian university students is similar to the fac-
tor structure for U.S. students. Factor loadings for the former group were, in
most cases, slightly lower but generally acceptable and consistent with those
for the U.S. participants. The means and standard deviations for the U.S. and
Asian Indian participants were also rather similar, with the Asian Indian par-
ticipants noticeably higher only in their endorsement of items indicating an
admission of relationship problems. This result, however, was not related to
the degree to which the Asian Indians endorsed an item measuring their self-
ratings on perfectionism. In contrast, and more important in terms of the
meaning of perfectionism, Asian Indian students who rated themselves
higher on the Likert-type scale measuring the degree to which they agreed
that they were perfectionistic also had higher scores on the standards and
order scale than did students who rated themselves lower on perfectionism.
This relationship between scale scores on standards and order and percep-
tions of perfectionism was also found in the U.S. participants and suggests
that having high standards for performance and a sense of orderliness are
integral to definitions of perfectionism in both cultures.

There were no statistically significant differences between Asian Indian
groups who were higher or lower in their self-ratings on perfectionism on any
of the other scales of the APS, with the exception of the anxiety scale. For the
anxiety scale, there were no differences for males, whereas women with
higher self-ratings on the perfectionism scale had lower anxiety scale scores,
a result that is in contradiction to the data from the U.S. participants. The lack
of differences on the relationship scale was consistent with the results for
U.S. participants, whereas the failure of the procrastination scale score to be
lower for the Asian Indian participants who were higher on self-ratings of
perfectionism deserves additional attention. The interview data suggested
that procrastination was not seen as positively related to perfectionism.

The results of the interview data seemed consistent with the conclusion
that having high standards and, secondarily, being orderly were central to
perfectionism. The interviews were considerably more informative about
some of the possible negative implications of having extremely high stan-
dards than were the data on the scales. Several participants mentioned or
implied that their interpersonal relationships were negatively affected, and
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most were able to mention some other sources of distress. The distress did
seem to be possibly related to the discrepancy between the standards they
held and their perceived ability to consistently meet those standards, a possi-
bility that was articulated by one of the interview participants. One finding
that seems intriguing is the tendency for participants to refuse to give up a
trait that is clearly a source of distress, a result also found by Slaney and
Ashby (1996). It appears that the construct is both highly valued and a source
of distress in both cultures. Finally, both the quantitative and the interview
data seemed to suggest that the influence of Hinduism on the perceptions of
perfectionism was considerably less evident than were the similarities across
the two cultures. Overall, the combined results of these studies seem to sug-
gest that the construct of perfectionism, as measured by the APS and the
interview data, appears to have relevance for Asian Indian university students
and faculty.

LIMITATIONS

A number of limitations in this study need to be considered. The small
number of participants in the interview study suggest that these results should
be considered highly tentative and in need of expansion and replication. Pos-
sible gender differences seem particularly promising. In addition, the high
scores of the interviewees on the standards and order scale of the APS may
suggest that they represent a particularly elite group. Although the quantita-
tive data involved considerably more participants, it needs to be remembered
that these participants also represent a small, highly elite, and highly edu-
cated sector of the overall Asian Indian population.

Although the APS can be seen as constraining the perceptions of perfec-
tionism to a Western perspective that is conveyed in the items of the scale, that
criticism seems less easily made for the criteria used for selection of the inter-
viewees and the interview format. The selection criteria involved only the
participants’ definitions of perfectionism. The interview format also offered
no definitions of perfectionism and used open-ended questions that specifi-
cally sought to avoid leading the participants. For example, the first question
was “Do you think of yourself as perfectionistic?” followed by “Why?” The
final question was “What is the core or essence of perfectionism?” Although
it is true that the interview questions were developed from a Western perspec-
tive, it seems difficult to dismiss the striking similarities of the interview
responses to those of Slaney and Ashby (1996) on that basis alone. A more
telling criticism might question the effects of the exclusive use of a Western
interviewer. And, finally, it should be noted that whereas these results seem to
suggest striking similarities between the perceptions of perfectionism
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between participants from both cultures, all communications, cross-cultural
or not, fail to provide ultimate certitude that the message sent is the message
received. Indeed, if, as it seems, all communication can be seen as approxi-
mate, then the current results should be seen as providing support for the
approximations tested in this study.

FUTURE RESEARCH AND
IMPLICATION FOR COUNSELING

Additional research on the APS and the construct of perfectionism in
India would appear to be justified, based on these results. Future studies
might involve Asian Indian interviewers and look more carefully at the
behavioral manifestations and the psychological correlates of perfectionism
in Asian Indians. Although the introduction suggests that the students at the
University of Delhi are likely to be similar to students who come from India
to universities in the United States, in terms of their perspective on perfec-
tionism, data to support that case are needed. Studies that look more carefully
at the positive and especially the negative aspects of perfectionism and their
implications for achievement, success, mental health, and counseling among
Asian Indians would also be of particular relevance. Whereas this study pro-
vides limited implications for counselors, the results clearly indicate that
counselors would be well advised to carefully investigate what they and their
clients mean by perfectionism to assure that their approximate meanings are
as similar as possible. The results also indicate that high standards are central
to the construct and not necessarily problematic. Should additional studies
find that discrepancies between the standards that are set and those that are
achieved are frequently a source of distress in perfectionism, then counselors
might begin to focus their efforts on counseling approaches to reduce that dis-
crepancy. Clearly, more research on Asian Indians and the construct of per-
fectionism is needed.
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