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a b s t r a c t
People high in partner-speciﬁc socially prescribed perfectionism view their romantic partners as rigidly
demanding perfection of them. Case histories and theoretical accounts identify conﬂict with romantic partners as a recurrent, core interpersonal problem for people high in partner-speciﬁc socially prescribed perfectionism. Most research in this area uses mono-source, cross-sectional designs. The present study
advances this research by studying perfectionism and conﬂict in 226 romantic couples using a 14-day daily
diary design involving self- and partner-reports. As hypothesized, self- and partner-reports of partner-speciﬁc socially prescribed perfectionism correlated moderately. Results for men were consistent with hypotheses: Self- and partner-reports of partner-speciﬁc socially prescribed perfectionism predicted changes in
self- and partner-reports of conﬂict, even after controlling for reassurance-seeking and previous day’s conﬂict. Contrary to hypotheses, reassurance-seeking was a better predictor of conﬂict for women. Results indicate men high in partner-speciﬁc socially prescribed perfectionism engage in self-defeating interpersonal
behaviors. They are over concerned about—yet in daily conﬂict with—their partners.
Ó 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction
Some people have personality traits that impede their ability to
participate in positive interpersonal relationships. Perfectionism
represents one such trait. Perfectionism is related to interpersonal
problems, even after controlling for well-established predictors of
interpersonal problems (e.g., neuroticism; Hewitt, Flett, Sherry, &
Caelian, 2006). Nonetheless, gaps exist in our understanding of
the association between perfectionism and interpersonal problems. We address these gaps by conducting a rigorous, comprehensive test of the perfectionism-interpersonal problems connection.
Speciﬁcally, we study perfectionism and daily conﬂict in romantic
couples using a daily diary design with self- and partner-reports.
There are several dimensions of perfectionism (Frost, Marten,
Lahart, & Rosenblate, 1990; Hewitt & Flett, 1991). Among these,
people high in socially prescribed perfectionism (SPP; i.e., perceiving others as demanding perfection of oneself) are likely to gener⇑ Corresponding author at: Department of Psychology and Neuroscience,
Dalhousie University, 1355 Oxford Street, PO Box15000, Halifax B3H4R2, Canada.
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ate and/or perceive negative social interactions (Hewitt & Flett,
1991). Indeed, SPP is consistently linked with interpersonal problems (Hewitt et al., 2006). In the present study, we operationalize
SPP in partner-speciﬁc terms (see Stoeber, 2012). Partner-speciﬁc
SPP involves a maladaptive social schema predisposing people to
view their romantic partners as requiring perfection (e.g., ‘‘My
partner expects nothing less than perfection from me’’).
We examine partner-speciﬁc SPP in relation to daily conﬂict
(i.e., daily hostile, critical, rejecting, and inconsiderate behaviors
directed toward a romantic partner). We focus on daily conﬂict
because theoretical accounts identify it as central to socially
prescribed perfectionists’ interpersonal problems (Hewitt et al.,
2006). Such people appear to think (e.g., perceive partners as
demanding), feel (e.g., exhibit negative affect around partners),
and behave (e.g., avoid partners) in ways that generate daily conﬂict with their romantic partners (Mackinnon et al., 2012). Consistent with our conceptualization, partner-speciﬁc SPP is linked to
lower dyadic adjustment in marital relationships (Haring, Hewitt,
& Flett, 2003) and lower satisfaction in dating relationships
(Stoeber, 2012).
Most perfectionism studies use cross-sectional, mono-source
designs. Cross-sectional designs neglect questions of temporal
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precedence, whereas mono-source designs involve potential biases
(e.g., defensiveness). People may become accustomed to their
behavior, failing to report it accurately. Additionally, people high
in SPP feel pressured to be perfect and may conceal imperfections
in self-report measures (Sherry et al., 2013).
The three perfectionism studies with informants found self- and
informant reports of SPP correlated moderately (rs from .23 to .39).
These studies involved best friends (Flett, Besser, & Hewitt, 2005),
mothers and daughters (Mushquash, Sherry, Sherry, & Allen, 2013),
and ‘‘mixed’’ informants (e.g., friends, parents, etc.; Sherry et al.,
2013). A study with romantic partners as informants is novel.
Romantic partners are well-acquainted, have shared histories,
and witness behaviors across contexts. Moreover, little is known
about perfectionism and interpersonal problems in men, as relevant studies involve mainly women (Sherry et al., 2013).
Socially prescribed perfectionists are rarely studied in dyads.
Instead, they are studied as individuals apart from interpersonal
context. By studying romantic relationships, researchers can investigate socially prescribed perfectionists in a more contextualized,
ecologically valid way. It is also unclear if the link between
partner-speciﬁc SPP and conﬂict holds after accounting for
competing variables. An apparent link between these constructs
may be an artifact arising from shared variance with third variables
(e.g., reassurance-seeking).
Our study overcomes problems in past work. Our daily diary design increases reliability (due to multiple reporting occasions) and
reduces recall bias (by collecting data closer to an event’s occurrence). We also studied romantic couples and supplemented self-reports with partner-reports. Our sample is equal parts men and
women, allowing us to study partner-speciﬁc SPP and daily conﬂict
in both genders. Moreover, we tested if the relation between partner-speciﬁc SPP and daily conﬂict holds after controlling for reassurance-seeking (i.e., excessively asking your partner if he/she cares
about you). Reassurance-seeking is a suitable covariate as it shares
variance with perfectionism and conﬂict (Starr & Davila, 2008).
Building on past work (Sherry et al., 2013), we hypothesized
self- and partner-reports of partner-speciﬁc SPP would correlate
moderately. We also hypothesized self- and partner-reports of
partner-speciﬁc SPP would predict changes in self- and partner-reports of daily conﬂict after controlling for reassurance-seeking and
previous day’s conﬂict. No gender differences were hypothesized,
given the paucity of evidence.
2. Methods
2.1. Participants
Participants met inclusion criteria: They had internet access; at
least one member of the couple was attending university; they
were in a romantic relationship for P3 months; they had faceto-face contact P5 days a week. Inclusion criteria helped to ensure
members of romantic couples had a history of frequent interaction.
In total, 226 heterosexual couples were recruited (226 men; 226
women). Men averaged 22.35 years of age (SD = 4.52); women
averaged 21.48 years of age (SD = 4.13). Most participants selfidentiﬁed as Caucasian (men 88.5%; women 88.5%), reported
face-to-face contact with their partner an average of 6.44 days
per week (SD = 0.84), and were in a relationship with their partner
an average of 2.10 years (SD = 2.23).
2.2. Measures
2.2.1. Partner-speciﬁc SPP
Self-reports of SPP were measured using the 5-item short form
of the SPP scale from Hewitt and Flett (1991) Multidimensional
Perfectionism Scale. Items were modiﬁed to be partner-speciﬁc
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(e.g., ‘‘My family expects me to be perfect’’ was changed to ‘‘My
partner expects me to be perfect’’). Mackinnon et al. (2012) conducted a psychometric study supporting the alpha reliability and
convergent validity of this partner-speciﬁc self-report measure.
Partner-reports of SPP were measured using the 5-item short
form of the SPP scale from Hewitt and Flett (1991) Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale. Self-report items (e.g., ‘‘My partner expects me to be perfect’’) were modiﬁed into partner-report items
(e.g., ‘‘My partner believes that I expect them to be perfect’’). Participants responded on a 7-point scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to
7 (strongly agree) for self- and partner-reports of SPP. Scores range
from 5 to 35 for self-reports of SPP and from 5 to 35 for partner-reports of SPP. Our partner-report measure of SPP was created for
this study; research on its psychometrics is limited. Mackinnon
et al. (2012) found this partner-report measure has an alpha reliability of .84 and correlates signiﬁcantly (r = .59) with a partnerreport measure of concern over mistakes (Frost et al., 1990),
supporting the convergent validity of this measure.
2.2.2. Reassurance-seeking
Self-reports of reassurance-seeking were measured using the 4item reassurance-seeking scale from Joiner and Metalsky (2001)
Depressive Interpersonal Relationships Inventory. Items were modiﬁed to be partner-speciﬁc (e.g., ‘‘Do you frequently seek reassurance from the people you feel close to as to whether they care
about you?’’ was changed to ‘‘Do you frequently seek reassurance
from your partner as to whether they care about you?’’). Participants responded on a 7-point scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very
much). Scores range from 4 to 28 for this scale. Studies support
the alpha reliability and convergent validity of this self-report
measure (Joiner & Metalsky, 2001).
2.2.3. Daily conﬂict
Self-reports of daily conﬂict were measured using Murray, Bellavia, Rose, and Grifﬁn (2003) 7-item scale of rejecting interpersonal behaviors (e.g., ‘‘I insulted my partner’’). A psychometric
study by Mackinnon et al. (2012) supported the alpha reliability
and convergent validity of this self-report measure.
Partner-reports of daily conﬂict were measured using Murray
et al. (2003) 7-item scale of rejecting interpersonal behaviors
(e.g., ‘‘My partner insulted me’’). For both self- and partner-reports
of daily conﬂict, participants responded on a 9-point scale from 1
(strongly disagree) to 9 (strongly agree) and used a 24-h timeframe.
Scores range from 7 to 63 for self-reports of daily conﬂict and from
7 to 63 for partner-reports of daily conﬂict. Evidence supports the
alpha reliability and convergent validity of this partner-report
measure (Murray et al., 2003).
2.3. Procedure
Dalhousie University’s Ethics Board approved our study.
Couples were recruited via ﬂyers and Dalhousie University’s
Psychology participant pool. In Phase 1, participants completed
measures of partner-speciﬁc SPP and reassurance-seeking in a
lab. Phase 2 began the next day and lasted 14 consecutive days.
We used a 14-day period to account for possible day-of-the-week
effects and to allow for numerous interactions between members
of couples. In Phase 2, each night before bed, participants completed an online questionnaire assessing daily conﬂict. Participants
received daily email reminders. Participants received $25 or $10
and three bonus credits as compensation.
2.4. Protocol compliance and data analytic plan
In Phase 1, missing data were minimal, with participants providing >99.0% of data. In phase 2, 80.2% of daily dairies were usable
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(5075 in total). Participants completed an average of 11.23 daily
diaries (SD = 2.83). Response rates ranged from 75.2% (Day 10) to
84.1% (Day 5). Missing data were handled with a full information
maximum likelihood approach.
Our data involve a multilevel structure. Level 1 reﬂects daily
variables measured at Phase 2 (daily conﬂict) and captures dayto-day variation within individuals. Level 2 reﬂects individual differences measured at Phase 1 (partner-speciﬁc SPP and reassurance-seeking) and captures between-person differences. We ran
multilevel models using HLM 6.04 and the following formula:

As hypothesized, self- and partner-reports of partner-speciﬁc
SPP predicted increases in self- and partner-reports of daily conﬂict
in men (Table 2). Reassurance-seeking did not predict self- and
partner-reports of daily conﬂict in men. Contrary to hypotheses,
self- and partner-reports of partner-speciﬁc SPP did not predict
changes in self-reports of daily conﬂict in women (Table 3). Only
self-reports of partner-speciﬁc SPP predicted increases in partner-reports of daily conﬂict in women. Reassurance-seeking predicted increases in self- and partner-reports of daily conﬂict in
women.

DAILY CONFLICT ¼ b00 þ b01  ðREASSURANCE  SEEKING SELF

4. Discussion

 REPORTÞ þ b02  ðSPP SELF  REPORTÞ þ b03

Research suggests socially prescribed perfectionists have
interpersonal problems (Hewitt et al., 2006), but this research is
overreliant on cross-sectional, mono-source designs. Our study
complements and extends past research (Mushquash et al., 2013)
by showing self- and partner-reports of partner-speciﬁc SPP
correlated moderately. For men, self- and partner-reports of partner-speciﬁc SPP predicted increases in self- and partner-reports of
daily conﬂict, after controlling for reassurance-seeking and previous
day’s conﬂict. For women, reassurance-seeking was a stronger,
more consistent predictor of daily conﬂict than partner-speciﬁc SPP.
As hypothesized, self- and partner-reports of partner-speciﬁc
SPP correlated moderately, supporting the convergent validity of
the partner-speciﬁc SPP construct, and suggesting SPP is salient
in interpersonal contexts. Our study also makes a novel contribution by showing individuals can reliably report on their romantic
partner’s partner-speciﬁc SPP.
Supporting our hypotheses, self- and partner-reports of partner-speciﬁc SPP predicted changes in self- and partner-reports of
daily conﬂict in men. Results suggest partner reports of partnerspeciﬁc SPP capture information nonredundant with self-reports
of partner-speciﬁc SPP. Men high in partner-speciﬁc SPP appear
to engage in self-defeating interpersonal behaviors. Believing their
partners require them to be perfect, they are overconcerned
about—yet in daily conﬂict with—their partners. They may perceive

 ðSPP PARTNER  REPORTÞ þ b10
 ðPREVIOUS DAY’S CONFLICTÞ þ r0 þ e
3. Results
Daily conﬂict variables in Table 1 were aggregated across
14 days. Means (Table 1) were within one standard deviation of
means from previous studies of undergraduates (Mackinnon
et al., 2012), indicating consistency with previous studies. Alpha
reliabilities were adequate (P.73) and congruent with earlier research (Mackinnon et al., 2012).
All correlations were positive in direction (see Table 1). As
hypothesized, self- and partner-reports of partner-speciﬁc SPP correlated for men and women. These variables also correlated with
reassurance-seeking in both genders. Self-reports of partner-speciﬁc SPP were correlated with self- and partner-reports of daily
conﬂict in men and women. Partner reports of partner-speciﬁc
SPP were correlated with self- and partner-reports of daily conﬂict
only in men. Reassurance-seeking was correlated with self- and
partner-reports of daily conﬂict in men and women. Self- and partner-reports of daily conﬂict correlated in both genders. Within
dyad correlations occurred between self- and partner-reports of
daily conﬂict. Study variables were unrelated to demographics.
Table 1
Descriptive statistics and correlations.
Variable

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Partner-speciﬁc SPP (self-report)
Partner-speciﬁc SPP (partner report)
Reassurance-seeking (self-report)
Daily conﬂict (self-report)
Daily conﬂict (partner-report)

Men

Women

M

SD

a

M

SD

a

1

2

3

4

5

14.77
12.17
9.64
13.06
13.72

5.74
6.40
4.98
5.98
6.82

.78
.82
.86
.93
.95

10.69
12.55
10.28
13.36
12.77

4.68
5.87
5.50
6.12
6.69

.73
.84
.86
.93
.94

.12
.24
.23
.16
.28

.30
.11
.20
.04
.13

.29
.24
.12
.30
.37

.29
.29
.16
.41
.85

.33
.31
.19
.90
.56

Note: SPP = socially prescribed perfectionism. For bivariate correlations, men are above and women are below the diagonal. Within-couple correlations between men and
women are in bold. Correlations >.14 are p < .05.

Table 2
Multilevel models predicting daily conﬂict in men.
Panel 1
Self-report daily conﬂict
Intercept
Reassurance-seeking (self-report)
Previous day’s conﬂict (self-report)
Partner-speciﬁc SPP (self-report)
Partner-speciﬁc SPP (partner-report)
Note: SPP = socially prescribed perfectionism.
p < .001.
***
p < .001.
*

Panel 2
Partner-report daily conﬂict
B

SE

12.50***
0.01
0.08*
0.25*
0.19*

0.40
0.08
0.04
0.10
0.08

Intercept
Reassurance-seeking (self-report)
Previous day’s conﬂict (partner-report)
Partner-speciﬁc SPP (self-report)
Partner-speciﬁc SPP (partner-report)

B

SE

13.04***
0.01
0.06
0.32***
0.18*

0.42
0.10
0.03
0.10
0.08
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Table 3
Multilevel models predicting daily conﬂict in women.
Panel 1
Self-report daily conﬂict
Intercept
Reassurance-seeking (self-report)
Previous day’s conﬂict (self-report)
Partner-speciﬁc SPP (self-report)
Partner-speciﬁc SPP (partner-report)

Panel 2
Partner-report daily conﬂict
B

SE

13.04***
0.30***
0.05
0.16
0.03

0.42
0.08
0.03
0.11
0.07

Intercept
Reassurance-seeking (self-report)
Previous day’s conﬂict (partner-report)
Partner-speciﬁc SPP (self-report)
Partner-speciﬁc SPP (partner-report)

B

SE

12.62***
0.37***
0.01
0.29**
0.03

0.44
0.09
0.04
0.10
0.07

Note: SPP = socially prescribed perfectionism.
p < .01.
***
p < .001.
**

pressure to meet their partner’s demands and subsequently engage
in conﬂictual behavior.
For women, results were largely counter to hypotheses,
although self-reports of partner-speciﬁc SPP predicted changes in
partner-reports of daily conﬂict. Self- and partner-reports of reassurance-seeking predicted changes in self- and partner-reports of
daily conﬂict in women. Perhaps women engage in a more pernicious form of reassurance-seeking or men are more intolerant of
this behavior in romantic partners. Women high in partner-speciﬁc
SPP may also respond to perceived pressure to meet their partner’s
demands in non-conﬂictual ways (e.g., appearing perfect). Overall,
our study replicates research indicating reassurance-seeking fosters conﬂict (Starr & Davila, 2008). We also extend this research
by showing reassurance-seeking is a better predictor of daily conﬂict for women, whereas partner-speciﬁc SPP is a better predictor
of daily conﬂict for men.
We recruited a mainly Caucasian, heterosexual, undergraduate
sample, raising questions about generalizability. As our convenience sample reported less severe levels of perfectionism, conﬂict,
and reassurance-seeking, range restriction may have inﬂuenced
our results. Less is also known about the reliability and validity
of our partner-speciﬁc measure of SPP. Partner-reports may also
contain biases (e.g., partners may hold overly positive views of
each other). Future studies might randomly select informants from
participants’ social networks. Partner-speciﬁc SPP is also an internal trait that is hard to directly observe. Finally, some participants
may have monitored their partners’ responses, thereby introducing
a possible source of bias into our study.
Research suggests socially prescribed perfectionists generate
and/or perceive negative social interactions (Hewitt et al.,
2006). Our study advances this research by using a daily diary
design involving self- and partner-reports. We found self- and

partner-reports of partner-speciﬁc SPP correlated moderately.
Self- and partner-reports also converged to suggest men high in
partner-speciﬁc SPP engage in hostile, critical, rejecting, and
inconsiderate behaviors directed toward their romantic partners.
Women high in partner-speciﬁc SPP seem to respond with less
overt daily conﬂict to perceived pressure to meet their partner’s
demands.
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