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Abstract. Obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) is a chronic and serious disor-
der, that results in functional impairments and negative life outcomes. Investigat-
ing the etiological model of OCD is a vital task to provide treatment implications. 
Empirical evidence suggests that perfectionism plays a key role in the develop-
ment, maintenance, and treatment of OCD. The aim of this paper is to review 
past studies exploring the relationship between perfectionism and OCD and give 
some future directions in this area. Based on the findings of past research, it re-
mains unclear how perfectionism plays a role in OCD. Although numerous evi-
dence suggests that perfectionism is significantly correlated with OCD, there is 
evidence reporting some factors mediating this relationship. As a matter of fact, 
more evidence is needed in this area. In the future, researchers should consider 
testing the causality of this relationship using experimental designs and also take 
mediators into account in their study to have a more comprehensive understand-
ing of the role of perfectionism in OCD, which is helpful to provide practical 
implications in treatments as well.  
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1 Introduction 

Obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) is a chronic and serious disorder characterized 
by the presence of obsessions or compulsions to prevent or reduce distress [1]. Obses-
sions are intrusive and recurrent thoughts, images or impulses and compulsions are re-
petitive mental activities or behaviors that individuals feel driven to perform [2].  

OCD has a lifetime prevalence between 2 and 3 percent and is likely to cooccur with 
other mental illnesses such as major depressive disorders and eating disorders [3]. Ac-
cording to Brakoulias et al., patients with OCD have 50% lifetime chance to diagnose 
with major depressive disorders [4].  

OCD results in substantial distress and functioning impairments such as social and 
emotional functioning impairments. For example, OCD in youth produces functional 
impairments at home and school, and OCD in adults produces impairments in work and 
social settings [5,6]. OCD is usually related to various poor life outcomes, having neg-
ative impacts on individuals’ well-being [7]. 
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Investigating causes of OCD has been an important task for researchers in this area 
due to practical implications for interventions and treatments. 

Etiological model of OCD has emphasized the role of perfectionism in the develop-
ment, maintenance and treatment of OCD. According to OCCWG, there are six belief 
domains in OCD, which can also be identified as six potential etiological factors [8]. 
They are Perfectionism, Responsibility, Overestimation of threat, Importance of 
thoughts, Control of thoughts, and Intolerance of uncertainty.  

Perfectionism is a personality trait in which people set high and even unrealistic 
standards and tend to self-criticize once they perceive anything less than what they ex-
pect, though they usually expect more than they can afford to, hence not feeling satis-
fied about themselves [9]. Perfectionists always seek perfection in all aspects of life 
and psychologists argue that the reason for such high standards is the fear of failure 
[10].  

Many researchers explored the role of perfectionism in OCD using different methods 
and found that perfectionism plays an important role in OCD, suggesting the im-
portance of perfectionism in OCD [10]. 

This paper will review the past research investigating the relationship between per-
fectionism and obsessive-compulsive disorder first and then summarize the key find-
ings of these studies. Finally, the strengths, limitations and future direction in this area 
will be discussed. 

2 Literature review 

Over these years, many psychologists have explored the role of perfectionism in OCD 
to have a better understanding of etiological model of OCD and provide implications 
for clinicians and psychiatrists to develop and improve interventions or treatments for 
patients with OCD.  

Numerous evidence shows that perfectionism is significantly associated with OCD. 
For instance, a study showed that when compared with nonclinical controls, adult pa-
tients with OCD have significantly higher levels of perfectionism [11]. This study used 
Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale, which is a reliable and validated scale, to meas-
ure perfectionism and used two-round clinical interviews to reach a DSM-IV diagnosis 
of OCD [12]. Although the sample size of this study was relatively small (only around 
40 participants were included in the nonclinical group and in the clinical group respec-
tively), the research found that there is a link between perfectionism and OCD when 
there were relatively few studies exploring this relationship, providing evidence that 
perfectionism is a significant factor in OCD and pointing out the direction for the future 
research. Additionally, it gave implications on the interventions and treatments of 
OCD.  

There are also studies testing the correlation between perfectionism and OCD symp-
toms. Research reported that perfectionism is linked to various OCD symptoms includ-
ing ordering, checking, cleaning and hoarding [6,10,13].  
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Soreni et al. reported that the perfectionism scores measured by a self-reported scale 
were positively correlated with the severity of OCD symptoms in children and adoles-
cents, furthering evidence of the relationship between OCD symptoms and perfection-
ism in youth [14]. Similarly, another study found that perfectionism in youth were as-
sociated with the checking, symmetry and contamination symptom dimensions, which 
are all OCD symptoms [15]. These two studies added evidence that perfectionism is 
correlated with OCD symptoms. Moreover, these studies both selected a sample of chil-
dren and adolescents with OCD, which filled the gap in this area that most research 
only explored the association in adults whereas very little research investigated this 
relationship in youth. In fact, there are possibilities that the associations are different 
across ages.  

Evidence from studies with regression analyses supports the idea that perfectionism 
is correlated with OCD. Findings from empirical studies indicated that perfectionism is 
a significant predictor of OCD using a regression test [10]. Williams and Levinson also 
reported that perfectionism is both a development and a maintenance factor for OCD 
symptoms [7]. The results of this research were consistent with findings of previous 
studies and added evidence of the link between perfectionism and OCD in students 
aged 10 to 18.  

There is evidence giving some insights for the role of perfectionism in OCD from 
another angle.  

Zuroff et al. found that patients with high-level perfectionism had smaller therapeu-
tic alliance than patients identified as low in perfectionism, suggesting that perfection-
ism is negatively correlated with treatment outcomes and has a negative impact on 
treatment effectiveness [16]. Also, perfectionism may impede the response of adoles-
cents and adults to cognitive-behavior therapy (CBT), which is the most effective in-
tervention in OCD [17]. Pinto et al. argued that it can be explained by that patients with 
perfectionism try too hard to have treatment perfectly and they easily give up if they 
think they do not make a perfect progress [18].  

Although the above evidence did not explore the relationship between perfectionism 
and OCD directly, they provided insights that perfectionism also plays a key role in the 
treatment of OCD and provided practical implications for clinicians that they should 
consider treating perfectionism first to treat OCD. 

The above studies all showed or hinted that perfectionism is significantly related to 
OCD. Nevertheless, there are contradictory findings for this relationship. Perfectionism 
may not be directly correlated with OCD.  

A study found that intolerance of uncertainty fully mediated the relationship between 
perfectionism and the severity of OCD symptoms in young adult college students [9]. 
This research provided unique evidence that perfectionism may not be directly corre-
lated with OCD and provided insights that perfectionism may not be vital in the inter-
vention or treatment of OCD. In fact, most research in this area was cross-sectional 
study, which is not informative to draw a causal inference. Furthermore, they did not 
consider any mediators or confounders in this relationship and therefore it remains un-
clear whether perfectionism is an etiological factor of OCD. There are possibilities that 
perfectionism is actually not associated with OCD symptoms when some other factors 
are absent. Nonetheless, this study has some limitations, possibly influencing the study 
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results. The researchers did not use a clinical sample and all participants were young 
adult college students. Hence, the results may not be able to be generalized to clinical 
population and children and adolescents. More evidence is needed to support the idea 
that perfectionism is not associated with OCD.  

In addition, another research found that self-esteem mediates the relationship be-
tween perfectionism and obsessive-compulsive symptoms, which added evidence that 
there are mediators influencing the relationship between perfectionism and OCD [19]. 
As a matter of fact, if perfectionism is not directly associated with OCD, then there is 
no need to concentrate on perfectionism in the treatment, and clinicians and psychiatrist 
need to shift their focus on factors that are directly correlated with OCD. This study 
included both a nonclinical sample and a clinical sample and the participants were all 
18 and above, which furthers evidence that perfectionism may not be directly correlated 
with OCD in adults and in clinical sample.  

These two studies both indicated that perfectionism may not be directly correlated 
with OCD and provides several insights and implications. It is essential to investigate 
mediators when exploring the relationship between perfectionism and OCD. If there 
are factors fully mediating this relationship, then it will be much more worthy to explore 
the associations between mediating factors and OCD instead of the link between per-
fectionism and OCD for researchers in this area. Moreover, if perfectionism is not di-
rectly correlated with OCD, then clinicians and psychiatrists can have more concentra-
tion on factors directly linked with OCD because treatment on these factors first may 
eliminate the need to treat perfectionism.  

However, studies exploring mediators or even moderators between this link are rel-
atively few, so it remains unclear the mechanism of perfectionism in OCD and future 
research that can make causal inferences is needed.  

3 Discussion and future direction 

Evidence from different studies suggests that perfectionism plays an important role in 
the development, maintenance and treatment of OCD. For example, studies reported 
that OCD patients have higher levels of perfectionism compared with those without 
OCD [11]. Also, perfectionism is significantly associated with OCD symptoms like 
checking and ordering [13]. Some other evidence indicated that perfectionism has a 
detrimental effect on the treatment outcome of OCD. These studies all made great con-
tributions to the etiological model of OCD, showing the importance of perfectionism 
in OCD. However, there are several limitations. One common limitation of these stud-
ies is that they were cross-sectional studies, which cannot make causal inferences on 
the association between perfectionism and OCD. Also, they only tested this relationship 
simply, but did not take mediators or even moderators into account. As a matter of fact, 
there is evidence showing that some factors such as intolerance of uncertainty and self-
esteem are mediating the association between perfectionism and OCD, meaning that 
perfectionism is not correlated with OCD when these factors are absent. Additionally, 
most studies in this field did not consider cultural differences. The participants of these 
studies were almost Caucasians, though Asians and Africans were included, they only 
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occupied a very small part (no more than 15 percent). It is essential to conduct a study 
with participants from different countries all over the world. Finally, these studies all 
used self-reported scales to measure perfectionism. Although these scales are reliable 
and validated measures and are widely used in this area, they are subjective measures. 
More objective measures can be considered to measure perfectionism.  

There are recommendations for future research. Firstly, it is vital for further research 
to consider more factors that may be mediating the link between perfectionism and 
OCD. Secondly, researchers need to investigate whether there are cultural differences 
in this relationship. For instance, they can do a study with participants from Asian coun-
tries. Thirdly, researchers can try to use objective measures to measure perfectionism 
and try to use experimental designs with well-developed interventions to test causality. 
However, it is relatively difficult to manipulate perfectionism since it is believed to be 
a personality trait. Researchers can try to develop an intervention to treat perfectionism 
and reduce the level of perfectionism and use experimental designs to test whether the 
reduction of the level of perfectionism can lead to a decrease in OCD symptoms.  

4 Conclusion 

Numerous evidence suggests that perfectionism is significantly associated with OCD 
and OCD symptoms, though there is evidence indicating some factors mediating this 
relationship, meaning perfectionism may not be directly correlated with OCD. As a 
result, it is still unclear how perfectionism plays a role in OCD yet.  

In the future, researchers can consider testing whether there is a causal correlation 
between perfectionism and OCD using experimental designs with well-developed in-
terventions on perfectionism to have a better understanding of the role of perfectionism. 
Additionally, researchers should take mediators and cultural differences into account 
in their further research. 
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