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ABSTRACT

This paper presents a narrative literature review that examines the link between stress and perfectionism
in adolescence. The aim is to understand how maladaptive perfectionism, when combined with ongoing
stress, can increase risk for anxiety, depression, and physical complaints. The approach is based on
reviewing existing research that describes stress systems in adolescence, different categories of
perfectionism, and how these two processes connect. Results show that socially prescribed perfectionism
is especially harmful, since it predicts stronger mental health difficulties when stress levels are high.
Stress appears alongside perfectionism and may amplify its negative effects. The discussion highlights
that adolescents with perfectionistic traits often fail to seek help, and instead keep problems inside, which
make outcomes worse. Limitations of reviewed studies include the strong use of self-report, lack of
diverse samples, and cross-sectional design, so findings cannot be applied to every group. Overall, the
paper argues that adolescence is both a time of vulnerability and also opportunity, and that early steps to
reduce stress and perfectionism can build resilience and protect mental health later in life.

INTRODUCTION

Adolescence is a period of rapid physical, emotional, and social development as they begin to take on the
responsibilities and roles of adults. These developments are often accompanied by increased pressure
from the school, family, and social group, so adolescents tend to face many new and unique challenges
(Lally & Valentine-French, 2019). These pressures can create high stress levels. Stress is the automatic
response to demands or threats that are perceived as too difficult to overcome or as overwhelming. Acute
stress, or short-term stress, sometimes improves performance, but frequent or recurring stress during
adolescence can be detrimental to emotional well-being and lead to mental illnesses such as anxiety,
depression, and somatic issues such as fatigue or stomach discomfort (Epel et al., 2018; Sisk & Gee,
2022).

An important reason these stressors can be difficult for teens to deal with is perfectionism. Specifically,
these stressors can be worsened by the presence of perfectionistic tendencies. Perfectionism is the
tendency of one to strive for a flawless result (Stoeber & Rambow, 2007). Perfectionism comes in two
types: self-oriented perfectionism, where the pressure comes from within oneself, and socially prescribed
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perfectionism, where one believes that being perfect is a standard that someone else holds them to.
(Damian et al., 2013). While striving for excellence can be helpful in achieving difficult goals,
perfectionism can be harmful, or more appropriately maladaptive. Maladaptive perfectionism refers to the
harmful variant of perfectionism where one sets impossibly high standards for themself, resulting in fear
of failure, self-judgment, and the attribution of value with perfection (Rice et al., 2007; Bien et al., 2025).

When maladaptive perfectionism and stress conjoin, they can create a process that is especially
destructive among adolescents as their brains are still developing making them vulnerable. Adolescents
who believe that they must meet unrealistic expectations most often feel constantly pressured, and when
they do not, they may feel anxious, embarrassed, or even hopeless. This can lead to higher rates of
stress-related symptomatology such as depression, anxiety, as well as physical symptoms such as
headaches or stomach aches (O'Connor et al., 2010; Greene & Walker, 1997). Perfectionistic adolescents
may be less likely to ask for help or admit defeat when they are struggling, all of which worsens their
symptoms (Sisk & Gee, 2022).

As stress and perfectionism both occur frequently among teenagers, it is essential to understand the two
factors and how they correlate. Utilizing a narrative literature review approach, this paper utilizes existing
studies about the correlation between maladaptive perfectionism and stress symptoms among adolescents.
First, it explains how stress accumulates in adolescence and the effects of it. Second, it explains
perfectionism of various categories and how and in what ways these end up forming. Third, it examines
studies that demonstrate how maladaptive perfectionism is connected to these stress-related outcomes like
anxiety, depression, and somatic complaints. Finally, it touches on the key influences—e.g., parenting,
gender, and socio-background—that can influence such a connection. It is important to know how
maladaptive perfectionism and stress are related during the adolescent period so that it can be determined
how to better support young people and protect their mental health.

SECTION 1: ADOLESCENCE AND STRESS

Adolescence is a unique and often challenging stage of development, marked by profound change in
nearly all areas of a young person's life. Physically, teenagers go through puberty, which involves
significant hormonal shift, spurt growth, and reorganization of the brain. These physical changes impact
not just appearance, but mood and behavior as well. While developing physically, adolescents also
experience shifting cognitive abilities, with more advanced reasoning, planning, and self-awareness.
Emotional sophistication also increases, with adolescents becoming more aware of others' and their own
feelings. At the same time, there is a growing desire for autonomy, as adolescents begin to seek
independence and self-definition away from their families (Lally & Valentine-French, 2019).

Socially, teenagers must navigate new and typically complicated requirements. They must balance peer,
family, and authority figures as they develop their own values and set future objectives. This stage is
characterized by heightened sensitivity to status and greater need for other people's approval. Peer
relationships are more influential, and adolescents are more likely to draw upon their peer group for
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backup and validation. These interdependent biological, psychological, and social changes combine to
create a period of unparalleled potential for development and a period of risk and sensitivity (Sisk & Gee,
2022).

One reason adolescence is so much at risk is that the brain is still developing, especially in areas
responsible for controlling emotions and decision-making. The prefrontal cortex, responsible for
self-regulation, problem-solving, and planning, is still developing. The limbic system, which manages
emotion, is more active at this point. This imbalance in development can make adolescents react more
strongly to emotional events and have problems with regulation of impulses and stress regulation (Roberts
& Lopez-Duran, 2019). Because the brain is still developing, adolescents are more likely to experience
stress intensely and may have difficulty calming down once they become upset.

Stress involves not only psychological emotions, such as worry or anxiety, but also biological reactions,
including the release of hormones that prepare the body for action. The hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal
(HPA) axis plays an important role in the process by releasing cortisol and other hormones that allow the
body to respond to stress. While this system is needed for managing temporary challenges, the frequent or
persistent activation of the stress response has negative health effects. For adolescents whose stress
management systems are still being developed, chronic or extreme stress can interfere with emotional
balance and overall well-being (Epel et al., 2018; Sisk & Gee, 2022). Considered together, these findings
suggest that due to ongoing neurobiological development adolescents experience stress more intensely
than other age groups.

The types of stress teenagers experience tend to be unique compared to what is encountered earlier in
childhood or later in adulthood. Academic demands increase, with anxiety concerning success on exams
and preparing for future careers. Social challenges become more complex, like issues of belonging,
rejection by peers, and dating. Relating to family might be altered as adolescents yearn for more
independence, which causes tension or conflict. Furthermore, most teens begin to grapple with
uncertainty concerning their identities, values, and future lives. These stressors come together quite often
simultaneously, creating a cumulative impact which may be potentially overwhelming (Bhargava &
Trivedi, 2018). Certain of these teenagers internalize these pressures, especially those with extremely high
expectations for themselves or fear of failure, which adds further amplification to stress.

If badly managed, stress can lead to emotional and physical symptoms. Teenagers experiencing chronic
stress are likely to exhibit anxiety, irritability, sadness, or lack of focus. Physically, stress may lead to
fatigue, headaches, sleep disturbances, and other bodily complaints. These symptoms are the result of the
composite effect of emotional distress and physiological alterations produced by repeated activation of the
stress system (Greene & Walker, 1997). It is necessary to realize how stress affects teens during their
vulnerable age to realize why some people may be especially vulnerable to the onset of mental health
issues, particularly when other issues like maladaptive perfectionism are involved.

Taken together, the studies suggest that these features of adolescence can create conditions that allow for
stress and perfectionism to interact.

July 2026
Vol 9. No 1.
Oxford Journal of Student Scholarship
www.oxfordjss.org

548



Perfectionism and Stress in Adolescence: Impacts on Mental Health

SECTION 2: PERFECTIONISM IN ADOLESCENCE

Perfectionism is a personality characteristic entailing the pursuit of flawlessness and the establishment of
extremely high-performance standards, often accompanied by excessively critical self-evaluations
(Stoeber & Rambow, 2007). While perfectionism at times drives adolescents to achieve, it may entail
negative consequences for mental health, especially if it is accompanied by an excessive fear of failure,
self-worth dependent on success, and hypersensitivity to perceived failure (Rice et al., 2007).

Two of the big dimensions of perfectionism that are most relevant to adolescence include self-oriented
perfectionism and socially-prescribed perfectionism. Self-oriented perfectionism occurs when individuals
place high demands on themselves and strive to meet these internal expectations. On the other hand,
socially-prescribed perfectionism occurs when individuals perceive others to have unrealistic expectations
of them, and their acceptance or value is contingent upon meeting these expectations (Damian et al.,
2013). Although both forms can have negative consequences, socially prescribed perfectionism has been
more consistently linked to mental health problems such as depression and anxiety and therefore is of
major concern to this review (O'Connor et al., 2010).

Across these studies, socially prescribed perfectionism is more consistently associated with negative
mental health outcomes than self-oriented perfectionism. This highlights the harmful role of perceived
external pressure during adolescence.

In adolescents, perfectionism may manifest as chronic self-criticism, overcommitting to activities,
avoidance of activities due to fear of failure, or distress when outcomes fall short of expectations. These
symptoms are difficult to discern, in that perfectionistic adolescents may appear externally
achievement-oriented while inwardly experiencing shame and fear (Rice et al., 2007). Certain groups are
more vulnerable to developing perfectionism, such as those with high-achieving parents,
academically-demanding environments, or peer groups oriented towards competition, like an advanced
class. Socially prescribed perfectionism is more likely to be exhibited among girls, possibly due to
socialization patterns that emphasize external validation (Damian et al., 2013).

This research suggests that adolescent perfectionism often develops within socially evaluative
environments and may remain concealed behind outward achievement, making it difficult to identify
affected individuals.

Perfectionism typically arises in adolescence due to increased social comparison, heightened sensitivity to
approval and criticism, and the growing importance of academic and social performance (Stoeber &
Rambow, 2007). Adolescents are able to internalize messages from parents, teachers, and peers that
connect self-worth to attainment and develop perfectionistic beliefs as a consequence. Adolescents who
are praised solely for their achievements or who witness others being harshly criticized for failure can
learn that failure is unacceptable (Damian et al., 2013).
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The implications of maladaptive perfectionism can be catastrophic. Perfectionistic adolescents are more
vulnerable to internalizing symptoms, as their constant self-criticism and fear of failure create chronic
stress. They are also more likely to experience psychosomatic symptoms, which illustrate the embodied
impact of psychological distress (O'Connor et al., 2010; Greene & Walker, 1997). Compared to
externalizing behaviors like aggression or defiance, perfectionism is more strongly linked to internalizing
symptoms and thus harder to identify but equally disruptive to adolescent development (Rice et al., 2007).
These patterns indicate that maladaptive perfectionism is more closely associated with internalizing
distress than with external behavioral issues during adolescence.

SECTION 3: STRESSORS THAT FUEL PERFECTIONISM

There are a variety of stressors that can foster the development of or enhance perfectionistic
tendencies/behaviors during adolescence. At the forefront of these are academic pressures, family
expectations, peer comparisons, and the internal desire for achievement. Adolescents face increasing
pressure in school to perform well on exams, maintain high grades, and prepare for college or
professional paths. These pressures can lead them to develop perfectionistic coping styles by believing
that flawless performance is the sole means of avoiding unwanted outcomes, attaining approval, or
reaching their future goals (Bhargava & Trivedi, 2018).

Parental pressure is also a key element. Adolescents who believe their parents have unrealistically high
expectations for them or who receive conditional love dependent on success are more likely to hold
socially prescribed perfectionistic beliefs (Damian et al., 2013). Peer influence also plays a role;
adolescents are highly sensitive to the opinion of their social group, and comparison with successful peers
can enhance feelings of inadequacy or lead them to strive for unrealistically high standards. Together,
these stressors reinforce perfectionistic beliefs by linking self-worth to performance, external approval,
and avoidance of failure.

This accumulation of stress, when poorly managed, results in emotional dysregulation and the expression
of internalizing symptoms. Highly stressed and perfectionistic adolescents are likely to endure heightened
physiological stress responses, such as hypersecretion of cortisol, that have the potential to wear away at
emotional resilience over time (Epel et al., 2018). Physically, adolescents who are chronically stressed
may develop stress-related physical symptoms, and emotionally, they may develop anxiety, low
self-esteem, and worry (Greene & Walker, 1997).

History of high levels of stress in adolescence also impacts people's responses to stress in adulthood. It is
established that stress experiences early in life have the potential to shape the brain's stress regulation
systems in a way that makes it hard to cope with future demands (Roberts & Lopez-Duran, 2019). For
perfectionist adolescents, the inability to adequately cope with stress may result in the development of
maladaptive coping strategies, which may carry over into adulthood, increasing the risk of long-term
mental health issues.
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Overall, the literature suggests that repeated exposure to academic, familial, and social stressors can
intensify perfectionistic tendencies over time, reinforcing harsh self-evaluative patterns and maladaptive
coping strategies during adolescence.

SECTION 4: PERFECTIONISM AND STRESS AS THEY RELATE TO ADOLESCENT
PSYCHOPATHOLOGY

The processes between perfectionism and stress hold significant implications for the development of
adolescent psychopathology. Maladaptive perfectionism has been squarely implicated in internalizing
disorders, more so depression and anxiety. Adolescents high on socially prescribed perfectionism have
reported attitudes of worthlessness, hopelessness, and ongoing fear of judgment, which are the core
features of depressive and anxious states (O'Connor et al., 2010).

Stress also appears to amplify perfectionism’s negative effects. When perfectionism merges with ongoing
stress, the adolescent's emotional control declines. The constant effort to meet unrealistic standards while
navigating academic, family, and social pressures creates a cycle of failure, self-blame, and distress that
may further worsen psychological symptoms (Sisk & Gee, 2022; Epel et al., 2018). In this way, stress
does not merely co-occur with perfectionism; existing research suggests that among perfectionistic
adolescents, higher stress levels are associated with more severe negative outcomes.

Furthermore, the process of stress—perfectionism contributes primarily to internalizing problems, rather
than externalizing behaviors. This means that adolescents will be more likely to internalize distress and
manifest symptoms of sadness, excessive worry, social withdrawal, or psychosomatic complaints, rather
than displaying outward aggression (Rice et al., 2007; Greene & Walker, 1997).

It is crucial to better understand this relationship because it means that an intervention on either stress
management or perfectionistic thinking could reduce risk for mental health issues. The early identification
of perfectionistic tendencies and teaching adolescents adaptive coping strategies may avert the
development of psychopathology. Others have proposed cognitive-behavioral approaches that lead
adolescents to alter negative thoughts, reduce fear of failure, and set more achievable goals, though more
empirical research is needed to determine their effectiveness with adolescent populations (Habke &
Flynn, 2002).

Overall, the interaction of maladaptive perfectionism with stress allows for high vulnerability to the
development of psychological disorders in adolescence. Prevention initiatives must not only teach
adolescents how to manage and cope with stress, but they also must alter the perfectionistic cognitive
schema involved in vulnerability to emotional disturbance.

In summary, the literature indicates that the combination of maladaptive perfectionism and chronic stress
exacerbates vulnerability to anxiety, depression, and related internalized disorders during adolescence.
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DISCUSSION/LIMITATIONS

This review illustrates that stress and perfectionism do co-occur in adolescence. When they do, especially
socially prescribed perfectionism, the impact on mental health may be much worse. Teenagers who think
others demand perfection from them are more likely to develop anxiety, depression, or even physical
symptoms like headaches or stomachaches. Stress not only coincides with perfectionism, but is
consistently associated with more severe mental health outcomes within adolescents. Adolescence is a
key time to explore this since the brain and the body are still developing, which makes adolescents even
more susceptible to stress and pressure from others.

The findings also contribute to what other studies have already shown. Previous work emphasizes that
perfectionism is harmful, but this review suggests that higher stress levels may lead to worse outcomes.
That means we probably need to target both perfectionism and stress when we're thinking about how to
help teens. Stress management strategies like mindfulness, realistic goal-setting, or even normalizing
failure might be helpful for teens to manage them more effectively. In the meantime, encouraging
self-compassion and reminding them that failure is part of normal development may be able to counteract
the deleterious effects of perfectionism. These approaches may be particularly effective in reducing
symptoms of anxiety and depression, which appear most strongly linked to socially prescribed
perfectionism during adolescence.

There are several important limitations that should be noted. Many of the reviewed studies relied on
self-report questionnaires. This can be biased as teenagers are not always honest or may view themselves
differently to how others view them. Many of the studies also look at only one time point. Because of
that, it is hard to say whether perfectionism comes first or whether stress causes people to become more
perfectionistic. Another limitation is that many samples are not diversified, making it harder to apply the
results to all teenagers. Future studies should try to sample more people from different situations and
areas, follow them over longer periods of time, and use more than self-reports.

Perfectionism itself is also difficult to measure. On the surface, it can look like straightforward
achievement striving, and sometimes that is all it is. It is also on a dimension where some of the behaviors
are healthy and motivating and others are harmful and rigid. This makes it harder to identify who is
experiencing maladaptive perfectionism and who is simply setting goals. Future research must try to make
the differentiating factors more apparent so intervention can be provided earlier and to the people who
need it. This distinction is important for identifying adolescents at risk for internalizing disorders as they
may otherwise be overlooked due to outward academic success.

Overall, stress and perfectionism can intersect to make adolescence a dangerous time, but also one during
which change is possible. If adolescents can be taught more adaptive ways of coping and encouraged to
accept that mistakes are a part of learning, it can prevent more serious problems later and build resilience
that will last into adulthood.
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CONCLUSION

Adolescence links stress, perfectionism along with vulnerability to psychopathology in ways that set
lifelong mental health. The literature reviewed suggests that chronic stress and maladaptive perfectionism
are associated with psychological difficulties such as an increased vulnerability to anxiety or depression.

Early prevention plus focused intervention matter. Spotting and curbing perfectionistic habits but also
chronic stress in teenagers lowers later risk and builds resilience. Families next to clinicians foster
self-compassion, realistic goals, coping skills that work.

Adolescence presents challenges yet also openings. Acting early on stress as well as perfectionism lays
groundwork for steadier emotional growth and durable resilience through adulthood.
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