
Chronic Fatigue Syndrome among international students

THE EFFECT

OF PERFECTIONISM ON CHRONIC FATIGUE SYNDROME 

AMONG

INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS

Chronic Fatigue Syndrome among international students

Nilufar Alizada*, Karen Maher

Health and Life Sciences, Coventry University, UK

*Corresponding author: Coventry University, Department of Health and Life Sciences, Priory Street, 

Coventry, United Kingdom, CV1 5FB; Telephone: +44 (0) 24 7765 7688

E-mail address:  nalizada@khazar.org



Chronic Fatigue Syndrome among international students

1. Introduction

1.1. Chronic Fatigue Syndrome

  Chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS) previously known as magic encephalomyelitis (ME) is a 

condition comprised of chronic fatigue of 6 months or more without any known cause and 

associated cognitive difficulties [1]. Between 0.2 % and 0.6 % of people in the world are 

suffering from CFS depending on the utilized definition [2]. Even though it is less known about 

the epidemiology of CFS in the UK, the recent findings commit a population prevalence of 0.2% 

to 0.4% [3]. The majority of patients declare low capability in cognitive, somatic, psychological 

and social functioning which tend to lead professional hassles [4-8]. It is observed that CFS 

patients possess different somatic issues such as sleep problems, headaches or muscle pain, 

feeling giddy or sick, rapid or erratic heartbeats [1]. Additionally, a study among CFS patients 

suggested that to stop efforts aimed at managing pain and accepting this may lead to better 

outcomes [9]. The condition of chronic fatigue may be associated with an unusually prolonged 

disease like respiratory tract infections, different types of pneumonia, chronic diarrhea, Epstein 

Barr virus etc. [10]. The possible causes of CFS are still medically undeclared [11]. Systematic 

reviews have suggested that the most effective treatment method of CFS is Cognitive Behavior 

Therapy (CBT) which is highly recommended in order to improve functioning and decrease 

fatigue among patients [12]. Additionally, in order to improve “action-proneness” (behavioral 

and cognitive proneness to right action), Graded Exercise Therapy was also illustrated as a 

significant treatment method [13].

1.2. Perfectionis 
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 Particularly, psychologically it has been proven that CFS and perfectionism are associated [26-

28]. However, there is a limited study about the relationship between perfectionism and CFS. 

The research found a reported evidence which suggests the relationship between perfectionism 

and fatigue, in non-clinical cases [29]. Moreover, the studies demonstrated that individuals with 

CFS reported higher levels of perfectionism compared to a population without CFS [26, 30]. 

Additionally, another study showed that individuals tend to have higher levels of perfectionism 

even before the onset of the mental disorder (CFS) [27]. The study suggested that individuals 

who have CFS reported that they possess high levels of standards [28]. Perfectionism has been 

defined by two factors such as 'personal standards’ (struggling to succeed advanced standards) 

and 'evaluative fears' (self-doubt and critique) [31]. Perfectionism was specified by Flett and 

Hewit [32] as “the struggling for faultlessness and excessive perfectionist individuals who claim 

or desire to be impeccable in all fields of their life”. Despite the fact that some of the studies 

suggested that there is only negative perfectionism [33, 34], a research has claimed that there are 

two different types of perfectionism such as negative and positive [35]. In 1998, Slade and 

Owens suggested a dual-process model of perfectionism such as “positive” and “negative” which

derived from Hamachek’s (1978) neurotic and normal perfectionism model [36]. Particularly, 

positive perfectionism is illustrated as perfectionist performance, which is driven the 

desires to obtain affirmative consequences, while negative perfectionism is shown as 

perfectionist performance which is driven by the aim to not have any failures. It needs to be 

considered that after the discovery of a dual-process model, the effects of perfectionism on 

people’s well-being and lifestyle have been explained better. There are a few recent studies 

which investigate the different aspects of positive and negative perfectionism [37-38]. It is 

known that unhealthy perfectionism (negative perfectionism) may lead to an increase in the 
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stress and depression levels among CFS patients [39] and this idea is supported by a study which

claims the positive correlation between negative perfectionism and CFS [40]. Additionally, it 

was found that there is a role of perfectionism in the etiology of eating disorders [18], depression

[19], and anxiety [20] disorders as well. Consequently, it needs to be emphasized that 

perfectionism possesses a negative impact on people’s lives and well-being [41].

1.3. Self-esteem

 The recent findings of the study suggested that a negative or maladaptive perfectionism have 

negative correlation with self-esteem [40]. In particular, the opinion about ourselves is defined as

self-esteem, which may be healthy and unhealthy [42]. Furthermore, healthy self-esteem tends to

trigger positive thoughts about people and general life, while people with reportedly lower self-

esteem are more likely to have a negative vision, critical light, and low motivation to go through 

possible challenges [39]. Additionally, regarding the role of self-esteem in perfectionism, the 

research suggests that CFS patients illustrated lower levels of self-esteem compared to healthy 

individuals [39]. Additionally, a few researches investigated the association between self-esteem 

and CFS and found that depressed CFS patients tend to report lower levels of self-esteem rather 

than patients who do not suffer from depression [43-44]. There is needed considerable evidence 

that from a theoretical perspective negative perfectionism leads to feelings such as failure which 

can be a cause of lower self-esteem [45-46]. Additionally, CFS could trigger a negative effect on 

self-esteem as well. It needs to be considered that particularly CFS patients who are highly self-

critical, usually experience high levels of incoherence about their premorbid and postmorbid 

capabilities [42]. Consequently, individuals who reported higher levels of negative perfectionism

in CFS are more likely to have lower self-esteem.

 1.4. International students
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 It needs to be considered that international students tend to have information overload and they 

usually possess more problems than home students which may affect their psychological well-

being [14]. It is well known that international students are more likely to demonstrate their 

highest education performance in their country and home environment [15] and therefore they 

are expected to show the highest results during their study abroad [16]. Consequently, while 

going through a new adaptation period such as adaptation to new environment, new academic 

stuff, making new friends and living away from family may have negative effects on 

international students [15]. There are a few studies which investigated that negative 

perfectionism is related to various psychological and academic issues which may be reported by 

international and home students [16-22]. International students are more likely to have a higher 

self-critical perfectionism which directly impact on their fatigue level. Although there are some 

mentioned studies which investigated negative perfectionism among international students, 

however, to our knowledge, the present research would be the first study which explores the 

association between CFS, perfectionism and self-esteem.

1.5. Aims and hypotheses

The present research aimed to explore the link between perfectionism and CFS, and then 

considered the relationship between perfectionism and self-esteem utilizing a large cohort, and 

their relative outcome to fatigue and the risk level of CFS among international students. A 

further goal of this paper was to assess whether international students would report a higher level

of fatigue compared to home students due to the social factors such as culture shock, information

overload, less social support.

 We hypothesized that 
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1) The level of CFS which has been reported by international students will be significantly 

higher than home students; 

2) The findings of the study will suggest that international students reported positive correlation 

between perfectionism and CFS; 

3) Perfectionism and self-esteem will be significantly strong predictors of CFS among both 

international and home students.

1. Main/Body part 

1.1. Participants

Data were collected among students. Participants were both home and international students who

participated voluntarily. 110 students were asked to be a participant in the survey. Of the 110 

participants, 10 (9.1 %) were removed from all kind of analyses due to the submission of 

incomplete questionnaires. The ultimate sample comprised of 100 students. Most of the students 

were home students (59 %) and the rest of them were international students (41%) with a mean 

age of 23.51 and 21.34 years respectively. Most of the participants categorized themselves as an 

undergraduate student (61%), and only one participant was a PhD student. Of the 110 

participants 38% were postgraduate students. The research was approved by the Coventry 

University's ethical committee, and all participants were ensured informed consent. The students 

were provided a pack of questionnaires as a hard copy and requested to return it back after 

completion.

1.2. Measures

1.2.1. Chalder Fatigue Scale
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 The pack of questionnaires consisted of three scales. Participants were asked to fill the measures

of fatigue, self-esteem, and perfectionism.

 In order to evaluate the intensity of mental and physical fatigue The Chalder Fatigue 

Questionnaire (CFQ) [47], also defined as Chalder Fatigue Scale has been used. This is a brief 

11- item scale evaluating the severity of both mental and physical fatigue according to two 

different subscales. Of the 11 items, 7 demonstrate physical fatigue (items1-7), 4 demonstrate 

mental fatigue (items8-11). The items are scored 0-3; (less than usual; no more than usual; more 

than usual; much more than usual). High level of fatigue is defined by higher scores (range = 0-

33). The research has shown that CFQ demonstrated high reliability and validity among healthy 

persons and individuals with CFS [48].

1.2.2. Multidimensional perfectionism scales

The Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (MPS-F) [49] assesses six various components of 

perfectionism on 5- point Likert scales. This is a 35-item scale and scores for each component 

range as follows: doubts about action (DA) 4–20; concern over mistakes (CM) 9–45; 

organisation (ORG) 30; parental expectations (PE) 5–25; parental criticism (PC) 4–20; and 

personal standards (PS) 7–35.Particularly, CM and DA assessed maladaptive perfectionism 

factor[50-53]. The likelihood to be anxious about making mistakes is defined by the CM 

subscale, while the likelihood to have doubt about the quality of someone's efficiency described 

by the DA subscale. The sum of both the DA and CM subscales demonstrates a total score of 

maladaptive perfectionism (MAL). Higher scores illustrate higher levels of maladaptive 

perfectionism. The scale demonstrates high reliability and validity [54].

1.2.3. Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale
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The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE) assessed a level of self-esteem [55]. The 10 items scale 

on a 4-point (1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree) response structure is commonly utilized

instrument in order to evaluate global self-esteem. Half of the items are negatively-worded 

(items 3, 5, and 8-10) while other half items are positively-worded (1, 2, 4, 6, and 7); ( e.g., " I 

feel that I am a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others"; " I wish I could have 

more respect for myself") . While the data analysis negative items were reverse-coded. A higher 

level of self-esteem is defined by higher scores. The RSE illustrates high validity and reliability 

[56].

2.3. Statistical analysis

In order to analyses data, SPSS 15.0 version has been utilized. Of the 110 questionnaires, 10 

were excluded since missing items on the scales were more than 25 % of overall responses in the

blank.

Descriptive statistics, bivariate correlations, and multiple regression analysis have been carried 

out. The correlation between predictor variables (maladaptive perfectionism and self- esteem) 

and outcome (chronic fatigue syndrome) was examined. Based on the results of the correlation, 

multiple regression was carried out. In order to examine the level of CFS among both student 

groups, we undertook an independent sample t-test. The correct number of targeted participants 

were analyzed by Power Analysis and taking into consideration 0.5 correlation the minimum 

targeted number is 28 for each group of students [57].

3. Results 

The multiple regression results demonstrate that self-esteem and perfectionism are not significant

predictors of CFS. Although, the study shows no significant difference between the level of CFS 
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reports among international and home students, which was negotiated in references to previous 

studies.

3.1.1. Demographics

Of the 110 students (both home and international), primarily recruited for the cross- sectional 

study, 100 (90.9 %) fully completed the scales. 

According to the findings, international students have reported slightly higher results than home 

students only in CFS scale, 26.95 and 23.61 respectively. Conversely, home students (Mean: 

136.00) have shown moderately higher perfectionism rather than international students (Mean: 

131.68). However, the both student cohorts have reported almost the same self-esteem levels. 

Additionally, the means and standard deviations of the participant scores on each of the 

subscales (CFS, MPS-F and RSE).

3.3. Independent t-test

An independent sample t-test was conducted to check whether there was a significant difference 

between reports of CFS for international and home students. Given that Levene’s test of 

homogeneity was non-significant, equal variances can be assumed. The results of the t-test 

showed that there was no significant difference between groups: t (98) = 1.708, p=0.091. 

Therefore, the report for CFS was not significantly higher amongst international students. 

However, the levels of CFS which reported by international students are slightly higher than 

home students.

3.4. Correlation analyses
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A correlation analysis was undertaken to analyses any significant relationships between CFS, 

perfectionism, and self-esteem. This was done with the data, as well as within groups 

(international vs. home students). The CFS levels were not found to be correlated with any of the

subscales (neither perfectionism nor self-esteem). There was, however, a significant negative 

correlation between self-esteem and perfectionism when looking at the data as a whole: (r=-

0.198, p=0.048).

Moreover, a significant negative correlation between self-esteem and perfectionism amongst 

international students was found as well. However, this correlation was not significant (r=-0.465,

p=0.002) for home students.

3.4 Multiple regression analyses

According to the results of the correlations, the relationship between perfectionism, self- esteem, 

and fatigue was explored. Given that the data fit the assumptions for multiple regression, a 

forced-entry multiple regression was carried out. However, the variance accounted for by the 

model was low, and the regression model was non-significant which means that the outcome 

variable (CFS) cannot be predicted by the two predictor variables (self-esteem and 

perfectionism):

F (2, 97)= 1.885, p=0.157.In order to check the lack or relationship a Scatter plot graph was 

carried out and the result confirmed.

Overall, the percentage accounted for international and home students are 2% and 4% 

respectively. Perfectionism and self-esteem are not significant predictors of CFS; however, self- 

esteem is close to significant (p=0.056). 

4. Discussion
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It needs to be taken into account that the present study is the first research, to our knowledge, 

which explores the differences between the level of CFS among international and home students 

and also the first to demonstrate the association between perfectionism, self- esteem, and CFS in 

a student cohort (N=100). We assessed whether self-esteem and perfectionism were significant 

predictors of fatigue among both international and home students, which is a new and beneficial 

finding in the field of CFS. It is particularly intriguing that the international students are not 

more likely to have CFS. Additionally, self-esteem and perfectionism were not seen to be 

predictor factors for CFS among students, which may be a significant finding. This is due to the 

common knowledge that chronic illnesses such as CFS may be a cause of psychological 

functioning [58]. Although it was expected that zero-order correlation will show a positive 

relationship between perfectionism and CFS among international students, the findings of the 

research did not confirm our first hypothesis. The results demonstrate that international students 

who reported slightly high CFS scores compared to home students showed lower self-esteem as 

well. In fact, only lack of self-esteem was related to the outcome (CFS) for international 

students. Home students have reported neither relationship between perfectionism, self-esteem, 

and CFS. One of our hypotheses was that the level of CFS reported by international students 

would be significantly higher compared to home students.

However, the results of the study did not confirm the second hypothesis, which means there is no

significant difference between the levels of fatigue among both student cohorts. International 

students reported only slightly higher level of fatigue rather than home students (26.95 and 

23.61, respectively). Furthermore, the results suggested that international students do not suffer 

from maladaptive perfectionism and this may affect their possessed level of fatigue. More 

particularly, cultural differences, a new education system or academic environment, 
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homesickness and living on their own do not affect international students’ psychological well- 

being as expected, and it does not lead to have CFS. Yet, further study is desirable to substantiate

these findings while considering the factors such as potential adaptation and their existing life 

experiences. The present study has not focused on whether they have previous experience such 

as study abroad or have lived far away from home for more than a year. Additionally, it needs to 

be considered that some of the participants have been living in the UK for more than a year and 

during this time they are more likely to be adapted to their new academic environment. 

Furthermore, a significant fact should be considered that both international and home students 

have shown notable high fatigue levels which are almost the same with the CFS patients' mean 

self-reported scores [40]. The exam period during the data collection may have had an impact on 

the results significantly and thus, both student cohorts reported a high level of CFS. Our findings 

may have implications for the well-being of the students during the exam period. In particular, 

high level of CFS may affect students' productivity and by taking into consideration the finding 

of the present study, academic staff could develop possible relaxation methods for students 

during the exam period. These are all factors which could be incorporated into future studies.

The present study possesses several limitations. More particularly, to our knowledge, our study is

the first research investigating the level of CFS and the impact of perfectionism on CFS in a 

student cohort. It needs to be considered that more study is needed to be conducted, taking into 

consideration the factors which have been missed in the present study. Although international 

students have not reported a high level of CFS, it may not be generalized and applied to all the 

UK students. This is particularly the case given the fact that the majority of the participants were 

solely from Coventry University. Thus, further research is needed to recruit participants from 

different universities in order to extend our findings. Longitudinal studies which investigate the 
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level of fatigue, an effect of perfectionism and self-esteem on CFS are needed to be carried out. 

As we carried out the survey for two months (May-June), the result of the present research may 

have been differed had the study been conducted earlier on in the academic year. International 

students in the present study may have already gone through an adaptation period which may 

have influenced our results. In future research, data collection could happen and two intervals in 

the year (start of the academic year vs. the end) in order to allow a comparison of the results. 

Additionally, during the data collection, it was observed that majority of the participants were 

fasting due to the religious demands and particularly fasting more than twenty hours tend to lead 

fatigue and tiredness as well. This may have had an impact on the data collected.

Despite these limitations, our findings illustrate an important role in the CFS field among 

students. Although international students have not represented significantly higher levels of CFS,

perfectionism was not correlated with CFS among the students, and both self-esteem and 

perfectionism were not significant predictors of CFS among international and home students, we 

have found that all participated students reported considerable high level of CFS. As this is, to 

our knowledge, the first study which investigated the CFS field among both student cohorts, 

further research is needed and necessary to confirm the findings of the present study and to 

extend them with considering the mentioned limitations.

References

1. Fukuda K. The Chronic Fatigue Syndrome: A Comprehensive Approach to Its Definition 

and Study. Annals of Internal Medicine. 1994;121(12):953.

2. Prins J, van der Meer J, Bleijenberg G. Chronic fatigue syndrome. The Lancet. 

2006;367(9507):346-355.



Chronic Fatigue Syndrome among international students

3. Chronic fatigue syndrome/myalgic encephalomyelitis (or encephalopathy): diagnosis and 

management | Guidance and guidelines | NICE [Internet]. Nice.org.uk. 2017 [cited 20 August

2017]. Available from:https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/cg53/chapter/introduction

4. ANDERSON J, FERRANS C. The Quality of Life of Persons With Chronic Fatigue 

Syndrome. The Journal of Nervous &amp Mental Disease. 1997;185(6):359-367.

5. Friedberg F, Jason LA. Understanding chronic fatigue syndrome: an empirical guide to 

assessment and treatment. Washington (DC)7 American Psychological Association, 1998.

6. Schweitzer R, Kelly B, Foran A, Terry D, Whiting J. Quality of life in chronic fatigue 

syndrome. Soc Sci Med 1995;41:1367 – 72.

7. Taillefer SS, Kirmayer LJ, Robbins JM, Lasry J. Psychological correlates of functional 

status in chronic fatigue syndrome. J Psychosom Res 2002;53:1097 – 106.

8. Wessely S, Hirsch S, Wright D. The prevalence and morbidity of chronic fatigue and 

chronic fatigue syndrome: a prospective primary care study. Am J Public Health 1997;87:114 – 

45.

9. McCracken LM, Carson JW, Eccleston C, Keefe FJ. Acceptance and change in the 

context of chronic pain. Pain 2004; 109:4-7.

10. Williams T, Pangiotopoulou L, Chalder T, Sharpe M, White P. Is chronic fatigue 

syndrome heterogeneous? A review of the literature and new study of the lumping versus 

splitting debate for functional somatic syndromes. Journal of Psychosomatic Research. 

2016;85:88- 89.



Chronic Fatigue Syndrome among international students

11. Moss-Morris R, Chalder T. Illness perceptions and levels of disability in patients with 

chronic fatigue syndrome and rheumatoid arthritis. J Psychosom Res 2003;55:305 – 8.

12. J.R. Price, E. Mitchell, E. Tidy, V. HunotCognitive behaviour therapy for chronic fatigue 

syndrome in adults Cochrane Database Syst Rev, 3 (2008)

13. B. Van Houdenhove, K. Bruyninckx, P. LuytenIn search of a new balance. Can high 

“action-proneness” in patients with chronic fatigue syndrome be changed by a multidisciplinary 

group treatment? J Psychosom Res, 60 (2006), pp. 623-625

 14. Pedersen P. Counseling International Students. The Counseling Psychologist. 

1991;19(1):10-58.

15. Winkelman M. Cultural Shock and Adaptation. Journal of Counseling & Development. 

1994;73(2):121-126.

16. Sandhu D, Asrabadi B. Development of an Acculturative Stress Scale for International 

Students: Preliminary Findings. Psychological Reports. 1994;75(1):435-448.

17. Wang K, Slaney R, Rice K. Perfectionism in Chinese university students from Taiwan: A

study of psychological well-being and achievement motivation. Personality and Individual 

Differences. 2007;42(7):1279-1290.

18. Rice K, Tucker C, Desmond F. Perfectionism and Depression Among Low-Income 

Chronically Ill African American and White Adolescents and Their Maternal Parent. Journal of 

Clinical Psychology in Medical Settings. 2008;15(3):171-181.

19. Mobley M, Slaney R, Rice K. Cultural validity of the Almost Perfect Scale--Revised for 

African American college students. Journal of Counseling Psychology. 2005;52(4):629- 639.



Chronic Fatigue Syndrome among international students

20. Gilman R, Ashby J, Sverko D, Florell D, Varjas K. The relationship between 

perfectionism and multidimensional life satisfaction among Croatian and American youth. 

Personality and Individual Differences. 2005;39(1):155-166.

21. Wei M, Heppner P, Mallen M, Ku T, Liao K, Wu T. Acculturative stress, perfectionism, 

years in the United States, and depression among Chinese international students. Journal of 

Counseling Psychology. 2007;54(4):385-394.

22. Wei M, Heppner P, Russell D, Young S. Maladaptive perfectionism and ineffective 

coping as mediators between attachment and future depression: A prospective analysis. Journal 

of Counseling Psychology. 2006;53(1):67-79.

23. Choi J. Attitudes of international music students from East Asia toward US higher 

education institutions. International Journal of Music Education. 2012;31(3):346-358.

24. Varghese A, Rae Jenkins S. Parental Overprotection, Cultural Value Conflict, and 

Psychological Adaptation among Asian Indian Women in America. Sex Roles. 2009;61(3- 

4):235-251. 

25. Jung D, Yammarino F. Perceptions of Transformational Leadership among Asian 

Americans and Caucasian Americans: A Level of Analysis Perspective. Journal of Leadership 

Studies. 2001;8(1):3-21.

26. Deary V, Chalder T. Personality and perfectionism in chronic fatigue syndrome: A closer

look. Psychology & Health. 2010;25(4):465-475.



Chronic Fatigue Syndrome among international students

27. Luyten P, Van Houdenhove B, Cosyns N, Van den Broeck A. Are patients with chronic 

fatigue syndrome perfectionistic—or were they? A case-control study. Personality and Individual

Differences. 2006;40(7):1473-1483.

28. Shafran R, Mansell W. Perfectionism and psychopathology: a review of research and 

treatment. Clinical Psychology Review. 2001;21(6):879-906.

29. Magnusson A, Nias D, White P. Is perfectionism associated with fatigue?. Journal of 

Psychosomatic Research. 1996;41(4):377-383.

30. White C, Schweitzer R. The role of personality in the development and perpetuation of 

chronic fatigue syndrome. Journal of Psychosomatic Research. 2000;48(6):515-524.

31. Dunkley D, Blankstein K, Masheb R, Grilo C. Personal standards and evaluative 

concerns dimensions of clinical perfectionism: a reply to Shafran et al. (2002, 2003) and Hewitt 

et al. (2003). Behav Res Ther2006;44:63–84.

32. Flett G, Hewitt P. Perfectionism. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association; 

2002.

33. Terry-Short L, Owens R, Slade P, Dewey M. Positive and negative perfectionism. 

Personality and Individual Differences. 1995;18(5):663-668.

34. Hewitt P, Flett G. Perfectionism in the self and social contexts: Conceptualization, 

assessment, and association with psychopathology. Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology. 1991; 60(3):456-470.

35. Slade PD, Owens RG. A dual process model of perfectionism based on reinforcement 

theory. BehavModif1998;22:372–90.



Chronic Fatigue Syndrome among international students

36. Slade P, Owens R. A Dual Process Model of Perfectionism Based on Reinforcement 

Theory. Behavior Modification. 1998; 22(3):372-390.

37. Chan D. Positive and Negative Perfectionism among Chinese Gifted Students in Hong 

Kong: Their Relationships to General Self-Efficacy and Subjective Well-Being. Journal for the 

Education of the Gifted. 2007; 31(1):77-102.

38. Choo S, Chan C. Predicting eating problems among Malaysian Chinese: Differential 

roles of positive and negative perfectionism. Personality and Individual Differences. 2013; 

54(6):744-749.

39. Kempke S, Luyten P, Van Houdenhove B, Goossens L, Bekaert P, Van Wambeke P. 

Self- esteem mediates the relationship between maladaptive perfectionism and depression in 

chronic fatigue syndrome. Clinical Rheumatology. 2011;30(12):1543-1548.

40. 3. Dittner A, Rimes K, Thorpe S. Negative perfectionism increases the risk of fatigue 

following a period of stress. Psychology & Health. 2011;26(3):253-268.

41. . Wang H, Li J. Positive perfectionism, negative perfectionism, and emotional eating: The

mediating role of stress. Eating Behaviors. 2017;26:45-49.

42. Raising low self-esteem - NHS Choices [Internet]. Nhs.uk. 2017 [cited 21 August 2017]. 

Available from: http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/mentalhealth/Pages/Dealingwithlowself- 

esteem.aspx

43. 30. Michielsen HJ, Van Houdenhove B, Leirs I, Vandenbroeck A, Onghena P (2006) 

Depression, attribution style and self-esteem in chronic fatigue syndrome and fibromyalgia 

patients: is there a link? Clin Rheumatol 25:183–188



Chronic Fatigue Syndrome among international students

44. Kempke S, Van Houdenhove B, Luyten P, Goossens L, Bekaert P, Van Wambeke P 

(2011) Unraveling the role of perfectionism in chronic fatigue syndrome: is there a distinction 

between adaptive and maladaptive perfectionism? Psychiatry Res 186:373–377

45. Shafran R, Mansell W (2001) Perfectionism and psychopathology: a review of research 

and treatment. Clin Psychol Rev 21:879– 906

46. Luyten P, Van Houdenhove B, Cosyns N, Van den Broeck A (2006) Are patients with 

chronic fatigue syndrome perfectionistic—or were they? A case-control study. Pers Indiv Differ 

40:1473–1483 

47. Chalder T, Berelowitz G, Pawlikowska T, Watts L, Wessely S, Wright D, et al. 

Development of a fatigue scale. J Psychosom Res 1993;37:147–53.

48. Cella M, Chalder T. Measuring fatigue in clinical and community settings. J Psychosom 

Res 2010;69:17–22

49. Frost RO, Marten P, Lahart CM, Rosenblate R (1990) The dimensions of perfectionism. 

Cognit Ther Res 14:449–468

50. Bieling PJ, Israeli AL, Antony MM (2004) Is perfectionism good, bad, or both? 

Examining models of the perfectionism construct. PersIndiv Differ 36:1373–1385

51. Dunkley DM, Blankstein KR, Masheb RM, Grilo CM (2006) Personal standards and 

evaluative concerns dimensions of “clinical” perfectionism: a reply to Shafran et al. (2002, 2003)

and Hewitt et al. (2003). Behav Res Ther 44:63–84

52. Enns MW, Cox BJ, Clara I (2002) Adaptive and maladaptive perfectionism: 

developmental origins and association with depression proneness. PersIndiv Differ 33:921–935



Chronic Fatigue Syndrome among international students

53. Frost RO, Marten P, Lahart CM, Rosenblate R (1990) The dimensions of perfectionism. 

Cognit Ther Res 14:449–468 21. Stoeber J, Otto K (2006) Positive conceptions of perfectionism:

approaches, evidence, challenges. PersSocPsychol Rev 10:295–319

54. Enns MW, Cox BJ, Clara I (2002) Adaptive and maladaptive perfectionism: 

developmental origins and association with depression proneness. PersIndiv Differ 33:921–935

55. Winch R. SOCIETY AND THE ADOLESCENT SELF-IMAGE. By Morris Rosenberg. 

Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1965. 326 pp. Tables. $6.50. Social Forces. 

1965;44(2):255-256.

56. Blaskovich J, Tomaka J (1991) Measures of personality and social psychological 

attitudes. In: Robinson JP, Shaver PR, Wrightsman LS (eds) Measures of self-esteem. Academic,

San Diego, pp 115– 160

57. Cohen J. A power primer. Psychological Bulletin. 1992;112(1):155-159

58. De Bruin AF, Diederiks JPM, de Witte LP, Stevens FCJ, Philipsen H. The development 

of a short generic version of the Sickness Impact Profile. J ClinEpidemiol



THE EFFECT 
OF PERFECTIONISM ON 
CHRONIC FATIGUE SYNDROME
AMONG 
INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS

Nilufar Alizada*, Dr Karen Maher 

*Corresponding author : Coventry University, Department of Health and Life Sciences, Priory Street, 
Coventry,  United Kingdom, CV1 5FB; Telephone: +44 (0) 24 7765 7688

E-mail address: alizadan@uni.coventry.ac.uk nalizada@khazar.org

mailto:alizadan@uni.coventry.ac.uk
mailto:nalizada@khazar.org


The present paper considered the role of 
perfectionism and self-esteem in chronic 
fatigue syndrome among international and 
home students

A further goal of this paper was to assess 
whether international students would report a 
higher level of fatigue compared to home 
students due to the social factors such as 
culture shock, information overload, and less 
social support. 



1.4. International students 

 International students tend to have information overload 
and they usually possess more problems than  home 
students which may affect their psychological well-being  
[14]. 

 It is well known that international students are more likely 
to demonstrate their highest education performance in 
their country and home environment  [15] and therefore 
they are expected to show the highest results during 
their study abroad [16]. 

 Consequently, while going through a new adaptation 
period such as adaptation to new environment, new 
academic stuff, making new friends and living away from 
family may have negative effects on international 
students [15]. 



There are a few studies which investigated that negative 
perfectionism is related to various psychological and academic 
issues which may be reported by international and home students 
[16-22]. 

International students are more likely to have a higher self-critical 
perfectionism which directly may impact on their fatigue level. 

Although there are some mentioned studies which investigated 
negative perfectionism among international students, however, to 
our knowledge, the present research would be the first study 
which explores the association between CFS, perfectionism and  
self-esteem. 



Perfectionis
m 

Additionally, another study showed that individuals tend to 
have higher levels of perfectionism even before the onset of the 

mental disorder (CFS) [27]. The study suggested that 
individuals who have CFS reported that they possess high levels 

of standards [28]. 

Additionally, another study showed that individuals tend to 
have higher levels of perfectionism even before the onset of the 

mental disorder (CFS) [27]. The study suggested that 
individuals who have CFS reported that they possess high levels 

of standards [28]. 

Moreover, the studies demonstrated that individuals with CFS 
reported higher levels of perfectionism compared to a 

population without CFS [26, 30]. 

Moreover, the studies demonstrated that individuals with CFS 
reported higher levels of perfectionism compared to a 

population without CFS [26, 30]. 

Particularly, psychologically it has been proven that CFS and 
perfectionism are associated [26-28].  However, there is a 

limited study about the relationship between perfectionism and 
CFS. 

Particularly, psychologically it has been proven that CFS and 
perfectionism are associated [26-28].  However, there is a 

limited study about the relationship between perfectionism and 
CFS. 



 It is known that unhealthy 
perfectionism (negative perfectionism) 
may lead to an increase in the stress 
and depression levels among CFS 
patients [39] and this idea is supported 
by a study which claims the positive 
correlation between negative 
perfectionism and CFS [40]. 



1.3. Self-esteem

The recent findings of the study suggested 
that a negative or maladaptive perfectionism 

have negative correlation with self-esteem 
[40]. 

In particular, the opinion about ourselves is defined 
as self-esteem, which may be healthy and unhealthy 

[42]. 



 Furthermore, healthy self-esteem tends to trigger positive thoughts about people and 
general life, while people with reportedly lower self-esteem are more likely to have a 
negative vision, critical light, and low motivation to go through possible challenges [39].

 Additionally, regarding the role of self-esteem in perfectionism, the research suggests 
that CFS patients illustrated lower levels of self-esteem compared to healthy individuals 
[39]. 

 There is needed considerable evidence that from a theoretical perspective negative 
perfectionism leads to feelings such as failure which can be a cause of lower self-esteem 
[45-46]. 



1.1. Chronic Fatigue Syndrome 

 Chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS) is a condition comprised of 
chronic fatigue of 6 months or more without any known cause 
and associated cognitive difficulties [1]. Between 0.2 % and 0.6 
% of people in the world are suffering from CFS depending on 
the utilized definition [2]. 

 The majority of patients declare low capability in cognitive, 
somatic, psychological and social functioning which tend to lead 
professional hassles [4-8]. 

 It is observed that CFS patients possess different somatic issues 
such as sleep problems, headaches or muscle pain, feeling 
giddy or sick, rapid or erratic heartbeats [1]

 Systematic reviews have suggested that the most effective 
treatment method of CFS is Cognitive Behavior Therapy (CBT) 
which is highly recommended in order to improve functioning 
and decrease fatigue among patients [12]. 



We hypothesised that 

1) The level of CFS which has been reported by international 
students will be significantly higher than home students;

2) The findings of the study will suggest that international 
students reported  positive correlation between 
perfectionism and CFS; 

3) Perfectionism and self-esteem will be significantly strong 
predictors of CFS among both international and home 
students.



Methods 
 Data were collected among Coventry University students. Participants were both home and 

international students who participated voluntarily. 110 students were asked to be a 
participant in the survey.

  The research was approved by the Coventry University's ethical committee, and all 
participants were ensured informed consent

 In order to evaluate the intensity of mental and physical fatigue The Chalder Fatigue 
Questionnaire (CFQ) [47], also defined as Chalder Fatigue Scale has been used which 
demonstrated high reliability and validity among healthy persons and individuals with CFS 
[48].

 The Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (MPS-F) [49] assesses six various components of 
perfectionism on 5- point Likert scales. The scale demonstrates high reliability and validity 
[54].

 The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE) assessed a level of self-esteem [55]. The RSE 
illustrates high validity and reliability [56].



Results  

 
 Means and standard deviations of participant scores on the subscales of CFS 

(CFSMEAN), MPS-F (PRFMEAN) and RSE (SEMEAN). 

  Type of Students N Mean Sums Std. Deviation

CFSMEAN

1International 41 26.95 .62

2 Home 59 23.61 .57

PRFMEAN

1 International 41 131.68 .44

2 Home 59 136.00 .44

SEMEAN

1International 41 22.51 .61

2 Home 59 22.72 .57



Correlation between fatigue (CFSMEAN), perfectionism (PRFMEAN), and self-esteem (SEMEAN) 
among international students (n=41).

* Correlation is significant at the level of .05
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1
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Sig.  (2-tailed)   .337 .421

 

PRFMEAN

Pearson

Correlation
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Sig. (2-tailed) .337   .002

 

SEMEAN

Pearson

Correlation

-.129

 

-.465**

 

1

 

Sig. (2-tailed) .421 .002*  

* Correlation is significant at the level of .05



A multiple regression looking at self-esteem and perfectionism as a predictor for CFS in both 
student cohort.
a. Predictors: (Constant), SEMEAN, PRFMEAN
b. Predictors: (Constant), SEMEAN, PRFMEAN

  Model1

R   .193a

R Square   .037

Adjusted R Square   .018

Std.Error of the Estimate   .592

Change

Statistics

R Square

Change
.037

F Change 1.88

Df1 2

Df2 97

Sig. F Change .15

Durbin-Watson   1.72



Discussion

 It is particularly intriguing that the international students are not more 
likely to have CFS.

 Additionally, self-esteem and perfectionism were not seen to be 
predictor factors for CFS among students, which may be a significant 
finding. 

 Although it was expected that zero-order correlation will show a 
positive relationship between perfectionism and CFS among 
international students, the findings of the research did not confirm our 
second hypothesis

 The results demonstrate that international students who reported 
slightly high CFS scores compared to home students showed lower 
self-esteem as well. 



Discussion 

  In fact, only lack of self-esteem was related to the outcome (CFS) for international students. 
Home students have reported neither relationship between perfectionism, self-esteem, and 
CFS.

  One of our hypotheses was that the level of CFS reported by international students would 
be significantly higher compared to home students. 

 However, the results of the study did not confirm the first hypothesis, which means there is 
no significant difference between the levels of fatigue among both student cohorts. 
International students reported only slightly higher level of fatigue rather than home students 
(26.95 and 23.61, respectively). 

 More particularly, cultural differences, a new education system or academic environment, 
homesickness and living on their own do not affect international students’ psychological 
well-being as expected, and it does not lead to have CFS



Limitations 

Previous 
experience of 
students 

Some of them have 
been living in the 
UK for more than a 
year 

The exam period 
Time of the survey 
carried out – 
Ramadan 



Discussion 

  Despite these limitations, our findings illustrate an important role in 
the CFS field among students. 

 Although international students have not represented significantly 
higher levels of CFS, perfectionism was not correlated with CFS 
among the students, and both self-esteem and perfectionism were 
not significant predictors of CFS among international and home 
students, we have found that all participated students reported 
considerable high level of CFS.

  As this is, to our knowledge, the first study which investigated the 
CFS field among both student cohorts, further research is needed 
and necessary to confirm the findings of the present study and to 
extend them with considering the mentioned limitations.
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