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To Jeffrey, for your unconditional love and support. Thank you for helping me see how amazing Better Than Perfect can be.


And to all the people out there who are tired of not feeling good enough. You are Better Than Perfect.




Introduction


I’VE BEEN A perfectionist for most of my life.


In all honesty, I’ve been rewarded quite nicely because of it.


At the same time, though, it’s caused a lot of unnecessary tears, tension, and trials for me and for the people around me.


It was 7:27 in the morning. I’d already been up a few hours trying to tackle my lengthy to-do list before flying to New York around noon. I still had to pack, wondering what shoes I should bring; respond to a journalist about how to excel during change in the workplace; empty the dishwasher; get my daughters’ breakfasts ready; and test my eight-year-old on her spelling words.


My stress level was definitely up there, but I was trying to keep it together.


“Unpleasant,” I said, reciting a word from the spelling list.


As I glanced over my daughter’s shoulder, she wrote the word down on a sheet of paper. UNPLEASENT. Two E’s rather than two A’s. Hmmm.


When she misspelled unpleasant, I started to get unpleasant. Part of it was that I’d always had trouble with spelling. (I love spell-check!) But the bigger problem was that I was a perfectionist, and my being a perfectionist at that moment could have made both my daughter and me very unhappy.


“Your test is today, Sweetheart,” I said in what I hoped was a motivating tone. In reality, I was really anxious, thinking she’d miss that word on the test.


Now, as I sit here recounting this incident, I’m embarrassed that my daughter’s messing up one letter would upset me so much. Unfortunately, it did.


I’ve always tried to hide my perfectionist tendencies from my children, hoping to not pass them on to my girls. But who was I kidding here? The tension in our kitchen was palpable.


Then my daughter saved the day. “Mom, I think we all need to take a deep breath,” she said.


This was the proverbial wisdom out of the mouth of a child. But for me it was much more than that: it was an important wake-up call.


On some level, perfectionism is rewarded in our society. We may be the person who consistently stays at work until midnight—to complete a project in particular, or to excel at our job in general. Maybe we’re striving to have the body of a supermodel or a superhero. Or we might go above and beyond “normal” expectations to ensure our children get into Harvard. As you might guess, many champion athletes, prominent scientists, and celebrities demonstrate perfectionist traits. Serena Williams, a number-one-ranked female tennis player and the only female player to win over $50 million in prize money, describes herself this way: “I’m a perfectionist. I’m pretty much insatiable.”


Of course, not all of us are extreme perfectionists like Serena Williams. And yet, many of us have one or more perfectionistic thought patterns or behaviors that negatively impact our lives on a daily basis—from our relationships to our work.


Do any of these tendencies sound familiar?


       [image: ][image: ]  You see your life in black-and-white terms. “I did not get the promotion; I am a failure.” Or, “I ate one cookie and ruined my diet; might as well eat the entire bag.”


       [image: ][image: ]  You often act out of fear rather than passion. Fear would say: “This project is so stressful. I could get fired if I mess it up.” Whereas passion would say: “I enjoy using my strengths and collaborating with others to make this project incredible.”


       [image: ][image: ]  You’ve made up tons of rules for yourself (and others) that you don’t even know you’re following. “I should be more successful.” “I should be in better shape.” “She should call me more.” “He should do the dishes since I cooked dinner.”


       [image: ][image: ]  You give up before you’ve even tried to do something, like compete for a promotion or take on a challenging assignment. You think, “I failed in the past, so why risk trying again?” Or, “If it’s never really going to happen, then why bother?”


       [image: ][image: ]  You frequently use distorted thinking when you make decisions. You think you can read the minds of those around you. “She thinks I’m lazy.” “He doesn’t love me.” Or you predict the future will be unbearable, essentially making a mountain out of a molehill. “My career will be ruined if I mess up this speech!”


Sounds pretty unpleasant, however you spell it! But there’s more . . .


       [image: ][image: ]  Chances are you experience high levels of stress, rarely feel satisfied, and live with a barrage of negative self-talk cycling around your head. You consistently think, “If only I achieve X, then I’ll be happy.” Happiness is seen as the endgame, the result of achieving a goal. Your self-confidence is conditional, based on how “successful” you view yourself at that moment, or on how others react to you.


       [image: ][image: ]  Maybe your health is not where you want it to be. You may be overweight, struggling to stay on a weight-loss program, or underweight and starving yourself—or even average weight but obsessing about food. Or, you experience insomnia from all the endless chatter in your head, its volume increasing the moment your head hits the pillow. Or you experience medically unexplained aches or pains that drain your energy and enjoyment of life.


       [image: ][image: ]  Your relationships may not be as happy or fulfilling as you’d like them to be. You may prioritize other people and tasks above your own fun, your own needs for relaxing or recharging—sometimes even above the needs of your family. And don’t kid yourself. They notice and resent it.


       [image: ][image: ]  When it comes to work, you put in excessive hours and are rarely fully satisfied with your results. Alternatively, there may be times when you procrastinate starting or finishing a project, for fear you won’t be able to complete the task perfectly. You may have difficulty making decisions, repeatedly second-guessing yourself. You feel there is “never enough time,” or that you are doomed to fall short of someone’s expectations—or your own.


Do any of these unhappy descriptions sound like you? I thought so. That’s why I wrote Better Than Perfect. Because you’re likely tired—no, exhausted—by the incessant drive to control the future, and by the unsatisfying feeling that, no matter how hard you try, you will always come up short—always less than you could or should be. I know these feelings, because I’ve been there.








“I’m a perfectionist. I can’t help it, I get really upset with myself if I fail in the least.”


—JUSTIN TIMBERLAKE









SO, WHAT’S THE PROBLEM?


From their standpoint, perfectionists often don’t see anything wrong with how they are, and they frequently rationalize their standards, thinking, “Of course I want to strive for the best! Why would I settle for being mediocre?”


In fact, many are petrified by the idea of giving up their perfectionism, as it’s become their way of living and (sometimes) succeeding. And they may even see forgoing these perfectionist patterns as failure. I understand that fear of letting go—it’s something I’ve struggled with myself.


But, while the goal of perfectionism is to feel good about yourself, it actually has the opposite effect. Why? Because there’s always that awful inner critic constantly judging you, saying, “You’re just not good enough.” (Or worse.)


In my private practice, I work with a lot of perfectionists. Most of them don’t come in saying, “I need help with my perfectionism.” Usually they seek my help to deal with the often dire consequences of their perfectionism: depression, stress, insomnia, strained relationships, health problems, work concerns.








“Perfectionism becomes a badge of honor with you playing the part of the suffering hero.”


—DAVID D. BURNS, PSYCHIATRIST









My purpose here is not to pathologize what you are doing or tell you that you need to change. I am not asking you to give up who you are or become someone you are not. I promise not to give you clichéd advice such as:


       [image: ][image: ]  “Stop being so hard on yourself.”


       [image: ][image: ]  “Those details are not important.”


       [image: ][image: ]  “It doesn’t have to be perfect.”


       [image: ][image: ]  “Just stop worrying about it.”


While these suggestions may make rational sense, most perfectionists don’t actually believe in them. We also don’t know how to apply them, or don’t really want to. I know I didn’t!


LIVE A BETTER THAN PERFECT LIFE


Let me ask you a few questions:


       [image: ][image: ]  What would your life be like if you had more contentment and less stress?


       [image: ][image: ]  What would it mean if you accomplished more with less time and energy?


       [image: ][image: ]  How would it feel if you had peace of mind rather than all that self-imposed anxiety and pressure?


       [image: ][image: ]  How would being happier change how you interact with your family, friends, coworkers, and others?


Consider me your happiness coach. In the world we live in, being happy can be hard work. And I’m here to help you. I want you to be truly happy. Not just “looks good on paper so she should be happy.” No, I want you to feel true joy and peace in your heart. I want you to start living a life of purpose and passion.


To that end I’ve created the Better Than Perfect program. The goal here is not necessarily “less perfectionism,” but rather a more balanced and comprehensive sense of satisfaction and success. It will put you in control—not your perfectionism.


Whether you have a few perfectionist tendencies or are an extreme perfectionist, you can benefit from implementing the Better Than Perfect program. It’s time to crush the critic inside your head that keeps holding you back. These guidelines will help you live a happier, healthier, more successful and fulfilled life. They have worked miracles—large and small—in my life and in the lives of hundreds of my clients. They can work for you, too.


The result? A life you love.


Let me show you. Before applying the Better Than Perfect strategies, my concept of being “satisfied” meant settling—settling for a life that was less than perfect. Now I realize that satisfaction is an incredible state of feeling contented and gratified with the gifts—the people and experiences—that life offers me.


Thanks to having implemented this program, I’ve found my stress level is dramatically lower and my happiness level is much higher. Basically, I worry less and I laugh more.


I am more relaxed and better able to enjoy my children, husband, and friends. I no longer feel pressured to work all the time (yes, that used to be me incessantly checking my cell phone); I also no longer worry about what still needs to be done. My relationship with my husband has become much closer, and my daughters have told me I’m much more fun to be around. (Sure, that sentiment may change when they become teenagers, so I’ll savor it for as long as I can!) The added benefit is that I am modeling the way I want my children to act and be—rather than the stressed out, nothing-is-good-enough parent I was before.


My sleep is much more restorative. I wake up in the morning excited about my day, ready to take on whatever comes.


Following the Better Than Perfect guidelines has also helped me be more successful. By “success” I mean something far more than my old definition of achieving certain milestones. I’m talking about feeling grateful for what is happening in my life, prioritizing my relationships, health, and happiness in addition to striving to excel at work—whereas previously excelling at work was my top priority. In my work life I used to operate out of fear; today I’m far more focused on passionately building my business. That’s a really big change for me, and the results have been explosive.


To the surprise of my “old” self, living a Better Than Perfect life has also allowed me to fulfill greater achievement. For example, I used to be horribly anxious and fearful about speaking in public—terrified of messing up. Now it’s not uncommon for me to speak in front of several million people, say on The Today Show, without stressing that I might screw up. Huge, right?


Throughout this book I’ll be sharing the ways in which my perfectionism caused both benefits and blunders in my relationships, my business, my health, and throughout my life. You will also hear from a variety of others talking about their experiences. While the specifics you’ll encounter may look different from what’s going on in your life, I think you will see many similarities, too.


YOU’LL BE AMAZED AT THE DIFFERENCE!


Here’s what you can expect to gain from applying the strategies of a Better Than Perfect life:


       [image: ][image: ]  Less worry


       [image: ][image: ]  Less stress


       [image: ][image: ]  More happiness


       [image: ][image: ]  Greater confidence, independent of results


       [image: ][image: ]  A healthier body


       [image: ][image: ]  Better sleep


       [image: ][image: ]  Happier, more fulfilling relationships


       [image: ][image: ]  Greater productivity with less effort


       [image: ][image: ]  Greater prosperity


       [image: ][image: ]  A life fueled by passion instead of by fear


       [image: ][image: ]  A strong sense of contentment


       [image: ][image: ]  More control over your life


You can expect to feel more successful in almost every corner of your life. Believe me, this is not just an empty promise. It’s a pattern that I have helped create, both in my life and in my many clients’ lives.


The truth is, you don’t need your perfectionistic patterns in order for you to experience the success you’ve already enjoyed. You can achieve success and enjoy life, too! But that doesn’t mean you need to change everything. Some parts of perfectionism that may be working for you likely include:


       [image: ][image: ]  Your passion to make positive change


       [image: ][image: ]  Your desire to truly feel good about yourself


       [image: ][image: ]  Your determination to make a difference


       [image: ][image: ]  Your commitment to having a positive influence on others


       [image: ][image: ]  Your inspiration to improve your life, the lives of others, and even the world


At the same time as you embrace your effective traits, are you equally ready to let go of the stuff that isn’t working well, such as beating yourself up, working endless hours, procrastinating, and being driven by an overwhelming fear of failure?


If so, this book is for you. I want you to make this book yours. Argue with the things that don’t work for you. Flag the parts you want to read again. Note your thoughts and observations. Start the process of transforming your life by answering the questions you’ll find in every chapter. I invite you to thoroughly engage with this book. Getting your thoughts out of your head and onto paper will give you more insight into how perfectionist patterns may be affecting your life—and how you can make changes that work for you.


If you’re ready to start making positive changes in your life, I’m here to help you. Let’s get started! 











PART ONE


Do You Strive to Be Perfect?











CHAPTER 1


What Is Perfectionism?


WHEN I TELL people I’m writing a book about perfectionism, I usually get one of three responses:


       [image: ][image: ]  “I need that!”


       [image: ][image: ]  “My wife/boss/sister/father needs that!”


       [image: ][image: ]  “I’m not a perfectionist.”


The first group, which is predictably small, is self-selected and honest. The second group is much larger—everyone seems to know someone else who suffers from perfectionism. But the third group is by far the largest. Few of us, it seems, want to see ourselves as perfectionists. But all this changes when I explain what I mean when I talk about perfectionism. At that point, people in the last group inevitably say, “Wait, that’s me!”


No matter what your first reaction is, you can still benefit from reading this book. Because even if you don’t view yourself as a perfectionist, you may have some behaviors or tendencies associated with perfectionism. And it’s likely that these traits have proved to be counterproductive or even damaging to your quality of life—your well-being, your sense of self, and the relationships you value most.


As a recovering perfectionist, I’m here to tell you that “perfectionism” doesn’t mean perfect. Far from it. Perfectionism is defined as “a tendency to set standards that are unreasonably high and to measure an individual’s worth in terms of ability to meet these standards.” In reality, perfectionism is deeper than that, at least the way I define perfectionism. Let’s look a little more closely at the features that perfectionists often exhibit. See if you can see yourself in any or all of these characteristics.


Perfectionists have extremely high standards that are nearly impossible to achieve on a consistent basis, and they experience serious distress when those standards aren’t met. This extreme mind-set often carries over into unrealistic expectations of others.


Perfectionists view many aspects of life in all-or-nothing terms, such as “If I don’t get 100 percent correct on the test I’m a failure.” Perfectionists often view their own performance—as well as other people and experiences—as being one extreme or the other, either “all good” or “all bad.” Unfortunately, this all-or-nothing worldview leaves little room for a sense of success, and lots of room for perceived failure.


One of the bigger ironies of this mind-set is that, despite the name, perfectionists don’t think they’re perfect at all. In fact, because “perfection” is the only acceptable level of success—and the reality is that no one is “perfect”—deep down, perfectionists tend to view themselves as failures. And so they focus on how not to feel like a failure.


At the core of perfectionism is a sense of conditional self-worth. Perfectionists equate their value with the achievement of specific, often unattainable goals. In their minds, they are only as good as their last accomplishment.


Perfectionists beat themselves up in their endless drive to be better. If you could stick a microphone inside their brains you’d hear their inner critics saying things like “I should have tried harder” or “I am such a loser.” Perfectionists criticize themselves this way because they feel the need to be better—more successful, more prosperous, more “perfect.” Ironically, though, this negative self-talk often has the opposite effect. It causes more stress and brings about less success.


Perfectionists also tend to be reliant on other people’s praise, often basing their worth on how others react to them. Deep down, perfectionists often long to hear how impressed others are with the perfectionist’s accomplishments, even if it makes them uncomfortable to receive that praise or they openly minimize what they’ve done. This desire for praise can be so strong that a perfectionist might put aside her own needs in order to garner that coveted praise. For instance, a woman may stay up all night working on a project for her boss, or skip her favorite “girls’ night out” because the PTA requested her help on the same evening.


That perfectionists base their view of success on the praise of others is linked to another perfectionist trait: focus on, and fear of, negative evaluation. This trait robs perfectionists of the ability to achieve true happiness and a sense of peace. On the outside they may appear happy, but underneath that “perfect” shell is a barrage of frustration and anxiety that leads them to replay negative past events over and over (and over) for what they didn’t do or shouldn’t have done.


Perfectionists are more motivated by fear than they are motivated by the prospect of fun, especially fear of failure and being seen negatively by others. Their focus tends to be on how not to fail. The result is an internal concentration on self-judgments, like “What am I doing wrong?” and “What should I be doing?” rather than “What am I doing right?” and “What do I want to be doing?”


Though this may sound circular, perfectionists often have a need for perfectionism. As such, they are fearful of giving it up. They want to excel, to create excellence, to be the best. And they think their perfectionism is the only way to achieve this. It’s true that some behaviors—the hard work, determination, perseverance, relentlessness, diligence, and striving—can assist with this. At the same time, the excessive worry, stress, unrealistic standards, and constant pressure can actually make us less efficient and successful in the long run. In effect, perfectionism can be self-defeating.


Perfectionists’ fear of failure feeds indecisiveness. You can see this when perfectionists have a tough time making a decision: they’re scared they’ll choose “incorrectly.” Their all-or-nothing thinking instills the belief that there is one answer that is “right,” while the rest are “wrong.” Perfectionists don’t want to say the wrong thing—which they view as indication they themselves are wrong, bad, or not good enough—and as a result often avoid saying anything definitive at all. They also fear others will view their decisions as poor or stupid.


There is a great paradox behind all this: while many perfectionists are overachievers, sometimes they show up at the other end of the spectrum as underachievers. Some perfectionists avoid taking on certain tasks with the attitude “I can’t do it perfectly, so why even bother trying?” This looks like procrastination or avoidance. Other times, we can see this attitude in people who are stuck in jobs that are way below their potential because they’re afraid of “failing” at a higher level. And think of the defeatist attitude at play for those who, for example, have not had lasting results losing weight. Many have asked themselves: “Why bother exercising when I can’t keep the weight off?”








“Perfectionism is not a quest for the best. It is a pursuit of the worst in ourselves, the part that tells us that nothing we do will ever be good enough—that we should try again.”


—JULIA CAMERON, AUTHOR OF THE ARTIST’S WAY









THE IMPACT ON OUR LIVES


Perfectionism is a dominant mind-set that influences how you think, feel, and act. Within the field of psychology research, various distinctions have been made in an attempt to classify subtypes of perfectionism. In both my clinical practice and my personal life, I’ve found it more helpful to examine what perfectionism looks like in the real world and the toll it takes on our lives.


Perfectionism plays a role in psychological wellness. A perfectionist tends to be very motivated and driven. To an outsider, perfectionists often look happy, optimistic, and upbeat. On a deeper level, they tend to experience an incredible amount of internal stress, which can lead to depression, anxiety, anger, shame, helplessness, and in rare cases even suicidal behaviors.


We can see the worrisome impact on physical health. While some people are diligent about exercise and smart eating, others may push these potentially healthy habits to less than healthy extremes. These can range from frequently worrying about the food they eat to full-blown eating disorders. The “why bother even trying” attitude can also contribute to obesity. And then there are the folks who, ironically, delay going to the doctor because they aren’t in perfect health. This mind-set keeps them from getting the help they need.


With the increase in stress associated with perfectionism can come stress-related issues, such as sleep problems, increased stress hormones, headaches, or other chronic pain. Perfectionists are also at increased risk for substance abuse. (Think about this the next time you read about a movie star who seemed to have had it all and yet died of a drug overdose.)


Within relationships, perfectionists tend to be doers, especially with noticeable actions like helping out a friend in need or hosting the family holiday meal. They are often very giving, sometimes to the extent of putting the needs of others before their own health or fun. This tendency to focus on accomplishments can often strain relationships, for example when the “doer” misses his daughter’s soccer match or arrives late, again, to family gatherings. Loved ones can often feel they’ve received the short end of the stick compared to the time and energy the perfectionist prioritizes elsewhere.


In a significant relationship, perfectionism can impede intimacy. Perhaps a woman shies away from sex because she doesn’t have the “perfect” body. Or she may be preoccupied, thinking things like “You want to have sex even though the dishes haven’t been done yet?!” Needless to say, it’s tough to be emotionally close to someone with a perfectionist frame of mind. And that sometimes can mean being lonely. Many fear that others will see their “imperfections,” and so they are reluctant to really let someone else into their lives.


A perfectionist will often project her own high standards onto others, such as the wife who nitpicks her husband for not doing a load of laundry despite the fact that he vacuumed the entire house to surprise her. So-called bridezillas are often born from perfectionism. Unfortunately, insisting that every aspect of one’s wedding be impeccable can alienate friends and family.


Another form is parental perfectionism. Consider the new mom who won’t let anyone else, even the child’s father, do anything for the baby for fear he or she will do it “wrong.” Or the dad who pushes his child to excel at sports, even at the cost of the kid just being a kid and having fun. Children may feel consistently judged and shamed by the negative scrutiny of a perfectionist mom or dad. Sadly, they may feel they can never measure up, that they’re never good enough.


We often see perfectionism in the realm of work, whether that’s defined as a traditional job, being a student, or managing the household. In this realm the perfectionist is the hardworking type who responds to emails at two in the morning and is the first to arrive at the office. Or the “controlling manager” who won’t (or can’t) delegate responsibilities despite being overwhelmed by work. Or, even if he does divvy up some tasks, he still micromanages his team, watching their every move.


Many perfectionists have trouble completing tasks. I see this often when coaching entrepreneurs and small-business owners, some of whom don’t want to publish their website, circulate their article, or give a business presentation for fear their work won’t be perfect. As a result, perfectionists tend to be rigid in their approach to doing things—a trait a majority of business leaders and managers do not welcome. Instead, they are more likely to prefer having flexible people on their teams, the kind of person who is ready to make adjustments and exceptions when appropriate.


Another difficulty in completing projects derives from the decreased mental functioning—such as difficulty thinking outside the box or writer’s block—resulting from the stress of constantly trying to be perfect. Indeed, the stress of the overworking self-editor can make it easier to give up than to persevere.


Within the home or office, some perfectionists require a tidy environment. Many are detail-oriented and extremely well organized (even their junk drawer has labeled compartments!). Worse yet, they can get almost insanely upset if anything is out of place.


Perfectionism can also affect finances. Many incredibly wealthy individuals (CEOs, movie stars, professional athletes) are perfectionists, as are the highly paid who don’t make the Forbes wealthiest list. I’ve seen a lot of perfectionism among those with great wealth. There is often a sense that, despite having many millions of dollars, those millions are just not enough. But perfectionism is not exclusive to the well-off. On the other end of the spectrum, perfectionist procrastination, discouragement, and defeatist attitudes can result in difficulty making ends meet.


Because they tend to value productivity over fun, it’s not uncommon to hear perfectionists say, “I haven’t taken a vacation in years.” And when they do take some time off, even if just for a few hours, they tend to stress about everything they think they “should” be doing.


With a life purpose focused on not failing, perfectionists often miss out on a greater sense of spiritual meaning. In getting bogged down with getting the details “right,” they may forget the big picture of what is truly important to them. As a result, while many perfectionists may look like they have it all, on a deeper level they often feel they are really missing something. To such people, a sense of “Is this all there is in life?” often prevails.


WHAT PERFECTIONISM IS NOT


Let’s take a moment to differentiate perfectionism from other traits or conditions often confused with it.


It’s not excellence. Having a goal of perfection is not a problem in and of itself. In many cases, it makes sense to go for the gold. Perfectionists strive for excellence, which can be a very positive attribute. Where problems arise is perfectionists’ attitude when 100-percent excellence is not achieved.


Perfectionists often personalize an “imperfect” result, equating it with their self-worth: “I am not good enough.” For example, research has shown that, despite being the second best in their sport in the entire world, silver medalists exhibit a happiness level of about 4.8 on a 10-point scale, with 1 being “agony” and 10 being “ecstasy.”


Not succeeding 100 percent 100 percent of the time does not make you a failure. It does make you human. It is important to distinguish between a healthy desire for excellence and a stressful, relentless need for perfection. The following scenario exemplifies what I mean.


“Hi,” I said to my new client as I extended my hand to shake his. “I’m Dr. Elizabeth Lombardo. Please feel free to call me Elizabeth.”


When I introduce myself to clients, I use my title so they know I have the training; I ask that they call me Elizabeth so they know I am approachable.


“Dr. Sterner,” my client replied shortly.


Dr. William Sterner had been referred to me by his medical doctor for issues related to chronic pain. It was clear from this first moment that he wanted nothing to do with me.


“I have to be frank with you,” he said as we sat down in my office. “I do not really believe in psychology.” When he said the word “psychology” he made quotation marks with his hands, as if to say it was not a real scientific discipline.


As we talked about his problems with chronic pain, it became evident that perfectionism was something he struggled with. William told me about stress at home because his wife had recently decided to go back to school. “She does not keep the house like she used to. She told me she would pick up some groceries last Wednesday and she didn’t.”


When I brought up the concept of perfectionism, he responded, “Of course everything has to be perfect! I’m a brain surgeon. I can’t do a half-assed job when I am operating on someone’s brain.”


Agreed.


“But,” I said, “there’s a difference between life-and-death circumstances in the operating room and acting as if every mistake is critical outside the OR.”


I continued, “What would life outside of brain surgery be like if you strove for excellence and, when it did not happen, you did not beat yourself or others up about it? If instead you dropped the judgment, figured out what went wrong, and took steps to correct it?”


He glared at me with a what-are-you-talking-about? look on his face.


But, because he had promised his medical doctor to see me for at least four sessions, he agreed to work on his stressful thinking (including his perfectionism).


On our fourth session working together, he came in with a smile. I shook his hand, saying, “Hello Dr. Sterner,” and he responded, “Call me William.”


As soon as he sat down, he animatedly told me about how his wife had sat him down the day before to say how proud she was of all the changes he was making. By using the strategies in Better Than Perfect that I’m about to share with you, William realized he could strive for excellence and not stress out as much—or stress out those around him. What’s more, he had noticed a significant decrease in his level of pain.


“I guess there really is something to this ‘psychology,’” he said with a smile.


It’s not narcissism. “Narcissism” is a term that seems to be thrown around a lot these days. It is characterized by an inflated sense of self-importance, focus on yourself, and need for admiration from those around you.


Narcissists are egocentric and preoccupied with themselves, their preferences, and their needs. I’m sure you know people like this. The “friend” who incessantly talks about herself, but has no time to hear about your life. The person who skips the line while boarding the plane or entering a concert, pretending not to notice the dozens (or more) who’d been waiting their turn. The neighbor who plays loud music at all hours of the night and then calls the police when your guest parks in front of his house.








“I am careful not to confuse excellence with perfection. Excellence I can reach for; perfection is God’s business.”


—MICHAEL J. FOX









Sometimes perfectionists look a bit like narcissists on the outside because of their laser-focus on achieving a task. Their fear of failure and desire to win fuel a competitive nature that can be seen by others as caring only about themselves. Perfectionists’ conviction that there is one “right” way—theirs—often comes across as egocentric.


In reality, perfectionists are not (usually) narcissists. They do not lack empathy, which is a key component of narcissism. Unlike narcissists, they do not see themselves as special or act in emotional, dramatic ways.


It’s not obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD). I often hear people using the term “OCD” to describe perfectionism. In reality, the two traits are quite different.


OCD is an anxiety disorder characterized by obsessions (seemingly uncontrollable fearful thoughts) and compulsions (repetitive behaviors geared at helping reduce these obsessions). An example would be people whose fear of getting sick from germs (obsession) brings them to repeatedly wash their hands (compulsion). Or a superstitious fear that something bad will happen (obsession) brings you to count to one hundred, or to impeccably arrange items around you (compulsion).


OCD can be debilitating, significantly affecting your emotional wellness and/or quality of life in work, health, and relationships. I once had a client who sterilized the entire bathroom (tub, toilet, sink, floors) every night. It took over two hours!


It’s true that perfectionists also have anxiety regarding their fear of failure, and they may take steps to address those fears. But, while some perfectionists also suffer from OCD, the two conditions are distinct issues.


It’s not spiritual perfectionism. There is a huge difference between the perfectionism we’re talking about in this book—the notion that “things must be ‘perfect’ in order for me to feel okay about myself”—and what I will call spiritual perfectionism.


Spiritual perfectionism involves the premise that all that is, is perfect. Here, “perfect” refers to acceptance of reality on a higher, more spiritual level. Ideals such as “everything happens for a reason,” “you are a perfect creation,” and “divine perfection” are included in this concept.


Cultivating your spiritual beliefs is an important component of a Better Than Perfect life. But, whether or not you buy into the concept that you are already perfect in a very true and tangible way, it is important to understand the difference between spiritual perfectionism and the perfectionism we are talking about here.


GLOBAL VERSUS LOCAL


Some perfectionists exhibit these traits globally in all (or at least most) facets of their lives.


Others experience perfectionism in specific areas, such as:
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       [image: ][image: ]  School


       [image: ][image: ]  “Free” time
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Where do you see perfectionism showing up in your life?


WHAT’S NEXT?


While there’s evidence that perfectionism has a biological basis, this way of viewing and interacting in the world is fueled by the internal dialogue in a person’s mind. As a result, research shows that perfectionism can be altered by means of psychological approaches. In fact, the strategies presented here are based on cognitive behavioral principles. We will address both the thoughts and the behaviors that result in perfectionist patterns, as well as discuss how to change them so they are more helpful to you.








“In nature, nothing is perfect and everything is perfect. Trees can be contorted, bent in weird ways, and they’re still beautiful.”


—ALICE WALKER









In the next chapter, “Are You a Perfectionist?,” there is an assessment you can take to see how much perfectionism plays a role in your life. This is a fun way to look at what is going on with you, as well as a great tool to share with others.


In Chapter 3 we’ll look at “The Price and Profits of Perfectionism.” This chapter will help you explore what is and is not working for you when it comes to perfectionism. Remember, I am not suggesting that you give up who you are or anything that is truly enhancing your life. This chapter will help you better understand both how to keep what’s working well and what you may want to alter. Then, in Chapter 4, “Fear Versus Passion,” we’ll examine the liabilities of operating out of fear, and the potential advantages of instead using passion as one’s driving force.


That brings us to Part Two, the Better Than Perfect program: 7 Strategies to Crush Your Inner Critic and Create a Life You Love. These are based on research-supported cognitive behavioral therapy as well as my own personal and clinical experiences. These guidelines have helped me and so many of my clients find greater joy, satisfaction, control, balance, and success in our lives. The seven steps, listed below, spell PERFECT.


Postmortem Your Past


Evaluate Your Expectations


Reinforce New Roads


Fail Forward


Eliminate Extremes


Create, Don’t Compare


Transcend


Each chapter in Part Two explores a separate program strategy and then provides Action Steps you can take to create the life you deserve. Most of the actions are quick and easy, but don’t let that fool you. They are very powerful.


Finally, the Epilogue will help you assess where you are in the program, what attitudes or fears may be holding you back, and how to overcome them. It will also remind you that you are already Better Than Perfect and can continue to make incredible changes in your life.


And if you have questions—while reading this book or any other time—please reach out. Feel free to post a comment or question on my Facebook page: www.facebook.com/Dr.Elizabeth.Lombardo.


You are not in this alone. You have me and many others in the Better Than Perfect community here to help you flourish in ways you may never have imagined possible. Now, let’s jump right in. See you on the next page!




CHAPTER 2


Are You a Perfectionist?


“If the world were perfect, it wouldn’t be.”


—YOGI BERRA


NOW LET’S GET a better sense of the degree to which perfectionism shows up in your life. To help you do that, I’ve designed the self-scoring quiz below. Before you read on, I encourage you to take a few moments to complete it.


Relax! There are no right or wrong answers. Our only goal is to pinpoint your perfectionist “hot buttons” so we can zero in on them.


You can either take the quiz on paper or complete it online—whatever works best for you. If you prefer taking it online, just go to www.ElizabethLombardo.com/BetterThanPerfect. Let’s get started.






EXERCISE: PERFECTIONIST SELF-ASSESSMENT






On a scale from 1 to 4, rate how much you agree with each statement:
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Scoring: Add up your total points and use the scoring system below to help you figure out where you are on the perfectionist spectrum.


30: No perfectionism here. That said, continue reading so you can better understand and interact with the perfectionists in your life. Then give this book to someone you know who really needs it.


31–60: You have some perfectionist qualities that may be hindering your true self, but they are not overbearing. You also exhibit a good grasp of the skills in the Better Than Perfect program. Use this book to help polish and boost these skills to help you, your relationships, your work, and your life flourish even more.
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