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      Are you harder on yourself than everyone else? Do you hold yourself to incredibly high standards and are disappointed with yourself when you fail to meet them? Do you find that sometimes those self-imposed standards put so much pressure on you that they can actually end up holding you back? If so, then your perfectionism might be working overtime. While this may seem like an average problem, it can become a pervasive presence that will slowly sabotage your growth and limit your potential.

      Perfectionism has a twin brother, you see, called procrastination. In most cases, they show up together. They are like misbehaving children, enforcing each other in their deeds. Perfectionism may say, “This is not done well enough. I can’t give this work out from my hands.” Procrastination would reply, “Damn right, let’s just sit around and think about how we could improve this work. But in the meantime, let’s have a snack, it helps with thinking. Also, let’s take a nap, our brain needs rest. How about some entertainment? No wonder our thinking is so dry. We haven’t had a good laugh in ages.” And on and on it goes.

      Procrastination is the ultimate road to hell paved with good intentions. No one ever procrastinates without a good reason—or should I rather say, a well-rounded rationalization. Our thinking mind is tricky that way; it can provide a convincing explanation as to why we should or shouldn’t do something. How does the thinking mind decide which action it will defend? Well, our emotional mind is the judge of that.

      NYU psychologist and the author of the book The Happiness Hypothesis, Jonathan Haidt explained this phenomenon with the metaphor of the rider and the elephant. Our emotional mind is the elephant, the thinking mind is the rider. While the rider of the elephant seems to be in charge, when there’s a disagreement between them, the elephant usually prevails.

      Chip and Dan Heath expand on this metaphor in their book, Switch: How to Change Things When Change Is Hard. They argue that the rider (the thinking mind) is responsible for planning and direction. But it often falls into the trap of overthinking, trying to motivate the elephant (the emotional mind) to get things done and avoid instant gratification. It’s an exhausting business. In psychology, we call this phenomenon willpower depletion. We consume all of our rational, delayed gratification-bound credits over time. This is why it is more likely that we will likely choose cookies instead of baby carrots to snack on in the evening.

      Procrastination is the favorite pastime of the elephant. And a comfortable go-to place. We learn to procrastinate as early as childhood. We leave our homework to the last minute because we watch TV. We get out of bed just before the school bus arrives because we stayed up late finishing our homework. We even observe our parents putting off tasks, so we have a lot of fertile ground to adopt this bad habit from and practice it. Procrastination rolls over into our adulthood. We postpone important tasks and choose immediate gratification instead. It feels better in the moment, doesn’t it?

      We invent all sorts of creative reasons why we procrastinate. Still, it can really be broken down to just a handful of emotionally motivated reasons in reality. We fear failure. We fear judgment. We fear to prove to others (and ourselves) that we don’t measure up. We fear imperfection. We feel too much pressure to perform, so we avert our focus from the task at hand counterintuitively. Some are just simply bad at time management. If you recognized yourself in these, worry not. This book will strive to distill the ways the perfectionist mind works. You will discover the positives and negatives that can come from being a perfectionist and what you can do about it.

      This journey will leave you with a greater understanding of yourself. You will be able to overcome the challenges of perfectionism with a simple yet powerful 30-day program. Get ever closer to reaching your full potential and living the productive, prosperous life you deserve.
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      Dory, a computer model designer, considered herself a person with a growth mindset. She was never satisfied with the work she produced. Day after day, she scrutinized her projects, finding flaws in the color choices, template layout, size and font of the letters, and so on. She was the first to arrive and last to leave her office. Despite her outstanding hard work, she never got a promotion, and her boss instead scolded her when she turned in her projects late. The boss didn’t care so much about the immaculate symmetry, the Rembrandt-shaming color composition, and extremely well-matched font-letter sizing. He just wanted good enough, but punctual, work.

      Despite telling Dory repeatedly, she didn’t seem to get why her boss was critical of her. She felt inadequate, and in her mind, the problem was that she didn’t do a perfect enough job. So, each time, she put some more work into the project and delivered it even later. Dory was struggling with a vicious reinforcing loop of perfectionism. She was blindsided with the fact that her striving for providing perfect work was the problem. She hated her job, her boss, and ultimately herself for being so deficient.

      Why do we want to be perfect? Some people think Martha Stewart’s ideas on entertaining and decorating or the influence of online platforms like Pinterest or Instagram are to blame. In reality, all these sites highlight the perfection gap people have always worried about by making it more visible in popular culture.

      We compare ourselves to others. We want to live up to the images we create in our own mind about the work we want to deliver, the lives we wish and expect for ourselves. The problem is that these images are often unrealistic, impractical, and have such high standards that they are impossible to meet. They can make us very hard on ourselves when we fail to reach them. And we do fail.

      So what is the driving force behind Dory’s insatiable desire to achieve perfection? It can vary from person to person, but it is often rooted in fear of failure or a deep-seated feeling of not being good enough.

      Those who fear failure often see themselves and their lives through a very rigid lens. Things are cut and dried from their viewpoint. They have either succeeded, or they have failed. There is no middle ground when it comes to the way they judge themselves. People with perfectionist tendencies are so afraid to fail that they keep working harder and harder to achieve perfection. Since their goal doesn’t really exist, success keeps escaping them just beyond their grasp.

      Another common reason people are driven to achieve the unachievable is that they see themselves as not good enough. This feeling of inadequacy does not have to have any empirical basis. They believe it, so in their mind, it is definitively true. Perfectionist people worry excessively about how others view them and are afraid to make mistakes because they assume it will make others think less of them. Thus, they try to avoid making mistakes at all costs. If they could only attain perfection, they would prove to themselves and everyone else that they’re worthy. Perfectionism is an impossibly high standard to live up to, and pursuing it can prove exhausting.

      Another reason some people may be perfectionists is out of a desire to gain control. There is a lot of chaos in the world, and so much of it is beyond their control. In a desire to find something they can control, they may take things to the extreme. They want the perfect car, home, or office. They think it should be pristine, and they will work at it continuously to keep the outward appearance perfect. Things never remain pristine for long. They have to continually try to keep up with an unrealistic and unsustainable expectation of perfection.

      Types of Perfectionism

      There are many different types of perfectionism. They all fall into one of two categories: adaptive or maladaptive. There is some debate amongst those who study perfectionism as to whether it is possible to call any type adaptive. Still, for the purpose of our discussion here, we will attempt to distinguish between the two.

      Adaptive perfectionism has people striving to reach very high standards, but with one major distinction—they understand that expecting to achieve perfection is an impossibly high standard that no one can actually get. People who are adaptive perfectionists are pleased with themselves when they put great effort into achieving their goals.

      Adaptive perfectionism might lead someone to put a lot of time and effort into planning a big party. They might work very hard to make the party as exquisite as they possibly can. Still, they would understand that the party’s chances of going off without a hitch and everything being absolutely perfect are very slim. They would be satisfied with how much time and effort they put into the party’s planning and preparation. Adaptive perfectionists seem to respond better when things go wrong and tend to feel less stressed out and upset than maladaptive perfectionists.

      In the example above, the party planner was actually striving for excellence—not perfection.

      There is no harm in wanting to take pride in a job well done or holding yourself to high standards and having great expectations for what you feel you should accomplish. In fact, that can make you motivated and driven to achieve your goals. Where people run into problems is when the line between wanting and expecting excellence and perfection becomes blurred. We see this often in high-performing athletes. They may begin striving for excellence. But as they experience success in their sport, they may increase their pressure to maintain their success by never making a misstep. Counterintuitively, this approach puts so much stress on them that they will, in fact, do something wrong and sabotage their success. Then their future depends on whether or not they realize that perfectionism brought trouble upon them, not that they didn’t try hard enough.

      Maladaptive perfectionism is when people hold themselves to impossibly unrealistic standards and expect to always achieve perfection. They are extremely critical and hard on themselves when they don’t meet the standards they set. In Dory’s case, after each project she delivered late and her boss scolded her, she became increasingly stressed out and suffered from decreased self-esteem and depression. Maladaptive perfectionists see themselves as being in control of everything. When things go wrong, they feel as if the blame lies squarely on their shoulders.

      Perfectionists desire to present themselves as flawless and avoid any situation in which they think they will not look good. That is an awful lot of pressure to live up to.

      Signs That You Might Be a Perfectionist

      While perfectionism can manifest in many ways, there are some common characteristics. How many of these traits do you recognize in yourself?

      1. Letting others help you is not your strong suit.

      2. You live by the philosophy that if you want something done right, you’d better do it yourself. Delegating tasks to others is not something that comes easily to you because it means you are relinquishing control.

      3. Your sense of self and confidence comes from your achievements and the reaction you receive from others.

      4. You are always trying to reach high standards of excellence, and you love to get praise from others for a job well done.

      5. Once you have accomplished your goal, you are ready to move on to a new one so you can enjoy those feelings again.

      6. You find yourself putting off things that you don’t feel like you can be successful at, or avoiding them altogether to avoid feeling like a failure.

      7. You hold others to the same high standards that you have for yourself. You always give your best effort, and you are annoyed when others do not do the same.

      8. You often view setbacks as a reason to give up altogether. If you are painting a picture and you “mess up,” you might decide to completely start over because the painting has already been “ruined.”

      9. It is hard for you to complete something because you are always looking at it with a critical eye, thinking that there is more you can do to make it better. You don’t want anyone to see your work until it’s as good as it can possibly be.

      10. You view things as being black or white without a lot of room for gray. In your mind, things are either right or wrong—perfect or awful—and there isn’t anything in between. If someone cuts you off in traffic, you view them as rude and inconsiderate rather than someone who made a poor choice or who might have been in a hurry or who had something else on their mind.

      11. You have a set of rules in your mind that you think you and everyone else should abide by. You are not happy with yourself or anyone else when they don’t behave in a way you think they should.

      12. No matter how many things go right, you will always be fixated on the one thing that went wrong. You may have answered forty-nine questions correctly on an exam, but if you made a mistake on one question, that would be the one that receives all of your attention.

      13. Many people find joy in the journey. You are not one of them. You are all about achieving results. You put everything you have into reaching your goal. The outcome is your only concern.

      14. You are very hard on yourself. You blame yourself when something goes wrong and you have a tough time letting your mistakes go even well after they have happened. You are not quick to forgive yourself and move on.

      15. You can find mistakes even when others can’t. You are the first to notice them, and you immediately try to fix them. Sometimes the mistakes are really there, and sometimes they exist only in your mind’s eye.

      My Personal Story with Perfectionism

      Why am I writing this book? What gives me any authority to speak on the subject? I have been there and done that. I have walked in those perfectionist shoes. If I am frank, I see many of the characteristics above in myself even today. Am I cured of my perfectionist tendencies? No, and I never will be. However, I am more self-aware and know the thoughts and behaviors that I need to keep my eye out for. When I see them coming to the surface, I act quickly to keep them in check. I am relieved to say that my perfectionism never rose to the level where I felt depressed or suicidal, or kept me from having healthy relationships with others in my life. Still, I can recognize how being a perfectionist has affected my life to the point where I felt unnecessary stress and anxiety. I find it somewhat ironic that it actually ended up holding me back at times and kept me from reaching my full potential in my quest for excellence.

      I spent my whole life wanting to do well. I wanted to earn good grades and make myself, my parents, and my teachers proud. I went through school earning all A’s and won academic awards, earned scholarships, and delivered the graduation speech in college as valedictorian of my class. It was important to me, and I was willing to work for it. I enjoyed the compliments and praise I received for my hard work and academic abilities. There were many times that I felt stress to maintain the high standards I put on myself. I felt anxiety, thinking my performance might not be good enough. I recognized that I couldn’t be perfect. Still, I was hard on myself whenever I wasn’t reaching my expectations. I took it to heart and beat myself up over it, vowing to do better the next time, not letting those disappointments go and moving on. During that period in my life, my self-confidence and worth were definitely tied to my academic performance.

      Later in life, ironically, my teaching career started my road to becoming a recovering perfectionist. I always strove for excellence in my classroom and was never willing to give less than my best because I wanted to be the best possible teacher. My students deserved that. I began to be seen as a rising star in my school district. I received outstanding evaluations from my students, their parents, my colleagues, and my administrators. I was asked to take on more and more responsibilities and act in a mentoring capacity. I loved helping kids, and I enjoyed receiving accolades for my work. If I ever received a word of criticism from a parent or administrator, I really took it hard and beat myself up over it. It was hard for me to let any negative comments go. Once again, teaching was important to me and my passion, and I was willing to pour my heart and soul into it.

      As high-stakes testing began to become more and more of the focus for schools, I saw how stressful it was for my students and colleagues. As a perfectionist, it could easily have been a source of great anxiety for me as well, and on occasion, it was. But I wanted my students and colleagues to make life easier, not stress so much, and be generally happier. How could I expect them to relax and not put so much pressure on themselves if I couldn’t do the same? This was also around the same time that my wife and I were starting our family. I knew I wanted to ease up on myself and raise my kids, knowing that it was okay to make mistakes and be human rather than perfect. That meant I had to set the example through my actions. It was time to become more mindful about the behavior I wanted others to model.
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