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Nice to meet you, perfection


When people ask me what I do, I tell them I’m a therapist and I specialize in areas such as perfectionism, burnout, chronic stress, and anxiety. Their eyes widen with recognition. They give me a knowing look when I say the word “perfectionism.”


A conversation usually starts with, “Oh yeah, I’m totally a perfectionist” and then is followed up with, “So how do I stop being a perfectionist? How do I stop caring so much?”


My attempt at an answer comes from two perspectives.


One is from that of a fellow perfectionist-in-recovery. I want to say, “Well, funny you ask, I’m still trying to figure that out …”


The other is from that of an experienced therapist. I explain how it’s a process of understanding where perfectionism comes from, what function it serves in your life, and how what you’re really trying to do is to build a more workable relationship with it so it doesn’t take over your life. So I reply, “You don’t ever really get ‘rid’ of it, but you can learn how to live with it so it’s not causing you so much pain.”


But I’m getting ahead of myself. It’s interesting that I can use the word “perfectionism” and everyone seems to just know what it is. So what exactly are we talking about when we refer to “perfectionism”?


Defining perfectionism


Perfectionism is like many human emotions and experiences. Sometimes it’s hard to name it, but you can tell when you’re affected by it. It’s clear when it’s taking over your life even if you can’t put it into exact, concise words. There is such power in putting a name to emotions and other internal experiences that have such potential to control how we engage in the world. When we can wrap our minds around them, we can begin to get a sense of what to do with them.


Literal definitions of perfectionism include phrases and traits such as:




“Rejecting anything less than perfection” (Dictionary.com)


“Anything short of perfection is unacceptable” (Merriam-Webster)





Philosophical and ethical definitions call perfectionism a will towards a state of being, that of being good and moral. People who come from religious backgrounds, whether they’re still observing religious practices or not, tend to hold themselves to this ethos of perfection as a form of good character and deservingness. I’ll get into this more in Chapter 2 when I talk about what other cultural and social phenomena contribute to perfectionism’s hold on our society.


This book defines perfectionism as a personality trait characterized by perpetual striving towards high, often unrealistic, outcomes and being overly critical.


Internal manifestations of perfectionist traits – how one thinks and feels about themselves – include:




	imposter syndrome


	self-criticism


	black-and-white thinking


	rumination


	comparisons to others.





External manifestations of perfectionistic traits – how one interacts with the outer world – include:




	people-pleasing


	deprioritizing oneself for the sake of others’ approval


	lacking boundaries between personal and other domains of one’s life.





I want to introduce you to two overarching paths perfectionism can take: overfunctioning and underfunctioning.


Forms of perfectionism: the overfunctioner and the underfunctioner


The overfunctioner: the “I can do it all” types




Gabby set her bags down on the floor next to the couch in my office. “I’m sorry I’m late. I had to put out fires at work on my way here,” she said, half paying attention to me and to her phone, still standing next to the couch.


“Want to have a seat?” I asked, attempting to snap her out of the daze she was clearly in; she hadn’t yet even taken off her jacket or sat down.


Finally, she sent off one more message and dropped her phone into her overstuffed work tote. She sat somewhat upright, her energy remaining abuzz from being in constant-go mode and her mind a bit distracted as she was still “on” from that day’s fires.


Gabby described how her week had gone, how she had spent the whole week going into the office earlier and being the last to leave. She’d come home most days with the intent to get things done at home, like laundry, sorting through the packages she still needed to return, or maybe working out. But instead, she’d logged back onto her work computer and worked till late. Eventually she’d fallen asleep on her couch, not even making it to the bedroom.


It always took a few minutes into our sessions for Gabby to wind down and be more centered. As she continued to elaborate on her daily routine, the buzzing energy she had at the start of the session started to shift. She sat back into the couch, letting some of the weight of the day sink into her body. “I just don’t feel like I can say no. I don’t know if I can keep going at this pace because I feel so drained. But I don’t know what else to do. If only someone could stop time. I know that’s stupid because we can’t get more time, but seriously, I need someone to just press pause and then I can catch up on everything. Right?”





Gabby is one of many people I’ve seen in my therapy practice who are constantly in go-go-go mode. They describe themselves as over-achievers, Type As, and people who constantly feel the need to be productive. My clients will be the first to admit that they’re perfectionists who strive for the best and expect nothing less. They have a hard time saying no to requests because they have always managed to rise to the occasion and get things done. They thrive on the energy of being on the go.


While on the surface they’re highly successful, competent, and exude a sense of accomplishment and energy, beneath all that is a thick layer of fatigue, perpetual exhaustion, and buzzing anxiety. It’s not that they’re truly thriving from these accomplishments, it’s just that they don’t know what it would be like to stop.


Meet the overfunctioner.


Overfunctioning includes things like overdoing, overscheduling, and overcommitting. It includes lists filled with tasks and projects and perpetually “biting off more than you can chew.” Often an overfunctioner will complain of feeling exhausted, like they never have enough time, and will always respond to “How are you?” with “I’m so busy” and they really mean it. They feel like they can barely catch a breath.


Overfunctioners operate from the belief that if they can just get more done, reply to more emails, and complete more projects, then things will be okay. Not only will things be okay, but they will be seen as good and worthy. They tie so much of their self-worth to the amount they are able to accomplish. Overfunctioning is one avenue by which we try to deal with the desire to be seen as “perfect” or “good enough.” To be seen as a good worker, a good parent, a good insert role here. If we can just get that one thing done, then we’ll be good enough.


Brené Brown calls this “hustling for your worth” (p. 23, The Gifts of Imperfection). It’s being on the hamster wheel of performance, achievement, and proving ourselves. Unfortunately, overfunctioners have the impossible task of trying to keep up in a system with ever-present updates and advances in technology, and more things we could strive to achieve. There is no end in sight because there’s always more that can be done.


In the book Four Thousand Weeks, Oliver Burkeman refers to the constant pursuit of getting through our to-do list as a futile attempt at “clearing the decks.” He normalizes the behaviors many people engage in while trying to get to the bottom of a to-do list and feel a sense of accomplishment and closure. One of many a-ha moments I experienced while reading his book was when he simply called out: “You’ve already failed.” And what he meant by this was that our constant need to “re-set” and “clear the decks” was an illusion of control perfectionists try to hold on to.


Chapter 2: Origins of perfectionism will go into more detail about the reasons why we’re so drawn to this need to overfunction and prove our worth.


While there are those who overdo to get the feeling of being good enough, there are also those whose experience of the pressure to get so much done and to do so perfectly gets to be too much so that they can’t take the first step at all.


The underfunctioner or chronic procrastinator




On the couch in my office, Steven looked down and put his head in his hands. “I know I said I’d apply to new jobs this week, but I didn’t. Here I go again. I can’t seem to get myself to do anything. I’m so unmotivated. It’s always the same thing. What’s the point of trying again when we both know how this is going to end up?”


This wasn’t the first time Steven said this to me at the start of each therapy session. Here he was, someone who had gone to multiple high-ranking schools, scraped by to earn professional academic degrees, and was employed by a reputable research institution. But he was barely getting by. He struggled to meet deadlines. He said he’d been a chronic procrastinator since he was in middle school and nothing ever worked to get him on track.


“I know what I should do. I’ve always been like this. Other people know how to do things, but I’ve never been able to get it together. It’s embarrassing – I’m in my forties and it’s like I never learned how to function like a regular human being.”





Steven only saw himself as a chronic procrastinating, unmotivated, lazy person. He spoke of himself as someone who couldn’t do things, who would never finish what he started, and who was useless compared with other people.


I did not see him this way, nor did others who cared about him and knew him well. It was my job to help him understand that his inability to take action wasn’t because he was broken, “useless,” or stupid, all of the things he had told himself time and time again. I wanted him to see that the real culprits were the way he spoke to himself, the unrealistic expectations he had of himself to get things done, and the underlying fears he had about failure and success. They were collectively setting him up to fail. He needed to understand that underfunctioning was an extension of perfectionism and that his high-achieving desires were hurting him.


Underfunctioning looks like avoidance, procrastination, and constant overwhelm to the point of not doing anything at all. It can look like nothing is happening on the surface. The temptation by others who are judging an underfunctioning person is to call them lazy, unmotivated, and all of the similar words Steven was using to describe himself. But this actually misses the point.


Underneath all of that surface-level “nothingness” going on is a strong desire to accomplish things to a high standard of perfection. These high standards are the root of the procrastination. You build up so much pressure around getting things done. You overcomplicate the steps to getting started. You can’t imagine ever getting to the end, so you don’t even bother to start. Underfunctioning is not actually because you don’t care. In fact, it’s often because of caring so much, almost too much, that it leads to not taking any action.


“If I don’t try at all, then I won’t be disappointed.” This is a common phrase I hear. Whether you’re avoiding completing something you started or starting something new, you’re trying to avoid feeling disappointment. But when it comes to delaying action to avoid this feeling, it’s only a short-term solution. In the long run, disappointment lingers. Your initial desire to try something hasn’t gone away. Now you’re going to experience both the disappointment of an unfulfilled desire and the disappointment in yourself for not taking action.


This was why Steven kept saying “Here I am again, I know what I should do, but what’s the point of trying? We know how this is going to play out.” This wasn’t the first time he’d engaged in this pattern of considering action, avoiding it, and then feeling disappointed in himself after the fact. This is a vicious cycle so many people experience and it causes a lot of pain.


But even more so than avoiding the feeling of disappointment, I believe perfectionists are going to great lengths to avoid feeling a deeper-rooted feeling: shame.


Perfectionism as a way to avoid shame


“Where perfectionism exists, shame is always lurking. In fact, shame is the birthplace of perfectionism” (Brené Brown, p. 55, The Gifts of Imperfection). Shame is the unbearable feeling you get when you’re convinced something is wrong with you, making you unlovable and unacceptable. Perfectionists use overfunctioning or underfunctioning to avoid that shame feeling. Overfunctioning is trying to outperform shame and ensure acceptance and approval by others. Underfunctioning is trying to delay action and avoid taking risks, thus avoiding mistakes, criticism, and being on the hook for potential failure and rejection.


Underfunctioning and overfunctioning: two sides of the same coin


Perfectionism plays a role in both overfunctioning and underfunctioning. When you get to the root of both presentations, the same underlying desire to be seen as good enough and to get things perfectly exists, it just manifests differently.


Some common traits of perfectionistic types include:




	striving towards unrealistic expectations


	making comparisons


	experiencing a harsh inner critic


	focusing solely on outcomes at the expense of the process.





Unrealistic pursuits towards perfection


Let’s return to the definition of perfectionism and how it includes the pursuit of “nothing short of perfection.” Once, I gently reminded a client, “But remember, perfect doesn’t really exist,” and she replied almost flippantly, “Yeah yeah, but … I can get damn near close.” She said this with a tone of determination as though she wanted to be the one person to achieve the impossible.


Some perfectionists treat the pursuit of perfection like a game to be won. While a rational part of themselves knows there is no such thing as perfection, there’s an emotional part driving them towards it anyway. They apply life hacks, optimize their schedules, and try to manipulate their bodies and minds.


A client referred to her experience of perfectionism as the “Perfectionist’s Dilemma.” She described how it felt like a constant push and pull between wanting things to be just right and not knowing when and/or how to stop.


I asked her, “How do you know when you’ve gotten it ‘right’?”


She had a few responses:




“It should feel easy.”


“It should be acceptable.”


“It should make people happy.”


“There shouldn’t be any mistakes.”





Confronting the “shoulds”


What she and I came to see together were the myriad “shoulds” that were dictating how she needed things to feel and appear in her life. Shoulds have felt like the bane of my existence as well as that of so many other people I know. Shoulds encompass the many assumptions we have about what “right” and “perfection” mean.


Should-ing is a setup for feeling bad about yourself. You feel trapped by oppressive conditions when you’re deep in the should spiral. To make your way out of your should spirals, you need the clarity to course-correct. Clarity helps you approach things differently when you have fewer assumptions clouding your judgment. From this place of greater clarity, you’ll be able to make more intentional decisions.


How do you gain this clarity? First, acknowledge where these assumptions are coming from and what internal messages you’ve been holding on to about how things should be. After I dug deeper into what stopped Steven from acting on the things he already knew he should do, it became clearer that he had such high expectations of what “done” looked like. One of the big shoulds Steven struggled with was based on how he saw himself compared to other people.


Better than, less than: metrics and comparisons


We naturally make comparisons between ourselves and other people. It’s something we do in order to judge our performance or how we should look and act, and things we should have. You’ve probably heard or read some variations of quotes referring to the downsides of comparing yourself to others.




“Comparison is the thief of joy.”


“Don’t compare your insides to someone’s outsides.”




Call them cliché, but they’re widespread and oft-repeated phrases for a reason. People fall victim to comparisons and the negative feelings resulting from them. What’s usually happening is that they’re making unfair comparisons between themselves and other people. What I mean by “unfair” is that they’re using an inappropriate metric for the situation at hand. For example, think of a time you took up a new hobby. Take baking. If you compare your abilities as a novice baker to those of an executive pastry chef who has 20 years of experience, that’s wholly unfair. It’s an inappropriate metric of comparison. It may make more sense to compare your first-time baking skills to those of another hobbyist baker, someone else who recently took up the same activity. But even then, there are so many unknown factors that contribute to a person’s performance or “outsides” that you aren’t accounting for. This other hobbyist baker may have grown up in a family of bakers and was exposed to a foundation of baking knowledge that you don’t have. Therefore, making comparisons leaves you vulnerable to harboring negative thoughts towards yourself and falling down a comparison rabbit hole. I don’t know how often people describe their experiences by comparing themselves to positive ones.


The only exception (and this can be a useful strategy to offset the negative effects) is to make what are called downward comparisons. This is just what it sounds like – when you compare your situation to that of one that’s a bit worse off or lesser than. This can be an effective way to regain perspective. For example, when you’re comparing how much money you have or how many material things you own to people who have less than you, it puts into perspective how much you actually have. The point is then to be grateful for what you have and to make the most of what you have. To be clear, downward comparison is not a way to put down anyone else or get to the point of elevating yourself in any sort of holier-than-thou type of way. It’s simply useful in terms of putting yourself and your circumstances in perspective.


More often than not, the negative comparisons you’re making that leave you feeling worse are the upward comparisons. When you do that repeatedly and only use those unfair upward comparisons to negate your own experiences, judge and criticize yourself, it’s not helpful. A positive way to use upward comparisons is to regard the person or situation to which you’re comparing your own as motivation and inspiration for what is possible. For example, as a woman of color making my way through the graduate and postdoctoral stages of my psychology career, it was helpful to see other licensed clinicians and professionals of color who were making their way as tenure-track professors or private practice owners or educators in the mental health space. In this case, I compared my situation to those of people who were in a similar field but further along in their careers. This made me feel hopeful for what could be possible for me and that there were other people out there doing what I wanted to do.


There is a two-way street between perfectionism and making comparisons. It’s hard to know which comes first. Do we start to have these unrealistic perfectionistic tendencies because we compare ourselves to others? Or do we compare ourselves in order to try to perfect our lives? Either way, they’re cut from the same cloth – they’re both examples of overly negative and critical mental patterns. The unrealistic nature of our expectations can come from comparing ourselves and using the things we’re comparing ourselves to as the new metric that we need to reach in order to be “perfect” or good enough.


The inner critic: the harsh voice of perfectionism


Emily was tearful as she shared, “I feel like if I let my guard down and be kind to myself, I’ll become useless and unproductive. There’s this voice in my head that reminds me how I can’t stop.” This voice she spoke of was that of her inner critic.


The inner critic is another name for the perfectionistic voice in your head. The inner critic is a familiar foe that constantly makes negative comments and judgments about your abilities, your accomplishments, your looks, and your worthiness. The inner critic rears its head before you try something, while you’re doing something, and after you’ve done something. As a social being who wants to feel connected and emotionally and psychologically safe, you’ll go to great lengths to avoid anything that threatens this. Sometimes the way the inner critic rears its head is by convincing you that you’re never enough and leading you down the path of constant striving.


The ever-moving goalpost


Too often you set a goalpost and then, before you know it, you’re moving the goalpost bit by bit until you’re so far from the initial goal that you set. You might wonder why things feel so tiring and frustrating no matter how hard you try. It’s because you’re setting yourself up with such high expectations. These expectations might have been built up from other people initially, such as parents, coaches, or teachers. But somewhere along the way, you create your own expectations and they reach limits beyond what any human being could accomplish. It’s not a bad thing to want good, high-quality things from yourself. But what if it’s costing you your happiness? What if just trying to get there is so miserable that you can’t stop to even enjoy any part of the process, much less the reward or outcome?


Smell the roses: how to acknowledge the process


When was the last time you really let yourself relish something you were doing? Did you really give yourself credit for the things you achieved? Do you give yourself credit for showing up and putting in the effort? Why is it so hard for us to give ourselves this credit?


The saying “smell the roses” refers to the act of slowing down and noticing what is. It requires you to be present for little things, the details of life, and the achievements, no matter how big or small. As cliché as the advice is, to “enjoy the process” or “smell the roses,” the advice is there for a reason. It’s because when you don’t do it, you’re quite unhappy.
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