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For my perfect sister, Jennie


and in memory of our mother, Gwenda, who never expected us to be perfect, she only wanted us to be happy.














Instructions for living a life. Pay attention. Be astonished. Tell about it.


—MARY OLIVER


















Introduction



SO HOW DOES A RECOVERING PERFECTIONIST WRITE THE PERFECT INTRODUCTION? HOW does she craft an opening paragraph in which she earns your trust, and where you will fall in love with every one of those words? How does she write an opening built upon the wish that you will be seized suddenly by the feeling that you are about to have an encounter with a trusted friend?


The answer is, she doesn’t. She doesn’t, I don’t, no one does… no one knows how to write that perfect page. And this represents the quintessential perfectionist’s predicament: what we are striving for, and what actually exists, can never meet.


So the question then becomes, do I stop because it is impossible, or do I start because I believe this book will make a difference in your life?


Because I have done the work to rewire my perfectionist’s mindset, I was able to begin. I have created and crafted something and released it out into the world, flaws and all.


So, as I began doing the thing that terrified me, that is, writing this first page, I realized that this was the perfect metaphor for how perfection can shape and distort our lives. If I had waited for the perfect word, the perfect introduction, or the perfect moment to begin, this book would never have been written.


While it is impossible for us to get to know each other in a couple of paragraphs, perfect or not, what I hope you can sense is that you and I are kindred warrior sisters. I get you, I understand you, and we have gone through many of the same internal battles.


One of the reasons that I decided to write The Perfection Detox is that I know how lonely the planet of perfection is. I hope that as you finish reading this book, you will feel more of an insider than an outsider, more connected to the women you see all around you, and more empowered to start living your life—a life that is rooted in joy and lived on your terms.


I also consider it an immense privilege to be alongside you for this journey. While our backstories are different, I understand the deep pain and the constant struggle that come from living a life constantly monitored and judged by perfection.


There is a different way of moving through your days. A way of living that allows you to dance with your dreams instead of dodging potential mistakes. A life rooted in optimism, joy, potential, and possibility. A life that is waiting for you to take a spin with her, fully engaged with your heart and soul.


Now is the moment to take the first step back to your authentic self and toward your abundant future, as you would not have picked up this book (unless you thought this was a book on juicing) if you believed perfection was working in your favor. Before we get to those steps, it’s important first to think about what we mean when we expect perfection; what is this “perfect” that we’re so infatuated with?


FIRST THINGS FIRST: DEFINING PERFECTIONISM


To say that something is a perfect fit is to suggest that there could be nothing better. To do something perfectly means to have completed a task with a sort of divine level of skill and to have produced a product that is spotless, flawless, pristine. Culturally, we have been taught that perfectionism is something to be proud of.


But true perfectionists are unlikely to ever experience feelings of pride or satisfaction. They are more likely to feel disappointment and despair, perpetually dogged by the belief that they or others haven’t reached the golden ring of a flawless and faultless life. And therein lies the tortuous problem: perfect doesn’t exist; it’s nothing more than a subjective, slippery conjuring of one’s mind. Perfectionism, while not a disease of the body, is a cancer of the spirit and one that if left unmanaged will cause great damage to our life.


“Perfect” is only a word until you attach a feeling or expectation to it. Some people might be ambitious, have high standards, and strive to be virtuous without being a perfectionist. Perfectionism, as a personality feature, does not guarantee success; moreover, there is overwhelming evidence to suggest that perfectionism is, ironically, an obstacle to achievement of potential.


The key to reaching the highest level of success is a certain willingness to take risks, which perfectionists viscerally try to avoid for fear of making a mistake. Part of the journey of becoming better, whether as a person or in a skill, is having the fortitude and the wisdom to manage and learn with mistakes, stumbling blocks, and disappointment. A nonperfectionist will see a mishap as a mini milestone on the road to success, or check it off as a character-building experience to be folded into the fabric of growth. But a perfectionist sees a mistake as an affront, an intruder to wrestle to the ground. It is not surprising, therefore, that while the perfectionist plays it safe by retreating, the ambitious nonperfectionist soars.


Of course, this won’t be a part of every perfectionist’s experience. Perfectionism is not an affliction that replicates itself in every person. It can affect different parts of your life and isn’t always self-directed. While it’s most common for perfectionism to influence the relationship you have with yourself, it can also manifest in your relationships with other people, including family members, and the relationship you have with work. It takes some exploration of our own lives to determine where perfection is most prevalent, and this is an exploration I’ll help guide you through in this book.


Part of this detox will include assessing the role of expectations and standards in your life, and identifying the difference between being ambitious and striving for perfection (hint: one comes with pain and suffering, the other does not). Being able to spot the difference requires asking yourself some difficult questions. Or rather, asking some questions that might at first seem difficult to answer, if only because we don’t often study ourselves, except perhaps to criticize, but rarely to just observe and take notes.


Some of the questions and topics you’ll need to ponder include: Are the standards you set for yourself reasonable or so unrealistically high that your inner critic is impossible to turn off? Do you see failures as lessons along the way or as catastrophic setbacks, no matter how insignificant? Do you ever allow yourself to celebrate your success or do you immediately place your gaze on the next milestone ahead?


These are the types of explorations that will help you uncover which beliefs and behaviors are working in your favor and which are stopping you from enjoying the life that you are working so hard to create. In The Perfection Detox, we’ll practice enriching the former, and expelling the latter.


Without a doubt, there are going to be aspects of your awesome personality that you may not necessarily want to discard. Your ability to get projects across the finish line in a timely manner, your organizational skills, your reliability in relationships, and your willingness to go the extra mile in whatever you are doing are all wonderful attributes that may have become entangled with your perfectionistic roots. This is why we will work carefully and with compassion with the intention of making sure that you deliver your best, while also feeling your best at the same time.


One thing I know for sure is that one of the most painful experiences to come out of perfectionism is the feeling of isolation, and in this place of separation it is impossible to flourish and thrive. We tend to feel that we are entirely alone in this suffering; that we are the only ones to experience anxiety and depression as the result of a mistake or falling short of a goal, or to feel that we are being crushed by all of the standards expected of us today. I am here to tell you that we perfectionists are more alike in these struggles than we are different.


WHEN PERFECT WENT VIRAL


This is a prolific time for perfectionism, mostly thanks to social media. The filters, endless takes, and frozen moments featured across a growing list of platforms can make it seem as if everyone else is living a perfect life. Everyone but you, that is. For perfectionists, this perception can spark an obsession with the need to keep up with or surpass the lives of others, or to compare to the point of feeling crippled. Among the thousands of women I have talked to and worked with, I would estimate that over 90 percent of them have shared that they silently struggle to try and not compare themselves to the images of perfection that cross their screens. While even nonperfectionists will casually flirt with comparison, they aren’t nearly as susceptible to falling into a destructive relationship with it as us perfectionists. In most cases, this susceptibility is such an ingrained part of who we are that we are not even aware of it, likely because its origins occurred so long ago.


The seeds of perfectionism are often planted early in life, by way of genetic origins or childhood experiences. As my own story will reveal, children of alcoholics are especially prone to becoming perfectionists. Perfectionism gets activated as a vehicle to try to protect our environment and maintain the illusion that our family is just the same as everyone else’s, and we also desperately desire to create some semblance of control. We see perfection as a tool to fit in, never make a ripple, and pretend that we have mastery over our life.


But in practice, instead of the picket-fence, prize-winning life, perfectionism leaves us with a bounty of psychological distress. To perpetually strive for unattainable perfection means to fear failure, to avoid risk, to swim in doubt and anxiety, and to normalize negativity. Nothing is ever good enough for the perfectionist, and the world around us reinforces the illusion.


The body, in many cases, can become an object of hyper-focus for perfectionists, especially for women. We are more prone to placing extreme emphasis on self-presentation, which can influence eating behaviors and lay the groundwork for eating disorders to develop.


While not everyone’s perfectionism will take them this far, many women fall into the trap of viewing the latest diet or weight-loss fad as a bright and shining beacon, the path to happiness that has thus far eluded them. As women, we have become convinced that as our waistlines shrink, the success and love we experience will expand. We keep setting goals that are either impossible to fulfill or come at a price too high.


When I was younger, I had both anorexia and bulimia, two disorders that kept me separated from being able to live in the present moment and step into my full potential. Never able to be thin enough to satisfy my need for control or eat enough to satisfy my loneliness, I lost six of my best years to a dysfunctional relationship with food. The false illusion of mastery kept me isolated, ridden with anxiety and wrapped in shame.


Many of the women I’ve spoken to over the years, while not always having dealt with an eating disorder, share the mounting pressure they feel as they try to keep up with the photographs and videos they see every day. We have become so used to the airbrushed and Photoshopped version of reality that we no longer know the difference between realistic and impossible-to-meet expectations. It’s absolute madness, and the message it sends has many worried about how to raise daughters with a strong sense of self-esteem or how to protect them from the dangers of trying to live up to what is on their news feed.


If you have young daughters or nieces, I hope this book will give you strategies to help them be the best version of themselves (instead of perhaps trying to replicate their favorite Instagram or reality star). I also hope that in the pages ahead, you will discover how to release the anchor of unrealistic expectations before it sinks you. For me, these expectations multiplied exponentially, until I found myself in desperate need of a detox.


MY PATH TO THE PERFECTION DETOX


There was a time in my life when I thought I had it all figured out. Professionally I was climbing the ranks just about as fast as anyone could in the mid-nineties. By trading in my dance shoes for fitness sneakers, my background in musical theater became a catalyst for my fast-found success as a popular aerobics instructor in New York City. I became a sought-after fitness expert, starring in many best-selling DVDs, working with a range of celebrities from Olympians Nancy Kerrigan and Dara Torres to beloved athletes like George Foreman. I was speaking and presenting to thousands of people each year and I had won pretty much every fitness accolade there was to win. I was teaching to packed classes throughout NYC and I had even been on the back of a Special K cereal box. In my field these were meaningful accomplishments. Yet none of it was ever good enough for me.


My inner critic would remind me every day that I was not quite enough. I was a fraud, she kept telling me, an imposter, and one day I would be found out. The more I tried to ignore this voice, the louder she got and the more she chipped away at my self-esteem and confidence.


She would never let me forget that my father was an alcoholic and everyone around me knew it. She always reminded me that my dance teachers thought I would never amount to much. And she never failed to send me reminders that the choreographer I worshiped thought I needed to lose weight. My inner critic seemed to thrive when I was about to find the courage to begin dancing with my life. Just as I was about to be gifted with an incredible opportunity, the voices of my past that reminded me I was too fat, too stupid, or just not enough would speak up.


Eventually my perfectionism led to anxiety, which courted me as a constant companion. While at first my symptoms were subtle and easy to hide, they slowly grew into full-blown panic attacks. As with any perfectionist, I tried to manage my symptoms perfectly—the trouble was that while I could hide my racing heart, the tightening of my chest, and my rushing thoughts of how could I leave the room without anyone noticing—I could not hide my last symptom, which was an instant full-body sweat. This was uncomfortable, extremely embarrassing, and more public proof of just how imperfect I was. After every panic attack I felt drained, lost, sad, exhausted, lonely, and even more imperfect.


As my panic attacks became more frequent my calendar began to empty out. For two years, I turned down high-profile work such as appearances on the Today show, The View, and CBS This Morning out of fear that I would lose control as my anxiety and panic attacks took over. The only thing I knew at that time that I could do perfectly was have a full-blown panic attack—I just never knew when or where it was going to happen. The tighter my grasp for control, the more I felt it slipping entirely out of my hands.


I knew then that just as surely as my calendar was going to go blank, my life was going to continue to shrink unless I got to the bottom of my problem. I spent seven-plus years in therapy dedicated to overcoming my anxiety, therapy which at the start was also supplemented by prescription medication; I studied the best literature and research on the subject; I completed a positive psychology program led by author and Harvard University lecturer Tal Ben-Shahar; and I have tried and tested many strategies in my laboratory of life. These along with my professional experience and insights into the healing powers of physical movement were the raw material that became the Perfection Detox Program. I knew that others could use the lessons that I learned to help them eliminate their own perfectionistic tendencies. What I didn’t expect was how high the number of these women would be.


TWENTY-ONE STEPS TO BREAKING FREE FROM PERFECTIONISM


I suspect that perfection has wreaked havoc on your life as it had on mine. The only difference between you and me right now is that I have lived on both sides of the condition. It took me seven years to untangle, deconstruct, and wrestle my doubt demons to the sidelines, but once I did my life expanded in ways beyond my wildest imagination.


My intention with this book is to share with you the best tools and strategies from my own journey to help you fast track your path to a life of joy and freedom. In this book, you will find my seven-year process of detoxing from perfectionism compressed into just twenty-one steps.


I know how limited your time is and how many things you have on your to-do list, so I thought the best way for us to become acquainted was to give you the Cliff’s Notes version for the journey ahead. I have tried to make this book as efficient as possible, without short-changing you on the how and why of each step.


The twenty-one Perfection Detox instructions are divided into three parts, each of which has a distinct focus and intended outcome. Here’s what they look like:


Part One: Tame Your Inner Critic and Explore Your Potential. In this section, you will uncover the negative voices of your past and discover whom they belong to. You will also dissect and release any limiting beliefs that have allowed perfectionism to move into the driver’s seat of your life.


Part Two: Shift Your Focus and Live Bravely. This is where you will discover how to reclaim your true self and remember the good of who you are. By shifting your focus away from the negative voices of your inner critic to the positive focus of a life well lived, you will create a strong and healthy foundation from which to build your best future.


Part Three: Liberate Yourself and Unleash Your Joy. Part Three sets the stage for your abundant future. It is designed to short-circuit your doubt demons and hardwire your mental state to one of optimal joy, positivity, and potential.


Even though, as mentioned above, perfectionists share a lot of the same internal struggles, everyone’s perfectionism is unique, and there is no one-size-fits-all solution. With this notion in mind, I’ve designed this program to allow you to focus on the areas of your life most affected. While I do recommend that you complete all twenty-one steps, aim to finish as many of them as you can. You might find that some of the steps speak to you more than others—and you should be sure to spend more time on the ones that hit your own perfectionistic nerve.


The program is designed to be completed in a sequential order. Based on the science of positive psychology, my life lab, and the thousands of hours I have spent teaching this material, this detox is built on a methodology that will allow you to drive out perfectionism without disrupting your day-to-day life. That being said, you know your story, your struggles, and your most tender pain points. This is your journey, and your intuition will be one of your greatest guides throughout this detox. If any of the steps do not resonate with you, feel free to skip them and perhaps revisit at a later time.


THERE IS NO PERFECT WAY TO DO THIS


While there are twenty-one steps, this does not mean the program needs to be completed in twenty-one days. For some of you, it may be the perfect match. One step per day, one section per week, three weeks and you are done. For others, it will be a less compact process. You may breeze through a few steps and then find one that you want to sit with for a while. Take as long as you need, try each one on for size and then, just like a good friend, you will find certain steps will be your best companion at different times of your life.


I encourage you to take what works, stay with what works well, and remember this is not a race but a dance. A dance that spirals inwards and leads you back to the person you were before perfection cast its ugly spell on you.


I have seven steps that I recommend for success with the detox:




1. Complete each step in the order that they appear.


2. If a step does not resonate with you, leave it and come back to it at another time.


3. If a step feels particularly useful or rewarding, play with it for as long as you like before moving on.


4. Stay curious during the detox and welcome the revelations about yourself.


5. Some days you will rock the detox and some days just showing up will be enough.


6. Do your best, and that will be perfect.


7. The perfect time to start is now.










[image: image]







A Recommendation Before You Dive In


I also invite you to keep a journal nearby as you work your way through the detox. Throughout the book, I will be asking you to write down your thoughts, feelings, and new ideas. While we have all gotten used to taking notes on our computers and smartphones, to maximize your time and ramp up your results, nothing is as powerful as pen and paper when it comes to self-reflection.


Go out and get yourself a journal you love, something that feels good when you touch it or catches your eye or makes you smile when you see it. There’s been a lot of research about the benefits of keeping a journal, including that which showed that journaling can help reduce intrusive thoughts and improve memory.


When and how you use your journal is up to you. There is no perfect time to journal and no perfect way to write. Some days you may find yourself writing a few pages and others just a few sentences. Perhaps some days you just don’t feel like writing at all and that is perfectly fine.


While I don’t see you or your fellow perfectionists embracing the idea of journaling at work, I do suggest that you jot down triggers and thoughts into your smartphone as they come up throughout the day. Then, whenever it feels right to you, pick up your journal and write your thoughts, observations, and reflections in more detail.
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IT’S TIME TO LIVE THE LIFE YOU DESERVE


Here’s the absolute truth: You deserve a life filled with joy, hope, and possibility. If you have picked up this book, you know deep down that you are yearning for this life yet to be lived, with fear diminished, anxiety and regret reduced, and optimism restored.


My hope is that this book will be a resource that you come back to again and again. Whether you have a lazy afternoon (we can dream, right?) or just five minutes before an important meeting, this is your handbook for taming your inner critic, living bravely, and unleashing your joy.


Have confidence in this process and trust the moments as they unfold. Lastly, before we begin, I invite you to place three ingredients into your heart. These are: Acceptance, Love, and Courage. Acceptance will help balance your judgment, Love will manage your fear, and Courage will help soothe your anxiety.


With The Perfection Detox, you will finally be able to release the fear that is rooted in perfectionism and soar into a life of your dreams. And as Elizabeth Gilbert said, “Perfectionism is just fear in really good shoes.” Now is the time to take off the fancy footwear and step into the life that is waiting for you.















PART ONE



TAME YOUR INNER CRITIC AND EXPLORE YOUR POTENTIAL
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Noticing the Noise



IF YOU’VE EVER TRIED TO MEDITATE, YOU KNOW THAT IT’S INCREDIBLY DIFFICULT TO ACHIEVE A “quiet” mind. No matter how hard you try to focus on your breath, there are those pesky thoughts determined to break into your consciousness…“Oh no—I forgot to pick up my dry cleaning, what am I going to wear to the party?!” “I can’t believe I overslept this morning, when am I going to find time to prep for my meeting?” “Is it my turn to do school pick up today, I think I remember Sara mentioning she needed to switch her day?”


While it may not appear so, this inner chatter is not frivolous. It’s part of the internal monologue we all have that in large part shapes our sense of who we are. I’m not referring to the part of the thought thoroughfare that’s congested with trivial to-do traffic, but the deeper, more consequential dispatches that impact your identity. The ones that tell you you’re not good enough or smart enough or perfect enough; the ones that echo deep-seated insecurities, perhaps entrenched long ago. Powerful messages of this sort are there, whether you realize it or not, and they must be deciphered and dismantled if you want to live bravely and unleash your joy.


In this first step, we’re going to turn our focus to this inner chatter and work on identifying your top three negative thoughts that seem to play on repeat. I’ll help guide you first toward awareness of what your internal monologue is saying to you, and then later we’ll work on replacing the self-destructive messages. But before we get into that process, I want to give you a little glimpse into what goes on in your mind each day.


A DAY IN THE LIFE OF YOUR MIND


Researchers at the Laboratory of Neuro Imaging at the University of Southern California have determined that you have about 70,000 thoughts per day, or approximately 48.6 thoughts per minute. And a whopping 95 percent of the thoughts you’ll have today will be the same as those you had yesterday. (Some people say that these kinds of stats are impossible to prove, but I suspect there’s a lot of truth to these figures.)


This wouldn’t mean much if the thoughts were neutral, but they’re not: 80 percent of our habitual thoughts are negative in tone. This is not a character flaw, but an evolutionary, self-preservation device dating to our first days on earth, when the ability to detect a threat could mean the difference between staying alive or becoming dinner.


The challenge, and why this detox is imperative for your health and happiness, is that your brain cannot tell the difference between your perception of a situation and the reality. Your internal chemical response will be exactly the same whether you have a thought that makes you feel anxious, such as, “They are going to find out that I am not as smart as my resume suggests” or you have a hungry animal chasing you down the street (side note: if this happens, you may want to consider moving). In either case, your body will be flooded by a quick release of adrenaline and cortisol and transported into full-blown stress mode.


For perfectionists, the predisposition toward negativity can be especially destructive because it feeds on our insecurities, creating an airtight loop of doubt and self-criticism. Unchallenged, repeated negative thoughts become the joy-stealing monsters that cloud our perception of ourselves, our relationships, and our expectations. They affect most aspects of our lives, snuffing out dreams, deflating desires, and keeping us from reaching our potential, which, in an ironic twist, is what the perfectionist yearns for more than anything else.


For most of us, the doubt demons have grown so powerful that we don’t even notice how they’ve positioned themselves into the driver’s seat of our lives. We think we are in charge of our journey, but we are not. They are. It’s time to take back the control.


GRABBING YOUR BRAIN BY THE REINS


How do you take back control from your doubt demons? You learn to stop fueling them with the chewy negativity chatter they love so much. You learn how to detox from false, defeatist thoughts and how to introduce refreshing, restorative, positive thoughts that will reinforce productive self-perceptions. You can think of this as you would a move (minus the physical labor)—you’re going to pack up and move out the negative thoughts, creating space for a new and upgraded way of thinking to move in.


It’s also important to “move out” the meaning you’ve given to these thoughts. Thoughts have no power until we give them meaning, especially those we’ve used to construct the mirage of perfection. After all, perfect is really nothing more than an illusion that’s self-conjured and socially reinforced.


For many of my clients and the women I work with in my workshops, common negativity triggers revolve around appearance, work, relationship expectations, and aging. The women, especially working mothers, often describe the preponderance of repetitive thoughts about not being enough—at home, at work, or socially. Their thoughts carry a punishing tone of guilt and dissatisfaction that saps them of energy and optimism about the future. What they don’t realize, and what I help reveal to them, is that instead of allowing space for change, growth, and expansion in our lives, these thoughts suffocate and shut out little opportunities our daily lives present. They prevent us from finding the extraordinary in the seemingly ordinary.


For many years, my top three persistent negative thoughts revolved around the themes of criticism, comparison, and control. While they vary depending upon the scenario, they usually sound something like this:




1. I am not smart enough to be up on this stage. Someone is going to ask me something I don’t know and they will see me for the fraud that I am.


2. My body is not perfect and as I am a fitness expert it should be perfect.


3. I can’t believe I made that mistake—they are going to think I am an idiot and that I don’t belong in this meeting.




These types of thoughts became so reflexive that I wouldn’t even consider them as factors in the emotional pain I was experiencing. Learning how to detox from these negative thoughts was a pivotal step in my recovery from perfectionism.


People who have attended my workshops shared other common themes in their top three hits. The Imposter Syndrome is probably the biggest underlying ruminating thought. Here are just a few examples:




1. “Who am I to be doing this?” “I am going to be found out.” “People are going to know I really don’t have all the answers and certainly I don’t know everything.”


2. “I’m a fraud and everyone is just waiting for me to make a mistake to prove that I didn’t deserve this promotion, job, etc.”


3. “I can’t believe I just ran into my boss without my makeup on and in sweats. She just saw the real me and I bet it is not what she wants for her team.”


4. “I have to look perfect, say the perfect thing, manage the room perfectly, and make sure everyone is happy for this to be a good party/experience.”




If you are not sure which thoughts are your joy-stealing monsters, spend today listening more carefully to the words and phrases you use when talking to yourself (please tell me you also talk to yourself?). If you use the word should a little too often in evaluating yourself or others, it is a good indicator that you are operating on presumptions that may be cumulatively more toxic than helpful.


When you jump to negative conclusions about yourself, other people, or situations by saying things like “I’ll never do that again,” Or, “I wish that…” it is another clue that a thought detox is needed. If you make a mistake and see only the mistake, you might need a more forgiving reality check. Start to write down a list of these types of thoughts in your journal and look for patterns.



SORTING THROUGH TODAY’S THOUGHT TORNADO


Some people I’ve worked with have had difficulty determining if a thought was popping up just because they were having a bad day or if indeed it was a top three hit. And here’s what I had to say to them: “When in doubt, go with the thoughts that feel right to you in the moment and know that you can always revamp your focus at any time.” In other words, there are no wrong answers. It’s important to remember that this step, or any step for that matter, does not have to be done perfectly—you will not be graded or judged on your Perfection Detox performance.


Another factor that can make it a bit tricky to identify your top three thoughts is the presence of multiple voices in your head. I’m not referring to multiple personalities, but voices—the different ones you may use when you’re talking to a friend or family member, your significant other, your child, or yourself. The degree of compassion, patience, sternness, and so on will undoubtedly vary in each case.


In one workshop that I ran, a woman named Diane acknowledged this variation in voice was affecting her ability to determine her self-directed thoughts. Diane told me that at first she had some difficulty sorting out which were her top hits. She wrote: “I seem to have two voices in my head. One is negative, judgmental, and mean, and the other is kind, gentle, sweet, and accepting.”


By going through the Perfection Detox, Diane was able to realize that the negative voice was indicative of how she spoke to herself and the more positive voice was the kinder, gentler one that she used to talk to others. She described this first voice as being part of her “inner, more secretive dialogue” that she “hid from the world.” It took going into this dark, hidden dialogue for Diane to find her doubt demons. And you will likely need to take this trip, too, to get to your true top hits.


For all of us, our top hits flow through the inner dialogue that we keep to ourselves, and it’s partly due to this secrecy that recurring negative thoughts have so much power. The moment we shine a light on our hits, their power begins to diminish (they grow even weaker when we achieve acceptance, but we’ll get to that in Step 6). I call them “hits” because that is exactly what happens each time these thoughts bounce around our minds unnoticed and unmanaged. Just like the popular song you keep hearing on the radio becomes an “earworm” our negative thoughts can become a repeating loop in our mind. The difference being that one lifts you up and the other pulls you down. With each negative thought, a blow is leveled at your heart and a piece of your self-esteem is chipped away. Thought by thought, blow by blow, you are knocking down your confidence and courage.


Your top hits may change as you become more aware of them. While different thoughts may flit in and out of your consciousness there will probably be one that you latch onto faster than others. This is your keystone thought.


Just as we have good and bad habits we also have good and bad thoughts. As discussed by Charles Duhigg in The Power of Habit, creating new habits often revolves around a keystone habit, the one action that has a ripple effect on all the others and has the power to transform your life. Just like our habits we have a keystone thought that has the power to transform our life, for better or worse. The more powerful the thought the more powerful the impact. The trouble is that negative thoughts pack more punch than the positive, and if left unmanaged will fire up your perfectionistic tendencies and wreak havoc with your mind and mood.


As you know one of my top three hits was that I should be smarter. This turned out to also be my keystone thought. Same thought, just a different disguise. As the stakes became higher (which they will as you become braver), it would keep popping up.


During my three-decade career as a fitness expert, I would often need to attend high-stakes meetings when I was auditioning for a position as a spokesperson or interviewing to be a part of an advisory board. As much as I was not a fan of these types of meetings, I had finally gotten my inner critic under control and no longer allowed my self-doubt to overwhelm me.


But as I transitioned out of fitness and into my new career as a motivational speaker and writer, the landscape changed, the stakes became higher and my darn doubt demons decided to make an appearance.


It was a hot summer day in New York City and a few weeks earlier my good friend Dorie Clark, who also happens to be incredibly smart (Harvard smart) and the author of several books, had invited me to a writer’s dinner. In my mind I was not yet officially an author as I was still in the proposal stage of this book, but this was of no concern to Dorie. She simply thought the dinner would be a great opportunity for me to meet some other writers who lived in the city, and so I agreed to go.


It just so happened that along with the authors’ dinner, the hottest day of the summer arrived. I had been feeling a little anxious but managed to keep it in check until it was time to decide what I was going to wear. My doubt demons began to rear their ugly heads and positioned themselves on the sofa as though they were judges on a reality show called What Not to Wear If You Want to Fit In.


That evening’s dinner could have been attended by authors, speakers, teachers, moms, or just about anyone who was not in the world of fitness. I had learned how to fit in with a fitness crowd, but this was new territory for me, and so was really comfortable terrain for my inner critic.


I decided to walk to the restaurant as to get a cab at rush hour would be impossible and the subway was like a toaster oven. As I slowly turned the corner to the street where the restaurant was, I saw a few people that I recognized from my social media feed and knew they were writers. They had all stopped to greet each other before going inside, and as they filtered through the front door, my doubt demons saw this as the perfect time to pounce. “They look so smart… of course they are writers, probably academia, and they all know each other. You know, you really should have gone back to school for your Ph.D. before starting this book. They all fit in so well and look at you with your newly bleached blond hair… you are going to stand out like a sore thumb. Look at how well dressed they are! Why did you decide to wear that long dress today? I told you the black pants would have made you look smarter and thinner. They are obviously published authors, probably New York Times bestsellers… what on earth made you think you would fit in?”


Phew. Doesn’t it exhaust you just to read?! My head swam with these rapid-fire thoughts for the next few moments. In the past, the stream would have continued until I had reached the table where everyone was seated and it would have prevented me from being present and being able to enjoy the evening. However, as a recovered perfectionist, I can now recognize my analytical and self-demeaning demons for the frauds they are. I knew Dorie would not have invited me if she thought I would not fit into the mix, and I knew that any of her friends would be gracious, supportive, and welcoming. By the time I reached the front door of the restaurant, I had shut the demons down and was ready to have a great time. And as a side note to my inner critic, who on earth in their right mind would wear black pants on a sweltering hot day in the city?
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Daily Detox


1. The first thing I’ll ask you to do here is to identify three of your most common recurring thoughts that are negative in tone. Begin to scan your thoughts, using a lens of gentle observation, not judgment, to take stock of their focus, tone, even volume. As you do this, recurring thoughts and themes will start to reveal themselves and you will be given the opportunity to envision an alternative and healthier attitude. Keep in mind that our goal for now is simply awareness and nothing more.


You might notice your thoughts immediately—they’ll be the ones raising their hands yelling “pick me, pick me”—or if you’re like Diane, your thoughts will be subtler in nature or hidden in the depths of your inner dialogue. In this case, I recommend that you spend twenty-four hours jotting down thoughts that seem to pop up repeatedly. You may be questioning if you have any, but trust me they are there. It is only because they have become so embedded in your psyche that they have gone unnoticed for so long. It is time to shake them up and move them out.


As you review your list of thoughts, consider which three resonate most deeply, feel the most familiar, and sting a little. The approach for dealing with these thoughts need not be complicated. Simply ask yourself, has the thought added or diminished my sense of joy from the day? If this feels uncomfortable, this is likely a sign that you’ve landed on the persistent thoughts that pain you the most. Eventually you will learn to make them less toxic by reframing them and releasing them. Then, you will have made space for the thoughts that fuel your dreams versus those that starve them.


Once you have your top three negative hits down on paper, do not judge them, label them, or ruminate on them (pinky promise!). Also, a gentle reminder to write no more than three top hits. You can change the thoughts you want to work with whenever you like, but never more than three at a time. If you have already pinpointed one thought, your keystone thought, feel free to work with just that one for now.


If at this point you have been able to isolate the thoughts that are separating you from your joy, feel free to move on to step two. However, if you are having a difficult time uncovering your negative thoughts, continue on with this daily detox.


2. “Watch your thoughts, they become words; watch your words, they become actions; watch your actions, they become habits; watch your habits, they become character; watch your character, for it becomes your destiny.” This quote has been attributed to everyone from Lao Tzu to Margaret Thatcher and Frank Outlaw. No matter the source, it’s particularly relevant to this step.


Some of my clients have found that focusing on their repetitive actions is easier than pinpointing the thoughts themselves. Over the next day or so, pay attention to—and even start jotting down in your journal—the actions that you take that seem to produce negative outcomes. Then, see if you can trace the actions back to the originating thoughts and ideas. If they were driven by negative feelings—insecurity, fear, or regret—these may be the recurrent negative thoughts that keep festering and showing up through misguided actions.


You might look at this call for observation and find it impractical, or wonder how you’re supposed to be both living your life and observing it. Just do the best you can with what you have in front of you. Some days you will catch a negative thought and have time to jot down a quick observation, other days you may go hours before noticing the compounding effect of negative triggers, and some days will be such a whirlwind of putting out fires and staying afloat in this journey called life, that you may not have time to even think about the detox until the end of your day. This is all good. Just the simple, yet profound act of becoming aware that you are ready to disconnect from the illusion called perfection is a fantastic beginning.


3. Your mind and body can become great allies if you learn to listen to your inner wisdom. Your breath is a terrific tool to help you recognize a trigger thought that could be a top three hit.


With that in mind, I want you to begin to check in with your breathing throughout your day. If your breath is deep and fluid, it means you are relaxed and in your power. However, if you find yourself holding your breath or it suddenly becomes short and shallow, it is likely you have been sideswiped by a negative thought. A smaller breath means you are becoming smaller, taking up less space and shutting down. Sitting is one of the worst positions for both your breathing and mindset.


The following is a simple breath exercise that you can do anytime you need to tap into your inner guide and wisdom. This exercise can be done standing or seated, in shoes or barefoot.


Begin by placing both feet on the floor, hip distance apart.


Imagine there is a golden string attached to the crown of your head and it is gently pulling you upwards. Try to lengthen your spine and move your shoulders, so they stack over your hips.


Once settled, place one hand on your chest and the other on your abdomen. To begin, simply draw your attention to your breath and observe which hand is moving more. Most likely it will be your top hand indicating that you are breathing from your chest.


Take the next few breaths to observe with a sense of curiosity your normal way of breathing. After a few moments, slowly begin to deepen your breath. Think of filling your entire body with energizing air, so much so, that your top hand becomes still and your lower hand begins to move in and out with each inhale and exhale.


When you breathe deeply from your belly instead of the traditional shallow chest breathing that we all tend to do, your breath acts as a bridge between your brain and your body. If you find it challenging to read this as you try to practice, this exercise is also available for you at theperfectiondetox.com as an audio download.


Today is about heightening your awareness and waking up to your life. This is the moment you begin to tame your inner critic and reclaim your power.
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“Petra Kolber’s detox program will leave you lighter, healthier, and happier.”
—Tal Ben-Shahar, lecturer and author of the New York Times bestseller Happier
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