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GUIDE TO
COPING WITH PERFECTIONISM

Dear Reader,

It is a cosmic stroke of luck that I have been invited to share with you some thoughts, experiences, and discoveries about the slippery topic of perfectionism. For me, being perfect at many things brought momentary pleasure, even honors, prizes, and awards, but at what cost? As I’ve gone through situations where it is important to cooperate with others, as in a marriage, child-parent relationship, working within a group or with a client, I see that doing things perfectly is not such a great asset.

Being 100 percent on top of things makes others uncomfortable. Always being on time or a few minutes early makes latecomers nervous. Always having a good answer can make others feel incompetent or unimportant. It can be an act of grace to be an accepting, attentive presence and smooth out the kinks later on.

If you have a monster within you that shouts you’re not doing things fast enough, perfectly enough, or whatever else enough, this book can help quiet that voice. We can work together to lighten up unrealistic expectations, and in the process, open the door to the incredible wonder of life and people around you, however quirky and flawed.

Appreciatively,

[image: ]


[image: ]

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything਎ book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything਎ books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you’re done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything਎!
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Overcome toxic perfectionism, learn to embrace your mistakes, and discover the potential for positive change
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The Everything® Guide to Coping with Perfectionism
is dedicated to my friends, family, clients, and coworkers
who have tolerated my own perfectionism. Thank you.
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Top 10 Signs of Suffering from Perfectionism


	Never feeling relaxed or at peace.

	Always wanting to be the best, the first, the greatest.

	Feeling driven to have the last word in arguments or conversations.

	Feeling deeply tired much of the time.

	Believing that your accomplishments are of little or no value.

	Wanting to chuck everything and start over with a new job or new spouse.

	Physical symptoms such as insomnia, heart palpitations, skin disorders.

	High anxiety because of having so many things to do.

	Your closest relationships lack warmth and comfort.

	The sensation of having an enormous hole in your soul.




Introduction

MOST PEOPLE THINK of perfectionism as a good thing. What’s wrong with working hard to reach lofty goals? But perfectionism can go too far—much farther than pulling all-nighters to hand in the perfect paper or cleaning the house until it shines. Toxic perfectionism can result in obsessive behavior, damaged self-esteem, depression, and even physical ailments.

Perfectionism is rampant in modern culture. The pressures of the media, working hard to sustain a career, the rising cost of living combined with dwindling job opportunities, somewhat fragmented families, and the faster pace of life all contribute to unrealistic expectations of oneself and others. The result can be a sort of dark, pervasive irritability and short-temperedness in every conversation and human exchange.

Have you eavesdropped lately on anyone ordering his or her favorite latte? More than likely, the instructions are delivered in a clipped, terse voice, and the barista is doomed if he uses 2 percent milk instead of soy. Have you overheard a young parent giving last-minute instructions to a beleaguered child as she is dropped off at school or daycare? “Don’t mess up your new dress,” and “Remember what I said about being friendly to little Mike who has just joined the class,” or “Eat all your vegetables, and remember to phone me at four o’clock, and don’t lose the cell phone.” All this for a five-year-old!

The faster pace of communication, availability of infinite amounts of information in print or on the Internet, and the constant blasts of media cause people to feel that they are always behind, not quite up on the latest news, or impossibly inept at following the latest fashion trend or movie releases. It makes a person tired before he or she even begins the day. Even enormously bright, capable people are overwhelmed by the perfectionistic standards of today’s society. And then there are those who simply give up trying.

Perfectionism can be a huge motivating factor for tremendous achievement. A young pianist memorizes and performs the entire repertoire of Bach’s Preludes and Fugues. An aspiring skater practices every day and competes in the Olympics. Ordinary people diet and work out in order to be a little healthier. A young, eager husband engages in therapy in order to learn more effective ways to communicate with a delicate-natured wife. A traveler memorizes dozens of sentences in a foreign language before taking an adventurous trip.

These instances are not necessarily harmful, unless other aspects of life are so neglected that something is sacrificed. If the young pianist has ulcers, the aspiring skater has no friends, the health enthusiasts are scheduled for numerous plastic surgeries, and the willing husband is lying awake at night to the point of not being able to function at work, then perfectionism is at play. Of course, people have a wide range of talents and capabilities. While an average person cannot memorize so much music, perhaps there is someone who can do so without adverse effects. The important thing is whether or not the person is truly happy with the accomplishment, and trickier still—where does the motivation come from?

A key component in identifying perfectionism in oneself is the question: “Is it important to be perfect in this situation, or am I making myself unhappy?” Getting at the root causes of the dark world of impossible, pervasive perfectionism can lead to a detective search into childhood experiences, buried traumas, and unconscious agendas. The quest is worth it, as the result is a happier, sane, pressure-free life. Perfectionism is not a curse. With enough information and a bit of curiosity and willingness, even years of perfectionistic thinking and behavior can be untangled and laid to rest. However, it will take some courage to do such an investigation, and tenacity in forming some different habits and responses. The rewards are great.


CHAPTER 1

The Basics of Perfectionism

Perfectionism is when high standards have become impossible to reach. For sometimes unknown reasons, a person is driven to be the most beautiful, top one’s sales records month after month, attain perfect As in school, and become a Nobel Prize winner. Perfectionism has an element of compulsivity, and anything short of perfection is seen as a failure. Think of high standards on steroids. A desire for mastery is certainly admirable and can lead to a fulfilled life. However, perfectionism, whether in what one imagines others expect or in what is expected of a child, mate, or coworker, ultimately leads to the erosion of relationships.

Definition: What Is Perfectionism?

Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary offers the following definitions of perfectionism:

First, there is the theological view that a perfect moral character allows a person to attain the highest good. Next, theology says that perfection is a state of freedom from sin. The third definition is more the focus of this book: a personal disposition that inclines one to see anything short of perfection as unacceptable.

Perfectionism can be broken into two types. First, there are behaviors such as checking, correcting, categorizing, and organizing. Second, one has difficulty making decisions, gives up efforts too quickly, or procrastinates. Both types are burdensome to the individual and others who live or work near the person.

Perfectionists tend to screen out positive options, almost always focusing on the negative. Perfectionists sense a host of “shoulds” careening through their mind most of the time. Perfectionists adversely compare themselves to others and make many wrong assumptions, imagining that they can read minds and that others can read their minds. There are core beliefs of not being okay, not being valuable or lovable. The result is a lot of spinning wheels and wasted time and energy.

Well, What’s Wrong with That?

Perfectionism causes unhappiness—ill feelings within the self and in relation to others. It creates a life seemingly fraught with danger at every turn because the high standards believed to be important can never be met. This creates a tired, discouraged person, always on the brink of satisfaction and achievement but never quite making it. Perfectionistic parents raise nervous children, those kids who hover around the edges of something fun, afraid that they will do something wrong and get yelled at.

Perfectionistic spouses create a “walking on eggshells” atmosphere in the home, as the significant other never knows when the next verbal barb will fly. Should the car have been washed on the way home? An impromptu luncheon planned for the corporate wives? Should the carpet have been cleaned before the holiday dinner? A perfectionistic spouse can create an impossibly elusive checklist of tasks that was never discussed or agreed upon with his or her significant other. In the significant other’s mind, this list becomes paramount with keeping the other person momentarily happy.
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Perfectionism leads to a preoccupation with others. One’s own needs get shifted to the back burner, resulting in personal neglect, even physical illness. Others may thrive on all that attention, but the self atrophies.



The Appeal of the Imperfect

Have you noticed that in recent years handmade items are very popular and indeed sought after? A hand-hewn chair may be a cherished souvenir from travels and is favored over something less expensive from an assembly line. There is something very personal and attractive in an art or craft that comes from the efforts of an individual. The flaws add to the character of the piece.
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Often the direction one is going is the only thing that is really important. Perfection is unattainable, so it makes perfect sense to simply keep taking actions in the direction of the desired goal. The results will take care of themselves.



This could be true for people, as well. The flaws in appearance or character add to the artistry of the human being. Can you imagine Frida Kahlo without her heavy eyebrows? But no biographies relate trips to the salon for waxing and tweezing.

Staying Out of the Affairs of Others

Straightening out other people is so appealing to perfectionistic people. There are so many potential projects! However, nagging and criticizing does not create happy, wholesome relationships, and one soon finds others turning the other way when one enters a room. Redirecting the focus to oneself is appropriate.

There is much to do in terms of developing a life of satisfying activities. The result is a well-rounded person who brings a relaxed glow to relationships. Such a person has a great deal of appeal, whether in romantic relationships or in a work group. Old habits may resist change, but catching that inclination to correct or fix can create a much more peaceful life.

Understanding Perfectionism and Its Effect on Your Life

Perfectionism can be a deadly detriment to enthusiasm, satisfaction, and happiness. It destroys relationships as people pick, pick, pick at each other, whether it is in a marriage or between parent and child. Children of perfectionistic parents tend to carry the mantle forward and become unreasonable taskmasters toward themselves and others, and the unhappy legacy is passed on. With perfectionistic people, often the unreasonable need to be right is lorded over others, much to the detriment of friendships and working relationships. Have you ever heard a very bright, small child lecturing someone in the sandbox about the correct way to make sand cookies? This is a future perfectionist, and someone not so easy to be around comfortably.
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It has been said that a person who isn’t making mistakes isn’t making much of anything. Life is constant trial and error, a series of discoveries about what works and what doesn’t work. Mistakes are a natural part of the process.



What are some of the effects of perfectionism?


	Difficulty setting realistic goals and taking steps toward them

	Inability to relax and enjoy an ordinary day

	Extreme sensitivity to criticism

	Tendency to look at problems rather than solutions

	Strained relationships or inability to have relationships

	Tendency to escape into fantasy or various addictions

	A sense that life is passing by without participating

	Insomnia and other psychosomatic conditions

	Social isolation, shame, fear about even simple things

	Creating rituals to overcome the blocks to action



A tendency toward perfectionism makes it nearly impossible to even think about trying something new, let alone actually doing it. What if one has a yearning to work in a foreign country? The thought is daunting because of the impossibility of knowing the language and culture ahead of time. Not acting on desires creates a feeling of great loss. Who knows—people in that country may find it quite endearing to interact with a foreigner speaking their tongue at a toddler level of expertise. Many happy diplomatic memories could result from various blunders.

Toxic Perfectionism

Toxic perfectionism is the extreme edge of perfectionism where the person is frozen in paralyzed inaction. There is such a high degree of fear of failure that it becomes impossible to do anything because it is certain to be wrong! This state of paralysis leads to depression in fairly short order. It is difficult to reason with a person in this paralyzed state of mind, even if you are trying to convince yourself to do something differently. All you will hear is “Yes, but . . .” Even the most highly intelligent person cannot see that the way out of intense immobilization is to take any action, however lame and imperfect. This would be a good time to try something mediocre, as it releases the logjam of shame and self-recrimination.
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Fear of abandonment often underlies toxic perfectionism. One is deathly afraid that if something is not done perfectly, the situation or relationship will simply fall apart. The emotions around this are akin to life-threatening terror, often based in childhood where, in fact, one might have been told that something had to be perfect in order for the child to remain in the family.



Toxic perfectionism works like an insidious poison that can wither even the most gorgeous day or luscious experience. It’s like Eeyore’s sighing even when the sun is shining and friends have gathered for his birthday celebration. Toxic perfectionism is like a foggy lens of perception. Everything will be musty and moldy because of the lens, not because of the nature of the actual experience or situation. This is quite difficult to understand when one is in it. It helps to have trusted people—spouse, friend, or therapist—who can point it out.

Toxic perfectionism can be especially deadly for substance abusers or those with behavioral addictions, as one is apt to totally “go for broke” when in that impaired state of thinking. The gambler will slip the last twenty dollars into the slots, even though it is part of the rent money, and the compulsive overeater will finish off the half gallon of ice cream because the diet has been ruined anyway with some small slip. The drinker will finish three bottles of wine, simply because they are there, staring at him, speaking to him for some action. The all-or-nothing, black-and-white thinking and action is the hallmark of toxic perfectionism. It is difficult to even imagine small increments of anything positive in such a state of mind.

The Lurking Culprit—Fear

Hiding behind toxic perfectionism is a huge amount of fear. It may even be hidden from the perfectionist. Though all their excuses may seem completely rational, hidden fear is their motivator. It protects the perfectionist from failure—ultimate and colossal failure of the most public sort or even minuscule mistakes that aren’t worth the bat of an eyelash. Sometimes a person can sense that fear and even face it by taking one small step in the direction of the desired goal.
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A different version of the familiar adage could be, “Anything worth doing is worth doing badly.” No one is an expert at the beginning of a new undertaking. Often there is much to learn in the early processes of something different, and it can be quite fun to mess around with materials or strange circumstances.



For example, if you’d like to earn your living as an artist, place a sketch pad and drawing materials near your work space and reach for it when you get a little free time. You might find that the small action of reaching for the lovely colors and textures brings on a barrage of admonitions and emotions. “No! That’s a waste of time! Doing art is frivolous! You’ll never amount to anything! Nobody wants to see your art!” If you can continue the positive action in spite of the negative chatter, it does subside. The positive action becomes easier and the buried fear is no longer so powerful. Sometimes the emotions are incredibly strong and scary, like that of a child in danger. Those out-of-proportion fears are a clue that the irrational beliefs about perfection were learned in childhood.

The Extremes of Toxic Perfectionism

At the farthest extreme of toxic perfectionism, people commit suicide over a large or small crisis. For example, a straight-A student gets a B and loses a scholarship. A family breadwinner suffers a large financial loss and does not see how the family can survive. If the whole identity and self conception rides on being the perfect student or the perfect provider, the situation is precarious indeed. Death may seem the only way out, as the individual is momentarily incapable of accepting that another direction could possibly become fruitful. The student could get a part-time job or the family breadwinner could ask for help and support from the spouse, or possibly consider a different career direction. These avenues would not be clearly evident to a person suffering from toxic perfectionism.

The Urge to Complete at All Costs

Perfectionism can take some strange turns, causing the afflicted person to do completely irrational things. For example, an entrepreneur has botched an investment deal, and there is considerable financial loss. He goes to the extreme of taking the rest of his money and splurging it on a wild weekend in Las Vegas.

The urge to complete at all costs shows up with eating disorders. The undereater refuses to eat at all or binges and purges so there is no nourishment for the body. The overeater goes to the extreme of eating whole cakes in the middle of the night or ordering a family-sized pizza and finishing it off while watching a video alone. It is not hunger driving the action. It is the need to completely finish it off.
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The compulsion toward perfection sometimes arises from distressed families where doing or saying something perfectly momentarily takes the heat off the situation. The problematic person sets aside anger for a few moments and appreciates the effort to dissolve tension. However, the dynamic quickly shifts and the perfectionist has to do something else perfectly. The expectation of perfection in the overeager family member is a ruse to keep the attention off the flaws of the troubled individual.



Sometimes the urge to complete at all costs is found in domestic violence situations. For example, the abused spouse senses that the partner is gathering steam for a destructive outburst. She is quite aware of the nuances of behavior in herself and in the spouse, knowing that saying just the perfect crude remark will send him over the edge. At least, she thinks, the episode is finished then, even if it ends up with a visit to the emergency room. In this case, the two participants share the perfectionistic thinking and behavior, sharing responsibility for bringing the cycle to its culmination. It’s perfectly horrible, but the energy between them sought completion.

A Matter of Perspective

Sometimes perfectionism is a case of misplaced emphasis. Imagine that when you are entertaining a friend for coffee, you discover that there is no creamer in the refrigerator. The perfect host or hostess would be embarrassed. However, the point of the visit is to enjoy each other’s company, not to create a Martha Stewart moment. No one will remember in a month whether or not the hostess offered creamer or not.

Perhaps an individual is interested in taking on a community volunteer effort for a cause that seems really important. However, without a background in fundraising, event planning, or working on committees, it is natural to feel inept and reluctant. Truthfully, there are no Nonprofit Police gauging the degree of competence when someone takes on a new task. One is likely to find that others in the organization are quite happy to have new energy directed toward the work. Part of the enjoyment is learning the ropes of the situation. One’s humanness makes an endearing contribution.

Can I Change My Mind?

The urge to complete something at all costs precludes the possibility of changing course along the way. For example, a young college student studies art history for three years, aiming for a career as a university professor. During the course of studying her required courses she finds out that art history seems a little dry, compared to the fun that the studio students seem to be having. If she changes her major, more time in college will be required. Is it worth it to shift gears? Most likely yes, as it is illogical to continue on a course that would not be enjoyable. Most probably, the additional art history background would be quite enriching to the studio artist, adding an historical depth to her work.

The Seduction of Praise

In close relationships, one has to be very careful and selective with the use of praise, as others with perfectionistic tendencies can become dependent upon it and feel quite frightened if everything is not praiseworthy. Of course, this is an unrealistic way to live, hanging on the possibility of a word from the significant other or boss. Parents who praise their children constantly may feel that it is a right thing to do, but moderation would be in order.

A steady diet of praise is like a steady diet of candy and cookies— ultimately harmful for the person. One hopes that each person within the relationship, whether adult or child, is able to generate positive reinforcement from within. The child puts away the toys because it is the accustomed thing to do in that family. The family chef prepares a nice meal out of loving kindness, not for the dangling carrot of syrupy thank-yous.

Classical conditioning says that intermittent reinforcement is the most powerful way to shape attitudes and responses. An occasional comment of gratitude is much more powerful than a constant stream of praise. Praise makes the other person dependent on that feedback, leading to false behaviors of all kinds and too many perfection-motivated actions.

Certain very strong individuals are impervious to praise or criticism, understanding that often the other person has an underlying motive to control. You might think that praise would always be welcome, but not if the intent is to manipulate. It might be an interesting idea to try, even for only one day, to be oblivious to others’ comments of praise and criticism, to simply be secure within oneself no matter what is said.

The Symptoms of Perfectionism

To err is completely human, but perfectionistic people have surreal, completely different standards, behaviors, and beliefs. Some of the following are typical symptoms of perfectionism:


	Anxiety

	Fear of making mistakes

	Depression

	Procrastination

	Fear of criticism

	Critical of self and others

	Overemphasis on minute things

	Great difficulty prioritizing relative importance of tasks

	Interpersonal difficulties

	Persistent negative thinking

	Social phobias

	Substance or behavioral addictions



Other difficulties may include being unusually slow in one’s tasks or not doing them at all, having seemingly well-thought-out excuses for not doing what is expected, and behaving in irrational, emotional ways when the situation does not require such.

But It’s Important to Do It Right!

Perfectionism can be an elusive difficulty to understand, as the American culture rewards hard work, commitment to results, putting in long hours, and high achievement. However, striving for excellence is different from striving for perfection. Perfection is hopeless; it is virtually unattainable.

It is easy to forget that perfection is a matter of fantasy. French writer Nicolas Chamfort quipped that bachelors’ wives and old maids’ children are always perfect.

Excellence is a different matter—simply bringing all that is possible to the task at hand and then letting it go, assuming that it is completely acceptable. A person who is not perfectionistic is able to view herself as a completely worthwhile individual, regardless of what is attained or not. The perfectionist, however, has a deeply felt belief that one has to be perfect in order to be acceptable as a person. Of course, this almost never happens, resulting in fragile self-esteem.
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There is a belief among Navajo weavers that perfection provokes the wrath of the gods. For that reason, an intentional mistake is cleverly woven into each beautiful rug. Thus, the gods are appeased for the moment. The hidden knot is generally only known by the weaver.



Struggles with Negativity

The perfectionist is rarely happy. There is a persistent undercurrent of dissatisfaction with oneself and life. Whatever achievements there are bring only fleeting joy. Then they are dismissed as trivial or marginal. There is the element of control with perfectionism, where one is provoked to seek particular outcomes, even when they are impossible. Food addicts often have ritualistic, controlling behaviors around their meals and food, veering into perfectionism, even if it means perfectly consuming all that is available at the moment. Perfectionists can exhibit extreme apathy and hopelessness, as nothing seems right or good enough. Such despair may take the form of unresolved grief.

Overcompensating

It can be tempting to try to become perfect in order to compensate for something that seems wrong or missing in life. Perhaps a young woman came from a terrible family. Her sense of security was shattered by her parents’ difficult divorce and resulting experiences of being shunted from relative to relative during her formative years. She might create a goal to have a happy family—actually a perfect family to make up for what was lost before. The unsuspecting groom does not realize that he will be playing a part in an unknown play, rather than spontaneously creating a life together based on the needs of both persons. He becomes a puppet, willed by the wife to behave in a certain way, do only certain types of work, and relate to her in specified, rigid ways.

Someone else may try to create something fantastic to overcome perceived imperfections, such as the colorful DJ played by Wolfman Jack in the film American Graffiti. In a Wizard of Oz manner, he creates a strong persona, one who is almost entirely invisible, in order to be important in the lives of the high school students in the story.

Risk

To counteract some of the effects of perfectionism it is helpful to become more comfortable with risk. Imagine life as a grand adventure, and it’s up to you to explore and participate. Yes, there may be setbacks and temporary embarrassments when trying something different, but the pleasures of new experiences are mostly likely worth it. Maybe you have always wanted to shop in the markets of Kathmandu. Maybe you would like to work with a hot-air balloon crew and silently drift over the mountains, looking at miniature coyotes and rabbits below. Maybe you would like to fly in a helicopter over the Grand Canyon. These types of things entail risk but could bring new life and energy into the deadened sensibilities of perfectionism.


CHAPTER 2

The Root Causes of Perfectionism

Perfectionism doesn’t spring from nowhere. People with perfectionism, if they take the time to investigate their personal history and do a careful appraisal of their environment, will see that it’s no accident that they have perfectionistic tendencies. Some of the origins might be genetic, which, of course, are completely out of a person’s control, and others are found in the surroundings and significant relationships that impact a person’s life. If you want to discover the roots of your perfectionism, think of tracing the causes of being too perfect not as a mystery, but as a bit of an adventure.

Domestication and the Big Dream of Society

The popular writer Don Miguel Ruiz clarifies some of the struggles that modern people endure, especially in his bestseller, The Four Agreements. One of his helpful concepts is that strong forces act on small children to “domesticate” them, to make them fit into society in a smooth way. Well-meaning parents condition the child to act, speak, move, and believe in the ways of the prevailing culture. A Navajo child or a Korean child might be given a lot of freedom up to the age of four or five, as it is assumed that children are naturally good and don’t need any serious correction. Caucasian children in Western society might be more severely directed—“Do this,” “Do that”—and have to learn a lot of rules of the household, Grandma’s household, school, and church in order to behave in a customary manner. The child is innocent and takes on, wholesale, the beliefs of the parents and culture as the absolute truth. It takes years of effort in adult life to examine those beliefs and accept or delete, one by one.
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In the Inuit culture there is no word equivalent to the English word “discipline,” as within that society it is incomprehensible that small children would misbehave. They are simply being small children, doing what babies and toddlers do in a quite natural, uninhibited way.



Ruiz’s idea of the Big Dream of society helps one to understand the roots of perfectionism. The society, group, clan, or family is more or less sold a bill of goods in terms of the prevailing values of the bigger surrounding culture. This is true around the globe; otherwise, chaos would prevail. However, sometimes beliefs get reduced to the lowest common denominator and work to a person’s detriment. For example, in Mexican culture a woman is often praised if she is compliant, meek, and subservient toward men. What if she wants to be an engineer or construction manager? She will have a lot of opposition and work to do to overcome the Big Dream of her society. There may be a lengthy time of ostracism while she finds a new tribe of like-minded individuals to encourage her in her life’s true calling.

In terms of perfectionism, it is natural for children to want to please their parents. A child learns at a very young age what is okay with the big people and what is not. There is a strong drive to be in harmony with the caretakers, even if the situation is logically impossible. For example, if one comes from a family where higher education is revered, the children will likely make good grades in school and become literate and conversant on intellectual matters. If such a child wants to chuck everything and backpack around the world at the age of twenty, there will be a conflict of drives. She will want to complete something educational in order to please the parents but still follow her own curiosity about, say, the Great Wall of China and the exotic plants of Costa Rica rain forests. A conflict arises within the person because she is going against the Big Dream of her formative years. This can be rough to endure, sometimes leading to hopeless efforts at pleasing people when the original aim is buried but not forgotten.
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Don Miguel Ruiz’s dictum of don’t take things personally, no matter what, helps greatly when dealing with others who are perfectionistic. The boss may come down really hard because a report is not formatted her way. It’s not personal. The mother-in-law may have a fit about a new career plan that’s outside of the family reality, but it’s not personal.



Family of Origin Causes

Dysfunctional families are fraught with possibilities for the development of perfectionism. If alcoholism or other substance abuse is present, relationship dynamics are distorted in incomprehensible ways to a child or even adults. The drinker may be sweet and accommodating during the sober times, and the child works very hard to please. When the drinking starts, the child still wants to please, possibly in order to stop or curb the drinking as it creates such chaos in the household.

The spouse in such a situation may believe that keeping the house completely clean and the children quiet will prevent drinking or at least prevent violent outbursts during the binge weekends. Such magical thinking perpetuates perfectionism in the spouse and in the children as they work very hard to control the uncontrollable. It is not a true cause-and-effect situation, but no one sees that.
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In alcoholic or other dysfunctional families, it often happens that family members take on roles to help the stability of the family. The roles of Star and Rebel are particularly apt to be troubled with perfectionism—being perfectly stellar and perfectly fraught with difficulties.



High-Achievement Perfectionism

In families where high achievement is revered, but there is actually little warmth and true emotional caring, children may learn that getting a good report card will bring a fleeting bright spot of praise. This can be mistaken for love. The wrong association becomes deeply imbedded in the child’s mind, and he tries harder and harder to keep the straight-A average going, even at the cost of immense stress and limited social life. Because the perfection is elusive, the distorted mind of the youngster propels the individual to keep at it, constantly grasping for the invisible goal. Such children often take a career path advised by the parents, perhaps falling into an arduous life of medicine and law, somewhat innocently, because the true interests and talents are clouded over by the dynamic of the parents’ control over what is lauded and what is not.

Parents who are mentally ill, whether with narcissistic personality or other disorders, will likely unwittingly foster perfectionism in their children. For example, a man who has become a compulsive gambler recalls that his mother attempted suicide several times during his young years. He never knew whether she would survive or not. Such an insecure atmosphere makes the individual grasp at straws, believing that the next big win will solve all his problems and he’ll have a perfect life. He can even put together a perfect betting plan, based on the number of tries and strategies in order to perfectly outwit the casinos.
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The relationship between a daughter and a narcissistic mother can be a particularly damaging one. Such a mother sees a daughter not as a separate entity but as an extension of herself. This kind of maternal narcissism makes any genuine bond almost impossible. It also gets in the way of the daughter’s ability to grow into a strong, independent, and capable woman. A narcissistic mother often sets impossibly high standards for her daughter, and the daughter’s struggles to meet perfectionistic standards go unrewarded or punished. Narcissistic mothers can be envious of their daughters’ youth and beauty, and this jealousy can take the form of aggression and cruelty.



Narcissistic Personality Disordered Parents

Narcissistic parents sometimes live through their children, especially if they are highly talented, and the child becomes accustomed to planning her days around the quixotic needs of the demanding parent. “Make me a cup of tea. Paint me a picture. Show me the poem you wrote. Come over here and keep me company.” The litany emitting from the bottomless pit keeps the child quite busy, much to the detriment of normal development. There is always the hope that this time the parent will be satisfied and happy. This is almost never the case, and the child dances faster and faster, likely on a perfectionistic bent for life.

Addictions in the Childhood Home

Any addictions in the family of origin—workaholism, sex and porn, shopping, playing the stock market, overeating, overachieving, incest, alcohol, or drugs—will likely lead to a degree of perfectionism in the children, as the emotional needs are not met during the formative years. The addiction always is the most important relationship for the addict, and the family’s emotional needs are a far second down the ladder. The child, however, does not understand that and wants so very much to make Daddy stay home for a while, take a few minutes away from the computer screen, or put down the beer and barbequed dinner for a while.

There becomes a drive of desperation that is the norm for the person who evolves from such a family environment. Being perfect seems, subconsciously, to right the wrong of not having enough of the right kind of attention as a child. A young professional adult can be driven to do her job so well that she will never provoke any criticisms from her supervisor or coworkers. Of course, this is an unrealistic hope, but it feels life-threatening, as the emotions are that of a child, the child who wanted to make the parents stop fighting and drugging by being the best little girl. It is, sad to say, a futile effort.
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Persons who are unmothered or unfathered may, according to Dr. Clarissa Pinkola Estes, become unrealistic in their desires for perfect high achievement, attempting to go to great impossible lengths of earning numerous PhDs or ascending to the top of Mount Everest. Being “unmothered” or “unfathered” means that the parent was not available to emotionally nurture the child. Such parents may be preoccupied with their own lives or in some manner stunted in their development. Persons who are unparented may have had parents who were physically or emotionally absent, neglectful, or abusive. The result is a gaping psychological scar.



Societal Causes

Living in present times is fraught with pressures, deadlines, and a plethora of digital and electronic gadgetry demanding maintenance. Schedules are complicated, involving multiple careers in the household and the children’s round of extra activities. Financial pressures loom, and at the same time, there is the push to provide everything for oneself and one’s family that seems “normal”—designer clothes, wholesome food, and enough culture and entertainment to keep up. In urban areas, traffic snarls are a predictable part of daily life and workers are often on call, tethered to unrelenting responsibilities by cell phones or the Internet. It is impossible to perfectly keep up with all this, but people try. The frantic pace is the new norm.
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Persistence, even in the face of opposition, is a good way to make progress on cherished personal goals. Imagine a woodcutter chopping down a redwood tree or Michelangelo chipping away at his sculpture of David. The first dozen attempts will have little effect, but cumulatively, each effort adds to the glorious result. The trick is to remain focused on the mundane, or, on each little action of chipping away.



Even the closest relationships are different in the twenty-first century compared to two or three generations ago. These days, everyone watches TV talk shows or reads self-help books to glean the secrets of being happy with someone. Expectations are high in terms of hoped-for happiness with a significant other. It’s easy to constantly miss the mark and come up feeling not good enough, attractive enough, or clever enough for that special someone. It’s hard work to be so perfect in one’s romantic life.
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