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What is it?

· Perfectionism refers to a set of self-defeating thoughts and behaviors aimed at reaching excessively high unrealistic goals.

· A number of the following negative feelings, thoughts, and beliefs may be associated with perfectionism:

· Fear of failure. Perfectionists often equate failure to achieve their goals with
 a lack of personal worth or value.

· Fear of making mistakes. Perfectionists often equate mistakes with failure. In orienting their lives around avoiding mistakes, perfectionists miss opportunities to learn and grow.

· Fear of disapproval. If they let others see their flaws perfectionists often fear that they will no longer be accepted. Trying to be perfect is a way of trying to protect themselves from criticism, rejection, and disapproval.

· All-or-none thinking. Perfectionists frequently believe that they are worthless if their accomplishments are not perfect. Perfectionists have difficulty seeing situations in perspective. Such thinking often leads to procrastination, because a requirement of flawless perfection, in even the smallest of tasks, can become fearfully overwhelming.

· Overemphasis on “shoulds”. Perfectionists’ lives are often structured by an endless list of “shoulds” that serve as rigid rules for how their lives must be led.

· Belief that others are easily successful. Perfectionists tend to perceive others as achieving success with a minimum of effort, few errors, little emotional stress, and maximum self-confidence. At the same time, perfectionists view their own efforts as unending and forever inadequate. 

Why is perfectionism unhealthy?

· Studies have shown that perfectionistic attitudes actually interfere with success. The desire to be perfect can rob you of a sense of personal satisfaction and cause you to fail to achieve as much as people who have more realistic strivings.
· Perfectionism is not a healthy pursuit of excellence. There are big differences between perfectionists and healthy achievers. Perfectionists believe that mistakes must never be made and that the highest standards of performance must always be achieved.

· Those who strive for excellence in a healthy way take genuine pleasure in trying to meet high standards. Perfectionists, on the other hand, are full of self-doubts and fears of disapproval, ridicule, and rejection. The healthy striver has drive, while the perfectionist is driven.
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Perfectionist vs. Healthy Striver

	Sets standards beyond reach and reason
	Sets high standards, but just beyond reach

	Is never satisfied by anything less than perfection
	Enjoys process as well as outcome

	Become dysfunctionally depressed when experiences failure and disappointment
	Bounces back from failure and disappointment quickly and with energy

	Is preoccupied with fear of failure and disapproval—this can deplete energy levels
	Keeps normal anxiety and fear of failure and disapproval within bounds—uses them to create energy

	Sees mistakes as evidence of unworthiness
	Sees mistakes as opportunities for growth and learning

	Becomes overly defensive when criticized
	Reacts positively to helpful criticism


Costs of Perfectionism

	· Depression

· Performance anxiety

· Test anxiety

· Social anxiety

· Writer’s block

· Obsessiveness
	· Compulsiveness

· Suicidal thoughts

· Loneliness

· Impatience

· Frustration

· Anger


Coping Strategies

1. Make a list of the advantages and disadvantages of trying to be perfect.

2. Increase your awareness of the self-critical nature of your all-or-none thoughts and how they extend to other people in your life.

3. Be realistic about what you can do.

4. Set strict time limits on each of your projects. When the time is up, move on: attend to another activity.

5. Learn how to deal with criticism. Concentrate on being more objective about the criticism.

6. Focus on the process of doing an activity not just the end result.

7. Confront the fears that may be behind your perfectionism by asking yourself, “What am I afraid of? What is the worst that could happen?”

8. Recognize that many positive things can only be learned by making mistakes. When you make a mistake ask, “What can I learn from this experience?”
9. Come to the Learning Center for additional resources on perfectionism.

Materials adapted and abridged from university of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign Counseling Center brochure and University of Texas, Austin Counseling and Mental Health Center booklet.
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