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1. Our Favourite Flaw

Or Modern Society’s Obsession with Perfection


‘I’m a perfectionist, so I can drive myself mad – and other people, too. At the same time, I think that’s one of the reasons I’m successful. Because I really care about what I do.’

Michelle Pfeiffer



In Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 1843 tale, The Birthmark, an eminent scientist named Aylmer marries Georgiana, an impeccable young woman whose perfection is marred only by a small birthmark on her left cheek. The contrast of Georgiana’s pristine face with this discoloured mark of birth bothers the perfectionist Aylmer, and he can see nothing but his wife’s one and only imperfection. ‘A crimson stain upon the snow.’

For Aylmer, Georgiana’s birthmark is her ‘fatal flaw’. Soon, his revulsion rubs off on her, causing Georgiana to hate the distorted self-image that he’s created. She pleads with him to use his scientific talent to fix her imperfection, ‘at whatever risk’.

They devise a plan. Aylmer, a talented chemist, will experiment with a cocktail of compounds until a cure is discovered. He toils day and night, but the perfect concoction eludes him. One day, while he’s distracted by his test tubes, Georgiana glimpses Aylmer’s diary and discovers a catalogue of failures. ‘Much as he had accomplished,’ she observes, ‘his most splendid successes were almost invariably failures if compared with the ideal at which he aimed.’

Then suddenly, ‘Eureka!’ Aylmer concocts an alchemic miracle. ‘Water from a heavenly fountain’, which Georgiana hurriedly drinks before collapsing in a heap of exhaustion, waking the next day to find no trace of her birthmark. Aylmer delights in his success: ‘You are perfect!’ he tells his now flawless wife.

But there’s a sting in Hawthorne’s tale. Because although Aylmer’s potion corrected Georgiana’s blemish, it did so at the expense of her life. The birthmark vanishes – and soon after, so does Georgiana.

Not long after Hawthorne penned The Birthmark, another Gothic writer, Edgar Allan Poe, wrote an equally chilling study of perfectionism’s tragic psychology. In Poe’s short story, The Oval Portrait, a wounded man seeks shelter in a derelict mansion on the Italian peninsula. His servant tries to stem his wounds but eventually has to give up. The wounded man assesses his situation as too grave, so holes himself up in one of the mansion’s many bedrooms to die.

Lying there on the bed, shivering and delirious, he becomes enchanted by the many paintings hanging on the bedroom walls. Next to him, a small book is perched on the pillow, which claims to explain them. As he adjusts the candelabrum to illuminate the pages, his eye catches a portrait of a young woman in an oval frame tucked away in a nook behind the bedpost. The man is mesmerised. He thumbs open the book and finds the entry describing the painting’s story.

The woman in the oval portrait was the young bride of a gifted but troubled painter. She was ‘a maiden of rarest beauty’, but her husband was so obsessed with his artistry that he paid her little attention. One day, the painter asked his wife if he could paint her portrait. She accepted, thinking this was, at last, her chance to spend some precious time with her husband. She entered his studio and there she patiently sat, in a dark, high-turreted chamber, as the painter immortalised her earthly beauty.

But rather like Aylmer, the painter was a perfectionist. ‘He took glory in his work, which went on from hour to hour, and from day to day.’ Many weeks passed. The painter became so lost in his art that he didn’t notice his wife was ailing. ‘He would not see that the light which fell so ghastly in that lone turret withered the health and the spirits of his bride, who pined visibly to all but him.’

Even still, she submitted uncomplainingly to her husband’s perfectionism. And the painter became so fixated on capturing his wife’s likeness that he eventually gazed only at the portrait. ‘He would not see that the tints which he spread upon the canvas were drawn from the cheeks of her who sat beside him.’ More weeks passed. The painter’s wife grew weaker. Then, just like that, he applied the final brush stroke to his masterpiece and bellowed, ‘This is indeed life itself!’

He turned to his wife to find that she’d died.

It’s not easy to read Hawthorne and Poe through a 2023 lens. Their tales cut eerily close to home. Hawthorne’s Georgiana could quite easily be one of the many men and women who’ve died or been maimed by plastic surgery in the quest for bodily perfection. Poe’s painter, likewise, bears haunting hallmarks of stressed-out bankers or lawyers, working all hours of the day and night to close a deal or write a contract at the expense of time with their family and friends.

Yet, despite the many parallels, what’s perhaps more illuminating about these stories is the contrasts. Back in Jacksonian America, perfectionism was the stuff of popular Gothic horror, something to be ridiculed and most certainly avoided. These days, the focus of perfectionism’s psychology is rather different. It’s much more of a lionised quality now, something we might look for or admire, a trait that says we’re working hard, that we’re giving it everything we’ve possibly got.

Of course, unlike Hawthorne’s Aylmer or Poe’s painter, we’re not entirely naïve. We’re aware of perfectionism’s collateral damage, counted in hours of relentless striving, untold personal sacrifices and heaps of self-imposed pressure. But that’s sort of the point, isn’t it? Perfectionism is the insignia of self-sacrificial success in modern culture, the badge of honour that conceals an altogether more different reality.

Which is why job interviews tend to be especially revealing of our willingness to embrace perfection. Inside all the jeopardy of these ordeals, we learn a great deal about how we want to be judged, and the masks we wear to convince our interviewers that we really are worth the investment.

The most revealing part of the cross-examination is always the answer to that killer question: ‘What’s your biggest weakness?’ How we respond invariably reveals what we think are socially acceptable weaknesses – weaknesses that prove we’re right for the job, weaknesses that we’re so much better for having. ‘My biggest weakness?’ we respond, trying to give the impression we’re searching the depths of our character to find it.

‘I’d have to say that’s my perfectionism.’

This answer is well-worn. Indeed, according to surveys, recruiters commonly cite the phrase, ‘I tend to be a bit of a perfectionist,’ as the most overused cliché in job interviews.1 But get past the cliché, ask ourselves why we do this, and it makes perfect sense to signal our suitability in this way. After all, in a hyper-competitive, winner-takes-all economy, average is a decidedly dirty word. Admitting you’re happy to do just enough is an admission that you lack the ambition and personal resolve to better yourself. And we don’t think employers are looking for anything less than perfection.

We don’t think society looks for anything less than perfection either. Unlike in Hawthorne and Poe’s day, perfectionism in the modern world is a necessary evil, an honourable weakness, our favourite flaw. Living inside this culture, we’re so invested in its absurdities that we scarcely recognise them as absurdities at all. But look closer. Hawthorne’s Aylmer and Poe’s painter are chilling warnings of the true cost to lives spent scaling the dizzying heights of perfection. In this book, we’ll uncover what perfectionism really is, whether it actually helps us, why there might be more of it than ever, and what to do about all these things.

So let’s start, shall we, by getting rational. Because when we do, we see that lionising perfectionism is a completely irrational thing to do. By definition, perfection is an impossible goal. You can’t measure it, it’s often subjective, and it’s destined to be forever out of reach for mere mortals like us. ‘True perfection,’ joked correctional psychologist Asher Pacht, ‘exists only in obituaries and eulogies.’2 It’s a red herring; a fool’s errand. And since perfection is always beyond the possible, since chasing it is such an utterly hopeless quest, the cost for those who try must be very high indeed.

So why does it feel like striving for perfection is the only way to succeed? And are we right to feel that?

To begin answering these questions, I want to turn back to 17 January 2013. A shell-shocked Lance Armstrong sits in a leather wingback chair, looking outward into a grand, old-fashioned reading room. His legs are crossed, his breathing laboured, his hands moving skittishly back and forth from his lap to his face. It’s almost as if he knows in his bones that this will turn out to be one of the most-watched interviews in American broadcasting history.

His interviewer, Oprah Winfrey, is a master of her craft. She doesn’t face him straight on like most interviewers. Instead, she sits at a careful angle so that Armstrong must turn his head, deliberately, to face her. After several straightforward questions, Winfrey goes all-in for her headline confession. And as she does so, she pauses for a dramatic second, lifts her head from her notes, fixes her gaze on Armstrong and coolly invites him to admit that his seven Tour de France titles were won with the help of performance-enhancing drugs.

‘Yes,’ Armstrong confirms. He’d been a prolific doper.

Winfrey then invites Armstrong to explain himself. And that’s when something remarkable happens. His demeanour completely changes. His torso straightens, his chin lifts. He’d been waiting for this moment. Staring Winfrey right in the eye, he tells her firmly that he ‘didn’t do it to gain an advantage’. Doping, in his mind, was simply levelling the playing field. ‘The culture was what it was,’ he tells her defiantly, ‘it was a competitive time; we were all grown men, we all made our choices.’

Armstrong chose to dope because everybody else was doping.

How we behave is influenced by how others behave. We like to think we’re as free as birds, that we’re completely unique individuals, and certainly very different from most people around us. But in actual fact, we’re not unique in the slightest. Just like Armstrong described to Winfrey, our basic instinct is to act more like sheep. The very last thing we want to be is shunned, ostracised or excommunicated from the herd. So every day, knowingly or otherwise, we carefully measure our behaviour to stay within the bandwidth of what’s socially acceptable or ‘normal’.

Rather than some divine individuality, the social wind is what really moves the weathervane of how we tend to think, feel and behave. When we’re working, parenting, studying or posting to social media, especially if we’re filled with fear or doubt – and we’re filled with those feelings a lot these days – we tend to go with the herd. And we do this even when herd behaviour is decidedly unhealthy, like in Armstrong’s case. So when everyone else seems to be perfect, our own sense that perfection is the only way to succeed starts to seem decidedly rational.

It’s hard to escape this kind of culture. Recent research shows that we all have a certain intolerance for imperfection, whether that be in our work, school grades, appearance, parenting, sports or lifestyle. The difference, to quote psychoanalyst Karen Horney, ‘is merely quantitative’.3 Some of us have slightly more intolerance, some slightly less; most are in the middle. And that middle bit of the perfectionism spectrum – the average – is fast increasing over time. We’ll look at how fast later. But for now, let’s talk about what’s underneath this collective scramble for perfection and whether we should be at all concerned.

I’m a university professor and one of the few people worldwide who studies perfectionism. Over the years, I’ve been working on all sorts of problems, such as identifying perfectionism’s distinguishing features, looking at what correlates with perfectionism, and figuring out why it seems to be the defining characteristic of our time. In the process, I’ve listened to many clinicians, teachers, managers, parents and young people coming of age in the modern world. The view from the coalface is that perfectionism is very much the new zeitgeist.

This fact was confirmed to me in 2018 when an invitation arrived in my inbox from a woman named Sheryl. She’d contacted me on behalf of TED, and wanted to know whether I’d like to speak at their upcoming conference in Palm Springs, California. Perfectionism, Sheryl told me, was a topic of enormous interest to TED’s membership. ‘Our people,’ she said, ‘see perfectionism in their own lives, their children’s lives, and the lives of those they work alongside.’ She wanted me to tell the conference what perfectionism was, what it does to us, and why it seems so widespread. ‘I’d love to,’ I told her. So that month I sat down with TED’s speechwriters to pen a twelve-minute talk entitled, ‘Our Dangerous Obsession with Perfection’.

I’m proud of myself for making it through that talk, but I’ve grown to dislike the title. It’s far too personal. It places the onus on us, on our obsession with perfection. Writing this book – buried in that tricky art of collecting thoughts in neat little sentences, then tweaking and distilling them into something plain for others to read – has been clarifying. Through it, I’ve found gaps in my thinking that I didn’t know existed. And I’ve started to see things in the data and all around me, things I’d somehow missed or simply couldn’t see.

Perfectionism is not a personal obsession – it’s a decidedly cultural one. As soon as we’re old enough to interpret the world around us, we begin noticing its ubiquity on our televisions and movie screens, billboards, computers and smartphones. It’s right there in the language our parents use, the way our news is framed, the things our politicians say, how our economy works, and the make-up of our social and civic institutions. We radiate perfection because our world radiates perfection.

My flight to the TED conference in Palm Springs departed from the shiny new Terminal 2 at Heathrow Airport. Terminal 2 is the Queen’s Terminal, named after Queen Elizabeth II. She opened the original Queen’s Building at Heathrow in 1955, which was demolished in 2009 to make way for the new three-billion-pound global gateway.

The Queen’s Terminal is a breathtaking piece of commercial architecture. According to Guardian journalist Rowan Moore, its central waiting area is the ‘size of the covered market at Covent Garden’. And the vision for passenger experience is much the same. It’s a ‘great social gathering space’, says architect Luis Vidal, ‘like a piazza or a cathedral’. Walking through the Queen’s Terminal one certainly gets a sense of this romanticism. From the top of the gallery that skirts the building’s periphery lies a grand expanse, punctuated by sweeping curves, clean edges, bright-coloured billboards, and floor-to-ceiling glass.

In this superstructure, the lines between what’s real and what’s not are blurred. Advertising is the principal culprit. Even by modern standards, Queen’s Terminal ads are an especially curious form of corporate artistry. ‘Outthink infection’ is IBM’s call to an enlightened passenger, who’ll presumably read it on their way to board a plane in the middle of a pandemic. Microsoft tells us how its cloud can turn ‘chaos into clockwork’, while HSBC charitably reassures us that ‘climate change doesn’t do borders’.

But perhaps the most striking aspect of the marketing at the Queen’s Terminal is the lifestyle branding. One billboard shows a besuited man, impeccably groomed, roaming courageously from one destination to another aided by an especially benevolent car-sharing app. Another shows a grinning businesswoman, expensive suitcase in hand, being cheerily greeted by the concierge of an oh-so-helpful airline. These are not isolated examples. From the billboards to high-end fashion outlets to the almost too deliciously on-brand Perfectionist’s Café, the terminal is a microcosm of what we celebrate: exaggerated, impossible ideals of perfect lives and lifestyles.

Yet sitting right there in the Perfectionists’ Café, I couldn’t help but dwell on the fanciful nature of the idealism being trumpeted. Because when viewed in the harsh light of what’s happening in the real world, this building conjures a hyper-functional, ambrosial land that’s simply unrecognisable. The immaculately besuited man beaming down at me from the electronic billboard doesn’t appear to have legged it to check-in because the car park is thirty minutes from the terminal. The grin on the businesswoman’s face seems almost goading when you’ve had to slalom through security only to find the flight’s delayed.

Is coffee at the Perfectionists’ Café perfect? It’s not even hot. Your gate is finally called and of course it’s the one at the other end of the terminal, down the escalator and a two-kilometre walk under the taxiway. You get there only to find no seats at the gate and a queue of disgruntled passengers snaking its way into the walkway. Tired and in need of a stiff drink, you find a space to sit and begin to ask yourself whether this meeting could just as well have been convened online.

Stop right there and really think about this. It’s staggering, isn’t it, just how different this building’s idealism is from reality. The aspirational taglines, the picture-perfect imagery, the sparkle of transatlantic travel – all of it points to a chasm not just here but in culture at large. Houses, holidays, cars, fitness regimes, beauty products, diets, parenting tips, life coaches, productivity hacks – you name it, we’re living inside a hologram of unattainable perfection, with the imperative to constantly update our lives and lifestyles in search of a flawless nirvana that simply doesn’t exist.

We’re just human. And deep down we know, better than we’d like to admit, that all humans are fallible, flawed and exhaustible creatures. The more this holographic culture scrambles all sense of reality, the more it insists we fight our most humanising fallibilities and the slow march of Mother Nature, the more our perfectionism will trap us in pursuit of a chimera – rendering us helpless as our health and happiness plummet. We’ll talk about perfectionism’s impact on these things later in the book. For now, though, let’s return to the Queen’s Terminal so I can tell you a little bit about my own struggle with our favourite flaw.

Back in the Perfectionists’ Café, waiting patiently for my flight to be called, I tried to nurse threadbare nerves by flicking through the most popular TED talks on my laptop. I must have watched hundreds in the run-up to mine. I studied each one, searching for the secret formula. The best speakers seemed to exude bulletproof confidence, as if storytelling were as second nature as eating or drinking. I’m far less sure of myself. What if I couldn’t muster the courage to go on stage? What if I forgot my lines? What if I panicked in front of all those people?

Perfectionists like me tend to deal with anxiety by overthinking. We suppose that covering every possible base is the most failsafe method of holding things together, forgetting that overthinking is itself a handicapping form of anxiety. Sure, I’ve never absolutely bombed a presentation using the overthinking method – but I’ve never truly aced one either. At the age of just twenty-nine, and against all odds, here I was flying to California as one of TED’s much-hyped ‘thought leaders’. On that big red speaker’s circle, I needed to look like I was worth the five-thousand-dollar entrance fee.

One of my great struggles is being unable to sit comfortably next to success. I’d rather pass it off as luck or happenstance than accept acclaim that, deep down, I don’t believe I deserve. That deficit thinking – or insecurity – is perhaps the most pernicious aspect of perfectionism. Because when you’re constantly striving for more success – not to mention petrified of failure – even a rather high level of achievement can feel decidedly empty. Worse than empty, in fact, since perfectionism exposes our dreams as nothing more than dead ends. For the perfectionist, success is a bottomless pit that depletes us in its pursuit, while the answer to that deeper question – ‘am I enough?’ – is always over the horizon.

And just like the horizon, it recedes as we approach.

Constantly feeling never enough is a punishing way to go through life. Despite my outward achievements, and despite what is on one level an earnest desire to lead an enlightened and compassionate life, feeling never enough means I’m never contented; I move away from people, avoid tricky situations, and end up presenting as awkward, unreliable and generally commitment-phobic. I’m restless, panicked, oscillating between relative stability and medicated relapse, prone to self-doubt and self-criticism, torn about who I really am, caught inside a cycle of overachievement in pursuit of a credentialised success that, in my heart of hearts, I don’t truly believe in.

As far as I can tell, to move towards perfection in our lives and accomplishments is to alienate ourselves from ourselves, or worse, to never find ourselves at all.

Nursing that lukewarm coffee in the Perfectionists’ Café, watching the hectic criss-crossing of Queen’s Terminal passengers, I reflected for a moment on whether I might have been better off working with my father, a construction worker, on his building sites. Drilling holes, sanding wood, laying bricks for a living, marrying a local girl, owning a modest house, perhaps even driving a decent car and raising a couple of kids. I would have missed out on the collection of fancy degrees, Russell Group professorship, TED talk, and this glittering book deal. But I wouldn’t be working round the clock, and I wouldn’t be restless with fear, either. And maybe, just maybe, I’d have glimpsed that elusive horizon.

Then again, maybe not. As British psychoanalyst Josh Cohen asks, is anyone in the modern world truly spared the perfectionistic fantasies that plague our consumerist lives?4

To one extent or another, I suspect I’m caught in a trap familiar to everyone living in the modern age – entangled in a thicket of never enough, unable to make sense of what all the relentless perfecting is for. Endless amounts of work, consumption and self-improvement summoned in pursuit of no particular endpoint. Yes, there’s some heritability to perfectionism. And yes, strict, harsh and traumatic early life experiences also matter, and they matter rather a lot. But while genes and those experiences load the deck, our culture asks us to keep playing perfect aces hand after hand after hand.

Lance Armstrong faced a dilemma: stay clean at the back of the pack, or dope and compete with the leaders. ‘The culture was what it was … we all made our choices.’ At the time, Armstrong’s choice worked out handsomely for him, but for other cyclists doping was a risky decision. Some even lost their lives. And for what? If, as Armstrong insists, every cyclist was doping, then this arms race imperilled each cyclist’s health without making any rider more likely to succeed.

The same destructive arms race is playing out in wider culture right now. Because if all we see around us is a scrambled reality of limitless perfection, then the hardest thing to accept is that we’re just human. Life becomes an endless court of appeal for our flaws. We feel exhausted, empty and anxious most of the time. And despite everything we throw at life – the relentless striving, wellness rituals, life hacks, retail therapy, filtering, concealing and tinkering – the law of the herd means that none of it will ever make us any more likely to succeed, or, more pointedly, feel like we’re ever enough.

This is the contemporary reading of Hawthorne and Poe, which basically says we’re all doomed to be Aylmer and the painter now. But I’m not so sure that’s quite right. In fact, I think we’re more like the forgotten women in these tales. Like them, we could be quite content with our imperfect lives if only our chinks, flaws and curved edges were allowed to simply exist – exactly as they are – rather than being magnified and blown out of all proportion by an overbearing influence bent on airbrushing the most imperceptible blemishes from view.

The deeper we fall into our culture’s perfection trap, the more perfectionism will drain the life from our lives. It’s high time we talked seriously about our favourite flaw, starting by looking at what it really is and how it really affects us.




2. Tell Me I’m Enough

Or Why Perfectionism Is So Much More Than Exceedingly High Standards


‘What I am, at any given moment in the process of my becoming a person, will be determined by my relationships with those who love me or refuse to love me.’

Harry Stack Sullivan1



Rafferty’s bar and grill is a stone’s throw from Toronto’s downtown Union Station. It’s a hip gastro joint frequented by white-shirted, dark-tied businesspeople who nurse mugs of coffee during the day, and at night, by elegant, well-dressed shoppers who sip trendy, ornate cocktails. The front patio offers a view of a busy intersection: people scuttling on the sidewalk, lights flashing green to red, streetcars clicking by and criss-crossing east and west.

It’s a sunny summer evening in 2017, and I’m out on Rafferty’s patio with esteemed professors Gordon Flett and Paul Hewitt. We’re enjoying a couple of cold beers and they’re telling me about their work histories. Gord’s dressed in typical academic attire: plaid shirt, tucked neatly into chinos, and walking shoes that are both comfortable and functional. This, combined with his playful, kindly face give him the air of a local tour guide, and his excitable demeanour has much the same energy.

Paul’s presence is altogether more meditative. He’s a quiet, reflective, wide-eyed bundle of knotted complexity, sporting trendy circular glasses and wearing a pressed white shirt that shimmers in the evening sun. He talks only when necessary, and whenever he does, he glows with a gentle intensity, as if momentarily enchanted by some solemn piece of fact. This intensity gives him the aura of a brooding psychologist, which is exactly what he is.

These starkly different men share a common goal. For well over three decades, they’ve made it their mission to examine the inner workings of perfectionism and discover why it seems to turn up so often in their therapy rooms and lecture halls. Listening to them, I sense that their work is far more than a job. It’s intensely personal, as if the study of perfectionism has become an additional child to nurture. I was in Toronto to watch these titans speak about perfectionism. Their dedication to their cause had me intrigued, so I sat down with them to understand more.

Paul reflects on their journey matter-of-factly. He seems to know that their single-minded, sacred mission is somewhat unusual by modern academic standards. He explains: ‘I got fire in my belly for this thing and couldn’t let it go.’ Back in the mid-1980s, as a budding clinical psychologist, Paul was working with patients whose stresses and strains – from school to work to parenting – seemed to be tied to their need to do things perfectly. His early case notes described perfectionism as a malignant force. Left unchecked, he tells me, ‘perfectionism triggers a downward spiral, one that’s extremely difficult to reverse’.

He goes on, ‘But few people saw perfectionism as a damaging characteristic, at least not in its own right.’

‘They still don’t see it that way!’ Gord shoots back, his face splitting into a knowing grin. ‘But they should.’

In a roundabout way, these men are grumbling good-naturedly about the long-standing reluctance of psychological science to take perfectionism seriously, or at least seriously enough. The mainstream thinking is that perfectionism is something of a pop-psychology topic, the kind of thing that’s drenched in armchair psychoanalysis. Sure, perfectionism can be problematic – in the same way conscientiousness gone too far can be problematic – but it’s certainly nothing that merits serious, systematic inquiry.

We know this is true because the bible of psychiatry – the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders – doesn’t consider perfectionism to be a character trait of much concern.2 On the rare occasion that it’s mentioned in diagnostic criteria, it tends to be one of many symptoms associated with obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD).

Gord explains the problem: ‘The mainstream view of perfectionism is way too narrow. We know perfectionism has many faces, some of which are relevant to OCD, but some of which are not, and we also know that perfectionism is in all sorts of psychological ailments, not just the compulsive types.’

Paul leans over and looks in my direction. ‘There’s that, and there’s also the fact that perfectionism is way rifer than people realise. It’s not a dichotomy or a classification so much as it’s a spectrum. When we talk about perfectionism, we’re not talking about some people, or even about whether one is or isn’t a perfectionist; we’re talking about all people, and the extent to which they’re more or less perfectionistic.’

He continues, ‘Our research shows an enormous breadth and depth to perfectionism. Even so, it’s tough to make inroads when the consensus is the way it is.’

If Paul’s therapy room observations had taught him anything, it’s that to grasp perfectionism fully we’re going to need to consider that breadth and depth. Which is why expanding and distinguishing between different types of perfectionism, and then measuring and testing them, became the cornerstone of Paul and Gord’s ground-breaking work. And that’s also why I was in Toronto: to find out all about them.

What is this breadth and depth Paul talks about? And why does it matter? To answer those questions, we need to go back to when Paul first started looking into this curious personality trait. ‘Most people think perfectionism is really high standards,’ he explained, ‘but it was clear early on in my clinical work that this simply wasn’t the case.’ Paul’s notes revealed a web of symptoms, which went far beyond personal standards and self-imposed pressures.

‘I was seeing case after case of people who felt compelled to be perfect not just to ape their own impossible standards, although they did this in great measure, but also to ape the impossible standards they felt were being imposed on them by others, and that they themselves imposed on those around them.’

These different faces – self-directed, socially imposed and other-directed – had Paul thinking. What if perfectionism was more than just a set of high goals or standards? ‘It quickly became clear that perfectionism is not really about striving at all, certainly not in the way you’d strive to ace a test or pitch the perfect fastball. It’s an entire worldview – a way of existing that defines how we perceive ourselves and interpret the things other people do and say.’

That statement was eye-opening, and it got me thinking about my own perfectionism. I used to believe it was all about hard work, dedication and meticulousness. I assumed that I simply had excessive standards for myself, standards that defined me as a perfectionist. But actually, when you look closer, high standards turn out to be only half the story because what also matters is why people like me need to set those excessive standards in the first place. Paul thinks we’re putting ourselves through the wringer for validation from other people that we’re worth something in the world. ‘Until we recognise the simple fact that perfectionism is about how we relate to each other,’ he told me, ‘we’ll continue to misunderstand it.’

These words kindled memories of my late grandfather. He was, in many ways, a perfect example of the distinction Paul’s trying to make – between high standards on the one hand and perfectionism on the other. As a child, I used to sit for hours in wide-eyed bewilderment as Pappy, a master carpenter, fashioned everyday things like bannisters, chairs and window frames from the very first plank to the final ferrule.

I marvelled at his craft. Every Sunday, I’d scuttle through the estate to his bungalow and watch intently as he showed me how to cut pieces of reclaimed timber into perfectly measured strips of wood. Then he’d delicately carve and contour each strip, carefully mark and saw the strips with military precision, before slotting them crisply together. He’d fix them tightly with screws and tenderly sand and polish the finished article. The contours of his wares were always perfectly formed, the wood deliciously smooth, the end result a piece of immaculate, functional art.

These are unquestionably the traits of a person with extremely high standards. But they’re not the traits of a perfectionist. When my grandfather was done in his workshop, he gathered up the wares he’d lovingly crafted and delivered them to their new homes, then simply left them there, without loitering for validation or a five-star review. He brought everyday things into the world for other people to use and appreciate. As far as he was concerned, his wares needed to exist far more than their maker needed to be recognised or praised.

That absence of a burning need for approval is what Paul’s driving at when he says perfectionism is not about our own standards, but the standards we think are expected of us by other people. Of course, Pappy didn’t always get things right, but he always got them done. The dreaded three-star review had no meaning in his world, and even if it did, someone else’s dim opinion was simply part and parcel of life. Shit happens. So long as he’d tried his best, he felt no need to make amends or ask for approval, to continually reinvent himself, or fail better, as they say in corporate-speak. He took pride in his craft alone, and if he should miss a bit of varnish on a corner joint or leave a screw tip jutting imperceptibly out of the wood, he’d simply let those mistakes wash through him – as sure a sign of his fallibility as his wrinkles or sciatica.

That’s the thing about high standards: they don’t have to come with insecurity. Only perfectionism grafts the two together. As Paul understands it, perfectionism isn’t about perfecting things or tasks, nor is it about striving for especially high standards in, say, your assignments, appearances, parenting or relationships. It’s far, far deeper than that. It’s about perfecting ourselves, or to be more exact, perfecting our imperfect selves; going through life in defensive mode, concealing every last blemish, flaw and shortcoming from those around us.

That way of thinking about perfectionism was a breakthrough for me. Because when you view perfectionism from the angle of deficit thinking so extreme that you spend your entire life hiding from the world, it’s absolutely not the gold-plated emblem of self-sacrificial success that we mistake it for. Although there’s something of my grandfather’s exactitude in my blood, his conscientiousness and my perfectionism mean we’re very, very different people. And our lives, as a consequence, are lived with completely different outlooks and inner dialogues.

Perhaps the biggest misconception about perfectionistic people is that our primary concern is to pull off some act of brilliance. Unlike narcissists, with whom we’re often confused, we simply don’t believe the bulletproof narrative we’re trying to write for ourselves. Although we set our gaze on perfect standards, we aim to attain them not so much because of what they leave in the world, or even how brilliant they make us look, but because getting something exactly right relieves shame-based fears of not being good enough to matter, or be loved by other people, which is the same thing.

These shame-based fears should be emphasised, since a distinction between the external things we do and the internal things we feel is easily missed in conversations about perfectionism. Shame is the self-conscious emotion telling us we’re unworthy of love and approval. It’s what happens when we think we’ve been rejected, or worse, ignored, because we couldn’t be more. Shame stings. It reaches into every sphere of our existence, infecting the way we view ourselves in relation to other people. And shame’s why the perfectionists’ great preoccupation with perfection is many orders of magnitude greater than the pride felt by conscientious types like my grandfather. It’s a preoccupation that reaches into the very essence of who we are and how inadequate we think we must surely appear to other people.

My life so far has been one long quest for well-above-average achievements and, with them, other people’s recognition as props for self-esteem that’s more brittle than bone china. My grandfather had no such hang-up. Sure, he was driven to prove to himself and other people that he was a skilled craftsman, but he did so with a humble, patient determination that refused to be cracked by fickle opinion. Keep in mind how differently those high and low in perfectionism interact with other people because those interactions are critical to understanding why, as Paul says, perfectionism is so much more than the high standards we set ourselves.

Because perfectionism is – and can only ever be – a relational trait; a self-esteem issue, arising not in a vacuum within individuals, but in our social world and through the interactions we have with those around us. It starts with an inner dialogue that says, ‘I’m not attractive enough, cool enough, rich enough, skinny enough, healthy enough, intelligent enough, productive enough,’ and finishes with a brute realisation: ‘so whenever my shortcomings are revealed, other people will notice, and I’ll be a less acceptable person in their eyes.’ Every ounce of energy from that realisation onwards is used to hide our real selves from the world and do everything we possibly can to strengthen what we think are threadbare, perfection-contingent ties binding us to other people.

It was the late-1980s when Paul met Gord at York University. Both had recently earned their PhDs, and both were appointed to lecture on psychology. As a young scholar of depression measurement, Gord was enchanted by Paul’s early work on perfectionism. Over time, the two men began to forge a close collaboration and friendship. ‘I’d always been fascinated by perfectionism,’ Gord said, ‘so I jumped at the chance to work with Paul … If we could pinpoint a set of characteristics and a tool to measure perfectionism, we knew we could start to build an evidence base.’

They began with a pool of self-descriptive statements that Paul had written a few years earlier. These statements included descriptions of perfectionistic thoughts, feelings and behaviours that people could agree or disagree with – for example, ‘I strive to be perfect’ or ‘I must be flawless’ – and were based on what his patients had taught him about the things perfectionists typically think, feel and do. ‘My patients showed me what perfectionism is,’ Paul said. ‘I simply listened very carefully and created a pool of items that reflected its core features.’

And that’s where Gord came in. With his expertise in personality psychology and his energy and enthusiasm, they combined forces and melded extremely well. Over the following years, they began pooling perfectionism items, dishing them
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SELF-ORIENTED PERFECTIONISM is directed from within. It involves a way of existing in the world that says I must be perfect and nothing but perfect











SOCIALLY PRESCRIBED PERFECTIONISM is directed from the environment. It involves the belief that others expect me to be perfect













OTHER-ORIENTED PERFECTIONISM is directed outwards. It involves the belief that other people must be perfect
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	 I must be perfect at the things that matter to me.

	 If I screw up or fall short, I’m hard on myself.

	 I hold myself to an exceptionally high standard.

	 If I do not appear or perform perfectly, I feel a lot of guilt and shame.

	 I strive to be perfect.





	 When I slip up or fall short, people are right there waiting to criticise me.

	 Everyone else is perfect and they’re judging me if I’m not perfect too.

	 Those close to me will accept nothing less than perfection.

	 People tend to get upset with me if I don’t do things perfectly.

	 Everybody expects me to be perfect.





	 I find it difficult to tolerate sub-standard performances from those around me.

	 If people aren’t trying their absolute hardest, I let them know.

	 Everyone should totally excel at things that are important to them.

	 When someone close to me screws up or falls short, it’s important to call them out.

	 I dislike being surrounded by people who’ve got low standards.
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