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ABOUT THE BOOK

The client vignettes in this book are fictional. All names, backgrounds, and story details have been materially altered; they are amalgamations of amalgamations. The session depictions in the pages that follow are storied around specific feelings, thoughts, and connections I encountered in the room, in the work, in the person. That core emotional accuracy is what I endeavored to express, not a recounting of anything else. I remain indescribably grateful to every person with whom I have had the privilege of working. To my former and current clients: your stories belong to you, and I will never share them.


Praise for The Perfectionist’s Guide to Losing Control

“Are you—gasp—an ambitious perfectionist? Have you tried and failed to find that elusive sense of ‘balance’ we’re all meant to seek? If you answered yes to these questions, this is the book you must read. Morgan Schafler has written the definitive guide for anyone who’s ready to walk a crucial pathway: from the appearance of control, to the possession of a quiet power.”

Susan Cain, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Bittersweet and Quiet

“From an emerging thought leader, an irresistible invitation to reclaim your natural state of wholeness, your joy, and your life.”

Deepak Chopra, New York Times bestselling author of Abundance

“A valuable, much-needed perspective that gives you permission to be more in a world that’s telling you to be less.”

Lori Gottlieb, New York Times bestselling author of Maybe You Should Talk to Someone

“Morgan Schafler lays bare provocative new insights into how ‘perfectionism’ is often just code for ‘women excelling too much,’ and identifies the strategies and mindset every high-achieving woman needs to quell her inner critic and embrace her true talents.”

Holly Whitaker, New York Times bestselling author of Quit Like a Woman

“An accessible, actionable guide for how to aim high without overthinking or punishing yourself along the way. This book is a must-read for anxious achievers who want to remain ambitious but could operate with a bit more self-compassion.”

Liz Fosslein, coauthor and illustrator of the bestselling books Big Feelings and No Hard Feelings

“A thoroughly original approach to this important topic. Grounded in research, the book uses stories from the author’s years as a therapist to illustrate vividly that perfectionism is a phenomenon, not a disorder, and that it can be managed to increase one’s power and joy. How I wish this book had been available years ago—it could have changed my life! Let it change yours.”

Jean Kilbourne, Ed.D., author, cultural theorist, feminist activist

“I love a book that starts by normalizing the reader’s current experience. We don’t need to be fixed, we just need a gentle guide to show us how to work with our unique personalities. This book would be my first recommendation to anyone struggling with perfectionism.”

KC Davis, author of How to Keep House While Drowning

“Combining vivid storytelling, rigorous research, and deep analysis, Katherine Morgan Schafler provides a practical guide that can help you learn, thrive, and flourish.”

Tal Ben-Shahar, New York Times bestselling author of Happier
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She is what she is and she is whole.

DR. CLARISSA PINKOLA ESTÉS


Introduction

Perfectionism
Is a Power

The night before our wedding, my husband and I decided to sleep separately, so that each of us could spend the evening in the most relaxing way possible before our big day. I returned home from the rehearsal dinner at around 10:30 p.m., walked my dogs while responding to emails, and then worked out.

After working out, I took an amazing shower, rewrapped the gifts I was giving to my bridesmaids the following day (the gift wrap from the store graffitied the paper with so much tape, and it was all too kitschy in the first place), filed some clinical notes, edited my vows in bed for about twenty minutes, checked my emails again, and then drifted off to sleep a touch after 2:00 a.m. It was, by all accounts, the perfect night.

Perfectionists are not balanced people, and that’s okay. Subscribing to prepackaged notions of balance and generic wellness when they don’t fit who you are isn’t being healthy, it’s being obedient. I wrote this book for the women* who are done being “good.” I wrote this book for the women who are ready to set themselves free.

If you were sitting across from me on my therapist couch right now, we could share confidential eye rolls over how you’ve been told ad nauseam that perfectionists set themselves free by getting rid of their perfectionism. I’m telling you right now that that will never work.

Writing “I will not be a perfectionist” one thousand times on the proverbial chalkboard is a complete waste of your time. So how do you set yourself free, or even begin to understand what freedom looks like for you? You start by being honest with yourself about who you are.

You admit that you’d never be satisfied with an average life—you long to excel, and you know it. You acknowledge just how much you thrive by being pushed—you need a challenge or your boredom risks tipping over into a depressive episode. And you stop playing small and denying your gifts—you were born to shine, and you can feel it.

Until now, you’ve resisted your perfectionistic tendencies in response to our collective portrayal of perfectionism, which is deeply skewed and highly selective. It leads with the negative (which is true but not holistic) to demonstrate how perfectionism is bad, abruptly concluding that perfectionists are unhealthy and need to be fixed.

Interestingly (read: predictably), the push to curb perfectionism and be “perfectly imperfect” is directed towards women. Have you ever heard a man refer to himself as a “recovering perfectionist”? When Steve Jobs or Gordon Ramsay or James Cameron demand perfection, they’re exalted as geniuses in their respective fields. Where are the celebrated female perfectionists?

You could argue that Martha Stewart built an empire on her perfectionism and is perhaps the most celebrated female perfectionist of our time, but notice what her company, Martha Stewart Living Omnimedia, centers itself on: brunch recipes in a pinch, all things holiday entertaining, paint palettes that pop, weddings. These are archetypal homemaker interests. Martha Stewart wears her perfectionism on her sleeve to roaring acclamation instead of being told to “be more balanced” (i.e., temper her powerful drive) because her interests stay within the realm of what is acceptable for women to be publicly ambitious about. None of this is a coincidence.

Part of the urging to stamp out perfectionism in women arises because perfectionism is a powerful energy. Like every kind of power (the power of wealth, words, beauty, love, etc.), perfectionism—if you don’t understand how to harness it correctly—will corrupt your life. Perfectionism makes an excellent servant and a terrible master; let’s also be honest about that.

Can we just say it?

We both know that in the past, your perfectionism has tortured you in every arena of life: professionally, romantically, artistically, physically, spiritually. That’s because you didn’t understand it as a power and a gift, you didn’t respect it, you tried to deny it, and you reduced it to a proclivity for tidiness and punctuality, though real perfectionism has little to do with either. The more you pushed your perfectionism away, the harder it pushed back. You couldn’t get rid of your perfectionism if you tried (and try you did) because it’s a fundamental component of who you are.

Lucky for you, the deepest, most powerful parts of who you are never abandon you. Whatever you did to numb out or downplay or otherwise mute the powerful energy inside you that you didn’t know what to do with, I did it, too. It’s okay; none of it worked. Thankfully, your perfectionism is still intact, and now you have a real solution to your problem.

Your problem is not that you’re a perfectionist. Some of the most joyful, extraordinary, fulfilled people in the world are perfectionists. Your problem is that you’re not being your full self.

Women receive an eternal fountain of directives every day about how to be less. How to weigh less, how to want less, how to be less emotional, how to say yes less, certainly how to be less of a perfectionist. This is a book about more. About how to get more of what you want by being more of who you are.

I’ve been working with perfectionists for years in my private practice in New York City. This book is based on that work, as well as my clinical experience in a broad range of settings, including being an on-site therapist at Google, working in residential treatment, and counseling in an addiction rehab center.

Long obsessed with exploring the ways we struggle, grow, and thrive, I received my undergraduate degree in psychology from the University of California, Berkeley, before completing my graduate work and clinical training at Columbia University. Additionally, I completed my postgraduate certification at the Association for Spirituality and Psychotherapy in New York City. My research experience at the Institute of Human Development and UCLA’s Hammen Lab sparked questions that I’ve been turning over in my mind for the past twenty years. While the depth of my curiosity about the way human beings connect to one another assures that I’ll always have more questions than answers, I’ve worked to fill this book with the answers I’ve collected thus far.

Here’s one question I’ve been asking myself for a long time: What do people mean when they say, “I’m a perfectionist”?

The colloquial definition of what it means to be a perfectionist is reduced to the following: a perfectionist is someone who wants everything to be perfect all the time and who gets upset when things aren’t perfect.

It’s not that simple.

When people say, “I’m a perfectionist,” they’re not saying that they expect themselves to be perfect, others to be perfect, the weather to be perfect, all events that unfold in life to be perfect.

Perfectionists are intelligent people who understand that everything can’t work out perfectly all the time. What they sometimes have trouble with is understanding why they still feel so disappointed by imperfection in the face of that intellectual concession. What they sometimes wonder about is why they feel so compelled to endlessly strive. What they’re sometimes confused by is what they’re striving for in the first place. What they often question is why they can’t just enjoy relaxing “like a normal person.” What they want to know is who they are outside of what they accomplish.

Every human being encounters versions of these existential curiosities at some point. Perfectionists think about them all the time.

I’ve identified five types of perfectionists; by identifying which type you are, you’ll unlock your gifts. You’ll also gain a deeper understanding of your intense drive to excel, you’ll stop squandering your willpower trying to force yourself to not be a perfectionist, and then you’ll exploit all that freshly liberated energy in service of your most authentic self.

The first half of this book dismantles perfectionism to better understand its parts. Chapter 1 introduces you to the five types of perfectionists. Chapter 2 invites you to connect to adaptive perfectionism, an advantageous dimension of perfectionism well known to the research community but scarcely discussed in the world of commercial wellness. Chapter 3 explores perfectionism from a feminist perspective. In addition to showing you the difference between control and power, chapter 4 peels back the layers of perfectionism to offer an in-depth understanding of what perfectionism is, when it’s healthy, and when it’s not.

The second half of this book shows you how to restructure your perfectionism in a way that works for you, not against you. In chapter 5, you’ll learn about the number one mistake perfectionists make, and in chapter 6, you’ll learn what to do instead. Chapter 7 offers ten key perspective shifts to catapult you into the healthiest mindset possible. Chapter 8 presents eight behavioral strategies each type of perfectionist can implement to sustain their progress and unlock long-term growth. The final chapter of this book answers a question every perfectionist must face: I know I’m technically free to do what I want, so why do I still feel so trapped?

Ultimately, this book will teach you how to make the single greatest trade you’ll ever make in your life, which is to exchange superficial control for real power.

If you’re looking for a book to instruct you on how to deal with the parts of yourself that are broken, you’ll have to continue your journey elsewhere. This book explores the possibility that (even with those self-destructive habits of yours that we’ll be addressing in chapter 5) there’s nothing wrong with you.

This is a phrase I’ve learned people do not like to hear in therapy. Excluding narcissists, no one comes to therapy to hear that they’re okay, good, extraordinary in fact.

Most people harbor a private suspicion that they’re worse off than even they themselves know. Like, it’s bad. And going to therapy represents their readiness to hear just how bad it really is. Basically, people want to know how broken they are via professional consultation and in clinical speak. They’d also like help navigating the world with all their jagged defectiveness.

No.

Investing in a pathologized version of who you are is a profoundly unnecessary use of your energy. It’s also an excuse for you to avoid healing. I’m not here for either. I’m here to shift the focus of the conversation from weakness to strength. From correction to connection. From pathology to phenomenology. From fear to curiosity. From reactivity to proactivity. From eradication to integration. From treatment to healing.

Perfectionism does not have to be a struggle. You do not have to stop being a perfectionist to be healthy.

If at any point you wish to return to the notion that you need to be corrected instead of seen, stop reading. We all sway in our readiness to step into our power—you’re allowed to sway, too. It’s okay to need more time or flatly refuse to grow. I’d add that it’s also okay to not want to grow in the first place, but that point would be moot for you. You’re a perfectionist. You cannot shut off your desire to ascend. You can’t help but test the limits. You can’t help but poke the bear.

Here’s another question I’ve spent years exploring: What if your perfectionism exists to help you?

Some gifts feel like a burden until you understand how they can serve you. Let me show you how your perfectionism is a gift to you, and how you are a gift to the world.

 

 

 

 



* Women here and throughout this book refers to all those who identify some or all of the time as women and all those who others perceive to be women.


Quiz

Which Type of
Perfectionist
Are You?

After each question that follows, circle the answer that best describes you. Each answer corresponds with a letter (A, B, C, D, E). When you finish answering all the questions, use the perfectionist profile key at the end of the quiz to determine which type of perfectionist you are.


	Have you ever displayed an angry outburst at work, such as shouting, banging your desk, or slamming doors?

	Yes. When I’m frustrated with myself or others, it often shows.

	Never. I’m composed and extremely professional at all times.

	No. It’s important to me that people feel I’m easy to connect with, so I try my best to avoid behaviors that may be off-putting to others.

	No. I want to express a lot but I’m waiting for the right time and figuring out the right way to express it.

	No. I don’t struggle with managing anger but I can struggle with impulse control. For example, I’ll share a series of new ideas in a meeting without thinking them through.




	Which of the below is most likely to bother you?

	Observing that the people around you aren’t performing at the highest standard possible.

	Going on a vacation with no itinerary.

	When you know someone doesn’t like you.

	You’ve decided you want to paint your living room. You’re given a color wheel with fifty paint options and told you need to pick a color in the next ten minutes.

	Being told you can only focus on one goal for the next six months.




	Which statement best describes you?

	I impose extremely high standards on those around me. I can be punitive with others when they don’t meet my standards.

	I’m reliable, highly organized, and I love planning. I sometimes get the sense that other people experience me as “uptight.”

	I get frustrated that other people’s opinions and feelings towards me matter to me. I often feel needy because I want the deepest connections possible.

	I get frustrated with my indecisiveness. I wish I could allow myself to be a little more impulsive about taking clear action towards my goals.

	I love the rush of momentum at the start of a new project—I feel unstoppable in the beginning! But I struggle to stay focused when I get distracted by other passions.




	If someone were giving you praise, they’d be most likely to say that you’re great at …

	Being direct and keeping razor-sharp focus on the goal at hand.

	Doing exactly what you say you’ll do, exactly when you say you’ll do it, in the exact way you’re expected to do it.

	Engendering meaningful connections with others.

	Preparing, asking smart questions, and considering alternative scenarios.

	Imagining possibilities, getting inspired, and generating ideas.




	Which statement best describes you?

	I get frustrated by others’ inefficiency and lack of focus. I don’t care if other people like me, I want to get the job done.

	I consider it somewhat offensive when people make adjustments to the structure and timeline of anything (a meeting, a dinner, a vacation, etc.). We should be able to make one plan and stick to it.

	I spend more energy than I want wondering what people think of me.

	I know I have a lot more to offer (in my relationships, at work, in my community, etc.) but I can’t unleash my full potential until I take care of a few things first.

	I’m always resisting the urge to do things like purchase domain names for businesses I want to start. I have more ideas than I could ever know what to do with.




	I’ve received feedback about:

	Being mean, “intense,” or intimidating.

	Not being spontaneous enough or being too rigid.

	Being too much of a people pleaser.

	Not taking enough risks and being too indecisive.

	Being disorganized, scatterbrained, or poor at following through on commitments.




	It’s most meaningful to me …

	When someone follows through on what they said they were going to do, when they said they were going to do it, and to the level of quality I expect.

	That I’m able to offer myself and others stability through routine, structure, and predictability.

	When another person works to understand who I am as a person and why what matters to me matters to me.

	That I enter into new opportunities (relationships, jobs, everyday decisions) as prepared and as sure of my decisions as possible. I don’t want to commit unless I’m highly confident it’s the right choice.

	That I lead a passionate life where I entertain as many opportunities as possible to create new projects, develop new skills, travel, grow, and continue exploring.






PERFECTIONIST PROFILE KEY:

Whichever letter predominates, that’s your perfectionist type.


	Intense perfectionists are effortlessly direct and maintain razor-sharp focus on achieving their goal. Left unchecked, their standards can go from high to impossible, and they can be punitive with others and themselves for not achieving impossible standards.

	Classic perfectionists are highly reliable, consistent, and detail-oriented, and they add stability to their environment. Left unchecked, they struggle to adapt to spontaneity or a change in routine, and they can experience difficulty connecting meaningfully with others.

	Parisian perfectionists possess a live-wire understanding of the power of interpersonal connection and hold a strong capacity for empathy. Left unchecked, their desire to connect to others can metastasize into toxic people-pleasing.

	Procrastinator perfectionists excel at preparing, can see opportunities from a 360-degree perspective, and have good impulse control. Left unchecked, their preparative measures hit a point of diminishing returns, resulting in indecisiveness and inaction.

	Messy perfectionists effortlessly push through the anxiety of new beginnings, are superstar idea generators, adapt to spontaneity well, and are naturally enthusiastic. Left unchecked, they struggle to stay focused on their goals, ultimately spreading their energy too thin to follow through on their commitments.



Note: You can also rank your results to discover your broader perfectionist profile. For example, if you score highest in the Parisian perfectionist category but you scored almost as high in the messy perfectionist category, then you’re a Parisian perfectionist with a significant tilt towards messy perfectionism. If you score an equal amount in two or more categories, then you’re equal parts of those perfectionist types.

In tandem with the deeper descriptions within the book—as well as your own intuition about which type best describes you—your answers will guide you to a clearer understanding of how to appreciate and manage your unique perfectionist profile.

A digital version of this quiz is available here:
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1

Expect to Be
Graded on This

THE FIVE TYPES OF PERFECTIONISTS
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When an inner situation is not made
conscious, it happens outside as fate.

C. G. JUNG

A procrastinator perfectionist would experience immense difficulty writing this sentence because it comes at the beginning of a book about perfectionism and, accordingly, needs to be perfect (and there’s no better first sentence than the one a procrastinator perfectionist imagines in her head but never actually writes down).

A classic perfectionist writes the first sentence, hates it, tries her best to forget it ever existed, but is inevitably haunted by it for a minimum of eight years.

An intense perfectionist writes it, hates it, and then channels her frustration into aggression about something entirely unrelated.

A Parisian perfectionist pretends not to notice she wrote a first sentence, affecting an air of, “Oh yeah, I guess I did. Huh.” Then she secretly, desperately hopes everyone loves it and, as a result, loves her. Who wrote that first sentence? I must be friends with her immediately!

A messy perfectionist writes the first sentence, loves it, and then writes seventeen other, very different versions of the first sentence and loves each one of those and couldn’t possibly pick just one because you can’t have a favorite child, and those are all her sentence babies.

One thing they all have in common: they might not even know they’re perfectionists, nor appreciate all the ways perfectionism can hold them back or allow them to soar, depending on how it’s managed.

In the most basic sense, managing your perfectionism looks like becoming aware of the core impulse all perfectionists reflexively experience: noticing room for improvement—Hmm, this could be better—and then consciously responding to that reflex instead of unconsciously reacting to it. Perfectionists are people who consistently notice the difference between an ideal and a reality, and who strive to maintain a high degree of personal accountability. This results in the perfectionist experiencing, more often than not, a compulsion to bridge the gulf between reality and an ideal themselves.

When left unchallenged, the perfectionist mindset hooks itself on the motive to perfect (as opposed to improve upon or accept) that which could be made better. This impulse to enhance evolves into a belief that urgently wallpapers itself on all sides of the perfectionist’s mind, including the ceiling and floor: “I need something to be different about this moment before I can be satisfied.”

Perfectionism is the invisible language your mind thinks in, the type of perfectionism that shows up in your everyday life based on your personality is just the accent.

I built my private practice around perfectionism because I so enjoy the energy of the perfectionist. Always pushing limits, forever poking the bear, unafraid to travel to the depth of their anger or desire, eternally seeking a connection to something bigger, to more.

Acknowledging that you want more is an act of boldness, and every perfectionist (when they’re being honest, which people generally are in therapy) flaunts a bold streak I’m magnetically drawn towards.

I work mostly with women who can present well, who can seem completely put together when they want to seem that way, and whose problems aren’t immediately apparent to others. This is exceedingly nuanced work because, as I suspect you know all too well, no one can hide their suffering better than the highly functioning person. I thrive on the constant challenge because, as I realized during one of the most disorienting moments of my life, I’m a perfectionist myself.

The cliché of it all bothers me still—I never realized how attached I was to control until I started to lose so much of it. In the exact moment that my personal and professional life began skyrocketing, I was diagnosed with cancer. I lost a pregnancy and had no opportunity to freeze my eggs before chemotherapy. I lost an extraordinary amount of time to the busyness of being sick. I lost my pretty brown hair. I lost confidence in my brand-new marriage. I lost professional opportunities I had spent years working towards. I lost control over the life I had painstakingly, perfectly constructed.

One moment I was riding the rapids, then the next it was as if something yanked me by the stomach into the still, quiet, and unseen place behind the waterfall. I was looking at what I’d always been looking at (perfectionism) but from a different vantage point. Why was I in a different position? Because in a misguided effort to be more balanced and healthy, I was resisting my own perfectionism.

I was sick, so of course I should’ve been relaxing, doing the bare minimum. It all made sense on paper. So I tried, I really did. And it was terrible, it really was. I was plopping pink bath bombs into my tub and sitting there watching them fizz away, bored out of my fucking mind, when I would’ve much rather been working, pushing, doing. Not pushing from a compensatory or avoidant place, not pushing to the extent that it disrupted my healing, but pushing because I enjoy being intensely engaged in my work and in my life.

The energy my perfectionist clients brought into the room presented in stark contrast to what I had started to feel in my private life. Their energy was charged, magnetic, brimming with infinite potentialities, destructive and constructive all at once. In noticing the burgeoning differences between myself and my clients, I simultaneously recognized the similarities that had been there the whole time.

I saw perfectionism for the power that it is, a strength I wanted to reclaim. It was a dynamic energy I had been helping my clients harness and exploit to their advantage for years, without having the language I have now for what I was doing. It wasn’t until I tried to suppress the drive of my own perfectionism that I realized what I had in it.

I also realized that if I could be a perfectionist, me, the woman who could never find her phone and who extolled the work of social scientist extraordinaire Dr. Brené Brown to people behind her in line at the grocery store, then anybody could be a perfectionist and not even know it. What exactly was happening here?

I started to reverse engineer perfectionism, turn it inside out. In examining my own perfectionism and diving into the years I spent working with perfectionists, clear patterns emerged—five distinct presentations of one core concept, the five types of perfectionists.

Because perfectionism operates on a continuum, all perfectionists can embody aspects of each type within them. Though one type is usually dominant, it’s also possible to experience contextually specific manifestations of perfectionism. For example, you can be a messy perfectionist when it comes to dating but a classic perfectionist during the holidays. Since I’m not a procrastinator perfectionist and can easily pick an entry point, let’s start our discussion of the five types at the beginning: classic perfectionists.

The Five Types of Perfectionism

Tuesday, 10:58 a.m.

I opened the door for my 11:00 a.m. session. Claire was standing in the waiting room, hovering around four empty chairs, finishing an email on her phone. “And, done,” she said as she efficiently gathered her small army of belongings to bring into my office: a jacket, two phones, a laptop bag, an indiscriminately labeled commuter bag for her heels, a not indiscriminately labeled Prada bag, and two grande, unsweetened, iced passion teas from Starbucks.

“We talked about this,” I said after noticing the extra drink. “Can I help you with any of that?”

“I got it,” she replied, modern-day juggling act in motion.

Claire entered my office seamlessly, swaying through the door like a red velvet curtain at showtime on opening night; gloriously on cue. As is the case with classic perfectionists, there was something ceremonious about Claire, who at twenty-two had legally changed her name because the original spelling didn’t include the e at the end, a detail that irked her intolerably. As she described to me, “From second grade on, every single time I wrote my name, I died a little on the inside. Cumulatively, I’m sure it’s taken two years off my life, but it’s fixed now.”

She pulled some kind of highly absorbent towelette out of her bag and wiped the water beads off the sides and bottom of her clear plastic Starbucks cup before setting it on the coaster. “I love these coasters; I don’t want them getting wet,” she explained (in fairness, they were really pretty coasters).

Claire repeated the water-bead sweep with the cup she had brought me before setting it down on my desk and saying, “I know we talked about it.” Switching her tone to a perky whisper and with a half wink, she added, “But I also know you’ll drink it after I leave.” Then she sat in the exact same place on the couch that she sat in every week, but that’s not a classic perfectionist thing; everyone does that.

The difference between putting your phone down next to you and setting your phone down next to you, that is a classic perfectionist thing. Classic perfectionists tend to be extremely deliberate about the way they handle physical objects; for example, they might set their phones down—meaning they take both hands, lay the phone down, and then take half a second to just kind of tilt it a bit, officially designating its otherwise arbitrary placement on the couch. This micro-ritual that so many classic perfectionists perform always looked to me like tucking the phone into an invisible little bed with no covers. In a way that never got old, noticing the idiosyncrasy gave me a sweet dot of private joy.

Claire set her two phones next to her on the couch, only to flip them over midsentence thirty seconds later when they started lighting up. I closed the door after Claire (“with an e,” as she loved to say) left. My iced passion tea was watered down by the past forty-five minutes but still as refreshing as ever.

CLASSIC PERFECTIONISTS

Classic perfectionists, not surprisingly, present in a classic way, and Claire with an e was no exception. Everything about her was so clean and crisp, as if she’d purchased all her belongings earlier that morning and started a brand-new pop-up life. I think she made my couch cleaner just by sitting on it.

I had seen on Pinterest that if you run a lint roller along the bottom of your purse, you can easily pick up all the crumbs and bits accrued at the bottom. I hadn’t checked, but I imagined that Claire didn’t have any crumbs and bits, not at the bottom of her purse at least. But she was honest in our conversations together; she opened up to me about the invisible crumbs and bits in her life, the kinds of problems Pinterest hacks unfortunately can’t solve for.

Only because Claire chose to let me in did I have any inkling that there was turmoil under the surface. Highly self-disciplined, classic perfectionists are adept at presenting in a uniform way, making it difficult to take their emotional temperature. Are they thrilled? Enraged? Having the best orgasm of their life? Who knows. They’re either stoic or smiling as if they’re about to have their picture taken. While it’s easy to interpret this engagement style as inauthentic or closed off, it’s anything but.

Classic perfectionists can be experienced by others as unapproachable or haughty, but the order this type builds around themselves is about reverence, not creating a wall. Classic perfectionists aren’t trying to be impressive or distance themselves as much as they’re trying to offer to others what they most value themselves: structure, consistency, predictability, an understanding of all the options so as to make an informed choice, high standards, objectivity, clarity through organization.

The opposite of inauthentic, classic perfectionists operate with incredible transparency about their particular set of preferences. Classic perfectionists also constantly broadcast their perfectionistic tendencies (here’s my impeccable spreadsheet about restaurant options for vacation; here’s my haircut that somehow perpetually looks like I just got a trim).

Reliable and predictable, classic perfectionists make it clear that they don’t like disorder. For example, a classic perfectionist might say, “I don’t like drinking because I don’t like feeling out of control.” Classic perfectionists take pride in their perfectionism. It’s an ego-syntonic aspect of self (a feature they like) as opposed to an identity feature that’s ego-dystonic (a feature they don’t like).

Boasting a solid work ethic and patience to match, classic perfectionists can’t help but be the teensiest bit smug about their style of control, which you can’t really fault them for. (If I had zero crumbs and bits at the bottom of my bag, I would be beyond smug about it.)

In the cons corner, classic perfectionists have difficulty adjusting to schedule changes, big or small, and they tend to experience spontaneity as stressful. An itinerary-centered existence doesn’t lend itself to discovering new and unexpected pleasures, and creating formulaic systems for dealing with family, work, friends, and more—with little room for organic expansion or any margin for error—can rob these perfectionists of the opportunity to grow in a way that isn’t planned or goal-oriented.

Interpersonally, this type can be hard for others to connect with because of classic perfectionists’ perceived lack of vulnerability. We tend to conflate external reliability with inner strength; that’s a mistake. Classic perfectionists are as reliable in their darkest hour as they are in their brightest; just because they can always show up, that doesn’t mean they’re invincible or that they feel strong on the inside.

Also, the systematic way of operating that classic perfectionists default to doesn’t encourage a spirit of collaboration, flexibility, or openness to external influence—qualities that help us build connections. The risk of this interpersonal style is that it can unintentionally generate relationships that veer towards the superficial and transactional. In turn, classic perfectionists can be left feeling excluded, misunderstood, and underappreciated for all that they do.

PARISIAN PERFECTIONISTS

Lauren texted me ten minutes before our session was set to begin: “running 10 late. sorry, worst day.” Tall and beautiful (and caught in the rain), she came in soaked, looking like a Barbie doll that had been unceremoniously left in the backyard during a storm. I took her coat, and in between the time I took it and turned around to hang it, she started crying while apologizing for crying.

We discussed a meeting she’d had earlier that morning, which she perceived to have gone disastrously. When pressed, she acknowledged that the idea she presented dominated the conversation, and the team chose to spotlight her work at an upcoming conference.

I waited for her to finish before I said, “Help me understand the problem.”

Lauren blurted her response out in exasperation: “Because I can tell she doesn’t like me, and I hate it!”

I knew she was referring to her direct manager, who appeared to value Lauren’s work, was never uncivil to Lauren, even prompted her recent raise—but who didn’t seem to like her all that much.

On an intellectual level, Lauren understood that not everyone likes everyone, and it’s nothing personal. Still, it bothered Lauren that her manager was disinterested in connecting with her outside of transactional work matters; she couldn’t let it go.

Parisian perfectionists want to be perfectly liked, an “achievement” other types of perfectionists don’t prize. Even when everything else is going exactly the way they’d choose, when a Parisian perfectionist is experiencing difficulty connecting to someone with whom they want to connect, it can all feel for naught.

The perception or reality that others don’t like them gets under the skin of this type of perfectionist, eclipsing their perspective and creating a loathsome experience of self-infantilization wherein the perfectionist feels like a needy child vying for attention and approval.

As we’ll discuss more later in the book, this type of perfectionism is about being liked by others on a surface level. On a deeper level, Parisian perfectionism is about wanting ideal connections. The trademark perfectionistic impulse to keep achieving and excelling manifests interpersonally for Parisian perfectionists; they want ideal relationships with their partners, with themselves, with their colleagues, with everyone.

Unlike classic perfectionists, Parisian perfectionists hide their perfectionism; they want to appear effortless. Parisian perfectionists care very much about how well they perform and what others think of them, but they feel a peculiar sense of embarrassment about how much they care. This is because they carry within them a heightened sense of the ever popular “Who do you think you are?” insecurity chip.

Revealing how much they’re invested is a vulnerable act for this type of perfectionist, who cannot help but be emotionally influenced by others’ perception of them and, whether they admit it or not, hold a strong desire to please others. If they want to start a business, for example, Parisian perfectionists will take many steps towards that goal without the slightest utterance to anyone about what they’re doing. What if they fall on their face? Why risk sharing your dreams with people unless you’re certain they’ll come true?

For the same vulnerability-themed reasons, Parisian perfectionists cannot stand to look like they’re trying too hard. On the outside, these types of perfectionists seem to be living in alignment with their own values and goals without any attachment to what others think, but they’re secretly waiting for approval around every corner—they want the laughs at the party, the likes on their feed, and the compliments on their work.

Parisian perfectionists do broadcast their imperfections, but in a way that feels comfortable (and not actually vulnerable) for them. Named Parisian after the way that French women exude an aesthetic sense of effortlessness when it comes to beauty (but behind the scenes do a lot more work than they care to admit or want others to know about), Parisian perfectionists try to execute a deliberate message: “I’m not trying that hard because I don’t need your approval and I don’t care if you like me”—the subtext of the message being, “You can’t hurt me.” No part of the external messaging is accurate.

Parisian perfectionists invest a great deal of emotional energy into everything they do; they want a commensurate emotional return on their investment (i.e., validation and connection) and can be left hurt and angry if they don’t get it.

In fact, their strategy usually backfires. They’re hurt more often because in their efforts to get others to perfectly like them by being easy-breezy and low maintenance, Parisian perfectionists who haven’t yet discovered how to manage their perfectionism fail to articulate what they need or want.

What’s interesting is that their defense of irreverence is often unconscious, so much so that Parisian perfectionists can be blindsided by how much they’re irked when others don’t experience them in the perfect way they want. There can be a sense of “Why am I still thinking about this, I don’t even care!”

Even (perhaps especially) when they most wish they weren’t, Parisian perfectionists are driven by a desire to connect meaningfully with others.

Because interpersonal connection is paramount to them, Parisian perfectionists are genuinely warm people who want everyone they encounter to feel included and connected. They will, for example, go out of their way at a party to engage the person standing alone. Unlike classic perfectionists, who can unintentionally exude an air of distance and superiority, Parisian perfectionists operate in a way that celebrates and invites a myriad of different types of meaningful relationships into their lives.

Accepting and nonjudgmental, Parisian perfectionists are unstoppable when they learn to articulate just how much they care, implement boundaries, and embrace the people, places, and things that reciprocate their rich ability to connect.

PROCRASTINATOR PERFECTIONISTS

Layla was smart, kind, capable, driven, and confident. She came to see me because she couldn’t bring herself to leave the job she absolutely hated.

Layla planned extensively for her departure from work. She saved money. She read every book on career transitions she could find. She identified multiple other professional paths she could see herself pivoting towards. For reasons unclear to her, Layla also regularly attended networking events that she got nothing out of.

I could so easily imagine her standing in an awful sports bar in midtown, surrounded by seven-too-many TVs, smiling, and waiting. “Layla” written in blue Sharpie on her sticker name tag. A Styrofoam tray of cubed warm cheddar next to half a sleeve of Ritz crackers that are still in the torn-open bag. What a waste of this brilliant person’s energy.

The worst part? She knew she was squandering her time. Layla was fully aware that she’d done everything she needed to do, except choose a date to leave. She couldn’t choose a date to leave because she couldn’t line up the perfect start to her career pivot (all loose strings on her current projects tied up, accepted offer for her next illustrious job, four to six weeks of transition time between jobs so that she could decompress). Two years of this went by before she emailed me for our first appointment.

Procrastinator perfectionists wait for the conditions to be perfect before starting. Dwelling in hesitation, they live alongside the void that forms within you when you don’t do the thing you most want to do.

Even when procrastinator perfectionists are able to get something going, they can find it difficult to continue because continuing involves restarting. While this type of perfectionist can easily start and finish smaller-scale projects to achieve short-term goals, they may abandon opportunities that require a longer runway because committing to any long-term process involves stopping and starting over several times.

Dating or getting married, joining a runner’s club, switching careers, volunteering, taking the trip to Portland they’ve been wanting to take—the pleasure of the task they avoid is insignificant, which is always so interesting to me.

The behavior block is the same no matter what because the struggle is not in carrying out the goal, it’s in beginning and returning to the endeavor while accepting that it can’t be superficially perfect. To a procrastinator perfectionist, setting a date for a dinner party can be as paralyzing as submitting a letter of resignation for a major career change.

The problem for these perfectionists is that starting a process taints it—now that it’s real, it can no longer be perfect. If something is perfect to them, it exists only in past memory or future ideal.

Layla was so stuck in indecision that she chose nothing (which meant that she indirectly chose to continue doing the soul-sucking work she loathed). She was living her life passively instead of actively, and the part that stung Layla the most was that she felt she was the architect of her own misery. The more self-aware a procrastinator perfectionist is, the more frustrated with themselves they are.

Until you understand how to harness your perfectionism, it’s vexing to be a procrastinator perfectionist. Unlike Parisian perfectionists, who hear the internal taunt “Who do you think you are?” and initially feel embarrassed to answer the question with pride, procrastinator perfectionists have no problem answering that question with a parade of dazzling (and accurate) attributes: “I’m smart, funny, talented, hardworking—and I’m so creative!”

Procrastinator perfectionists aren’t skimping on the self-esteem; they’re painfully aware of their gifts. Painfully aware, that is, because procrastinator perfectionists live in the space between knowing you have a gift you want to share (romantic love, talent, a new idea, etc.) and not feeling ready to share it. They see others whom they believe don’t have as much to offer shoot past them at work or with personal milestones, and it stings every time.

It’s one thing to witness someone else accomplishing something you don’t believe you can do; there’s an awe factor within that experience. When you witness people doing the thing you know you can do, and do well? The thing you want to do the most? The awe is eclipsed by a lumpy mix of defeatism and resentment.

Disconcerted by their own paralysis, procrastinator perfectionists assume that if they had more energy or discipline, they’d be able to execute, which is not the case. Procrastinator perfectionists have plenty of discipline and aren’t lazy at all. What they don’t have is acceptance. Acceptance that now is the only time anyone ever starts anything, and that starting now means you’re taking something that’s perfect in your mind and bringing it into the real world, where it is bound to change.

Procrastinator perfectionists feel a sense of loss around starting that other types of perfectionists don’t encounter. Avoiding loss is perhaps the most natural emotional reflex there is, hence why the habit of hesitation is so powerful for this type.

When the looming loss is felt on an unconscious level, procrastinator perfectionists also mistakenly attribute the avoidance of starting to a lack of desire: I must not really want it; otherwise I would’ve done it by now.

The more procrastinator perfectionists tell themselves that they’re undisciplined, not passionate enough, lazy, and so on, the more they believe it. Thus begins a negative cycle of false identity, one they can’t ever seem to break.

Procrastinator perfectionists who aren’t managing their perfectionism become self-loathing and critical. Not just self-critical, other-critical; they’re disparaging towards others who aren’t constrained by the same tendencies. Procrastinator perfectionists might publicly or privately declare all the ways in which they could’ve done X so much better—thrown the party, written the book, built the house, organized the conference, cooked the meal. And maybe they’re right. They probably could’ve done it better if they had tried, but they didn’t allow themselves to take the risk of trying. This haunts them.

Unlike classic perfectionists, who like their perfectionism, and Parisian perfectionists, who are willing to risk failure but ride major self-esteem highs and lows as they do, procrastinator perfectionists have nothing to show for wanting to start. Salt on the wound? The things that irk procrastinator perfectionists the most are hints at the very things they would excel at themselves if they only gave it a shot.

When a procrastinator perfectionist brings awareness to the anticipatory loss fueling their hesitation, aligns themselves with support, and stops wasting energy critiquing other people who are trying, they’re an absolute force. As they learn to shift from a passive to an active state, they gain access to an internal power that has thus far remained elusive for them. What happens next is a sight to behold.

My favorite thing about working with this type is bearing witness to the score of not one but two winning lottery cards waiting to be scratched off by every procrastinator perfectionist in the world:


	It’s not mere talent that rises to the top, it’s persistence.

	While change does always involve loss, not changing involves a much deeper loss.



When those lessons saturate the heart and mind of a procrastinator perfectionist, the restraint that defined them is lifted. Number one is motivating. Number two is liberating. It’s a joy to have a gifted person who is liberated and motivated in your orbit. It’s also a joy to be that person.

MESSY PERFECTIONISTS

I rarely give “homework” in therapy, it’s not my style, but Pei-Han was an exception. I challenged her to stop watching documentaries for ninety days.

“What do you mean, what kind of documentaries?” she asked.

“All kinds, any kinds, no more documentaries.” I practically begged her.

Pei-Han was a messy perfectionist through and through, so anytime she watched a documentary on anything (the hotel industry, sushi, migrant workers), she’d lunge herself full speed ahead in the direction of a new documentary-inspired goal, all the while trying to juggle the multiple other objectives she was attempting to achieve—online training for yoga-teacher certification, applying for residency at Brooklyn Arts Council, decorating her apartment in preparation to become an Airbnb Superhost, the list continued.

Pei-Han couldn’t help the way her brain lit up like a fireworks show when she became newly informed about and emotionally attached to a topic she found interesting. It was something adjacent to mania, the way her mind flooded with ideas about how to improve, solve, create. The volume of possibilities she generated was astounding, even more so because for Pei-Han, it was effortless.

Messy perfectionists are in love with starting. Unlike their procrastinator perfectionist counterparts, nothing brings a messy perfectionist more joy than beginnings. Messy perfectionists are optimistic and “start happy,” but they struggle to maintain momentum unless the remainder of the process feels as exciting and as energizing (i.e., as perfect) as it did in the beginning. Since that never happens, messy perfectionists who haven’t yet learned how to use their perfectionism to their advantage take on a million and seven projects only to abandon them all.

I walk a fine line in my work with messy perfectionists. In what masterful therapist Dr. Irvin D. Yalom describes as being “love’s executioner,” I’m tasked with conveying unconditional emotional support while also being clear about the reality that enthusiasm itself will not be enough to sustain an endeavor. When my messy perfectionist clients don’t want to engage that reality, I can only do my best to cushion the crash.

The crash is inevitable because messy perfectionists contending with unmanaged perfectionism disregard natural and unavoidable resource constraints (time, money, physical energy, etc.) in enthusiastic and active pursuit of their dreams.

In contrast to Parisian perfectionists, who hide what they’re trying to do until they’ve generated enough traction to feel secure proclaiming their goal to others, messy perfectionists are unabashed about saying what they want aloud, often at the most nascent stage of their idea. And unlike classic perfectionists, messy perfectionists aren’t the most disciplined bunch, which doesn’t bother them in the slightest. It’s as if they signed themselves up for Montessori school for adults—and good for them, because they’re having the best time!

Theirs are the Instagram profiles featuring half a dozen vague and grossly unrelated job descriptions in the bio: interior decorator, chef, photographer, author, entrepreneur, guide for historic tours of downtown Boston.

Come again?

Messy perfectionists blatantly ignore limitations and don’t accept the notion that while you can do anything, you can’t do everything. It takes focus to bring something to completion. You have to say no to secondary opportunities so that you can concentrate on matters of primary importance. All the matters cannot hold primary importance.

Messy perfectionists reject hierarchies. They’re die-hard romantics who can convince themselves that everything can work out all at once, as long as you have the heart. There’s an endearing naivete surrounding messy perfectionists. They live in a bubble you almost don’t want to burst.

We need messy perfectionists in the world; they are the champions of possibility. They effortlessly push through the anxiety of a new beginning. They inspire others with their enthusiasm and optimism, and the world would be a dim place without them around. Messy perfectionists possess tremendous gifts, but none of those gifts can come to fruition without focus.

It’s important to note that not all messy perfectionists want to finish what they start. Some people love the abrupt start–abrupt abandon cycle, and there are certain jobs and lifestyles that are a perfect fit for that.

Additionally, “messy” is a misnomer. Messy perfectionists don’t necessarily appear messy in their presentation or create literal messes around themselves, it’s that they try to do a million things at once in a way that (at least figuratively) piles up all over the place.

Messy perfectionists do organize, but in a specific manner that only they understand. For example, their “system” for a project might include a series of saved Word documents that makes total sense to them but is impenetrable to anyone else:

“Dog Walking Business Plan”

“Dog Walking Business Plan 2”

“Dog Walking Business Plan Post-Thanksgiving Version”

“Dog Walking Business Plan New”

“Dog Walking Business Plan For Real”

“Dog Walking Business Plan Final”

“Dog Walking Business Plan Open This One”

Multiply that by everything they try to take on and you can see the problem.

I read somewhere that people who get married more than three times always feel a reassuring wash of “This is it, this is really it!” when they get remarried. I remember thinking how difficult that must be, to have your heart flooded with pure optimism and then sink like a stone. Not just once but repeatedly. That’s what happens to messy perfectionists who don’t manage their perfectionism. They get hooked on the intoxicating rush of a fresh start, then become disillusioned by the sobering tedium required to complete the work.

Messy perfectionists believe that they can do it all without ever having to give anything up, that they can be the humans who figure out how to exist without limits. When it becomes apparent that they can’t, messy perfectionists are crushed. Like procrastinator perfectionists, messy perfectionists experience a type of loss associated with their perfectionism, just at a different stage in the process. Making matters worse, because they scatter their energy in so many different directions, they aren’t able to complete even one thing.

This grand opening–grand closing emotional commute is a grueling ride every messy perfectionist knows all too well. Just as procrastinator perfectionists often build a false negative identity around their failure to execute, so will messy perfectionists who haven’t discovered how to exploit their perfectionism.

The fall from the high messy perfectionists get when they begin something is fast and formidable. We all have blind spots, and we all crash into our blind spots, but when this type of perfectionist does it, she turns it into a story about how she’s “bad” in some way. She’s not persistent enough, her ideas aren’t good enough, no one takes her seriously, and so on.

In some cases, the crash may result in an unexpected episode of clinical depression that stands in stark contrast to a messy perfectionist’s normally upbeat, energetic outlook—very scary for her and those closest to her.

Messy perfectionists take over the world when they learn how to channel their enthusiasm into single, intentional missions they can execute in dynamic ways. Entrepreneur extraordinaire Marie Forleo is a great example of a messy perfectionist getting it right.

Forleo is all heart and drives full speed ahead, a true romantic who believes she can change the world and who has more incredible ideas to get it done than she knows what to do with. Except that she does know what to do with them. The open secret to Forleo’s success is that she’s taught herself how to focus on one thing at a time, and she subscribes to a professional approach by continuing the work when she’s not in the mood—all without ever abandoning her high standards at any point in the process. These are skills that can be learned.

INTENSE PERFECTIONISTS

On the corner of Broadway and Liberty Street in Manhattan’s financial district stands a classic 1960s building where I once had an office. Like several buildings in the city, the security at 140 Broadway requires you to confirm your identification at the concierge desk in the lobby so that you can receive a badge to enter the electronically guarded elevator bank.

Dawn spent the first five minutes of her session explaining to me why the security system was “inefficient and idiotic.” The more she spoke, the more her annoyance morphed into antagonism. She was, as my neighbor calls it, “lathering.” The antagonism wasn’t directed towards me, or herself, or the security personnel downstairs. It was an antagonism against the void. She was fighting with the sky.

The antagonistic energy behind intense perfectionism isn’t always existential; intense perfectionists can be provocative. I interrupted Dawn as we passed the five-minute mark: “You’ve been talking about the check-in system since you sat down. I understand it annoys you; it’s annoying. Is there anything else you’re feeling, alongside your frustration with the building’s security protocol?”

Dawn collected all that floating antagonism and aimed it right at the middle of my forehead, “Well, I pay you to listen, so this is what I want to talk about.”

Dawn was unaware that I started my career working with fifteen-year-old girls who were mandated to counseling; there was no level of resistance or combativeness that she could deliver to rival my experience. “What you pay me to do is to be helpful. Rumination without reflection isn’t helpful.”

Intense perfectionists want a perfect outcome. While some intense perfectionists focus on a grand vision, others’ vision can be pedestrian. For example, an intense perfectionist may focus on the goal of boarding a flight perfectly. Their desired outcome is to get to their seat as quickly as possible with everything they need to have a comfortable flight readily available to them (headphones, water, blanket, quiet, etc.). A classic perfectionist may share a similar goal, but the difference is that classic perfectionists understand that it’s not reasonable to impose their expectations on the people and environment around them.

Accordingly, classic perfectionists don’t experience the shock and near rage that intense types might encounter when things don’t go their way. Immediately sensing the first break in efficiency, intense perfectionists break, too. Sometimes they’ll direct their anger outwardly, but most often, they turn it inward—the woman in seat 11A whose blood pressure rises with the plane, sitting stiffly in a quiet hell, only able to see everything that’s not going the way she wants it to go.

A quality that often works to their advantage professionally and to their detriment personally, intense perfectionists don’t care about being liked.
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