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OU COULD SAY THAT PER-
fectionismisacrime against humanity, Adaptability is the char-
acteristic that enables the species tosurvive—and if there’s one
thing perfectionism does, it rigidifies behavior. It constricts peo-
ple just when the fast-moving world requires more flexibility
and comfort with ambj guity than ever. Tt turns people into suc-
cess slaves,

Perfectionists, experts now know, are made and notborn,
commonly atan early age. Theyalso know thar perfectionism is
increasing One reason: Pressure on children to achieve is ram-
pant, because parents now seek much of their status from the
performance of their kids. And, by itself, pressure to achieve is
perceived by kids as eriticism for mistakes; criticism turnsoutto

trol, and parental control of offspring is greater than everinthe
new economy and global marketplace, realities that are deeply
unsettling to today's adulrs.

“'Idnn'tundfrstandit,"ombmuﬂderedsmdentmldmspcak-
ing for the five others seated around the table during lunch at 2
Smﬂlresidentia]m]]eg‘ein the Northeast. “My parents were per-
fectly happy to get Bs and Cs when they were in college. But they
expectme toget As.” The others nodded inagreement. Today’s
hothouse parents are nat only overinvolved in their children's
lives, they dema nd perfection from them inschool,

And ifever there was a blueprint for breeding psychological
distress, that’s it Perfectionism seeps into the psyche and cre-
atesapervasivepermnalityst}'le_ Itkeeps people from engaging
inchalicngingaxpeﬁences; theydon 'tgg:ttodjscuverwhatﬂwy
truijr]iiceorrocreaterhefromlidmﬁﬁea Perfectonism reduces
Playfulness and the assimilation of knowledge; ifyou re always
focused on your own performance and on defending yourself,
Youcan'tfocus on learningatask, Here's the cosmicthigh-slap-

reduces creativity and innwaﬁon—exact]y what'snot adaptive
in the global marketplace.

Yet, it does more, Ttisa steady source of negative emotions;
ratherthan reachingmwa.rdsaomet]m:gpusitfve. those initsgrip
are focused on the very thing they
most want to avoid—negative eval-
uation. Perfectionism, then, is an
cnd!exerportcarri; it keeps people
cnmplcte}yself—absurbﬂi, engaged
in perpetual Self-evajuariow—map-
ing relentless frustration and
doomed to anxiety and depression,
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Nooneknows this better than psychologist Randy O. Frost, a
professorat Smith College Hisresearchover the past two decades
has helped define the dimensions of perfectionism. This, he’s
found, is what perfectionism sounds like:

“Tfsnmeancdomamskarworkorschuo!bctterrhmme,thm
Ifeel like I failed the whole task

“Other people seem to accept lower standards from them-
selvesthan I do”

“My parents want me to be the bestateverything”

“As achild, I was punished fnrdoingthmgsimperfectl:.r."

“Itend togetbehind inmy wnrkbecauseIrepcatﬂajngsmrer
and gver”

“Neatness isvery important to me™

Each statement captures a facet of perfectionism:

Concern over mistakes: Perfectionists tend to interpret mis-
takes as equivalent to failure and to believe they will lose the
respectof others following failure.

High personal standards: Perfectionists don't just setvery
high standards but place excessive importance on those stan-
dards for self-evaluation,

Parental expectations: Perfectionists tend tobelieve their par-
ents set very high goals for them,

Parental criticism: Perfectionists perceive that their par-
ents are (or were) overly critical,

Doubtingactions: Perfectionists doubttheir ability to accom-
plish tasks.

Organization: Perfectionises tend to emphasize order.

By itself, having high standards {or being orderly) does not
impale a person on perfectionism; it is necessary, but not suffi-
cient. “Most people who are successful setvery high standards
for themselves,” observes Frost. “Theytend to be happy” What
t“u.msiifcinroﬂ'lepunjshingpursuit of perfection is the extent

" towhich people are worried about mistakes,

Concernwith mismkesanddoubtsabnutafﬁonsareabmlute
prerequisites for perfectionism, Perfectionists fear that a mis-
take will lead others to think badly of them; the performance
aspect is intrinsic to their view of themselves. They are haunt-
ed by uncertainty whcneverﬂzeycmnpleq:eatask,whichma.kes
them re]uctamtoconsidersumeﬂ;:’ngﬁnjahcd_ “Peoplemay not
nec&ss:rijybelievetheymadcamimke,” explains Frost, “they're
Jjustnot quite sure; they r:loubtthcquality oftheiractions.” Intol-
erance for uncertainty characterizes obsessive compulsive dis-
order and generalized anxiety disorder, too,

Butit'sonly paralyzing in the presence of parental criticism
and exactingexpectations, It'sone thing to strive for perfection,
another to demand it “Overly demandingandcriticalparents
putalotofpressure on kids toachieve” says Frost. “Ourstudies
show that s associated with perfectionism ™ Ie’s transmitted in
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