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I Search Paper: Perfectionism  
Time trickled by as I sat in the library, frantically slaving away in the last minutes before I had to turn in a history brochure advertising ancient Egypt. I scanned the tabletop covered in bits of colored paper, seeking the perfect shade to glue on to the back of a caption for a picture of the Great Pyramid. My eyes landed on a dark, olive green sheet of washi paper peeking out from underneath the indigo blue. Perfect! It’ll create a nice contrast with the gold strip above it. Grabbing the scissors I cut out a rectangle, quickly glancing at the clock which nonchalantly announced the remainder of 20 minutes before the deadline. I had been working all Sunday and Monday on this brochure, and today, Tuesday, I had been toiling away during my free and through lunch. 

No! My eyes widened in dismay as I noticed the presence of a dark olive sheet acting as a border for a diagram directly to the left of where I planned to place the picture of the Great Pyramid. Two borders of the same color simply can’t be right next to each other. I tossed the olive green rectangle aside and began the search for an alternate shade through process of elimination. So I can’t use the indigo blue because I’ve already used it twice, not the yellow because that’s to similar to the gold strip above it, not teal because that’ll clash with the dark orange pen I used for the words in the caption…My mind swirled hopelessly with objections to every alternate shade I was coming up with.  
Coral pink! That’s perfect! It’ll match the mood of the pyramid drawing and complement the gold strip even better than the olive gre- Not letting myself finish, I snatched the coral pink paper and cut out a background rectangle, triumphantly gluing down the caption with a satisfied pat. Eyeing the clock, I realized that I now had 15 minutes left, implying that my little color dilemma had taken 5 whole minutes away from the precious remaining time. 

“Elicia!” a voice shrieked from above. I peered up to see three of my friends surrounding my chair, skeptically eyeing the colored paper strewn all over the table top. I grimaced, knowing all too well what I was in for. 

“Ohmygod. I don’t even want to look. Can I see?” one of them gushed. She seized the unfinished brochure before I could reply and the three of them huddled around to scrutinize the product of my endless hours of effort. I groaned inwardly, bracing myself for the typical bombardment of exclamations. 

“Oh, MY god. Elicia. What is WRONG with you?”


“Will you just look at this? There’s like, ten layers of colored paper for each little caption!”

“Wait, why do you have to be so perfect? No, I’m serious. Just stop!”  


I smiled meekly, knowing it would be useless to try and protest. 

“Did you cut out each individual letter for the title?” 


I nodded tentatively. 


“How long did it take you to do like, just the cover?” 


“Most of Sunday,” I mumbled quietly, “but I was procrasti-”


“Most of Sunday?” My feeble attempt to defend myself was overrun by a new wave of exasperation in my friends. “Elicia, that’s practically how long it took me to finish my entire brochure!” 

I sighed in envy. I wanted nothing more than to be able to say those words as well. 


Why does it seem like I’m the only one who ever has this problem—of  obsessing over every detail of a project, resulting in me being unable to finish by the deadline? Is there something wrong with the way I approached this particular assignment? Why do I take so long to do things? 




“You are such a perfectionist.” “Why are you so perfect?” “You perfectionist!” 

These are phrases I have heard countless times regarding projects I have done, homework assignments, or just as reactions to some of my habits. Even people who don’t know me have gone ahead and labeled me as a perfectionist based on what they hear. Math homework takes me longer than it takes anyone else, because it has to be neat in my notebook. (I have even erased and rewritten things because they didn’t look good.) Creative writing assignments (mostly for English) result in me sitting at the computer for hours, procrastinating half the time. My books and folders go in organized positions in my backpack- my daily planner is also known for its colorfulness and organization. My projects turn out to be slightly more embellished than the average students’. I am the kind of person who will spend hours on decorating a project in which “artistic presentation” is worth about 5 points out of 60. To me, it doesn’t matter how many points are at stake or what grade I end up getting. I simply have to do the best I possibly can and feel satisfied with it, no matter how long it takes. This attitude has positive effects and negative effects. I always end up feeling proud of my hard work, but in order to be able to complete the work of my level, I often end up having to timidly approach the teacher and ask for an extension. Once they see my work, they always tend to forget about the missed deadline and give me the grade they believe I deserve. Because I get away with it, my friends often express surprise and slight exasperation. 


I’m always envious of people who can knock off assignments and projects efficiently. I want to be able to stop at “good enough”- but the thing is, I know that I wouldn’t feel satisfied looking back on my work if I always stopped at “good enough”. So one of my questions formed- should I even try to overcome perfectionism? It seems as if my perfectionism always leads to the completion of an extremely well-done project, despite the extended amount of time taken on it. People know me for this, and for the most part, the image the have of me is positive rather than negative. I simply enjoy striving and working hard to produce work I can take pride in. But maybe it would be a healthier choice to try and overcome this perfectionism, for the good of my future. 

Ever since very recently, I never actually classified my perfectionist habits as perfectionism; a lot of the time, I would deny that I was a perfectionist at all and waved off any such comments. To tell the truth, I didn’t even know that perfectionism existed- I simply thought of it as some parts of my personality that seemed faultless to others. When I stumbled across a website that happened to have an article on this topic, I read over what the author had to say about a condition called “perfectionism”, my eyes slowly getting wider and wider as I realized how much I could relate to what this woman was saying. Energized by my discovery, I typed in “perfectionism” in on Google- countless websites were returned, all specializing on this topic. Before even reading any of these sites, I was able to assume that I’m in fact not alone in this world- that quite a few people must suffer from perfectionism as well. I also assumed that there must be people out there who have overcome it, and I am curious to see how they did so.  From here I formed another question- is there a way to overcome perfectionism? 

Also, are there different types of perfectionism and if so, how do they differ from each other? Are some forms more fatal than others? Does my procrastination actually have something to do with perfectionism?

Although I assumed that it would be difficult to find anything on the topic of perfectionism, using the help of the library website I experimented with entering “perfectionism adolescents site;org” and “perfectionism adolescents site;edu”; this narrowed the sites down to specific organizations(org) and university websites(edu). 

Because this topic is one relating to mental health and psychology, I found that many of the sites I came across were run by notably experienced professionals, having Ph. D’s in various fields. There were also a couple of personal sites offering personal accounts of overcoming perfectionism, allowing me to take in information through the informative voice as well as personal experiences. 

Interestingly, there were more perspectives on perfectionism than I was aware of. Some sites emphasized perfectionism as a gift, while others stressed the negative effects of it. I made sure not to use sites which failed to recognize both the pros and cons—for example, the University at Buffalo Counseling Service website offered an article called “Preventing Perfectionism” which stated that perfectionism will “always damage your self esteem”, and went on without mentioning any benefits. The sources I chose to use showed both the positive and negative sides of perfectionism. For example, in the book “Never Good Enough”, when talking about perfectionism in the work setting, the point was made that because perfectionists are highly motivated individuals who are conscientious and organized with their work, they can be very valuable in jobs in which details count. This sort of argument would be followed up by an opposing perspective; perfectionism can also interfere with work, for example by lowering self confidence and keeping the perfectionist from sharing creative ideas, ideas which could have led to success of the company (Ramirez Basco 40).

Luckily, my researching process was relatively problem free. Both of my emailing interviews went extremely well- one of my sources replied the day after I emailed, and the other replied within two days. Later on, I experienced the problem of having too much information to deal with- so many sites and books were offering so many topics of discussion for my paper! I suppose this is better than not having enough information, but at times I felt overwhelmed with all the excellent sources, not knowing which facts and stories to use. I found almost everything extremely interesting and felt the need to include so much in my paper, and faced the risk of boring the reader with too much material. I tried my hardest to select the most intriguing and useful pieces of information to include. Also, for this project I surprisingly didn’t face any problems regarding procrastination. This would probably be because I am just really passionate about this topic- perhaps because it relates to me so much. 
What I learned over this long process of research is that you should definitely find and comb through all of the available sources as soon as possible before you start choosing the information to use. I would get excited after finding one site which seemed thorough and packed with information, and would pore over the information on that site. After taking all the usable information from that site or book, I would move on and find another site. Often, the next site I found would be going over the same type of information, but in easier language or better writing. This would make me regret not finding that site first. My advice to future I-Searchers would be to get a firm picture of what type of information is out there.   
One of the first things I discovered was that perfectionists can be lumped into two categories based on how strict their standards are- normal perfectionists and neurotic perfectionists (BBC Science & Mind- The Mind). Normal perfectionists set high standards for themselves but drop them if the situation requires it; they are often high achievers in life. In contrast, neurotic perfectionists never feel they’ve done their job well enough, are self critical and very intolerant of their mistakes. Neurotic perfectionists criticize themselves excessively, and this behavior leads to psychological and physical disorders including depression, alcoholism, social phobia, coronary heart disease, obsessive-compulsive disorder, obsessive-compulsive personality disorder, suicide, anorexia nervosa, and writer’s block. When I read this list I began to worry. Luckily, the only “disorder” I have suffered from in this list is writer’s block. I readily categorized myself as a normal perfectionist. 

Questioning whether I should even try to overcome perfectionism, I emailed psychologist James J. Messina. According to Dr. Messina, it would be wise for me to try and overcome perfectionism because as I grow older, there won’t always be instructors or bosses who would be willing to extend deadlines for “perfect” projects. This was interesting because I always thought that once I got out of the school routine, there would no longer be due dates for things, so I would be able to work more comfortably. Although it really depends on what I end up doing as an adult, I see how Dr. Messina is right about this. Arlene F. Harder  wrote a similar statement in her email, and mentioned how if a meeting is to be held at 3:00 and your boss needs your report finished by then, no one can afford to give you extra time to make it perfect. Clearly, my perfectionism will most likely prove to be more of an issue in the future (assuming that I will at one point have a job in which I work for a boss and have deadlines.)

As many people seem to have already done this, there definitely is a way to overcome perfectionism. Rather than a specific way, I found that it is more like a process of slightly altering my mindset and values. One counseling center offered a list of 8 ways to overcome perfectionism, while another organization offered a list of 21. I filtered through and found the suggestions that I realized could really help me conquer the specific nature of my perfectionism.  


“Learn to enjoy success without the need to second guess your ability to sustain the achievement” (Messina). This tip blatantly confronted me- I am always one to doubt whether I will be able to sustain an achievement. After successfully finishing a huge creative writing assignment, for example, I hear myself thinking- I was just lucky that I was able to think of a good idea this time. I bet it won’t happen again. I especially need to work on this. I also got advice from psychotherapist Arlene F. Harder. She specified that I should identify what needs to be done most importantly, and only after this has been completed should I embellish the project in any way. This way, at least I will have done the essentials and anything extra that I have time to do would just be “frosting on the cake”, as Mrs. Harder put it.  

Several sources I came across mentioned a cause in perfectionism being related to home environment and parental influence. A child could be growing up in a household where their parents give them love on condition that the child lives up to their standards These children tend to struggle to be perfect to avoid being rejected by their parents (Seeking Perfection: Nobody’s Perfect). I can clearly understand how this could be a reason of perfectionism. But fortunately, this is not one of the reasons which apply to me. My parents have never set high expectations or applied pressure in any way, but rather were supportive with whatever I did.   

TV, magazines, and the movies repeatedly impress upon us that it’s possible to have perfect houses and jobs, perfect complexions and bodies. The underlying message remains to be said that being average is not okay. This type of societal pressure can also be linked to perfectionism- one of the most immediate examples being anorexia nervosa or bulimia, conditions in which no matter how thin the individual becomes, they never see themselves as “good enough”. We’ve also all heard of the “perfect romance”, the “perfect marriage” and the “perfect family”. Women especially suffer from this- they are expected to run the perfect household, and somehow manage to excel in the workplace as well (Adderholdt-Elliot 65). The truth is, we all know that this is not how things really work. But we want things to be that way, so we convince ourselves that we can make them that way if we try hard enough. 

In relationships, perfectionists can have high expectations in others, often expressing confidence in the other. Also, perfectionists are highly sensitive, reducing the chance of them jumping into relationships that could result in them being hurt or rejected. On the other hand, perfectionists could be excessively picky with others’ flaws, hold unattainably high expectations, resulting in tension and conflict (Ramirez Basco 38-47).

Perfectionists tend to experience a large amount of self satisfaction when they accomplish a task at their standards (perfectly) even if no one praises their efforts. Also, having less confidence means that you are more careful with your work, which could lead to greater success. But, perhaps the biggest problem perfectionists face is the internal turmoil about making the right decision or worrying about the outcome of their words and actions. They can end up feeling guilty if they fail to reach a goal which was unreachable to begin with, and feel pessimistic and depressed as a result (Ramirez Basco 47-59).

Despite what I thought, it turned out that my endless procrastination is directly related to my perfectionism. There is a myth which says that “perfectionists get things done and do things right”; the reality being that “perfectionists often have problems with procrastination, missed deadlines, and low productivity” (Perfectionism: Myths and Realities). This is precisely the case for me. Perfectionists fall into believing that if they don’t start a project, there is no chance of failure. They can also get overwhelmed by the large scale of the project or how much is at stake. One tip in Miriam Adderholdt-Elliot’s book “Perfectionism: What’s Bad About Being Too Good?” suggested breaking down big and intimidating projects into smaller, more doable ones. Another piece of advice was to make a conscious effort to realize that my paper or project can’t be perfect. I will definitely try and use these strategies in order to decrease my procrastination. 
In the same book, I also stumbled across a paragraph that summarized a feeling that I had been having for so long (once again, I hadn’t known it was related to perfectionism). This paragraph proclaimed that regardless of what I may have heard, I don’t have to be happy, cheerful, and smiling all the time. Many girls have grown up believing that this is how they should behave at all times, but this is not true. I was flooded with relief and emancipation as I read this- just recently, I had been pining over this exact issue, of whether or not I have the right to be subdued sometimes. The moment I fail to maintain a perky, cheerful ambiance, worried glances begin being cast in my direction. 

“What’s wrong?” “Are you mad at me?” “Is everything okay?” 

 Sometimes, I don’t allow this to bother me, and I force myself to feel touched by their concern. And yet on other days, I just want to yell- NO! This has nothing to do with you. There is nothing wrong. There was nothing wrong until you asked. Aren’t I allowed to have my bad days too? The fact that anyone would think something is wrong if I’m not smiling always makes me feel a bit frustrated. As a result, I end up expressing exasperation when they ask- making it appear as if something actually is wrong. This whole cycle just makes me feel exhausted, so I usually resolve to make sure I don’t look distressed or troubled. 

And yet, according to the book, I’m entitled to be as grumpy, gloomy, or grouchy as I want as long as that’s how I’m really feeling. “People may be surprised by the new you, but don’t let that stop you. They’ll get used to it; give them time” (Adderholdt-Elliot 67). So I thought perhaps this is true- maybe I should try and be myself at all times without worrying what people will think. I came to realize that I shouldn’t have to act in any certain way just to live up to what others expect. I would have never guessed that my passiveness in this matter was related to perfectionism. 
“The battle to keep up appearances unnecessarily, the mask—whatever name you give creeping perfectionism—robs us of our energies.” – Robin Worthington 

Writing this paper on perfectionism was an enormous eye-opener. Considering I approached this project not knowing that I suffered from perfectionism, let alone the fact I didn’t even know such a thing existed, it was the most meaningful assignment I have done in quite a while. I was able to gain new knowledge about a certain group of people in this world who I’d previously been unaware of, marveling at and sometimes relating to the stories of their deplorable struggles. Reading particular cases made me feel extremely grateful for not being as bogged down with perfectionism as much as they were. More importantly, I became aware of the explanations for many of my habits and mindsets; my understanding of myself was deepened significantly.  
Will I change drastically, completely abandoning my perfectionistic eminence and be satisfied with “good enough” for everything I do? No, probably not. The expectations built onto my reputation are simply too deeply engraved in stone; at this point, that is simply the way things work. It would be impossible for me to change over night and suddenly stop caring about all the little things in life- the things I seem to be the only one ever caring about. But one thing is for sure- I will never let perfectionism interfere with me living life to its fullest. As Arlene F. Harder pointed out in her email, if I spend too much energy on being perfect I will have less time for spending with people I care about, and it is our connection with others that is far, far more important than getting an A+ on a paper or test. Furthermore, as I read a commencement speech made by Anna Quindlen addressing perfectionism, I became aware that the way I go about living lies entirely in my hands. I can choose to be perfect and tread in the footsteps of what successful others have done before me, but the truth is, nothing beautiful, interesting or great ever came out of imitations. What’s more difficult is to desert the mask of “creeping perfectionism”, set aside what my friends expect, what the academics demand- along with the societal messages dictating how one should behave. 

One day I will be able to look at the choices I am making, and when I ask myself why I’m making them, I’ll be able to answer- for me, just for me. I will have broken free of any false motivations such as grades or peer response, channeling any remaining perfectionism into things I am truly passionate about. Clearly, this day is yet to come. And who knows- maybe I’ll never be wholly and utterly free from these chains of perfection. But my approach to life has been altered for the better; let’s just hope I don’t exhaust myself trying to be perfect at not being perfect.  
