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Terrace Metrics



◦ Understanding the world of the perfectionist

◦ Appreciation of how perfectionism may not 
be “all bad”

◦ Helpful ideas if you suspect (or know) that 
your child is perfectionistic



• too many words

• we will not read every word (some 

highlighted)

-OK to ignore much of text and read 

later 

(or never!)

Some slides are “busy” 

Prepare for an Impefrect

Presentation



…often we feel that nothing 
we do is quite good 
enough…we equate [minor] 
mistakes with deep personal 
failure… 

…bombarded with demands 
to do better…many feel 
enormous internal pressure to 
perform and succeed….

overwhelming and 
incapacitating…can play a role 
in problems such as anger, 
depression, social anxiety, 
dieting, and body image...

~Blythe Camenson



“Perfectionism may 
seem like a worthy 
goal, but it's actually 
a burden. When you 
believe you must be 
perfect, you live in 
constant fear of 
making mistakes… 
Nothing they do is 
ever good 
enough…self-esteem 
is low…understand 
how perfectionism 
hurts them and how 
to free themselves…”



“Perfectionism is 
about believing that 
if we can just do 
something perfectly, 
other people will love 
and accept us-and if 
we can't, we'll never 
be good enough.
…Perfectionism is 
painful and 
debilitating-a no-win 
situation.”





“…Prince is a…phenomenal 
performer…a perfectionist. 
He wanted to put on the best 
performance that he could…cared so 
much about what the audience saw and 
heard.”
~Lee Zeidman, 
President of the Staples Center



Glenn Frey (Eagles) 

People describe his “obsessive 
perfectionism.” As Frey said, 
“perfection is no accident.”

“Glenn…took three days in the 
studio on the word ‘city’ at the 
beginning of Lyin’ Eyes…took a 
long time to get that word-perfect 
– maybe to an extreme.”

~Don Felder







…[Martha’s daughter] Alexis: 
“If I didn't do something perfectly, I had to do 
it again
…I grew up with a glue gun pointed at my head.” 

“Martha does everything better. You can’t win!”



Less Famous Examples

• Rohan Vakharia

• computer science major, Carnegie Mellon

• brilliant…exceptional

• enormously driven

…humble about his successes

• supplemental instructor in computer 

science in his sophomore year (rare)

• “He was exactly where he was supposed 

to be.”

Suicide 
– Age 19



Remember? (another less famous example)

• Dr. Jonathan Drummond-Webb

• Repaired complicated (small) 
high-risk heart defects 

➢ 830 surgeries in 18 months

➢ 46 surgeries a month

➢ 10½ surgeries a week!

98% 

Success Rate



“Some would say they saved 98 
out of 100…He looked at it and 
said ‘I lost two out of 100.’” 

“saw his own subtle imperfections.”

“…a small voice in the back of his mind that 
said, ‘That's not good enough: I could have 
done better’…

That which helped make him such a gifted 
surgeon was also an incredible
burden… (Suicide – Age 45)became unbearable…”



Are there different types of perfectionists? If so, so 
what?



Two main parts of perfectionism

1.Strivings (Standards)

2.Concerns (Self-Criticism)

Two main types of perfectionists

1.Adaptive (healthy)

2.Maladaptive (unhealthy)

Stress Management is Important, 

witFactors



 The Bind for Maladaptive Perfectionists
◦ high standards must be achieved by persistent 

personal efforts

◦ yet those efforts are perceived as not likely to 
result in attaining standards

◦ the perfectionist is responsible for perceived 
inadequate efforts.

 Poor coping + problems getting and using 
help + deep-seated inferiority

 Hard to change despite chronic stress



 Perfectionism is not all bad

High expectations of personal performance 
is universal

But

The gap between personal standards and 
reaching those standards is the key



Genetics (nature)
◦ Temperament

 Socially prescribed (nurture)
◦ Family (parental expectations, criticism)

◦ Teachers, coaches, 
music/dance instructors…

◦ Society, community, advertisers







Number of Schools
Number of 
Participants % Female % Race

Middle 11 6249 49.5

High 11 7857 48.5

Total 22 14,106

Caucasian 76

African-American 5

Hispanic-American 5

Asian-American 2

"other" 5

Not Reported 7



Risk
• Distress (anxiety and depression)
• Peer Victimization

Resiliency
Hope
Well-being

• Life Satisfaction
• Leadership
• “grit”

Engagement
• Social Connections
• Positive School Experiences
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 Adaptive and Maladaptive perfectionists have 
significantly higher GPA than non-perfectionists

 Adaptive perfectionists endorsed as more 
“likeable” than maladaptive perfectionists

 Adaptive perfectionists more optimistic about 
their future than maladaptive perfectionists



Yes, but…remember 
different perfectionism factors 
(Strivings, Concerns)

Different groups of perfectionists 
(adaptive/healthy, maladaptive/unhealthy), 
and non-perfectionists

 and different kinds of stress and distress







Brain stem
(alertness)

Frontal
Lobe
(“the boss”)

Threat 

Amygdala

Well-modulated response
to stress

Amygdala
(emotional processing)

Resick and Rasmusson, 2010
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Can disrupt neural circuitry
◦ lower threshold for handling stress, thereby becoming overly reactive 

to adverse experiences

◦ High level of stress hormones (e.g. cortisol), which can suppress the 
immune system

◦ Sustained high levels of cortisol can damage areas of the brain 
responsible for learning and memory. 

 Can Disrupt Social System
◦ levels of distress, hopelessness, and depression

◦ 1 in 5 parents report toxic levels of stress themselves

◦ Contributes to child stress



maladaptive perfectionism = high stress
responses (failure is a threat)
◦ Might benefit from 

stress reduction
less self-criticism

 adaptive perfectionism = lower stress
◦ high performance standards or expectations might only “generate” 

stress when combined with self-criticism

Do not treat all perfectionists the same



Very high standards = core 
perfectionism

High standards are not necessarily “bad”

◦Adaptive  maladaptive perfectionists

◦But standards can be problematic…



 Be aware of verbal and non-verbal signals of 
perceived failure

Assign projects that are not graded but 
encourage mastery

 Share stories of learning from mistakes/failure

Use Socratic questioning to challenge self-
defeating thoughts



What makes you stressed?

Does how you feel about yourself depend on 
achievement (does self = achievement)?

What are your performance expectations? 

◦Are you able to achieve/reach your standards? 

◦Could anyone? 

From Egan et al., 

with revisions



Can you think of a recent time you failed to meet 
a standard or expectation?

How did you react? 

How self-critical?

How upset are others when you do not reach 
standards or meet their expectations?

do others criticize you?

From Egan et al., 

with revisions



Are you 
-more motivated to learn from mistakes, or 

-more motivated to avoid failure?

Do your standards help you achieve goals?
◦ or do they interfere (e.g., strong disappointment, anger, 
shame when standards are not met..)?



Write the number that best describes your agreement after 
each statement.

Strongly                                 Slightly                              Slightly Strongly 

Disagree           Disagree Disagree Neutral         Agree           Agree Agree

1                        2                   3                   4                 5                   6             7

1. I have expectations for myself

2. Doing my best never seems good enough

3. I set very high standards for myself

4. I often feel disappointment after completing a task because I know 
I could have done better

5. I have a strong need to strive for excellence

6. My performance rarely measures up to my standards

7. I expect the best from myself

8. I am hardly ever satisfied with my performance



 Standards = Add items 1, 3, 5, 7

 Discrepancy = Add items 2, 4, 6, 8

{Be careful with interpretation}

 If Standards > 24 ➔Perfectionist? 

AND

 If Discrepancy > 14➔“Maladaptive” 

OR

 Discrepancy < 14 ➔“Adaptive” 



 If Standards  < 24?

➔Nonperfectionist



“Have no fear of perfection. You’ll never 
reach it.”

~Salvador Dali


