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T H E  P U R S U I T  O F  E X C E L L E N C E

Healthy or Unhealthy Perfectionism?

In the research literature in the last

twenty years there has been a debate about whether all perfectionism

is harmful and destructive or whether some forms of it can be helpful

and constructive. Some claim that there is a normal, healthy, adaptive

form of perfectionism—the pursuit of high standards and excel-

lence—that can be distinguished from neurotic, unhealthy, maladap-

tive perfectionism. Others claim that attaining perfection is impossi-

ble and therefore attempting to reach it is obviously unhealthy. We

will look first at the former view.

A SPECTRUM OF PERFECTIONISM

Two leading researchers in this field, Gordon Flett and Paul Hewitt, de-

fine perfectionism as “the striving for flawlessness.” They write, “Ex-

treme perfectionists are people who want to be perfect in all aspects of

their lives.”1 In the simplest terms it is the tendency to set extremely

high standards, and the use of the word tendency implies a spectrum
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where there are degrees of perfectionism. The important issue becomes

how strong the tendency is, how intensely one strives to reach those

standards and how one responds to not meeting them. The size of the

discrepancy between what is possible and what is pursued is a critical

factor that may make the difference between health and sickness—so

also is the intensity with which one attempts to overcome the discrep-

ancy. As the research literature below will repeatedly show, high levels

of perfectionism are associated with vulnerability to problems in life,

proving that there is a bad side to “being too good.”2 

If we hold this spectrum (also called “multidimensional”) view,

then neurotic perfectionism is at one end, nonperfectionism is at the

other end and somewhere in between is normal, healthy perfection-

ism, which is characterized by high standards, high levels of organi-

zation and striving for excellence. 

Normal, healthy perfectionism. Normal, healthy perfectionists

are usually full of energy and enthusiasm, have a positive self-image

and rarely procrastinate over decisions. They are realistic about their

own strengths and weaknesses. They are driven more by a (positive)

motivation to achieve than by a (negative) fear of failure. Don Hama-

chek, a psychologist, writes: 

Normal perfectionists . . . are those who derive a very real sense

of pleasure from the labors of a painstaking effort and who feel

free to be less precise as the situation permits. . . . Normal per-

fectionists tend to enhance their self-esteem, rejoice in their

skills, and appreciate a job well-done.3

Neurotic,
Unhealthy
Perfectionism

Normal,
Healthy
Perfectionism

Non-
perfectionism
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Paul is an example of healthy perfectionism. He is a fine surgeon,

much respected for his meticulous work in repairing blocked or torn

arteries. It is very important that he (and his surgical team) delight in

precision. His patients’ lives depend on it. A gifted man, he runs a

very productive research lab and, in his spare time, plays the violin.

He also gives as much time as he can to his family. Somehow he does

not need to impose the same meticulous standards on his wife and

children that he uses while operating. When he sometimes makes

mistakes, he does not endlessly ruminate about how he should have

done better. 

Many great works of art, music, literature, theology and science

have come from such perfectionists. Psychologist Linda Silverman

sees perfectionism as a two-edged sword with the potential to pro-

pel someone either to unparalleled greatness or into the depths of

despair. She writes, “It can best be thought of as an energy that

needs to be channeled in positive directions rather than as a malady

to be cured.”4

Neurotic, unhealthy perfectionism. In contrast, neurotic, un-

healthy perfectionists set unrealistically high standards. Their sense

of self-worth depends entirely on their performance and production

according to the goals they set for themselves. Continuous self-criti-

cism, in the form of concern over mistakes and doubts that one is do-

ing the right thing, is a distinguishing mark of unhealthy perfection-

ism.5 Hamachek writes again: 

Neurotic perfectionists are the sort of people whose efforts—

even their best ones—never seem quite good enough, at least in

their own eyes. It always seems to these people that they

could—and should—do better. Of course, what this does is to

rob them of the satisfaction that might ordinarily accompany a
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superior achievement or at least a well-done job . . . because in

their own eyes they never seem to do things good enough to

warrant that feeling.6

For the unhealthy perfectionist, who notices failures more than

successes, one flaw obliterates any satisfaction in their achievement.

They doubt whether they have done well enough on even the small-

est task and judge not just what they do but how they do it. They

are often overconcerned about organization, precision and order.

They may be fussy and exacting with an emphasis on neatness.

“There is a place for everything, and everything must be in its

place.”7 They think in all-or-nothing, black-or-white categories.

Neurotic perfectionists desire to excel at any cost and are often over-

controlling in relationships. Healthy perfectionists are motivated by

a desire to achieve something good whereas unhealthy perfectionists

are motivated by fear of negative consequences—failure, rejection or

punishment. 

Nonperfectionists. At the opposite end of the spectrum from neu-

rotic perfectionists are what we may call nonperfectionists, best de-

fined as those who have little or no shame or guilt about failing to

reach high standards or be organized. They are relaxed, easygoing

and fun to be around, though perhaps sometimes so laid-back that

they are perceived as being disorganized, unreliable and even lazy.

Nonperfectionists are very accepting, making few demands on them-

selves or others—a personality type that can obviously have positive

and negative aspects.

The website Despair.com advertises posters that are a good match

for nonperfectionists. They sarcastically play off the posters hanging

in many corporate offices. One, with the mock-motivational subject

Ineptitude, shows a skier about to have a terrible fall, and the caption
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reads, “If you can’t learn to do something well, learn to enjoy doing

it poorly.” Another, under the heading Mediocrity, shows the leaning

tower of Pisa, and the caption says, “It takes a lot less time and most

people won’t notice the difference until it’s too late.”  

THE NONSPECTRUM VIEW 
The nonspectrum (“unidimensional”) view holds that all perfection-

ism is neurotic and unhealthy and that what I have called “normal”

perfectionism should not be labeled perfectionism at all. The quali-

ties of neurotic, unhealthy perfectionism in this view would fall un-

der the label of perfectionism, but the qualities of the normal perfec-

tionist, as described above, would not be called perfectionism at all

but would be called conscientiousness, perseverance, an achieve-

ment-oriented work style.8 From this perspective, it is unhelpful and

confusing to talk about healthy perfectionism. 

Tom Greenspon, author of a helpful book, Freeing Our Families

from Perfectionism, believes that “healthy perfectionism” is an oxymo-

ron. He writes, “Pursuing excellence, including pushing yourself to

do better, constantly improving, setting your goals high, are all fine

and are all completely different from perfectionism.”9

If we agree that all perfectionism is bad, what other words describe

what I have called healthy perfectionism? Research has shown that

there are five main aspects of personality (“the big five”) that seem to

remain fairly stable throughout life: neuroticism, extraversion, open-

ness, agreeableness and conscientiousness.10 The description of con-

scientiousness seems to parallel our discussion of perfectionism. Peo-

ple who score high on the conscientiousness scale are “competent,

orderly, self-disciplined, motivated and careful” in what they do. Peo-

ple who have a low score on this factor are described as “aimless, un-

reliable, lazy, careless, negligent, weak-willed and hedonistic.” This
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scale contrasts “dependable, fastidious people with those who are

lackadaisical and sloppy.”11 High scorers “may become workaholics,

low scorers lack ambition.”12 Of course, many people lie somewhere

between these extremes. Some say that adaptive, healthy or normal

perfectionism should just be called “conscientiousness.”13 Some re-

sort to the phrase “persons of excellence.” David Stoop, in pursuing

this nonspectrum view has a very helpful chart showing the contrast

between perfectionism and persons of excellence.14 I have added the

spectrum view categories in italics.

Perfectionist Person of Excellence

Unhealthy Perfectionism Healthy Perfectionism

Idealistic Realistic

Strives for the impossible Strives for the doable

Fears failure Anticipates success

Product-minded Process-minded

Has to be the best Wants to do their best

Views life as a threat Views life as a challenge

Hates criticism Welcomes criticism

Dwells on mistakes Learns from mistakes

Values self by what they do Values self for who they are  

A WIDER DEBATE

The nonspectrum view pushes toward an all-or-nothing definition of

perfectionism in an attempt to avoid ambiguity and uncertainty. Al-

though I have some sympathy for this perspective, I lean more toward

what I see as the more practical and commonsense view. Therefore, I will

use the spectrum view in the rest of the book, as this seems to be the way

language is used in most of the research and in common speech. Most

dictionaries acknowledge that, for centuries, the word perfect has been

modified by such qualifications as more, most, rather, almost and nearly,
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suggesting degrees of perfection.* I refer to the pursuit of excellence and

high standards, to a reasonable degree, as healthy perfectionism, while

recognizing a minefield of problems awaiting those who pursue flawless

perfection with too much intensity—unhealthy perfectionism.

ACADEMICALLY GIFTED CHILDREN

The difference between healthy and unhealthy perfectionism is illus-

trated in a fascinating study of sixth grade children. Wayne Parker and

Carol Mills studied 820 academically gifted sixth graders (ages 11-12)

and found that approximately 33

percent were “nonperfectionist,”

42 percent were “healthy perfec-

tionists,” and 25 percent were

“dysfunctional perfectionists.”15

They described the nonperfec-

tionist group as having low personal standards, low perceived parental

expectations, low organization and low total perfectionism scores.† 

The healthy perfectionist group had moderately high personal

standards, little concern over mistakes, low levels of perceived paren-

tal criticism, few doubts about their actions and the highest amount

*The Random House Dictionary states: “A few usage guides still object to the use of comparison
words such as more, most, nearly, almost and rather with PERFECT on the grounds that PER-
FECT describes an absolute, yes-or-no condition that cannot logically be said to exist in vary-
ing degrees. The English language has never agreed to this limitation. Since its earliest use in
the 13th century, PERFECT has, like almost all adjectives, been compared, first in the now ob-
solete forms PERFECTER and PERFECTEST, or more recently with more, most, and similar
comparison words: the most perfect arrangement of color and line imaginable. PERFECT is com-
pared in most of its general senses in all varieties of speech and writing. After all, one of the
objectives of the writers of the U.S. Constitution was ‘to form a more perfect union.’ ” 

†These children perceived themselves as being disorganized, unreliable and easily distracted,
with a lack of self-discipline. They were also described as having pronounced narcissistic ten-
dencies—presumably only concerned with doing things the way they wanted them and not
caring at all about other standards—and broad interests (perhaps making it difficult to focus
on one thing for long). 

PERFECTIONISM
25% Dysfunctional perfectionists

42% Healthy perfectionists

33% Nonperfectionists
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of organization. They were the least neurotic, most agreeable and

most conscientious. They were described as organized, dependable,

socially skilled, goal- and achievement-oriented, predictable, well ad-

justed and socially at ease. The strivings of these healthy perfectionists

motivated them, in a positive way, to succeed.

The dysfunctional perfectionists (what I have called unhealthy per-

fectionists) scored in the highest range on the following factors: concern

over mistakes, personal standards, parental expectations, perceived pa-

rental criticism, doubts about actions and, finally, total scores on a per-

fectionism scale. They scored highest on neurosis and lowest on agree-

ableness. They tended to be anxious, socially detached, defensive,

moody, and predisposed to be hostile and overly competitive. They also

suffered more anxiety and depression.16  Parker and Mills comment: 

Clearly, striving for excellence can be unhealthy when the striv-

ing is unrealistically high. But when dealing with the gifted and

talented, it is quite difficult to determine what goals are unreal-

istic. . . . The distinction between very high levels of achievable

expectations and neurotic strivings can be a difficult one to

make with talented individuals.17

There is some debate about whether perfectionism is more com-

mon among gifted students, but the current research suggests that it

is not. I suspect that the distribution of perfectionist tendencies in the

general population is similar to the distribution among this gifted

group of students. Note that an important factor in the unhealthy

perfectionists in this study was the perception of parental expecta-

tions and criticism. We will return to this theme later.

WHEN HEALTHY BECOMES UNHEALTHY

What is called healthy perfectionism may become unhealthy in some

PerfectOurtoDeath.book  Page 32  Friday, February 18, 2005  10:17 AM



T h e  P u r s u i t  o f  E x c e l l e n c e 33

circumstances. I would be delighted to have a window cleaner,

painter, architect or brain surgeon who has very high standards and

does almost perfect work. Such high standards may be achievable in

their work, but to expect the same in relationships with people could

be very destructive. When the architect goes home at night, he

should not expect such meticulous attention to detail and order from

his wife and children. 

Becky was a wonderful high school teacher. Her students greatly re-

spected her, and she helped many of

them to achieve high standards and

entrance to the best colleges   and uni-

versities. But when she had her first

baby—who was, like most newborns,

rather unpredictable and messy, with

no regular sleep rhythm—she felt she

was losing control. She began to see

herself as a failure as a mother, and

she spiraled down into serious de-

pression. The high expectations she

had in one area of life were inappro-

priate for a newborn baby.

Driving or defeated perfection-

ism. I would love to always be able to

keep my desk neat and tidy—a place

for everything and everything in its

place! There are times when I work

hard to keep it that way and other

times when I give up in the face of

piles of unanswered mail, papers to be filed, and other bits and pieces

that seem to accumulate there. Then I think, Why bother to even try?

TWO SIDES OF 
PERFECTIONISM

adaptive, positive, 
healthy, constructive

• high standards

• good self-esteem

• strive for excellence

• realistic about failures

• organized

• energy and enthusiasm

maladaptive, negative, 
unhealthy, destructive

• unrealistically high 
standards

• low self-esteem

• seek to excel at any cost

• generalize failure

• controlling

• exhausted and 
exhausting
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People sometimes say, “Oh, I am not a perfectionist. Look at my

clothes that need ironing, my chaotic room, my poor grades.” But is it

possible to be a defeated perfectionist, inwardly wanting everything so

perfect that anything less is not worth aiming for so that we don’t

bother to try at all or we give up trying?

Some people are active and energetic in their pursuit of excellence.

They push themselves—and sometimes others—hard and are usu-

ally very productive in what they achieve. But they may drive them-

selves too hard, often because their identity and self-worth depend

on succeeding at everything. One failure for such a driven person

might be enough to tip the scales from a healthy pursuit of excellence

to self-destructive perfectionism. Paralysis may ensue with fear of

mistakes, self-doubt, indecision and procrastination to the point of

passivity and utter defeat. Below is a story of a man who seems to

have crossed the line from driving to defeated perfectionism. 

Vince Foster was a gifted lawyer and deputy counsel to the presi-

dent who, at the peak of his career, took his own life. Foster gradu-

ated first in his law school class and scored highest on the Arkansas

bar exam. In his work, he “researched each case extensively . . . and

would go through 20 drafts if he had to. He could be demanding.”18

“According to one professional associate, Foster seemed to have

known only success: ‘I never saw a professional setback. . . . He

seemed to glide through life.’ He was intensely hard working and

fiercely loyal.”19 A few months before his death, Foster delivered the

commencement address at the University of Arkansas Law School.

He emphasized the importance of one’s reputation:

The reputation you develop for intellectual and ethical integrity

will be your greatest asset or your worst enemy. . . . There is no

victory, no advantage, no fee, no favor which is worth even a
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blemish on your reputation for intellect and integrity. . . . Dents

to the reputation in the legal profession are irreparable.20

As the note written shortly before his death indicated, Foster was

deeply upset by the editorials in the Wall Street Journal concerning his

role in the Clinton administration, editorials questioning his integrity

both in Washington and back home in Little Rock in the Rose Law

Firm. He believed that they “had tarnished his reputation.”21 Believ-

ing he was disgraced in Washington and perceived as a failure in Lit-

tle Rock, Foster probably felt he had nowhere to go. This “tower of

strength” took his own life in July 1993.22

Apart from conspiracy theories that float around his death, there is

some evidence that he was suffering from clinical depression for some

weeks before this final, desperate act. Foster’s failure to live up to his

own incredibly high standards of perfection cost him dearly. He swung

from the feeling of being a great success to being a terrible failure. 

Defeated perfectionists often become victims of their own high

standards. They carry in their heads, partially subconscious, a picture

of who they want to be and who they firmly believe they can and

should be: their ideal self. When things are going well, they almost

live up to this fantasy, but as soon as something goes wrong, as soon

as some flaw or failure is noticeable, then their tendency to all-or-

nothing thinking takes hold. They often perceive themselves as com-

plete disasters: despicable, unreliable, incompetent people. Their

ideal self and their perceived self are polar opposites. The inner ten-

sion is unbearable. The truth, which is rarely visible to them, is that

their real self is somewhere in between the two. But it is almost im-

possible, without help, time and patience, for such a person to hold

the two poles in a creative tension and live in the real world of both

success and failure. It is this perceived discrepancy between “who I

PerfectOurtoDeath.book  Page 35  Friday, February 18, 2005  10:17 AM



36 P E R F E C T I N G  O U R S E L V E S  T O  D E A T H

think I should be” and “who I think I really am” that is at the heart of

the pain of perfectionism.23 The driven perfectionist works harder to

close the gap; the defeated perfectionist gives up the fight.24 The

healthy perfectionist is able to live in the tension. 

CONCLUSION 

You can see that the problem with perfectionism begins when we

move beyond the legitimate pursuit of excellence to live under the

tyranny of believing that perfection is possible and failures are unac-

ceptable. Standards of productivity, accomplishment or appearance

are so high that they are impossible to attain. When our self-worth

and self-respect depend on reaching those standards, the result is an

inevitable script for self-defeat: one’s own personal hell of repeated

failure, self-criticism and depression.

Notice that it is the degree of intensity with which we pursue im-

possible goals, and the degree to which we feel that our worth is de-

pendent on reaching those goals, that defines the difference between

healthy and unhealthy perfectionism. In the next chapter we will

look at different types of perfectionism—because each person expe-

riences and expresses it in different ways. 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Before you read this chapter, did you think of perfectionism as all

bad or as partially bad and partially good?

2. What traits of (a) healthy and (b) unhealthy perfectionism do you

see in yourself and your family?

3. In what areas of life do you think you are a perfectionist?

4. What is the difference between your “ideal self” and your “per-

ceived self”? 
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