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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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