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Perfectionism, which is sometimes referred to as “unrelenting standards,” is a
maladaptive schema, an unhelpful way of thinking and interacting with others
and the world at large.! An early maladaptive schema has been defined as



“a broad pervasive theme or pattern

regarding oneself and one’s relation-
ship with others, developed during
childhood and elaborated through-
out one’s lifetime, and dysfunc-
tional to a significant degree.”
Schemas are extremely stable and
enduring patterns comprised of
memories, bodily sensations,
emotions, and cognitions, that,
once activated, cause one to feel
intense emotions.? Mental health
professionals believe perfectionism
and other such schemas do not
spring up “de novo.” They are
formed as we develop a sense of
who we are from our dealings with
caregivers (eg, parents, extended
families, teachers) and usually are in

place by early childhood.

The Development
Perfectionism develops from one
of 2 broad ways of thinking about
ourselves:

We have been made to feel defec-
tive in some way and so spend our

lives constantly trying to disprove
our unworthiness to others.

We have been validated for being
“good” and so seek to prove our
goodness and hear the accolades.

Perfectionists often have other
traits that are counter to personal
happiness and a well-functioning
veterinary team (eg, punitiveness,
negativity and/or pessimism,
emotional inhibition). Those firmly
in perfectionism’s grasp often
punish others they believe “fall short
of the mark,” are constantly fault-
seeking, and lack openness in inter-
personal interactions. They also can
be trapped in the nirvana fallacy, so
they fail to even begin a task, fearing
they will not do it perfectly. The
nirvana fallacy is the name given to
the informal fallacy of comparing
actual things with unrealistic,
idealized alternatives. It can also
refer to the tendency to assume
that there is a perfect solution to

a particular problem.? The perfect
solution fallacy is closely related.

A perfectionist is not only constant-
ly fearful of and extremely suscepti-
ble to external criticism but also can
fall victim to a particularly vicious
internal critic that shames the
perfectionist into thinking he or she
will never be good enough, work
hard enough, or know enough. Life
is spent continually trying to keep
these thoughts at bay.

The Pros & Cons
Perfectionism does have some
significant benefits (eg, academic
and professional success), which
makes accepting less than perfect
particularly difficult. The high
school or college perfectionist who
considered a 92% on a test a failure
often becomes the veterinary team
member who can tolerate nothing
less than a positive outcome for
every patient and positive interac-
tions with every client.

Perfectionists often think catastrophi-

cally, and suggesting they become
even a little less than perfect is
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unfathomable. “If 'm not a perfec-
tionist, my patients will die,” is a
common refrain because being “good
enough” is simply not an option.
They live in a black-and-white world
in which there are only successes and
failures and no middle ground. To
make matters worse, successes are
often trivialized because the bench-
mark for perfectionism is set so high.

Many of us have worked with
perfectionists. They include the
following;

The practice leaders who believe
the client is always right, no matter

the rudeness level or sense of self-
entitlement shown to the team
The veterinarians who think
their protocol is the only way
to treat a patient and undermine
another associate rather than
engage collegially and discuss
their thoughts and supporting
information

The veterinary nurses who
criticize the new hire for per-
ceived failures

Perfectionists often project a self-
assuredness despite the significant
self-doubt and fear just below their
tough exterior.

Consider introducing self-compassion to the practice by discussing it at
an upcoming team meeting. (See Resources, page 50.) When you feel
your inner critic accusing you of not being good enough, take a few
moments and talk to yourself as a good friend would. Talk the same
way to a fellow veterinary team member when you hear him or her
being unnecessarily hard on him- or herself.

Avoid harsh judgments of others’ intentions and actions (eg, a client
may not adhere to his pet’s medication protocol because of problems at
home, a work schedule that makes dosing intervals impractical, or

interfering personal issues).

Begin working on understanding the origins of your perfectionism. This
may require therapy with a mental health professional.

Realize that while perfection is not attainable, the world is still a
beautiful place. Change those things you can control, and be realistic
about what is achievable given your time and resources.
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Moving Beyond
Perfectionism
If we see perfectionism in ourselves,

how can we move toward a healthier
way of being?

First, we need to remind ourselves
each day we can only do what time
and resources allow. Many times we
blame the client for not bringing
the patient in soon enough after
clinical signs developed, or we
question their reluctance or
inability to fund diagnostics and
treatments. However, we seldom
know our clients’ back story, so we
concoct their stories ourselves.

We also need to remind ourselves
that, just like our clients, we, too,
can be limited because of knowl-
edge gaps, the services our practices
and teams offer patients and clients,
and our fatigue level. Then, too,

we work with patients, who are bio-
logical systems that, while usually
very lovable, have not read the
textbooks and so cannot respond
about even the most well-chosen
treatments. Veterinary medicine is
predicated on a variety of factors
often beyond our control.

To let go of perfectionism, we need
to develop self-compassion and
learn to treat ourselves with the care
and concern we would give a close
friend. Letting go does not mean



the difference that makes:.

we should adopt a mindset with
which working half-heartedly,
caring for our patients haphazardly,
and having a ready list of excuses
for not giving our best is acceptable.
Think about the last time you
made a mistake in your personal or
professional life. Now, think about
how a good friend would listen to
your story and how he or she
would respond. We would hope a
good friend would listen attentively,
be supportive, and be appropriately
challenging to help put the issue
into perspective.

Self-compassion is often criticized—
not surprisingly, largely by perfection-
ists—who think developing a self-
compassionate stance means we

will lack the motivation to do our
best and our patients will suffer.
However, recent research has

shown that people who develop
self-compassion are more willing to
pursue workplace challenges because

they are not afraid and are willing to
take well-considered risks.*

Perfectionists are hypervigilant and
always stressed, rigid, and looking
for ways things can go wrong. With
that mindset, clinical errors are
more likely to occur, whereas with
self-compassion, we are mentally
flexible and mindful, aware of the
situation moment-to-moment, and
able to respond appropriately. As a
result, errors are reduced.*

Conclusion

Perfectionism probably allowed us

to achieve the grades and degrees
necessary to be part of a veterinary
team. However, for most people,
petfectionism is no longer an ally but
actually a liability that can prevent us
from enjoying our professional and
personal lives. Let us choose self-
compassion over perfectionism, treat
ourselves as our own best friend, and
see the difference that makes.
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