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THE LEGAL WORLD IS DOMINATED  
by the pursuit of perfection. For many 
professionals, it’s the very definition of 
success. The trouble is that trying to 
live up to unrelenting high standards – 
and feeling disappointed when you fall 
short – can put you at risk of serious 
mental health conditions. And, at the 
very least, interfere with the successes 
you’re trying so hard to achieve. 

Being too perfect
Setting sensible goals is productive and 
healthy, and it’s understandable to feel 
upset when you’re unable to meet your 
targets. But for some, perfectionism is 
taken to an extreme level and restricts 
their ability to function at work and at 
home. They set themselves unrealistic 
high standards and are overly critical of 
their efforts to achieve these objectives. 
This is what psychologists call ‘clinical 
perfectionism’. 

“When people have very high stan-
dards and achieve their goals, they keep 
raising the bar as they’re never satisfied 
with their performance and think 
they set the bar too low,” says clinical 
psychologist Catherine Madigan from 
Anxiety Treatment Australia. 

“When they don’t achieve their goals, 
they feel disappointed and self-criticise 
because they base their self-esteem on 
having this great performance. It’s not 
that having high standards is a problem, 
but when having these high standards 
lowers your self-esteem, it can become 
a problem.”

Worryingly, research suggests per-
fectionism can begin in adolescence and 
is on the rise. A recent study published 
in Psychological Bulletin found levels 
of perfectionism have increased among 
North American and British university 
students in the last three decades.

A combination of genetic and envi-
ronmental factors is believed to explain 
why, for some people, near enough 
is good enough, while for others it’s 
a source of panic. Professor Tracey 
Wade from the School of Psychology 
at Flinders University says competitive 
workplaces in the legal profession can 
be partly to blame. 

“The research is telling us that the 
environment exerts an influence on 
perfectionism,” she says. “Any com-
petitive workplace will certainly con-
tribute to an increase in perfectionism, 
particularly where there’s a threat that 
if you don’t perform consistently better 
than the next person, you might not 
have a job.”

The downsides of perfection
While clinical perfectionism isn’t clas-
sified as a specific disorder, it’s what 
psychologists term ‘trans-diagnostic’ 
and a growing body of research sug-
gests it can increase the risk of depres-
sion, anxiety, obsessive compulsive 
disorder, eating disorders, burnout and 
suicidal thoughts.

Self-criticism is believed to be the 
common link among these mental 
health problems. “The more self-critical 
you are, the more helpless, ineffective 
and unable you feel to be able to achieve 
your goals,” says Professor Wade.

Striving for perfection can also 
get in the way of your performance 
at work. “If you’re self-critical when 
you’ve made a mistake or not done 
as well as you’d hoped, all sorts of 
achievement indicators go down, such 
as motivation, as well as actual perfor-
mance,” says Professor Wade. 

Procrastination is also a common 
side-effect of perfectionism because 
people fear being unable to achieve 

their high standards and, as a result, 
put off finishing tasks. Perfectionists 
may also be plagued by inefficiency 
because they feel compelled to check 
their work over and over, says Madi-
gan. “A lot of perfectionists stay back 
late and work far more hours than 
what’s good for their health because 
they’re spending too much time trying 
to make tasks perfect when they  
don’t need to.”

How to be less perfect
It is possible to channel a healthy form 
of perfectionism. Research shows that 
‘adaptive’ perfectionists have similar 
high standards to clinical perfectionists 
but understand that absolute perfection 
is unattainable. They’re more likely to 
practise self-compassion over self-criti-
cism and focus on learning from mis-
takes and achieving flexible goals. 

“The best antidote to self-criticism 
is practising self-compassion – not 
because we’re worthwhile people but 
because it’s actually quite functional,” 
says Professor Wade.

To promote these adaptive 
behaviours, she adds that it is import-
ant to remember more effort doesn’t 
necessarily equal better results. A prin-
ciple called the ‘Yerkes-Dodson law’ 
posits that performance increases with 
stress, but only up to a point. When 
levels of stress become too high, per-
formance decreases. 

“Find the point at which you’re  
putting in more work but not produc-
ing better performance,” says Professor 
Wade. 

“Experiment with the amount of 
time you put in versus the quality of 
output and your productivity. Try to 
get a sense of where hard work starts 
not to pay off.” 

Striving for perfection at the expense of all else can 
increase the risk of mental health problems and 

lower your productivity, writes ANGELA TUFVESSON. 
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