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It’s 1:30 p.m., but the clock leaning unhung against a wall at Dr. Paul Hewitt’s University of British 
Columbia Perfectionism Lab reads 4:45. Bulging boxes labelled “Data” stand stacked a metre 
high everywhere, while neat piles of loose papers hedge the walls. A stray roll of toilet paper sits 
on the desk where Hewitt’s lab students interview volunteer perfectionists. The roll is reflected in 
a two-way mirror. Behind the mirror there’s an observation gallery from where the volunteers are 
videotaped. This is a place right out of Martha Stewart’s nightmares. Or perhaps her fix-it dreams.  

“I’ve never met Martha Stewart,” admits Dr. Hewitt, “but she sounds like the prototypical 
perfectionist: conniving, hostile, lacking in empathy—I’ve heard many things. We should turn the 
tape recorder off.”  

However, despite the legal trouble she’s currently up to her neck in, Stewart at least appears to 
be surviving—unlike other famous perfectionists, Sylvia Plath and Earnest Hemingway, both of 
whom committed suicide. But Plath, Hemingway, Beethoven and, maybe, Stewart are exceptions 
to the perfectionist rule. For one thing, they are—or were—successful household names. 
“Perfectionists are rarely superstars,” says Hewitt. “They’d blow it first, engaging in self-
handicapping, throwing roadblocks in their way. They actually create failures. They can be 
guarded, defensive, too harsh, too critical, always striving, always dissatisfied with the outcome. 
At root they have a fragile sense of self-esteem.” 

People who don’t know better, or who haven’t met Dr. Paul Hewitt, tend to toss around the term 
perfectionist loosely, to describe neat-freak keeners who iron their pillowcases, wouldn’t be seen 
dead in sweats, never skip a daily workout, have a specific system for dishwasher-stacking and 
generally regard the rest of us as lazy, underachieving sloths. A perfectionist may attempt to 
achieve all those things, but most true, or pathological, perfectionists, as defined by Hewitt, are 
underachieving sloths, bedevilled by unattainable goals and standards. They procrastinate 
chronically, yet derive no real pleasure out of procrastination. They might play hooky from work or 
skip school, but they’re less likely to be at the beach playing volleyball than they are to be 
hunkered down, agonizing in their bedrooms.  

In fact most perfectionists couldn’t find enough close friends to make up a volleyball team, 
anyway. “They’re not always likable people,” admits Hewitt. True perfectionists tend to have 
intimacy problems, since they’re fixated on being, or at least appearing to be, perfect. They resist 
developing close relationships, holding off until the never-to-come day that will see them fully 
perfected.  

“Perfectionists think, If I am perfect, good things will happen,” says Hewitt, “but the reality is that 
these people are cold, guarded and can’t connect. To establish an intimate relationship you have 
to be vulnerable and drop the façade. Perfectionists can’t do that. So they have feelings of 
hopelessness, anxiety, panic, alienation and become extremely depressed and suicidal. The 
paradox is that this behaviour actually thwarts acceptance.”  

Hundreds of perfectionists have come through the doors in the seven years that Hewitt has been 
running the Perfectionism and Psychopathology Lab at UBC. He started studying perfectionism 
while an undergrad at the University of Manitoba. There wasn’t much reliable data on the subject 
available at the time, and Hewitt has since become one of a handful of experts on the subject; his 



lab receives hundreds of thousands of dollars in grants from various institutions like the Social 
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, and Health and Welfare Canada.  

Hewitt also teaches at UBC and sees a range of troubled perfectionists in his private practice: 
physicians, writers, musicians, actors—and lots of unemployed folks, some of whom have been 
fired from their jobs. “Not laid off or asked to resign,” points out Hewitt. “Fired. ‘You are fired.’” 
Hewitt has even studied perfectionism in homeless people. “It cuts across all groups.” 

Although his ads in newspapers sometimes bring hundreds of people into the lab, the people who 
need psychological help most are the least likely to go looking for it—and that’s especially true of 
perfectionists. As a result, Hewitt and his lab assistants often “go where the patients are: schools 
and hospitals,” to find volunteers for his lab research. Hewitt has studied perfectionism and 
procrastination in college students, perfectionism as a suicide predictor in youths, the desire for 
perfection among anorexics and people with other eating disorders, perfectionism among 
couples, substance abusers, victims of child abuse and all ranges of people with anxiety 
disorders and social phobias, as well as road ragers and out-of-control cases of narcissism. 

As defined by Hewitt, perfectionism is a “maladaptive pattern of behaviour involving inappropriate 
levels of expectations, intangible goals and constant lack of satisfaction.” It’s a “core personality 
trait,” says Hewitt. “Like intelligence, it doesn’t waver throughout your life.” But perfectionists are 
not all alike. Hewitt claims to have defined three separate types of perfectionist. To categorize 
these types, he’s developed a 45-item questionnaire that he calls the Multidimensional 
Perfectionism Scale (MPS). 

Volunteers are asked to rate the questions—which are actually statements—based on whether 
they agree with each one on a scale of one to seven. Then they’re hooked up to a 
“psychophysiological arousal instrument,” which sounds sexier than it looks. The volunteer sits in 
front of a computer with his or her middle finger (no significance intended) rigged up to a device 
that monitors all indicators of stress, including pulse rate and skin conductance. They are then put 
through a variety of tests. They might be asked to complete math problems or to solve anagrams. 
Their reactions are closely observed. “Perfectionists may become very upset if they can’t 
immediately solve a problem,” says Hewitt. “You will see an immediate physiological response, 
with increased blood pressure and increased cortisol.” All of which, by the way, contribute to the 
health problems endemic to perfectionists: heart disease and chronic high blood pressure.  

According to his taxonomy, perfectionists fall into one of three behavioural categories: self-
oriented, other-oriented or socially prescribed. What do these categories mean?  

Self-oriented perfectionists require perfection of themselves. They are vulnerable to clinical 
depression and experience high levels of stress. They will strongly agree with the statement 
When I am working on something, I cannot relax until it is perfect, and strongly disagree with I do 
not have to be the best at whatever I am doing. They can become depressed about personal 
achievements, but “with interpersonal stress nothing much happens,” says Hewitt. “If they bomb 
out at work they’ll be devastated—but if their marriage falls apart, they don’t care.”  

 
Other-oriented perfectionists require perfection from other people. As a result, they generally end 
up having deep relationship problems, which can include sexual dissatisfaction and anger 
management issues. They’ll score high for statements like The people who matter to me should 
never let me down, and low for things like I respect people who are average.  

“Other-oriented types can be extremely verbally abusive,” says Hewitt. Not only is this type 
menacing (they’re often prone to road and supermarket rage), Hewitt has found them to be 
“breathtakingly hostile” in a group therapy setting. Other-oriented types also tend put their kids 



down a lot, although Hewitt finds that many have “a profound fear that their children will develop 
perfectionism. So on the one hand, the incredible hostility; on the other, the depth of caring they 
have for their children. It’s very intriguing.” 

Perfectionists should be worried about their children. The perfectionism spiral often starts early in 
life. “There’s usually a family constellation. Perfectionistic parents tend to have perfectionistic 
children. If there’s anything negative—psychological problems, marital discord—children may 
develop perfectionism from family chaos.”  

Socially prescribed perfectionists are most likely to be a danger to themselves. They believe that 
other people in their lives—family, co-workers and teachers—demand perfectionism. They 
commonly evince symptoms of anxiety, depression, eating disorders, hostility, procrastination. 
They dwell on mistakes, ensuring failure. These people will strongly agree with statements like 
The better I do, the better I am expected to do, and strongly disagree with Others will like me 
even if I don't excel at everything. They are more likely than other perfectionists to have 
attempted suicide. 

All types of perfectionists live their lives trapped in a self-created paradox, craving acceptance so 
desperately that they end up estranging everybody around them in the process. “One of the most 
aversive states for a person is to be alienated from the world and other people,” says Hewitt. 

Feeling an urgent need to study the link between suicide and perfectionistic kids, Hewitt 
developed a Child and Adolescent Perfectionism Scale (CAPS) modelled after his MPS 
questionnaire, but using more basic statements like I get mad at myself when I make a mistake.  

Hewitt called on Vancouver-area schools to assess the link between perfectionists, anxiety and 
depression. More than 100 kids in grades five to 10 filled out the survey. The results jibed with his 
adult studies: perfectionists tend to be prone to depression, suicidal thoughts and problems with 
anger.  

Another Hewitt study—this one targeting the relationship between pro- crastinating perfectionists 
and their mothers and fathers —found a strong link between perfectionism and a mother’s high 
criticisms and expectations, particularly with the men studied. (This may confirm the suspicions of 
daughters-in-law around the globe.) 

But you can’t always blame your parents for screwing you up. Some perfectionists are late 
bloomers, usually after a significant trauma. Like one of Hewitt’s patients who suffered a 
disastrous romantic defeat. His response was to try to obsessively perfect his manners and 
grooming. Like all perfectionists, the root of his problem was low self-esteem. People with high 
self-esteem keep their “esteem-management” to themselves, while people with low self-esteem 
tend to wear it on their sleeves, ironically calling more attention to their apparent weaknesses.  
 

Is pathological perfectionism on the rise? Is it something you might catch by reading too many 
vacuous fashion magazines or through overexposure to our shallow consumer culture? No, says 
Hewitt. “It’s not a virus floating out there you bang into.”  

Good thing, because there’s no pill that will cure perfectionism. There’s only treatment. Hewitt 
recommends interrupting the behaviour cycle with psychodynamic therapy. “We talk about stuff: 
understand why they are this way, what purposes it serves and help them realize there are much 
better ways of getting acceptance than trying to be perfect.” 
So much for Martha-Stewart living. 
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