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The Perfectionist Paradox: 
Supporting the High-Achieving, Highly Anxious Child

Presented by Rebecca Berman, LCSW, MLSP, CEDS-S
CONFIDENTIAL
January 2024
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Anxiety 101 Impacts 40% Of Youth Ages 13-25

Topics:

About Anxiety

Mental Health and Covid

Perfectionism

Treatment and tools

ANXIETY 101

1

2



2/1/2024

2

The Experience of 
Anxiety

anxiety

But….it’s manageable.
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ANXIETY 101

The type that everyone has, i.e., stress and distress is….

typically temporary, mostly manageable, 

usually negotiable, and minimally life-interfering

The Experience of 
Anxiety

Anxiety Disorder

But….it’s treatable.
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ANXIETY 101

A l wa y s  p e r s ua s i v e  a n d  u s ua l l y  p e r v a s i v e ,  

e i t h e r  a c u t e l y  e x h a u s t i n g  o r  e x h a u s t i n g l y  t i m e  

c o n s u m i n g ,  a n d  r e l e n t l e s s  i n  i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  t u r n  

a b i l i t y  a n d  o p p o r t un i t y  i n t o  p a r a l y s i s  a n d  g u i l t .  
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The Nature of 
Anxiety
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ANXIETY 101
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What Are The 
Anxiety Disorders?

The Anxiety Institute specializes in the treatment of the anxiety 
disorders and related challenges for children and young adults 
from 13 to 25 years of age 

ANXIETY 101

Anxiety Disorders

Social Phobia

Generalized Anxiety

Panic & Acute Anxiety

Specific Phobias

Separation Anxiety

Agoraphobia

Obsessive-Compulsive 
And Related Behaviors

OCD

Hoarding

Body Dysmorphic Disorder

Compulsive Hair Pulling 

Skin Picking 
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Trauma and Stress 
Related Disorders (PTSD)

Reactive Attachment 
Disorder

Acute Stress Disorder

Adjustment Disorder

Related Challenges

Low Body-esteem

School Refusal

Academic Performance 
and Test Anxiety

Challenges with 
Organization, Drive, and 
Motivation

Major Depression

Selective Mutism

Social Avoidance

Sleep Disturbance and 
Disorders

Low Self-Esteem
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What Are The 
Anxiety Disorders?

ANXIETY 101

LGBTQ and Mental 
Health

Three-fourths of LGBT people (74%) say worry and stress 
from the pandemic has had a negative impact on their 
mental health, compared to 49% of those who are not 
LGBT, and are more likely to say that negative impact has 
been major (49% v 23%).

MENTAL HEALTH AND COVID
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Anxiety and 
Depression in first 
year of COVID-19

MENTAL HEALTH AND COVID

MENTAL HEALTH AND COVID
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Stress from COVID Isolation

Missing milestone experiences

Parents loss of job – financial stress

Death of loved ones

Neurodivergent individuals limited resources and 
learning style accommodations

Decrease physical touch

Homelessness

Increased need for mental health treatment and 
not enough providers

MENTAL HEALTH AND COVID

Put a finger down  - perfectionism edition
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Signs of OCD 
Perfectionism

You check and recheck your work repeatedly for 
typos, misspellings, and errors. 

You avoid checking for mistakes at all, because if you 
found one, it might cause you to check repeatedly. 

You reread passages multiple times in order to make 
sure you’ve understood them properly. Whenever you 
read, you worry about missing the “true meaning” of 
what you’re reading

When you write or talk with others, you worry that other 
people won’t understand you properly or that they’ll 
misconstrue your meaning.

Despite multiple revisions, your writing never feels like it 
“sounds right.” You spend more time thinking or 
searching  for the “perfect word” than you do writing.
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ANXIETY 101

The Cycle of 
Perfectionism

You feel like you shouldn’t get started with a project unless 
you have enough time to finish it in one sitting. This might 
apply to writing papers, composing emails, or doing 
homework.

You put off responding to emails because you don’t have 
enough time to respond to them “properly.” In the end, you 
never get around to responding to them at all.

You spend more time preparing for projects (organizing 
yourself, gathering resources, doing background research) 
than you do working on projects.

You spend so much time searching for the perfect topic that 
you never get started on the project itself.

You habitually miss deadlines because you underestimate the 
amount of time and effort needed to complete projects.

You often ask the same questions multiple times and in 
multiple ways to make sure that you’ve gotten the proper 
information.
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ANXIETY 101
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Perfectionism 

• Dictionary Definition:
• The propensity for being displeased with anything that is not 

perfect or does not meet extremely high standards.

• Adaptive perfectionism, Maladaptive perfectionism

Adaptive/healthy perfectionism tends to be associated with good 
psychological well-being and high achievement both at school and at work. 
This type of perfectionism is characterized by:

Conscientiousness

Goal-directed behavior

Good organizational skills

High standards for yourself as well as others

Persistence in the face of adversity

Adaptive/healthy perfectionism 
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This type of perfectionism is characterized by:

Being heavily invested in the high expectations of others, such as parents 
or employers

Doubts about whether you are doing something correctly

Excessive preoccupation with control

Excessive preoccupation with past mistakes

Fears about making new mistakes

Maladaptive/Unhealthy Perfectionism

Maladaptive/unhealthy perfectionism, on the other hand, has been 
associated with distress, low-self esteem, and symptoms of mental illness
 

The perfectionism-procrastination loop is:

You have perfectionistic standards

There is a fear of failure

There is great discomfort regarding an unsuccessful 
outcome

This discomfort causes fear

Imperfection and discomfort are avoided by 
procrastinating

PERFECTIONISM AND PROCRASTINATION
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How it looks • Avoiding making a decision: This may include being unable 
to choose an assignment topic because you need to pick 
the “perfect” one that will result in you making the most 
compelling presentation in order to earn top marks, or 
even putting off making a decision (in case it’s the incorrect 
one!) so that you just have to make do with whatever is left 
over.

• Giving up too soon: It is common for perfectionists to give 
up trying because doing so means facing the possibility of 
failure. It feels more secure and safe to avoid the scrutiny. 

• Delaying starting a task: This can include avoiding starting 
assignments, or even spending an excessive amount of 
time on researching but not actually starting the 
assignment (but still feeling productive). Not committing 
means not having to deal with a less-than-perfect attempt.

PERFECTIONISM AND PROCRASTINATION

www.theskillcollective.com

Perfectionism & Mental Health

• Perfectionism has strong ties to several forms of 
psychopathology including:

• depression1

• obsessive compulsive 
disorder2

• trait anxiety3

• anorexia and bulimia4

• panic disorder5

1) Blatt, 1995. 2) McFall & Wollersheim, 1979. 3) Diffenbacher et al,. 1986. 4) Halmi et. Al., 2000. 5) Iketani, 2002
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Treating the whole person:  
a transdiagnostic approach

Eating 
Disorder

Anxiety

Trauma 
Response

Substance 
Use

Somatic

Mood

Emotional 
Avoidance
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Function of 
Emotion

• Emotions are good and adaptive
• Even “bad” emotions aren’t always bad
• Emotions are your body’s way of saying 

“hey, something’s going on here”

ALL
Emotions 
have a 
function

• Symptoms are ways of avoiding 
emotions

• Avoiding emotions in the short-term 
produces problems in the long-term

• Behaviors become “emotionally driven”

Negative reactions 
to emotions and 

avoidance of 
emotions maintains

your symptoms
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3 components of an emotion

Physical 
Sensations 

What I’m feeling 
and 

experiencing in 
my body right 

now

Thoughts

What I’m 
thinking of right 

now

Behaviors/Urges

What I’m 
actually 

doing/wanting 
to do in this 

moment

Overcoming Perfectionism
1. Challenging your behavior and beliefs.

2. Setting realistic goals.

3. Make small changes.

4. Practice saying no.

5. Listening to your emotions.

6. Tolerating the uncertainty of making mistakes

7. Readjusting your personal rules.

8. Explore values and value consistent actions

9. Focusing on the bigger picture.  

10.Practice mindfulness.

11.Therapy…Exposure Therapy!
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What are your top values?
Authenticity Fun Optimism
Adventure Generosity Passion
Accepting Growth Persistence
Balance Honesty Respect
Community Humor Responsibility
Compassion Integrity Security
Courage Justice Selfless
Creativity Kindness Service
Curiosity Knowledge Spirituality
Diversity Learning Stability
Equality Love Status
Family Loyalty Wealth
Freedom Openness Wisdom

Exposure Therapy!

Wear mix 
matched 

outfit

Wear hair 
messy

Don’t 
check 

homework

No re-
assurance 

seeking

Messy nail 
polish

Write in pen
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Thank you!
Questions?
Thoughts?

Rebecca Berman, LCSW, MLSP, CEDS-S
rberman@anxietyinstitute.com
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