Perfectionism and OCD:

Perfectionism and Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD) are intricately linked, with both
driving cycles of anxiety, repetitive behaviors, and intrusive thoughts. While perfectionism is
often seen as a high-achieving personality trait, when tied to OCD, it can become paralyzing.
Understanding this relationship is crucial to breaking the cycle and learning how to manage both
conditions effectively.

The Role of Perfectionism in OCD

Perfectionism is the desire to be flawless and meet incredibly high standards. In people with
OCD, this drive can become overwhelming. Intrusive thoughts—the hallmark of OCD—often
stem from an irrational fear that something is wrong or incomplete. Perfectionism fuels these
thoughts, pushing the individual to seek constant reassurance or engage in compulsive behaviors
to "correct" perceived flaws.

Example: A person with both perfectionism and OCD may obsess over cleanliness, believing
that their house must be spotless to avoid disaster. They might engage in repetitive cleaning
rituals, not because they find joy in a clean home, but to silence intrusive thoughts like, "If I
don’t clean this again, something terrible will happen." In this case, perfectionism leads to
excessive rituals and fuels the OCD cycle.

As Dr. Steven Phillipson, an expert in OCD treatment, puts it: "Perfectionism, particularly when
tied to OCD, is not about wanting to do something well. It’s about the belief that anything less
than perfect could lead to catastrophic consequences."

Repetitive Behaviors and Intrusive Thoughts

Repetitive behaviors (compulsions) and intrusive thoughts go hand in hand in OCD. Intrusive
thoughts often trigger feelings of anxiety and discomfort, leading the person to engage in
compulsions to mitigate the distress. The problem is that these behaviors provide only temporary
relief.

For instance, someone with perfectionism-driven OCD might have intrusive thoughts about
making a mistake at work. To alleviate these fears, they might spend hours checking and
rechecking emails, convinced that if they make one error, their entire career will be at risk.

Example: “If I don’t check this email for the third time, I’ll send it with a mistake, and my boss
will think I’'m incompetent.” This irrational thought leads to the compulsion of checking, and the
cycle continues. Perfectionism amplifies this cycle by setting an impossible standard of never
making a mistake.
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Expectations of Others

One of the most insidious aspects of perfectionism is its connection to the expectations we feel
from others. Perfectionists often believe that their worth is contingent on meeting these
expectations, and any failure could lead to judgment or rejection. When tied to OCD, this fear
becomes magnified.

You might feel that others are constantly judging your actions, which aligns with your
perfectionistic tendencies. For example, if someone with OCD feels they haven’t met a friend’s
expectations, they might engage in compulsive behaviors like over-apologizing or obsessing over
their actions in the social situation. This need for approval feeds the OCD, leading to a cycle of
second-guessing and compulsions.

As Dr. Brene Brown said, “Perfectionism is a self-destructive and addictive belief system that
fuels this primary thought: If I look perfect and do everything perfectly, I can avoid or minimize
the painful feelings of shame, judgment, and blame.”

Unhealthy coping mechanisms

It’s common for people with OCD and perfectionism to turn to unhealthy coping mechanisms,
such as alcohol, to escape the relentless pressure. Drinking might temporarily dull the anxiety
caused by intrusive thoughts or the fear of failing to meet expectations, but it’s not a sustainable
or healthy solution. In fact, drinking can exacerbate symptoms, impair decision-making, and
create new layers of guilt or shame, worsening the perfectionism and OCD cycle.

Example: A person with OCD might have a hard day managing their compulsions and intrusive
thoughts, so they turn to alcohol for relief. However, the next day, they might wake up feeling
worse, thinking, "I shouldn’t have drunk so much. What will people think?" These further fuels
the need for control and perfection, intensifying the anxiety.

Managing OCD and Perfectionism: Breaking the Cycle

Breaking the connection between OCD and perfectionism is challenging but possible. Here are
some strategies to help manage both conditions:

1. Cognitive-Processing Therapy (CPT): This form of therapy is highly effective for both
OCD and perfectionism. It helps individuals reframe distorted thinking patterns and
address the underlying fears that drive compulsions. By learning to tolerate discomfort,
you gradually reduce the compulsions.

Example: If you obsess over making mistakes, a therapist might encourage you to send
an email without rechecking it. Over time, this helps break the perfectionism-OCD cycle.

2. Mindfulness and Acceptance: Mindfulness practices teach you to observe your thoughts
without judgment, which can reduce the power of intrusive thoughts. Acceptance-based
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strategies encourage you to accept uncertainty and imperfections as a natural part of life,
lessening the pressure to meet impossible standards.

3. Challenge Unrealistic Expectations: Reflect on the expectations you’ve set for yourself
and others. Are they realistic? Would you hold someone else to the same standard? Begin
questioning the validity of your perfectionistic beliefs and practice self-compassion when
you don’t meet them.

4. Set Limits on Reassurance Seeking: Many perfectionists with OCD seek reassurance
from others to calm their fears. Try setting boundaries around how often you ask for
reassurance, as this can reinforce the OCD cycle.

5. Find Healthy Coping Mechanisms: Instead of turning to alcohol or other unhealthy
coping mechanisms, find healthy outlets for your anxiety. Exercise, journaling, or talking
to a therapist can provide relief without feeding the OCD-perfectionism loop.

6. Gradually Let Go of Control: Start with small steps to let go of perfectionistic
behaviors. Try intentionally leaving something unfinished or making a minor mistake and
observing how you feel. Over time, this will help lessen the anxiety around being
"imperfect."

Conclusion: The Path to Freedom

Perfectionism and OCD can create a powerful, debilitating cycle, but it’s one that can be broken
with the right tools and support. By recognizing the link between these two conditions and taking
active steps to manage expectations, challenge compulsions, and adopt healthier coping
mechanisms, you can regain control over your life. Remember, progress doesn’t require
perfection, it just requires persistence.

As you work toward managing perfectionism and OCD, be kind to yourself. Expecting

perfection only feeds the cycle. Instead, embrace the idea that being human means being
imperfect, and that’s okay.

WORKSHEET:

Goal: This worksheet will help you understand how perfectionism fuels OCD, recognize the
impact of unrealistic expectations, and provide actionable steps to manage both conditions.

Part 1: How Perfectionism Impacts OCD
Perfectionism and OCD are closely related. Perfectionism drives a desire to control and ensure
everything is "just right," which can trigger obsessive thoughts and compulsive behaviors in
OCD.
Example:

o Perfectionistic thought: "If I make a mistake in this report, I’ll lose my job."

e OCD response: Repeatedly checking and editing the report for hours, unable to stop
because the fear of imperfection dominates.
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Quote: "Perfectionism, particularly when tied to OCD, is not about wanting to do something
well—it’s about the belief that anything less than perfect could lead to catastrophic
consequences." — Dr. Steven Phillipson

Part 2: Recognizing Repetitive Behaviors and Intrusive Thoughts

In OCD, intrusive thoughts are distressing, unwanted thoughts or images that trigger anxiety.
These lead to compulsions, which are repetitive behaviors aimed at reducing discomfort.

Common Intrusive Thoughts:

o "IfI don’t check the door lock five times, someone will break in."
o "IfI don't clean everything perfectly, my family will get sick."

Common Repetitive Behaviors:

e Checking locks, appliances, or emails multiple times.
e Rewriting documents to avoid the possibility of a mistake.
e Re-cleaning areas that are already clean.

Activity:
Write down some of the repetitive behaviors and intrusive thoughts you experience when
perfectionism takes over:

e Intrusive Thoughts:
e Repetitive Behaviors:

Part 3: Managing Perfectionism and OCD

Managing perfectionism and OCD involves learning to accept uncertainty and imperfections and
resisting the urge to engage in compulsive behaviors.

Steps to Manage Perfectionism and OCD:

1. Challenge Unrealistic Standards:
o Ask yourself: "Is this standard reasonable, or am I expecting perfection?"
o Practice lowering your standards on small tasks (e.g., leaving a typo in a casual
message).
2. Exposure and Response Prevention (ERP):
o Gradually expose yourself to situations that trigger OCD (e.g., sending an email
without over-checking).
o Resist the urge to perform the compulsion (e.g., checking the door only once).
3. Practice Mindfulness:
o Observe your intrusive thoughts without reacting to them. Remind yourself that
these are just thoughts, not truths.
4. Set Boundaries on Reassurance Seeking:
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o Limit how often you ask others to check your work or validate your decisions.
Try to rely more on your own judgment.
5. Allow Imperfection:
o Start by intentionally leaving something unfinished or less than perfect and
observe your reaction.

Example:

e Task: Write an email and send it without re-reading it more than once.
e How it felt afterward:

Part 4: Breaking the Link Between OCD and Perfectionism

Perfectionism and OCD create a reinforcing loop. The key is to recognize when perfectionism is
driving your compulsions and challenge it head-on.

Steps to Break the Link:

1. Reframe Mistakes:
o Remind yourself that making mistakes is part of being human and is often how we
learn and grow.
2. Accept Uncertainty:
o Practice sitting with uncertainty rather than trying to control every outcome.
Recognize that it’s impossible to achieve 100% certainty in most situations.
3. Gradual Exposure to Imperfection:
o Gradually introduce imperfect actions into your routine (e.g., wearing mismatched
socks, sending an email without checking it twice).

Activity:
Write down one small task you can do imperfectly today:

Part S: Stopping Unrealistic Expectations from Others

Often, perfectionists fear that others will judge them if they don’t meet high standards. These
external expectations can fuel anxiety and OCD.

Steps to Manage Expectations of Others:

1. Evaluate Expectations:
o Ask yourself, "Are others really expecting perfection from me, or is this my own
assumption?"
o Try to distinguish between what others expect and what you think they expect.
2. Communicate:
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o Have an open conversation with people about the pressure you feel to meet
certain standards. You might discover they don’t expect as much as you think.
3. Challenge the Need for Approval:
o Notice when you’re seeking reassurance or validation from others. Practice
validating yourself instead.
4. Release Control:
o Let go of the need to control how others see you. Focus on doing your best, not
being perfect.

Activity:

Write down one expectation you think someone has of you. Then, challenge that belief. Is it
realistic?
Expectation:
Realistic or not?

Part 6: Drinking to Cope

Some people use alcohol or other unhealthy coping mechanisms to manage the anxiety
associated with OCD and perfectionism. While this may provide temporary relief, it ultimately
exacerbates both issues.

Steps to Manage Drinking to Cope:

1. Recognize the Triggers:
o Identify what situations or feelings lead you to drink (e.g., stress from trying to be
perfect).
2. Find Healthy Alternatives:
o Replace drinking with healthier ways to manage stress, like exercise, journaling,
or talking to a friend.
3. Set Limits:
o Set clear boundaries around alcohol consumption and stick to them.
4. Seek Professional Support:
o Ifdrinking has become a way to cope, consider seeking therapy or joining a
support group.

Activity:
What healthier coping mechanisms can you try instead of drinking?

Part 7: Reflection and Next Steps

Use this worksheet to guide your journey in managing perfectionism and OCD. Reflect on the
strategies that work best for you and continue practicing them.
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What’s one takeaway from this worksheet that you want to focus on this week?

Final Thought:

Remember that perfection is not the goal—progress is. Managing OCD and perfectionism takes
time, patience, and self-compassion. Be kind to yourself as you work toward healthier coping
strategies.
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