The Curse of Perfectionism

Are you afraid that you will make a blunder in a speech? Or that your ideas will be rejected or ridiculed? If you have these fears, you are like many business and professional people. “Employees in corporate America today,” says a top manager in a multinational firm, “live in terror of being seen as wrong, of making a mistake…” During meetings and in presentations, they fear that if they voice a new idea or a creative proposal, they might make a blunder. They might be laughed at and viewed as fools.

In the workplace, this play-it-safe attitude causes stagnation. In public speaking, it creates speakers who are bland, predictable, and boring. I’d rather hear speakers who risk making mistakes while being passionate about new ideas than listen to cautious, timid souls who view error as calamity.

Striving for perfection is a hopeless goal, for we are all human, and being human means making mistakes. When I give a speech, I do my best but I know that I am far from perfect. I know that some of my ideas may be misunderstood because of my shortcomings. I know that I may unintentionally choose a word or an anecdote that causes laughter at my expense. Here are some points to bear in mind:

A mistake is no big deal. What seems like a disaster to you is—in the words of one wise person— “just a moment’s diversion to others.” Your listeners don’t dwell on a blunder—they move along to other things.

If you make a blooper, join in the laughter. Because I give many speeches, I make my share of bloopers. Once I was wanting to refer to the basketball superstar Michael Jordan of the Chicago Bulls, but my words came out like this: “…That great basketball star, Michael Jackson!” The audience roared at my gaffe, and I laughed along with them. It is liberating to be able to laugh at yourself. “You grow up the day you have the first real laugh—at yourself,” said actress Ethel Barrymore.

Don’t overestimate your own importance. A friend told me that she was a nervous wreck as she planned to chair a meeting of an important public service committee. Right before the meeting, in a conversation with an older woman (who had been on the committee for many years), she confided that she was afraid of “screwing up” the vital workings of the group. The older woman said, in a gentle, friendly voice, “Relax, you’re not important enough to ruin this committee—none of us are.” At first, my friend took this statement as a rude put-down, but upon reflection, she realized that the older woman “was just trying to help me gain perspective…She was right, of course. I was not so all-fired important that if I made mistakes in chairing the meeting, the committee would crash and burn.”

Realize that audiences like imperfect speakers. Sometimes mistakes reveal a speaker’s humanness and increase an audience’s warmth toward the speaker. Consider this anecdote by Sydney J. Harris:

Sir Cedric Hardwicke recounts the most moving moment he had ever witnessed in the theater. It was watching Ellen Terry when she was close to eighty, playing in the trial scene in The Merchant of Venice. As she approached Portia’s “quality of mercy” speech, her face suddenly went blank. She struggled vainly for moment and then moved down to the footlights.

“I am a very silly old lady,” she said, “and I cannot remember what I have to say.” Almost unanimously, Hardwicke recalls, the audience shouted the familiar lines and cheered as she smiled her thanks and returned to her place. She played out the rest of the scene to an enthralled audience.

It is our strength that may attract people to us initially, but it is our weakness that makes them like us, that touches some of their own inadequacies and forges a common bond of humanity. It is this one touch of nature that makes the whole world kin.

If you have been stung by the curse of perfectionism, relax. Join the Club of Mistake Makers. There are millions of us members.
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