
CHAPTER 26: 

THE PARADOX  
OF PERFECTION 

“Understanding the difference between healthy 
striving and perfectionism is critical to laying down 
the shield and picking up your life. Research shows 

that perfectionism hampers success. In fact, it’s often 
the path to depression, anxiety, addiction, and life 

paralysis.”  
– Brene Brown 
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I n my early career, I worked for a major food retailer. 
During my induction, I was lucky to be taken out on a 

store visit with one of the senior directors. This chain had 
about six hundred stores in the U.K., and he was responsi-
ble for a hundred of them.
He was a challenging but engaging guy, a proper old 
school retailer. As we went around the store, I noticed him 
picking up products and checking the packaging, running 
his finger along the shelf, peeking underneath the prod-
ucts, looking at the floor and stopping staff to check their 
uniforms. 
I was surprised, so I asked him a question. “Look, you’re a 
senior director; you must be very busy, with a lot on your 
mind. So why are you focusing on this level of detail in one 
store?”
He looked at me and said, “Son, retail is detail. Whether 
customers are aware of it or not, they are judging us by 
these small details, and if I can’t trust my store manager 
to get these little things right, how can I trust him with the 
big decisions?”
The little details are not important. THEY ARE EVERYTHING!!
On the other hand……
As I pulled into the museum’s car park, there was a beau-
tiful Silver Lightning standing guard. It was sparkling in the 
sunshine, an immaculate, sleek machine.
The Lightning holds a special place in my heart, as seeing 
four of these fly over my house is my earliest memory of 
aeroplanes, which have been a massive interest of mine 
ever since.
It was only when I got right up close to it that I noticed all 
the dents, rivets, metal plate repairs and scratches that 



141The Paradox of Perfection  

covered the airframe. I know people who used to work 
on Lightnings, and they told me that they were constantly 
breaking down and getting damaged. It was a lot of work 
just to get one in the air for a sortie.
Yet even like this, it could fly at twice the speed of sound 
and do the job asked of it. It entered service in 1959 but 
remains the fastest aircraft ever flown by the RAF. 

We have to manage a trade-off between our desire for ev-
erything to be perfect and the reality that we don’t have 
enough time to fix and make everything perfect. 
Perfectionists tend to take too long to finish things, where-
as non-perfectionists46 can miss important details. 
It can be helpful to think of ensuring things are fit for pur-
pose. The measurement of fitness for purpose may include 
such considerations as: 

46  There is no actual word for the opposite of a perfectionist. Perhaps 
that is quite telling. 
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• What is and isn’t acceptable to the end-user, by way 
of functionality, longevity and finish. 

• What is and isn’t acceptable to the person(s) whose 
names are ultimately associated with what is pro-
duced. 

Both of these are individual judgements. So, it is not sur-
prising that individuals have different ideas of what ‘fitness 
for purpose’ is.
We should make standards and timelines explicit when re-
quired and have a conversation with all concerned when 
not.
The Pareto principle is helpful here.
This states that around 80% of the results in most out-
comes come from 20% of the effort.47 This principle holds 
up in many aspects of life and business and is helpful when 
defining fitness for purpose.
Perfectionism can also be a form of procrastination.
Ultimately, our activity and outputs have to be available for 
others to see and judge. It is only then we can receive and 
respond to feedback.
The tendency to try and make everything perfect whilst 
positive in its intention leads to overwhelm, frustration, 
high cost and delay.

47  I’ve found this principle to be true in all of the companies I have 
worked with. 80% of sales come from 20% of customers/products, and 
80% of the effort comes from 20% of the team etc. 


