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TRUST, POWER, AND CONFLICT

Perfectionism as a Conflict 
Process
When standards become a communicative frame
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In workplace settings, perfectionism is often mistaken for a strength. It can appear as 
discipline, rigor, accountability, or an admirable refusal to settle for less than excellence. 
Organizations frequently reward these qualities, especially when they produce polished work 
and consistent output. Yet perfectionism is not simply a matter of high standards. When it 
becomes rigid, self-protective, and fear-driven, it begins to function as a conflict process.

This matters because conflict in organizations is not external to workplace life. It is woven into it. 
It emerges through expectations, roles, identities, power relations, and the everyday 
communicative practices through which people coordinate work. Perfectionism belongs inside 
that system. It is not merely a personal trait sitting apart from organizational life; it is a way of 
organizing perception, response, and relationship that shapes how conflict is experienced and 
enacted.

At the surface, perfectionism may look like concern for quality. Yet the visible issue is rarely the 
full conflict. Beneath the demand for flawless work there is often a deeper structure of fear, self-
criticism, defensiveness, and unresolved concern about status or belonging. A missed deadline 
may present as a performance issue, but the larger conflict may involve anxiety about 
competence. Resistance to feedback may appear to be stubbornness, but the deeper issue may be 
shame. A refusal to admit error may seem like denial, but the underlying concern may be the fear 
of losing respect, trust, or authority.

The practical implication is significant. If managers and colleagues address only the visible issue, 
they are likely to miss the conflict that is actually driving it. Perfectionism is often the box in 
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which the problem appears, while the contents of the box include identity, insecurity, power, and 
the communicative habits that keep those concerns in motion.

Perfectionism as a communicative frame
Conflict is not only something people have. It is something people produce through 
communication. The stories people tell about a situation influence what the situation becomes. 
Perfectionism is especially important in this regard because it creates a particular narrative 
frame: mistakes are dangerous, criticism is threatening, and adequacy is never quite enough.

Once that frame is in place, communication begins to bias the conflict. Feedback is heard 
differently. Silence is interpreted differently. Delays, corrections, and questions all take on 
heightened meaning. The perfectionistic communicator may describe the conflict as a problem of 
standards, but the communication surrounding the conflict often reveals a deeper problem of 
meaning. What does it mean to fall short? What does it mean to be corrected? What does it mean 
to be seen as less than fully competent?

This is why perfectionism so often generates defensiveness. In a healthy communicative culture, 
feedback can be understood as information. In a perfectionistic frame, feedback becomes 
evidence. It is not merely a suggestion for improvement; it is treated as a verdict. This shift 
changes the entire atmosphere of a conversation. The exchange no longer centers on shared 
problem-solving. It becomes a struggle over identity.

As a result, perfectionism can become self-perpetuating. The more a person tries to avoid error, 
the more tightly they manage impressions. The more tightly they manage impressions, the harder 
it becomes to speak honestly. The less honestly they speak, the more likely it becomes that small 
issues will remain unresolved until they produce larger conflict later.

The recurring patterns of extreme perfectionism
Extreme perfectionism often presents through a recognizable set of communicative and relational 
patterns.

First, perfectionists set impossibly high standards for themselves. They may frame this as 
professionalism, but the deeper effect is chronic dissatisfaction. Nothing is fully complete, fully 
adequate, or fully safe. This creates a persistent sense of urgency that others feel in conversation.

Second, they are highly self-critical. Their internal standard is rarely generous. A minor mistake 
can be magnified into a defining failure, and because they experience themselves through that 
lens, they may struggle to hear any feedback other than as a confirmation of inadequacy.

Third, they become defensive quickly. In conflict, defensiveness narrows the field of possible 
responses. It interrupts listening, limits reflection, and reduces curiosity. Instead of asking what 
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another person means, the perfectionist is more likely to ask how the comment can be answered 
or neutralized.

Fourth, they may overwork and resist compromise. Because they equate excellence with control, 
they may struggle to accept an outcome that is useful but unfinished, productive but imperfect. In 
collaborative settings, this can slow decision-making and create tension with others who are 
working from a more relational or adaptive model.

Fifth, fear of failure often overwhelms confidence in success. The perfectionist may focus less on 
what is possible than on what might go wrong. That orientation makes communication cautious 
and tense. It also makes conflict more difficult to engage directly, because the conversation is 
filtered through anticipated threat.

Sixth, they often remain preoccupied with past mistakes. Instead of allowing conflicts to close and 
relationships to recover, they carry old disappointments into new interactions. The present issue 
becomes layered with the emotional residue of prior events, and the result is a conflict that is 
larger than the immediate disagreement.

Seventh, they struggle with the stress created by their own expectations. Because the standard 
keeps rising, success does not produce ease. Even achievement can feel temporary. This means 
that perfectionism does not simply create pressure before the conflict; it sustains pressure long 
after the conflict should have been resolved.

Taken together, these patterns show why perfectionism is not a neutral preference. It is a 
communicative stance that influences how conflict is framed, how power is experienced, and how 
relationships either open or close under strain.

Power and perfectionism
No workplace conflict is power-neutral, and perfectionism is no exception. It is shaped by 
hierarchy, status, expertise, tenure, and organizational culture. Some people can express 
uncertainty safely; others cannot. Some can make mistakes and recover without serious 
consequence; others face a much greater risk. Perfectionism often intensifies under these 
conditions because the cost of being wrong feels unevenly distributed.

This is especially true in environments where authority is tied to competence, or where visibility 
is tied to credibility. In such settings, perfectionistic communication can become a strategy for 
protecting status. A person may avoid admitting uncertainty because uncertainty feels risky. They 
may resist critique because critique feels destabilizing. They may work to maintain a polished 
surface because the surface itself is what appears to secure their position.

Understanding this dynamic matters because not every perfectionistic behavior is simply personal 
weakness. Some of it is relational adaptation. In contexts where error is punished, perfectionism 
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may function as an attempt to survive. That does not make the behavior productive, but it does 
make it intelligible.

For managers, the question is not only how to correct the behavior, but what conditions are 
helping to produce it. If a workplace rewards immaculate performance more than honest 
learning, then perfectionism will continue to thrive. If employees believe that mistakes will be met 
with humiliation rather than response, then concealment and defensiveness will remain rational 
strategies. A conflict-engaged organization must therefore examine not only the person who is 
perfectionistic, but the environment that makes perfectionism feel necessary.

For example, I once coached a woman I will call Meghan whose perfectionism had become deeply 
maladaptive. She worked endless hours, reworked the same materials repeatedly, and held her 
team to expectations that were nearly impossible to meet. She also harbored resentment toward 
colleagues she saw as less effective, even while they appeared to be successful in their own right. 
What made the pattern especially difficult was that Meghan did not recognize her perfectionism as 
a problem; she experienced it as a competitive advantage and assumed the way to do better was to 
turn up the volume and push harder. Her team complained about her, turnover was high, and my 
coaching work centered on helping her notice how her standards were affecting others, soften her 
expectations, and become more accepting of collaboration and imperfection. Her resistance to 
change raised real concerns about her ability to succeed sustainably in the role.

From managing perfectionism to engaging it
Traditional conflict management often seeks to contain a problem, reduce disruption, and move 
forward. But perfectionism is not best addressed through containment alone. It requires 
engagement. The goal is not simply to calm the person down or correct the behavior in isolation. 
The goal is to understand the larger communicative pattern the behavior represents.

That begins with reframing the issue. Rather than asking only, “Why is this person so difficult?” a 
better question is, “What is this perfectionism communicating?” The answer may include fear of 
failure, fear of judgment, fear of losing control, or fear of being excluded. Once those concerns are 
visible, the conflict can be approached more thoughtfully.

The next step is to distinguish between standards and self-worth. High standards can be useful. 
They can support quality, accountability, and thoughtful work. But when the standard becomes 
fused with personal value, communication becomes fragile. Every correction feels like an attack. 
Every mistake becomes a threat to identity. In that condition, no amount of process alone will 
solve the conflict.

A more constructive response invites imperfection without humiliation. It treats mistakes as 
information rather than condemnation. It makes room for revision, clarification, and learning. It 
also encourages people to speak before they are fully polished, because many conflicts worsen 
when silence is used as a substitute for vulnerability.
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In this sense, perfectionism can become an opportunity for organizational learning. It reveals 
where error is feared, where authority is fragile, where expectations are unclear, and where 
people believe they must perform rather than participate. If approached well, perfectionism can 
help an organization identify misaligned incentives, hidden anxieties, and cultural assumptions 
that otherwise remain unspoken.

Perfectionism becomes a workplace problem not because excellence is harmful, but because fear 
can hide inside excellence. When people must be flawless in order to feel safe, communication 
changes. Feedback becomes threat. Mistakes become identity wounds. Silence becomes strategy. 
Conflict then stops being a temporary disruption and becomes an ongoing relational pattern.

The challenge for organizations is not to eliminate high standards. The challenge is to create 
communicative conditions in which standards do not depend on shame. When people can be 
corrected without humiliation, can acknowledge imperfection without penalty, and can speak 
honestly without fear of collapse, perfectionism loses much of its grip.

At that point, conflict communication becomes more than damage control. It becomes a way of 
restoring trust, clarifying expectations, and making learning possible. In that sense, the question is 
not whether perfectionists can work. It is whether the workplace can become honest enough to let 
good work emerge without demanding impossible perfection first.
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