“Done” is Better Than “Perfect”

In Scrapbooking and in Life

By: Amy Tiemann, Ph.D.
Nothing holds me back like the pressure of perfectionism. I feel paralyzed when I can’t get a job done perfectly, so in the worst case, unfinished tasks pile up into unsatisfying messes. Does this sound familiar to you?  One good example is the project of documenting my family’s memories with photo albums. I started making a handcrafted, intricately laid-out scrapbook when my daughter was born six years ago. The trouble is, the album only covers her first ten months, when the layout abruptly ends. At that point in our lives, our family moved across the country, and I never recovered enough time and energy to invest in continuing this high-maintenance project.

Fortunately, a scrapbook-class teacher taught me a key lesson that can apply to many areas of motherhood:  “Done” is better than “perfect.”  What a relief to feel that we don’t even have to aim for perfection, much less beat ourselves up if we don’t attain it. I have four ideas to share that will help you turn unattainable tasks into realistic goals. I will expand the scrapbooking example as a case study, but these principles can apply to a wide variety of family and work tasks.

Tie up loose ends

There’s nothing more stressful than a half-finished task that is likely to stay that way forever. Rather than letting unfinished obligations hang over your head, find a way to wrap up these projects honorably, even if it means adjusting your original expectations to make them more realistic. I have set the goal for myself to add two more pages to complete my daughter’s original scrapbook through her first birthday. I will remove extra blank pages and consider that project finished. From now on, I am giving myself permission move on to simpler ways of documenting our family.

Create smaller projects with realistic, attainable goals

Instead of committing to a huge project, like creating one scrapbook to document every move your family makes, choose a simpler task like selecting one snapshot each month to make a calendar for next year, or filling in a frame that has a spot for each year’s school photograph.

Use technology and tools to simplify tasks

Taking the time to learn how to use new technology can be worth your investment. Digital scrapbooking services and tools are a logical extension of digital photography. Most companies that offer digital print processing now also offer scrapbooking services as well. Once you get the hang of it, you can lay out a nice digital scrapbook very quickly, and then you can order an album to be printed. Another time-saving feature of online scrapbooking is that you can easily share your work with others by ordering extra copies as gifts. How many of our conventional “grandparents’ albums” projects have been left unfinished?

Learn to be satisfied with a realistic effort and outcome

Whenever I get hung up on perfection I repeat those reassuring words to myself:  “Done truly is better than perfect.”  I have really enjoyed all of the photo albums that I have made, no matter how I made them. Whether putting forth a realistic effort in daily life means bringing store-bought cookies rather than homemade brownies to snack day at school, or inviting friends over even though my house isn’t totally picked up, I have learned that being satisfied with what I can do is the most enjoyable way to live.

There is a great deal of talk today about our kids growing up in a pressure-cooker atmosphere of perfection. Much has also been written about the overwhelming demands on mothers in our culture. The best way to counter this trend is to become comfortable with our own imperfection and demonstrate that outlook to our families. Don’t get me wrong; when it comes to my top-priority tasks, I work very hard to get the job done just right. But living a life where everything feels like a crisis is incredibly stressful and unhealthy for everyone. Choose your top priorities and get them done right. For all of the other tasks that are set before you, it’s really okay just to get them “done,” and occasionally even say to heck with your to-do list to enjoy a day off.
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