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Perfectionism and Perfectly 
Hidden Depression
When perfectionism masks a silent depression

With Dr. Margaret Rutherford
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What We’ll Cover 
Today!
 How constructive perfectionism and 

destructive perfectionism are different

 Destructive perfectionism’s link to 
depression

 Find out where you fit on the spectrum 
of constructive versus destructive 
perfectionism 

 What perfectly hidden depression is and 
why it’s important

 Ten traits of perfectly hidden depression

 Group Q & A
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The Spectrum of Perfectionism

Constructive
 Process-Oriented/Learning

 May feel guilt but not shame

 Has balance

 Can say “no”

 Guided by own expectations 

 Often fulfilling/ Can feel pride 

Destructive
 Goal-Oriented/Accomplishment

 Shame and fear have to be 
fought off and proven wrong

 Very little balance

 Difficulty saying “no”

 Not fulfilling and can lead to 
loneliness, despair and suicidal 
ideation
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Questionnaire for Perfectly Hidden Depression

Do you struggle with confiding in others, especially about your real-life difficulties 
and problems?

Do you obsess about things looking perfect, both for yourself and through 
others’ eyes?

Do you avoid talking to your partner (or your friends) about feeling hurt by them, 
or about a growing resentment you might have?

Do you have trouble sleeping or turning your mind off at night?

Do you have trouble admitting when you’re feeling overwhelmed?

Do you push yourself to get the job done, regardless of the cost to you?

Do you respond to the needs of your friends even when it can short-change 
your own?

Did you grow up in a family where feelings of sadness or pain were avoided, or 
where you were criticized or punished for expressing them?

drmargaretrutherford.com

Do you dislike people considering themselves "victims"—that it’s not their fault 
when something goes wrong?

Did you grow up being taught that you were supposed to handle painful things 
on your own? That asking for help reflected weakness?

Do you strongly believe in focusing on the positives in your life, or "counting your 
blessings”?

Do you have a critical, nagging inner voice telling you you’re not good enough, 
or that you could have tried harder, even though you accomplished your goal?

Do you outwardly seem hopeful and energetic while, at times, you struggle with 
a sense of being trapped?

Do you make lists of tasks to get done during the day, and if they are not 
completed, feel frustrated or like a failure?
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Have you ever been hurt emotionally, physically, or sexually, and told no one? Or if 
you did tell someone, you weren’t believed or supported?

Did you grow up in a family (or are you still experiencing a family) where you felt 
like you had to meet defined expectations rather than being allowed to be 
yourself?

Do you like to have control of a situation if you’re going to be involved?

Do you have a growing sense that it’s becoming harder to maintain an organized 
structure in your life? If so, do you feel anxiety or even panic?

Do you tend to not cry or rarely cry?

Are you considered ultra-responsible, the one that can always be counted on by 
your co-workers or family and friends?

Do you think that taking time for yourself is selfish?
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Nine things I learned along the way about 
destructive perfectionism…
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Can lead to suicidal 
thinking due to 

despair and 
loneliness – its link 
with depression

Can lead to suicidal 
thinking due to 

despair and 
loneliness – its link 
with depression

Pathways to 
perfectly hidden 
depression are 

diverse 

Pathways to 
perfectly hidden 
depression are 

diverse 

Reflects a childhood 
emotional survival 

strategy 

Reflects a childhood 
emotional survival 

strategy 

Perfectionists can 
describe feelings but 
can’t express them.

Perfectionists can 
describe feelings but 
can’t express them.

Don’t know the 
difference between 

selfishness, self-
centeredness, and 

self-awareness. 

Don’t know the 
difference between 

selfishness, self-
centeredness, and 

self-awareness. 

Three different types 
with one being 

much more 
dangerous

Three different types 
with one being 

much more 
dangerous

Socially prescribed 
perfectionism “The 

better I do the 
better I’m expected 

to do.”

Socially prescribed 
perfectionism “The 

better I do the 
better I’m expected 

to do.”

Difficulty with 
viewing it as a 

problem

Difficulty with 
viewing it as a 

problem

Younger generations 
are beginning to see 

this and do 
something about it

Younger generations 
are beginning to see 

this and do 
something about it
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How is perfectly 
hidden 
depression 
different from 
classic 
depression?
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Classic or Perfectly Hidden? 

Classic
 Depressed mood that is a change from 

normal behavior and is noticeable to 
self/others

 Not enjoying things that were previously 
pleasurable

 Fatigue; listlessness; irritability
 Reveals feelings of 

hopelessness/helplessness
 Mental fog/indecisiveness
 Sleep/appetite disturbance
 Low self-esteem
 Suicidal thoughts when severe

Perfectly Hidden
 Depression well-disguised by perfect-

looking life – no one notices or perhaps 
knows

 Being very active socially, at work and in 
personal endeavors

 Lots of energy
 Doesn’t reveal painful or darker emotions
 Mind is clicking along
 Sleep/appetite disturbance may be 

present 
 Coping with inner voices of shame
 Suicidal thoughts but doesn’t reveal
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Andrew 
Solomon from 
The Noonday 
Demon: ”The 

opposite of 
depression isn’t 

happiness, it’s 
vitality. 

Margaret Rutherford from 
Perfectly Hidden Depression: “The 
opposite of perfectly hidden 
depression is self-acceptance –
knowing that your vulnerabilities 
don’t define you any more than 
your strengths.” 
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Are highly perfectionistic, and suffer with a constant, critical and 
shaming inner voice.
Demonstrate a heightened or excessive sense of responsibility. 
Detach from painful emotions by staying “in your head” and 
actively shutting them off.
Worry and have a need for control over yourself and your 
environment.
Intensely focus on tasks, using accomplishment to feel valuable.  
Focus primarily on the well-being of others but don’t allow them 
into your inner world.
Discount personal hurt or sorrow and struggle with self-
compassion. 
May have accompanying mental health issues, such as eating 
disorders, anxiety disorders, or addictions. 
Believe strongly in "counting your blessings” as the foundation of 
well-being.
May enjoy success within a professional structure but struggle 
with emotional intimacy in relationships. 

If you 
struggle 
with 
perfectly 
hidden 
depression, 
you…
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Why is this 
even 
important?
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“Coming together is a beginning... Keeping together is 
progress... Working together is a success.”
Henry Ford
Photo by The National Cancer Institute
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Where you can 
find more…
Website: 
https://drmargaretrutherford.com

Book purchase:  
http://perfectlyhiddendepression.com/

Or on Amazon, Barnes and Noble, 
New Harbinger Publishing Company 
or your local bookstore

Workshop Handout: 
https://drmargaretrutherford.com/w
orkshop

Email: 
askdrmargaret@drmargaretrutherford.com
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