
Understanding Perfectionism: Adaptive 
and Maladaptive Behaviors 

Adaptive Maladaptive 
• Strives for excellence 
• Derives satisfaction from efforts 
•  Remains positive about efforts that 

may fall short of initial goals 
• Realizes self-esteem through the 

journey to goals 
•  Appraises self through a job well 

done rather than through the 
approval of others 

•  Establishes realistic performance 
goals within the scope of abilities 

• Compulsiveness about work habits 
• Over concern for details 
•  Excessive concerns about making 

mistakes 
• Self-doubt 
• Discrepancy between perceived 

performance and expectations 
•  Rarely, if ever, derive pleasure from 

efforts 
•  Continually dissatisfied; believe 

nothing is ever good enough 
•  Setting unrealistic performance 

demands/goals for themselves and 
others 

• Focuses on perceived weaknesses 
rather than strengths 

•  Avoid doing things incorrectly for fear of 
failure 

• Marked by depression, guilt and 
shame 

• Overemphasis on future without 
appreciation for current progress 

 
Perfectionism Resources for Parents 

Books 

" The Perfectionism Workbook for Teens by Ann Marie Dobosz 
" When Perfect Isn't Good Enough by Martin M. Antony and Richard P. Swinson 

Websites 

• Child Mind Institute - www.childmind.org 
• Anxiety Canada - www.anxietycanada.com 

Organizations 

• National Association of School Psychologists - www.nasponline.org 
• Organization: American Psychological Association - www.apa.org 



Perfectionism Supports: Strategies for 
Parents 

Emphasize Effort Over Outcome 

• Praise persistence and problem-solving. Say: "I'm proud of how hard you worked." 

Normalize Mistakes 

• Share your own mistakes and encourage learning from them. Say: "Mistakes help our brains 
grow." 

Set Realistic Expectations 

• Break tasks into steps and define 'good enough'. Ask: "What's a good-enough result?" 

Model Healthy Self-Talk 

• Help reframe negative thoughts. Say: "I'm still learning." instead of "I'm terrible at this." 

Create a Safe Environment for Failure 

. • Encourage trying new things without pressure. Celebrate effort and learning. 

Limit Comparisons 

• Avoid comparing your child to others. Focus on their personal progress. 

Use Cognitive Behavioral Techniques (CBT) 

• Use thought records and self-compassion exercises to challenge perfectionistic thoughts. 

Encourage Play and Creativity 

• Provide unstructured time for art, music, and storytelling to embrace imperfection. 

Seek Professional Support 

• If perfectionism leads to anxiety or school refusal, consider therapy with a CBT- trained 
professional. 

 


