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Does your child often criticize his or her work?  Think that he or she must do something perfectly or not 

at all?  Become embarrassed by small mistakes?  These are characteristics of perfectionism. 

Description of the Child with Perfectionism 

Most parents want their children to strive for excellence.  It is healthy and productive for children to try 

their best and feel good about their efforts.  Children with healthy levels of ambition try to achieve 

realistic goals, yet they are also willing to accept and learn from mistakes.   

Some children develop an unhealthy pursuit of excellence.  They become motivated by fear of failure, 

rather than the desire for success.  Children who are perfectionistic believe they must perform better 

than others and are never good enough.  They are scared of being wrong and are disappointed in their 

abilities.  They often criticize themselves and others and compare their work to others.  Many children 

(and adults) who are perfectionistic often procrastinate due to fear of failure. 

Three factors share a role in creating and maintaining perfectionism. 

1. Parenting practices-Children who are often criticized or compared to others are more likely to 

develop performance-related fears and a negative self-concept.  Children may believe they must 

be perfect to gain parent approval.  Some children learn perfectionism from watching their 

parents.   

2. Cultural messages-Some media may cause children to feel worthless if they do not achieve a 

perfect appearance. 

3. Individual child characteristics-A child’s temperament and genes may play a role in 

perfectionism.  A child’s interpretation of others’ messages may also be a factor.  Some research 

suggests that intellectually gifted children experience more perfectionism than their peers. 

What can help? 

1. Don’t expect perfection-Avoid sending the message that perfection is expected.  

2. Anxiety rises when children with perfectionism are compared to siblings or others.   

3. Instead of praising for performance, praise for attempting new activities and trying hard.   

4. Make sure children with perfectionism know that mistakes are an expected, normal part of 

learning. 

5. Model making mistakes yourself.  Think out loud, “I made a mistake.”  Check your own tendency 

to be perfect. 

6. Encourage activities that cannot be judged or evaluated like taking a walk or free play.   
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