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NUS STUDY ON KIDS WITH ‘BAD’ FORM OF PERFECTIONISM

Children with intrusive parents
face higher risk of depression, suicide
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valeriekohsf@mediacorp.com.sg

SINGAPORE — Push your child too hard
in his studies and chances are he
could become overly critical of him-
self, which puts him at higher risk of
developing symptoms of depression,
anxiety and even suicide.

This was the finding of a study,
touted by the National University of
Singapore (NUS) as the first for chil-
dren of primary-school-going age who
develop maladaptive perfectionism —
commonly known as the “bad” form of
perfectionism.

“In a society that emphasises ac-
ademic excellence, which is the situ-
ation in Singapore, parents may set
unrealistically high expectations on
their children. As a result, a sizeable
segment of children may become fear-
ful of making mistakes,” said lead re-

searcher Ryan Hong, from NUS’ psy-
chology department.

“Also, because they are supposed
to be ‘perfect’, they can become dis-
inclined to admit failures and inade-
quacies, and seek help when needed,
further exacerbating their risk for
emotional problems.”

The study tracked 263 seven-year-
old pupils from 10 primary schools and
one of each of their parents between
2010 and 2014.

In an experiment, they got each
child to solve puzzles within a dead-
line and told the parent that he or she
could help, whenever necessary.

Parents who taught their child to
solve the puzzle through guiding ques-
tions were deemed to be non-intrusive,
whereas parents who retracted moves
made by their child were marked as
highly intrusive. Each child was reas-
sessed at ages eight, nine and 11.

Forty per cent of the children re-
ported low and stable levels of self-
criticalness throughout the study
while 36 per cent scored high at the
start. For those who had high levels of
self-criticalness, 22 per cent became
less preoccupied with mistakes and
imperfections over the years, while
the other 14 per cent became increas-
ingly concerned over them.

Children with intrusive parents
were three times more likely to fallinto
the category of children with high and
increasing self-criticalness.

They were also two times more like-
ly to fallinto the category of those with
high and, subsequently, decreasing lev-
els of self-criticalness.

Another group of children (24 per
cent) initially reported low levels of self-
criticalness, but their score ended up
increasing over time.

Attributing this to their parents
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exhibiting “intrusive and controlling”
behaviour, such as meting out harsh
punishments, Assistant Professor
Hong said: “It squares with the idea
of Asian culture. Parents expect a
lot from (their) kids when it comes to
schoolwork. And when parents expect
a lot, kids may get the message that
they need to be perfect in everything
they do. They cannot make mistakes.”

He added: “Over time, such behav-
iour, known as maladaptive perfec-
tionism, may be detrimental to the
child’s well-being as it increases the
risk of the child developing symptoms
of depression, anxiety and even sui-
cide in very serious cases.”

Asst Prof Hong urged parentsto be
mindful of not pushing their children
over the edge.

“Children should be given a condu-
cive environment to learn, and part of
learning always involves making mis-
takes and learning from them. When
parents become intrusive, they may
take away this conducive learning en-
vironment,” he said.

The study’s findings were published
in the Journal of Personality in March.

The study was funded by the Singa-
pore Children’s Society and the Minis-
try of Social and Family Development.



