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Jewish Family & Career Services Presents:

Interrupting the Cycle
of Perfectionism in Girls

Rebecca Brown, LCSW + Jaime Stepansky, LCSW +
Cari Newman, Parenting Coach | 4.29.22
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Objectives
1. Understanding how social media, body image, pressure to achieve
contribute to the cycle of perfectionism and anxiety.

2. How you as a parent can help your tween/teen build resilience into 
adolescence and adulthood by noticing, naming, and modeling a 
different approach.

Breaking the Cycle of Perfectionism
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Mentimeter

What are 3 expectations 
you have for your 

daughter?

Warm-Up/Icebreaker
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“Until you 
make the unconscious 
conscious it will direct 
your life and you will call it 
fate."  

-- Carl Jung

Why Ask About Expectations?
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"Cause we're all striving to be our best. But, and then that's really 
the most, the pressure we put on ourselves and pressure, you know, 

brings all these things like anxiety and when you don't live up to 
your expectations of yourself the depression you get from that." 

(Girls HS)

A recent Pew Research Center study found that 7 in 10 teens see anxiety 
and depression as major problems among their peers. (Horowitz and 
Graf 2019)  
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• Anxiety exists for a reason. It helps us survive.
• The double-edged sword of anxiety – can help or flood our 

system.
• Survival is also belonging to a tribe. Expectations must be met to 

belong.

Anxiety

If our survival is attached to expectations, 
then survival becomes about meeting 
expectations. Failure becomes associated with not 
surviving.

7

• Perfectionism is broadly defined as a combination of excessively 
high personal standards and overly critical self-evaluations

• Multidimensional
o Self-oriented
o Other-oriented
o Socially prescribed

• Perfectionism study - data gathered between 1989-2016
o 10% increase in "self-oriented", 16% increase "other-

oriented" perfectionism.

o 32% increase in "socially prescribed"

Perfectionism

8

The Cycle of Anxiety and Perfectionism 

Which came first?
• A person can have anxiety and 

use perfectionism to manage it (survive). 
Or unrealistic/high standard expectations 
(perfectionism traits) that can lead to anxiety.

• Perfectionism can create anxiety in others 
sparking their own cycle. Think: Parents and 
children.
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Perfectionism Cycle is fueled 
by:

Perfectionism Fuel

Examples are:

Expectations

Comparisons

Judgement

Achievement Pressure

Social Media

Judgement Body Image
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Expectations
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"I guess it's the way that the world is right now… if you haven't 
cured cancer by the time you're 12 then you're a failure." (Girls HS)

Expectations: Pressure to Achieve 
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• A recent study noted that many Jewish women “are motivated to do their best in all aspects of 
their lives and meet or exceed the expectations of employers, co-workers, spouses, children, 
and extended family” (Chertok et al., 2020).

• Jewish teen girls report feeling pressure to pressure to not just do well but to excel...whether it 
be their performance in academics and extracurricular activities, their relations with friends, 
or their personal appearance and how they conduct themselves,

• Both teen and adult Jewish women report struggling to find balance between the demands of 
school or work and those of family and friends while still finding time to take care of their 
personal needs for reflection and relaxation.

In The Atlanta Jewish Community Specifically

Expectations: Pressure to Achieve   
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Expectations: Pressure to Achieve  
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Strategies for Breaking the Cycle
of Expectations: Achievements

Noticing & Naming 
 

How do you communicate your
expectations to your child? 

Modeling 
 

Do you have realistic expectations for 
yourself, or do you try to do it all? 

Owning Your Stuff 
 

What do you think your children’s 
achievements say about you? 

Creating Real Connections 
 

How do your expectations impact
your connection with your child? 
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Strategies for Breaking the Cycle
of Expectations: Achievements

Noticing & Naming
• When you notice an unrealistic 

expectation, name it OUT LOUD
• “That seems like a busy schedule to 

me. When will you have time to 
unwind?”

• Frame your noticing as a question
• “What grade do you think is 

reasonable for a test on material this 
complex?”

• Use their answer as a conversation 
starter

• Validate what they are feeling, even if 
you don’t totally agree

Modeling
• Hold yourself to realistic standards

• When you goof, point it out and keep 
it light

• “Oops, I replied all. Guess everyone 
in the office is going to know…”

• Make your thinking visible
• “They’re asking me to do a big 

presentation at work, but I also have 
another project. I don’t know if I can 
do both well.”
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Strategies for Breaking the Cycle
of Expectations: Achievements

Owning Your Stuff
• When you slip, point out your 

mistake and fix it
• “I’m really sorry I asked you if 

you studied enough (several 
times). I’m feeling anxious on 
your behalf.”

• Ask questions
• “What would support look like 

for you right now?”

Creating Real Connections
• Recognize that support and 

connection might look like 
listening, brainstorming, or 
hugging

• Encourage independent thinking
• “Is there a grade under 95 that 

would feel like a success to 
you?”

• Listen. Really listen.
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Expectations

Comparisons
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Comparisons: Social Media

“You think, ‘I’ll just have a quick look!’ – and you’re there for 
ages. You look at everyone else’s posts and you think, ‘they’re 
so pretty. Their life is so cool.’ It can make you think everyone 
is having a better time than you. It can make you feel not 
good about yourself because you think, ‘what’s wrong with 
me? Why aren’t I having that sort of time?’

What you have to remember is: people post their best 
moments. No life is high point after high 
point..” Hannah*, 15
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“I kept seeing all these cool parties 
on social media, and I was thinking, 
‘wow, they’re just so much fun. Why 
are all the parties I go to so dull?’ 

And then I realized: I am AT those 
parties. They’re dull 
because they’re full of people 
just looking at their phones and 
taking pictures.” Olivia*, 16

Comparisons: Social Media
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Comparisons: Social Media

• The average American spends more than 
11 hours a day using media

• Teens (13-18) spend an average of 9 + 
hours a day

• Tweens (8-12) spend an average of 6+ 
hours a day

17 18
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Comparisons: Social Media
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Comparisons: Social Media
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Strategies for Breaking the Cycle
of Comparisons: Social Media

Noticing & Naming 
 

Why do you post about your life  
(or your children) online? 

Modeling 
 

Do you compare yourself to others? 

Owning Your Stuff 
 

How do comparisons
make you feel? 

Creating Real Connections 
 

How do your comparisons impact your 
connection with your child? 
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Strategies for Breaking the Cycle
of Comparisons: Social Media

Noticing & Naming 
• Notice when you feel the desire to 

post things publicly
• Watch for clues about when your 

child feels left out 
• “I noticed that [two friends] 

posted photos from a family trip 
to the beach. How are you doing 
about that?” 

• Normalize having complex feelings 
• “I wish we could have traveled 

this year.” 

Modeling 
• Tell your child when you’re feeling 

thrown off by something on social 
media 
• “I’m going to stay off social media 

for a while” 
• Make your thinking visible by saying 

out loud what you’re going to do 
about it 
• “I’m going to do [my hobby] 

because creating something will 
help me feel better” 
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Strategies for Breaking the Cycle
of Comparisons: Social Media

Owning Your Stuff 
• Imagine what your words will 

sound like in your child’s ears 
• “Hmmm… saying that 

[someone else’s kid] got into 
[insert fancy school name] 
might make my kid feel bad. 

• When you slip and imply that 
someone else’s kid did something 
that might be interpreted as 
a “standard,” circle back and have 
an open conversation 

Creating Real Connections 
• Create a culture of conversation 

that allows for “do-overs” 
• Take mental photos
• Or, take real photos with your child 

but don’t post them 
• Explain why
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Judgment: Body Image

28

Judgment: Body Image

• By age 6, girls especially start to express concerns about their own weight or shape.
• 40-60% of elementary school girls (ages 6-12) are concerned about their weight or 

about becoming too fat.
• 62.3% of teenage girls report trying to lose weight
• 58.6% of teenage girls report actively dieting
• 68.4% of teenage girls report exercising with the goal of losing weight or to avoid 

gaining weight.
• In one study of Jewish communities in Brooklyn, 1 out of 19 girls was diagnosed with 

an eating disorder, which is a rate about 50 percent higher than the general U.S. 
population

Smolak, L. (2011). Body image development in childhood. In T. Cash & L. Smolak (Eds.), Body Image: A Handbook of Science, Practice, and Prevention (2nd ed.).New York: Guilford.

The National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse (CASA) at Columbia University. Food for Thought: Substance Abuse and Eating Disorders. The National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse (CASA) Columbia 
University; New York: 2003.

25 26

27 28



5/2/2022

8

29

Judgment + Comparison + Expectations

• Approximately 7 in 10 women and girls report a decline in body confidence and 
increase in beauty and appearance anxiety, which they say is driven by the 
pressure for perfection from media and advertising’s unrealistic standard of 
beauty.

• In a study on social media, nearly all girls (95%) say they see the onslaught of 
negative beauty critiques on social media posts, comments, photos, and videos, 
and a majority see them at least once a week (72%)

• One study of teen girls found that social media users were significantly more 
likely than non-social media users to have internalized a drive for thinness and 
to engage in body surveillance.
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Since the Pandemic

• ER visits related to eating disorders doubled among adolescent females.

• Anorexia is now the third most common chronic illness among adolescents, after 
asthma and obesity

• The National Eating Disorder Association recorded a 58 percent increase in calls, 
texts, and chats from March 2020 to October 2021.
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Warning: Loaded Questions Ahead
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Strategies for Breaking the Cycle
of Judgement: Body Image

Noticing & Naming 
 

What has your inner monologue about 
yourself and  your body 

been like today? 

Modeling 
 

Are you comfortable in your own 
body? 

 
Do you exercise? Why? 

Owning Your Stuff 
 

Where did your body standards come 
from? 

 

Creating Real Connections 
 

How do your judgments impact 
your connection with your child? 
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Strategies for Breaking the Cycle
of Judgement: Body Image

Noticing & Naming 
• Point out when you see unrealistic 

message/ images about bodies 
• “Do you think it’s healthy for 

someone to lose 30 pounds for a 
movie?” 

• “Have you ever seen a real human 
who looks like that?” 

Modeling 
• Model body comfort.  
• Avoid making comments about your 

own or others’ looks or weight (even 
“positive” comments imply judgement) 

• Model a healthy relationship with food 
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Strategies for Breaking the Cycle
of Judgement: Body Image

Owning Your Stuff 
• Call yourself out when you say 

something about your own or others’ 
physical appearance 
• “I’m feeling a little off about myself; 

it’s not really about [the other 
person] at all.” 

Creating Real Connections 
• Connect with your kiddo about things 

that matter  deeply to them
• Nurture connections to other humans in 

real life
• Engage in communal life
• Join a team
• Spend time together
• Share space
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Breaking the Cycle

Notice when trouble strikes 
&

Name it to bring it to light

Model
the approach you want to teach

Own your stuff 
by acknowledging it and 

seeking support

Make opportunities to 

create real family & 
community connections
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How to Get In Touch

Rebecca Brown rbrown@jfcsatl.org

Jaime Stepansky jstepansky@jfcsatl.org

Cari Newman cnewman@jfscatl.org

www.jfcsatl.org
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