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Ho w to Identify and Avoid Toxic 

Traits in Parenting? 

Every parent wishes to be the best for their 

children. But, unfortunately, more often than 

realized, parents let some toxic traits seep into 

their parenting methods, leading to a disas-

trous impact on children’s psyche and their 

future lives.  

‘Toxicity’ basically means ‘contamination’. 

When used for behaviors or relationships, it is 

not a medically defined term but rather an 

umbrella term which refers to behaviors/

relationships which do more harm than good: 

they push the affected individuals into a 

downward spiral of  negative emotions and 

thought patterns like self-doubt, self-loathing, 

guilt, insecurity, over-dependence, etc.  Toxic 

parenting is one such malice detrimental to 

children’s personality formation and adult re-

lationships.  

So, how does one identify and avoid some of  

these common toxic traits? It should be un-

derstood here that actions that are isolated in-

cidents are not counted as toxic behaviors, it 

is a cause of  alarm only if  the following be-

haviors become usual patterns: 

• Using offensive language or harsh labels for 

the child: If  as a parent, you carelessly toss 

out statements like “I knew you would fail” 

or words like “insolent”,” good-for-

nothing”, “stupid” etc. for your children, 

you need to be more mindful. Parents need 

to remember that children’s minds are like 

sponges and a huge part of  their idea of  

self-worth is shaped by what they hear from 

their parents. For teens, this could be even 

more harmful because those are the years 

of  their identity formation.  

• Publicly shaming the child: Parents often 

make the mistake of  not caring about 

their’s children’s image or self-respect while 

in front of  extended family or friends. Chil-

dren are also quite sensitive about their im-

age and carelessly discussing their flaws or 

mistakes or failures could severely hamper 

their confidence and self-esteem. It is al-

ways advisable to praise the child’s good 

habits and achievements in public while 

waiting for alone time to reprimand them 

for their mistakes or failures.  

Spot the ‘T’  

in ‘P’ 
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 Being emotionally reactive or over-

reactive: Parents should create an atmosphere 

of  open communication with their children. 

The best approach when a child confesses 

their mistake is to avoid over-reacting and first 

listen patiently letting them know that you 

have their backs. This way the child will learn 

to trust you, not hide the facts or seek help 

elsewhere which could be dangerous. Second-

ly, at a later time, one could make them under-

stand their mistake and give appropriate pun-

ishment which teaches the child to take re-

sponsibility for their actions.  

 Being emotionally dependent/

demanding from the child: Over sharing with 

the children about conflicts within the family, 

being emotionally dependent on the child or 

teen to an unhealthy extent forcing them to 

act as the ‘parent figure’, not allowing them 

space to mix with same-age peers or indulge 

in same-age activities, over protecting them 

are some alarming signs of  enmeshment. 

Most children growing up in such families 

struggle to understand healthy adult behav-

iours, be independent or form relationships 

outside of  their family later in life.  

 Not allowing the child to express him-

self/herself: Allowing the children to express 

their opinions and emotions helps them grow 

into confident expressive individuals. Instead 

of  shutting them down completely, parents 

could always create boundaries to assert their 

roles as leaders and decision-makers.  

 Unhealthy comparisons between siblings: 

Perhaps the most common error which par-

ents commit, it not only affects a child’s self-

esteem, it could also make them feel neglect-

ed, unwanted and unloved. Unhealthy com-

parisons often weaken the sibling bonds too, 

creating resentment and jealousy. Individual 

differences exist everywhere and parents 

should respect each of  their children’s differ-

ent personalities and talents.  

“Parents need to fill a child’s bucket of  

self-esteem so high. That the rest of  the 

world can’t poke enough holes to drain it 

dry.”        -Alvin Price 

Ms. Aditi Shrimali, 

counselling psychologist, 

Jaipur , Rajasthan. 

ashrimali91@gmail.com  


