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!e Control adaptation describes a pattern in which the
management of performance, environment, and self-presentation
becomes the primary strate" for managing shame, regulating
worth, and preventing a feared collapse or exposure. It develops in
environments where conditional approval — love or safety
contingent on achievement, correctness, or behaviour — taught the
child that their fundamental acceptability was never quite secured,
and must be perpetually re-earned.

T H E  C O N T R O L  A D A P T A T I O N

When Control Becomes Safety
A trauma-informed, attachment-based formulation of perfectionism,

overcontrol, and the psycholo" of the child who learned that mistakes were
dangerous



The Core Truth

Perfectionism is not high standards. It is the management of
shame. !e child who becomes a perfectionist did not discover
that doing things well was satisfying — they discovered that
doing things poorly was threatening. What looks like ambition
from the outside is, at its core, a sophisticated system for
staying safe from criticism, exposure, and the particular pain
of being found inadequate by someone whose opinion shaped
the world.

How the Adaptation Develops

!e environments that produce the Control adaptation vary considerably

in their surface features, but they share a psychological architecture: the

child's worth — their right to approval, love, or comfort — was

experienced as contingent rather than given. !is contingency might have

been explicitly stated. More o"en, it was transmitted through tone,

through the withdrawal of warmth following failure, through the



particular quality of attention that arrived when the child performed well

and the particular quality of disappointment or indi$erence that arrived

when they did not.

In some families, this is driven by a parent with genuinely high standards

— someone whose approval is coveted but rarely fully given, who praises

achievement in ways that immediately set the bar higher, whose pride in

their child is real but conditional. In others, the contingency is driven less

by explicit standards than by volatility: the parent whose moods are

unpredictable, and for whom the child's performance — academic,

behavioural, emotional — is one of the variables they attempt to manage

in order to keep the emotional climate safe.

!ere are also environments in which perfectionism develops in response

to what might be called shame by association — families in which a

particular failure, inadequacy, or social di%culty on the child's part would

create embarrassment or di%culty for the parent, and the child

internalises this as an ongoing threat to manage.

!e child in all of these contexts arrives at the same functional conclusion:

the world is evaluating me, the evaluation can go badly, and when it goes

badly something painful happens. !e solution is to exert maximum

control over the quality of my output — and, by extension, over anything

that might reveal inadequacy before the evaluation occurs.

What Is Happening Psychologically Underneath

!e Control adaptation is organised around shame regulation. !is is its

central mechanism, and distinguishing it from adjacent patterns —



particularly vigilance and pleasing — depends on understanding this

clearly.

Shame, in the developmental sense relevant here, is not guilt. Guilt is the

feeling that arises from having done something wrong. Shame is the

feeling that arises from being something wrong — from a sense of

fundamental inadequacy, defectiveness, or unworthiness that is located

not in a behaviour but in the self. For the child in a conditionally

approving environment, the recurrent experience of failing to meet the

standard, or of meeting it but never quite being sure whether it was

enough, produces a chronic low-level shame that becomes one of the most

signi&cant organising emotions of their psychological life.

!e Control adaptation is, at its core, an obsessional defence against shame.
By maintaining exceptional standards — by doing things correctly,

thoroughly, and to a level that cannot easily be criticised — the person

attempts to hold shame at bay. !e logic is: if I am good enough, there is

nothing to be ashamed of. !is is why criticism, even mild and well-

intentioned criticism, carries disproportionate weight for people with this

adaptation. It is not received as information about performance; it is

received as con&rmation of the feared internal state.

What RO-DBT (Radically Open Dialectical Behaviour !erapy) identi&es

as overcontrolled psychology is directly relevant here. !e overcontrolled

person has learned that the expression of uncertainty, need, or mistake is

dangerous, and has developed a highly controlled self-presentation as a

result. !is is accompanied by what Lynch and colleagues describe as a

threat-focused bioregulatory bias: the nervous system is oriented toward

detecting and neutralising potential evaluation threats before they



materialise.

!ere is also a signi&cant fear of collapse underlying the pattern. Many

people with high Control adaptation carry a largely unconscious belief

that the standards and routines they maintain are all that stand between

them and some kind of internal disorganisation or exposure. Rest is not

simply uncomfortable — it is genuinely frightening, because the activity of

achieving and controlling serves a regulatory function. Without it, what is

le" is uncertain and unmapped territory. !e perfectionist works not only

to impress others but to stabilise themselves.

Over time, conditional worth — the belief that one's value is contingent on

performance — becomes so structurally embedded that it no longer feels

like a belief. It feels like reality. !e person does not experience themselves

as someone who works hard to earn approval; they experience themselves

as someone who genuinely does not deserve approval unless they earn it.

Why It Becomes Compulsive and Rigid

!e Control adaptation is among the most self-reinforcing of all patterns,

because it is one of the most socially rewarded. Academic achievement,

professional success, reliability, precision, high-quality output — these are

valued in almost every context the person encounters. !e adaptation is

continuously praised, which con&rms its logic: the standards are justi&ed,

the e$ort is worth it, and lowering them would be a mistake.

!ere is also a powerful avoidance mechanism at work. !e adaptation

functions by preventing the person from ever having to feel the shame that

sits underneath it. Because the strategy works — because perfectionism



generally does prevent criticism and exposure — the person never has to

discover that the feared shame is survivable. !e belief that failure would

be catastrophic is never tested, and so it remains intact inde&nitely.

!e rigidity of the pattern is compounded by the person's relationship

with uncertainty. People with a strong Control adaptation typically have a

very low tolerance for not knowing how something will turn out, because

uncertainty is the precondition for failure. Managing uncertainty —

through planning, preparation, repetition, and the refusal to let go —

becomes as important as the achievement itself.

Hidden Adult Consequences

!e costs are o"en invisible for a long time, precisely because the

adaptation produces results that look like success. !e consequences

typically arrive in clusters, o"en tri'ered by a life event that makes the

usual level of control impossible to maintain — illness, major change, the

arrival of a domain in which high performance is not achievable.

Chronic anxiety is almost universal — not dramatic or episodic, but a

steady background hum of evaluation, anticipation, and preparation for a

failure that must not be allowed to occur. !is anxiety is o"en experienced

as vigilance or diligence rather than fear, because it is so normalised as to

be indistinguishable from the person's baseline state.

Relationships su$er in particular ways. !e standards applied to the self

are o"en applied, less consciously, to others — producing di%culty with

intimacy in contexts where another person's imperfection becomes a

source of anxiety rather than simply a feature of their humanity. Close



relationships may be experienced as another domain to manage correctly,

rather than a space of genuine ease and mutual vulnerability.

Many people with this adaptation describe an inability to be present — to

experience satisfaction in what they have achieved rather than

immediately moving to what must be achieved next. !e &nish line is

never a &nish line; it is the starting point for the next evaluation. Pleasure

in work, when it exists, is almost always prospective rather than located in

the thing itself.

!ere is also o"en a signi&cant fear of trying new things, or of any domain

in which the person is genuinely a beginner. Incompetence at early stages

of learning carries shame associations that make the experience of not-yet-

knowing intolerable rather than simply inconvenient.

A  C L E A N  F O R M U L A T I O N

!e Control adaptation develops in environments where

worth is experienced as contingent on performance, and where

the cost of failure — measured in disapproval, embarrassment,

or emotional withdrawal — is high enough to make error

genuinely threatening rather than simply disappointing. !e

child discovers that exerting control over the quality of their

output is the most reliable way to manage the shame that lives

underneath, and they build a life organised around

maintaining standards that function not as aspirations but as a

defence. In adulthood, this produces someone whose work is

o#en impressive and whose inner life is o#en exhausted —



held together by standards they cannot lower and a worth they

cannot quite claim, even when the evidence for it is

considerable.

T H E O R E T I C A L  L E N S E S :  C O N T R O L  A D A P T A T I O N

RO-DBT (Lynch): !e overcontrolled phenotype — characterised

by rigid self-discipline, inhibited emotional expression, high threat

sensitivity, and di"culty with spontaneity and genuine intimacy —

maps closely onto the Control adaptation. Lynch's work on

bioregulatory bias and the threat-focused nervous system is

directly applicable here.

Shame theory (Nathanson, Tangney, Gilbert): !e distinction

between guilt (action-focused) and shame (self-focused) is

foundational to understanding why perfectionism persists and why

criticism carries such disproportionate weight. !e Control

adaptation is speci#cally organised around the avoidance of shame

experience, not the avoidance of poor performance per se.

Schema therapy (Young): !e Unrelenting Standards schema is

central. Defectiveness/Shame schema is almost always present

underneath, typically masked by the high-performance self-

presentation. Failure schema (vulnerability to failure) is o$en also

present.

Obsessional defences (psychodynamic): !e use of perfectionism,

over-preparation, and rumination as defences against underlying

anxiety and shame has a long clinical literature. !e key distinction



from OCD phenomenology is that the content is organised around

evaluation rather than contamination or harm.

Conditional worth (CBT/cognitive): Beck's conditional beliefs —

"If I achieve, I am worthwhile; if I fail, I am worthless" — are the

cognitive expression of the underlying shame structure.

C O M I N G  I N  P A R T  T W O

Part Two will examine what actually happens in therapy when

someone with the Control adaptation begins to loosen their

standards — and why this process is much more frightening

than it appears from the outside. We will look at the speci!c

shame beliefs that sit underneath the perfectionism, how they

formed, and why logical reassurance does almost nothing to

shi" them.

We will also explore what RO-DBT o#ers speci!cally — the

focus on openness, $exible responding, and radical genuineness

as routes into a kind of self-relation that the Control adaptation

has never permitted — alongside schema therapy and EMDR

approaches to the underlying shame experiences.
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