SCHEMA THERAPY - FULL-CONTENT CLIENT RESOURCE

SCHEMAS

Enmeshment / Undeveloped Self

A source-faithful guide for recognizing a possible pattern of closeness that can leave too little room for an

individual sense of self.

Use this as a reflection, not a verdict. A schema is a concept used in schema therapy; it is not a diagnosis and
cannot determine your history, your relationships, or what you should do next.

THE SOURCE FRAMEWORK

A brief map of schemas

Everyone has a basic need for things such as safety,
acceptance, freedom, and reasonable limits. The
source explains that when these core needs are not
met during childhood, people develop schemas—
negative themes or patterns that define life, shaping
how a person sees and responds to experiences in
unhelpful ways.

In the schema-therapy model, early maladaptive schemas are
broad and enduring self/relationship themes. This is a model-
based explanation, not proof that any particular childhood
experience caused a current pattern.

ENMESHMENT, AS DESCRIBED IN THE SOURCE

Very close can become too
fused

People with an enmeshment schema are very
involved in the life of another person—such as a
parent, sibling, or best friend. As a result, they
sometimes do not have a sense of their own identity.

Being enmeshed can leave a person feeling
smothered, empty, and directionless, or worried about
how they or the other person would cope if they were
not so close.

WHEN THE PATTERN FITS

Little room for a
separate self

CONNECTION
Closeness with a significant
other

Family and close relationships can be
caring, meaningful, and supportive.

“ My parents and | are very
involved in each other’s lives. ”’
person. ”’

Privacy, preferences,
boundaries, or direction can
feel difficult.

“I'm so close to my sibling that it
feels like we're the same

POSSIBLE EXPERIENCE
“Smothered,” empty, or
uncertain

The source describes worry about coping
apart and a less developed identity.

‘1 don’t know who | would be
without my partner. ”’

Important distinction: Healthy closeness can include warmth, shared values, and mutual support alongside privacy, different
views, separate interests, and room to choose. Cultural and family context matter; this sheet is not a test of whether a

relationship is “good” or “bad.”
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SOURCE CLAIM - EVIDENCE CONTEXT

SCHEMAS

“Associated with” is not a diagnosis

The original resource includes the following association list. It is preserved here in full and placed in a careful

clinical context.

ORIGINAL SOURCE STATEMENT

Enmeshment is associated with a variety of difficulties:

Addictions Bipolar disorder Body image problems

Depression Eating disorders

©® How to hold this list

The supplied source does not provide citations for this
list. It should not be read as saying that enmeshment
causes any listed condition, that a person with a listed
condition has this schema, or that a schema identifies
a diagnosis.

Research on early maladaptive schemas reports
broad, group-level relationships with psychological
distress. It does not justify a disorder checklist for one
person or establish a cause for an individual.

Personality disorders

Burnout Dependent personality disorder

Psychosis Relationship problems Trauma

) What the research can and
cannot say

Schema therapy describes enmeshment/undeveloped
self as excessive emotional involvement at the
expense of individuation. Evidence about schema
domains and their links to distress is still being
clarified.

For example, a meta-analytic review found weak
confirmatory support for previously proposed schema-
domain models; a youth review found associations but
noted inconsistent measures and community-sample
bias.

NOT WHAT THIS MEANS A MORE CAREFUL USE

“This list tells me what is wrong

with me.” professional.”

“My close relationship is the cause
of a condition.”

“I need to distance myself from
people | love.”

“This is source material. If a concern fits my life, | can discuss it with a qualified

“Relationships, stress, context, development, and health concerns can be complex.
One schema is not an explanation for everything.”

“l can notice whether | have enough choice, privacy, preferences, and support to be
myself within connection.”

Pause and orient

own experience? You can skip this, pause, or return later.

If the list stirs worry, choose a gentle question rather than a conclusion: What, if anything, would | like to understand more about my

Evidence context is summarized from the research record accompanying this private working resource. It is included to qualify the source claim, not to

replace clinical assessment or to make an individual diagnosis.

ENMESHMENT / UNDEVELOPED SELF

NORA MARKARIAN, LMHC-D, NcC 2/ 6



RECOGNITION - SOURCE CONTENT

When the pattern feels active

Notice with curiosity. These are source examples of a possible active schema, not criteria to score or prove.

SCHEMAS

The original resource notes: Schemas have different components and can be active or inactive. Triggers for
enmeshment usually relate to situations involving the person or people you are very close to. Signs an
enmeshment schema is active can include the following.

Thinking Feeling

O “I should share everything with this person.” O Guilty when you do things independently.

O “It's wrong to set boundaries or have privacy.” © Smothered or intruded upon.

o “l feel like I don’t have a life of my own.” O Unsure of who you are or what you want.
Focusing on Remembering

o The life of the other person, rather than your own. O Having very little independence growing up.

o The other person’s needs, opinions, and interests. © Having to look after one or both of your parents.
o How lost or empty you feel without them. O Being controlled, overprotected, or smothered.

© Choose one recent, manageable moment

You do not need to revisit every memory or explain the pattern. Pick a situation that feels safe enough to notice from the present.
What happened or what was the trigger? Which cue, if any, did | notice?

[ ] Thoughts

[] Feelings

[] Focus of attention

[ 1 Memories

Permission and pacing
A memory or relationship question can bring up grief, guilt, fear, or activation. You may answer partly, pass, or return later. If you

feel overwhelmed, orient to the present—notice your feet on the floor and name a few things around you—before deciding whether
to continue.
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COPING - SOURCE CONTENT

Four ways a person might cope

The source describes coping responses as understandable ways people try to manage a painful schema.
Naming a response is not a judgment of character.

SCHEMAS

The original resource says: Schemas can be painful. People learn to cope with enmeshment in different ways:
by accepting it (“surrender”), avoiding it (“escape”), or acting like the opposite is true (“counter-attacking”). It adds

that these coping styles tend to strengthen schemas over time. In schema therapy, this is a model-based pattern—
not an inevitable outcome.

SURRENDER ESCAPE

You might surrender to this You might escape this schema
schema by: by:

e Staying in close contact with the other person. e Being very independent.

 Involving them in all the parts of your life. e Avoiding intimate relationships.

 Imitating their opinions or mannerisms. » Being secretive around other people.
COUNTER-ATTACKING OTHER WAYS
You might counter-attack this You might cope in other ways,
schema by: such as:

e Trying to be the opposite of the other person. e Acting helplessly so the other person takes over.
¢ Being totally uninvolved in their life. e Communicating in ways that only the other person
 Denying you are similar in any way. would understand, for example, “inside jokes.”

© Notice function before changing anything

These responses may offer short-term safety, closeness, distance, certainty, or relief. A useful question is not
“Which coping style am 1?” but: “What was this response trying to protect, and what did it cost me later?”

In the moment, this helped me with: Later, | noticed this cost or consequence:

Connection and autonomy can coexist. The goal is not to force independence or distance. It is to make more room for
choice, a separate viewpoint, and healthy connection, at a pace that fits your circumstances.
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DEVELOPMENTAL CONTEXT - SOURCE CONTENT SCHEMAS

Making room for your own identity

The source frames independence, individuality, and healthy emotional connection as needs that may not have
been adequately met. This page keeps that framing tentative and non-blaming.

SOURCE EXPLANATION, CAREFULLY CONTEXTUALIZED

Possible developmental context

The original resource says people develop an enmeshment schema when their need for independence,
individuality, and healthy emotional connection has not been met. For example, parents might have been
overinvolved, overprotective, or discouraged individuality. Alternatively, a person might have been forced to take on
a grown-up role as a child, such as giving a parent or parents emotional support or being their companion.

These are possible schema-therapy formulations, not a finding about your family, a judgment about anyone’s intentions, or proof
that one experience caused a present-day pattern. Family closeness may also be shaped by culture, responsibility, disability,
migration, safety, and other circumstances.

NEED 01 NEED 02 NEED 03
Individuality Independence Healthy boundaries
Discovering your own interests can Acting on your own needs and Developing assertiveness and setting
make more room for a separate sense preferences and learning to be more boundaries with others can be
of self. independent are directions named in important, according to the source.
One low-stakes interest | could BIDEENITES: One preference or privacy need |
notice or try: One small choice | could make could name:

myself:

If expressing a limit could bring retaliation, coercion, violence, loss of housing, loss of caregiving, or another serious risk, a generic

boundary script is not enough. Consider individualized planning with a trusted professional or support person. Your safety and
practical needs come first.

© A small, values-consistent experiment

The source says that meeting needs for healthy boundaries and developing your own identity will help heal this schema. Evidence
does not establish that any single action will “heal” a schema. Instead, choose an optional, manageable experiment that supports
your identity or choice.

My experiment (specific and small): How | will keep connection and safety in mind:
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REFLECTION & PRACTICE - SOURCE RECORD SCHEMAS

Keep closeness. Keep choice.

Use this final page to hold the source material together: a possible trigger, a protective response, and one
small step toward a more separate, connected self.

A practical sequence

a Notice e Understand e Choose
Name a trigger involving Identify whether a coping Try one small action that honors
someone close and one cue in response was trying to protect a preference, interest, privacy
thinking, feeling, focus, or closeness, distance, relief, or need, or safe boundary.
memory. certainty.

My next manageable step

Situation / trigger | want to understand What | want to make room for

What I did to cope One kind, realistic next step

A closing reminder
A pattern is not a character flaw. You can be close to someone and still have your own perspective, interests, privacy, and pace. If
this material does not fit, you do not need to make it fit; take what is useful and leave the rest.

Source and rights notice. This is a full-content, light-edited clinical companion based on Enmeshment (2024), Psychology Tools Limited. The
source’s construct description, recognition cues, association list, coping examples, developmental examples, and change directions are
retained and contextualized here. Copyright © 2024 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved. This private working resource does
not reproduce the original artwork, logo, customer/download identifier, or timestamp, and is not a replacement for the original licensed
resource.

Evidence record (full citations and limits in accompanying research.md): International Society of Schema Therapy, The Schema Therapy Model
(2021); Lachenal-Chevallet et al., Cognitive Therapy and Research (2021); Thimm, Frontiers in Psychiatry (2022); Zhang et al., Nordic Journal of Psychiatry
(2023); Coe, Davies, & Sturge-Apple, Journal of Family Psychology (2018). These sources inform cautious framing; they do not validate a diagnosis, a
causal explanation, or the effectiveness of any individual worksheet exercise.
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