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What Are Schemas?
A full-content guide to a schema therapy concept: long-standing patterns that may shape how we
make sense of ourselves, other people, and the world.

CLIENT HANDOUT

Schemas are the “mental architecture” that we use to make sense of our experiences. You could think of
them as the “glasses” through which you try to understand and make predictions about yourself, other people,
and the world. Everyone has schemas; some are helpful, and some can become unhelpful over time.

A useful map, not a verdict: This handout uses schema therapy language for education and reflection. It is not a diagnosis or proof of what
happened to you.

You might pause and notice

1 WHAT PEOPLE MEAN BY “EARLY MALADAPTIVE SCHEMAS”

In schema therapy, early maladaptive schemas are negative themes or patterns in thoughts and feelings that may repeat
throughout life. The source calls them “lifetraps.” The model treats them as broad patterns—not simply a single thought—
and as possible influences on how a person sees and responds to experience.

“My relationships never work out.”
A repeated expectation about relationships.

“I’ve always felt like I don’t belong.”
A repeated expectation about belonging.

“I keep doing things I know are bad for me.”
Noticing an unhelpful pattern.

“Why do I put other people first so much?”
Noticing a repeated relational response.

Why the word “early”?
The model links some long-standing patterns with difficult childhood
experiences. This is a framework to explore with care; it does not
mean every pattern has one cause, that anyone must disclose a
history, or that a pattern is permanent.

Go at your pace
Choose only what fits. If this feels too activating,
pause, orient to the room, or return to a current and
manageable example with individualized support.

Plain-language translation: A schema is a familiar way of organizing meaning. It can make certain conclusions feel especially
convincing, even when the present situation may have more than one explanation.
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Have you noticed unhelpful patterns in your life?? Do you hold negative beliefs about yourself or others??
Do some situations trigger intense reactions?? Do you find yourself in the same harmful relationship

patterns?
?
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How schemas may work
The source describes schemas as patterns that can operate in the background, become more
noticeable in relevant moments, and shape thought, feeling, and behavior.

UNDERSTANDING

A situation
Something happens

A familiar schema
may become active
or more noticeable

Meaning & cues
What seems likely;

thoughts, feelings, body cues

A response
What I do to cope

Familiar responses and interpretations can help an old expectation keep feeling true.

This is a simplified teaching model. “Active,” “inactive,” and “triggered” are schema therapy terms, not a literal biological switch.

Behind the scenes
Schemas may operate outside
awareness. What a person may notice
are the problems linked with them, such
as suddenly feeling upset or doing
something unhelpful.

Active or inactive
The source says schemas can “sleep” in
the background until triggered. When
more active, they may strongly affect
thinking, feeling, and behavior.

Different schemas
One person may feel worthless (a
“defectiveness” schema), while another
may feel fundamentally different (a
“social isolation” schema).

Five core emotional needs named in the
source

1 Love and safety

2 Independence

3 Self-expression

4 Playfulness

5 Limits and control

Where do schemas come from?
The source states that, when basic needs are not met, people develop
schemas. It gives the example that viewing others as unreliable—an
“abandonment” schema—can be an understandable response to neglectful
or unpredictable parents. It also says that schemas may help a child make
sense of experience but can become problematic when automatically
applied in adult situations.

Evidence-informed context: The traditional model identifies around 18 schemas and links development to core needs. Professional model
sources describe an interaction among early experiences, temperament, and later learning. These ideas may aid reflection, but they are not
diagnostic criteria and cannot establish a particular cause, history, or disorder.
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What can keep a pattern going?
The source names three ways a schema can persist. The examples below retain that teaching
content with non-blaming, non-diagnostic context.

REFLECTION

The source’s core point: A schema can narrow how someone interprets events, prompt coping responses with later costs,
and influence what feels familiar in relationships. These are possible maintenance pathways in the model—not rules,
diagnoses, or a reason to blame yourself.

Interpretations can keep it feeling
true

The source says schemas can “distort”
how people see things so they always
seem true. A familiar expectation may
guide attention toward confirming details
and away from other information.

Source example: With a “failure” schema, a
person might discount or ignore
achievements.

Coping can have a later cost

The source says schemas can trigger self-
defeating behaviors. A response may bring
short-term relief or protection and still
make it harder to build a different
experience over time.

Source example: With a
“dependence/incompetence” schema, a
person might rely on others so much that
they do not develop self-confidence.

Familiarity can shape relationship
patterns

The source says schemas can pull
someone into “toxic situations.” More
carefully: a pattern may affect
expectations, attention, boundaries,
choices, or coping in relationships.

Source example: With a “mistrust/abuse”
schema, someone may notice being drawn
to people who hurt or mistreat them.

Relationship safety matters. A schema does not cause, invite, justify, or make a person responsible for another person’s harmful
behavior. If a relationship feels unsafe, controlling, or abusive, individualized support can help you consider options at your own pace.

Optional check-in: one manageable moment Fragments are enough. You may leave anything blank.

What happened, and what did I
notice first?

What did it seem to mean about
me, others, or the future?

What did I do to cope? What did
it help with now?

One fairer, safer, or more flexible
next step

Source and rights note: Full-content companion based on What Are Schemas?. Copyright © 2024 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved. This new layout
paraphrases and contextualizes the supplied source; it does not reproduce its logo treatment or original illustrations. Traditional schema therapy language is used for
education and reflection. Evidence notes, limitations, and source URLs appear in the accompanying research record.
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