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Over the course of a therapeutic journey informed by schema therapy, we regularly
pause and ask: What did you need in that situation? This question relates to feelings
and experiences in both childhood and adulthood.

Why are we curious about the answer to this question? Well, early childhood is the first
time that we are learning about the world and joining the dots about how things work and
what is required for survival in a particular context. In combination with other factors (i.e.
temperament, neurobiology, culture, environment and modelling), how consistently our
needs are met in childhood informs the templates that we develop to understand how
ourselves, others, relationships and the world work. In addition, the extent to which these
needs are met during childhood determines the degree to which we subconsciously
prioritise them and come to expect for ourselves in adulthood and in our adult
relationships.

Human beings seek patterns and a sense of familiarity to feel safe. Therefore, if our core
emotional needs were not adequately met in childhood, we may find ourselves drawn to
adult relationships that feel familiar and predictable, but are not actually able to provide
us with what we need to feel accepted, loved and capable. Without an awareness of what
is missing, in these relationships we are likely to experience a sense of loneliness,
invalidation, fear, defectiveness, lack of satisfaction and/or frustration.

So, what are these core needs? What do children need to feel safe, accepted, connected
and competent? What do adults continue to need to feel this way as well? Schema
therapy has grouped core emotional needs into five categories. One of the tasks of
caregiving, and adult relationships, is learning to attune to what an individual needs in a
particular context rather than automatically prioritising one need over the others.



1. Safety, consistency, nurture and acceptance in primary relationships.

A sense that my caregiver sees me, accepts me, values me and delights in me. The
message of: You can depend on me to show up, respond and have your back. You are
loveable for the unique person that you are. You are enough as you are.

2. The encouragement and granting of age-appropriate autonomy, fostering the
development of self-confidence and competence.

A sense that my caregiver thinks | am capable, and supports me to create my own
identity with my own interests and direction. The message of: You can do this, you've
got this! I'm right behind you if you need support.

3. Setting of realistic limits and teaching self-control. A sense that my caregiver
can help me develop the skills of self-regulation, setting healthy boundaries and
respecting limits. The message of: Our behaviour impacts others. Frustration can be
tolerated.

4. Freedom to be authentic in the expression of needs, thoughts and emotions.
A sense that my internal experience makes sense. The message of: You make sense.

5. Playfulness, spontaneity and openness to experience: A sense that my
caregiver encourages participation in fun activities that bring me joy. The message of:
Just for fun! No outcomes attached!

The human condition is designed for survival and adaptation. So, what happens when
these needs are not adequately or consistently met? Stay tuned for our next blog post,
Wired for Survival, that discusses exactly this!

Please note: At the best of times, caregiving is a tough gig. It is always important to
remember that no caregiver, partner or friend gets it right all the time! In fact, our aim is
for good enough caregiving so that children develop realistic expectations in their
relationships with imperfect others, and learn about the power of repair. Relationships
are not designed for perfection! It is also important to remember that where caregivers,
partners and friends feel they may have fallen short of showing up for their loved
one/s: these can be opportunities for learning, connection and repair.


https://www.sagepractice.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Blog-Wired-for-Survival.pdf

If you would like to learn more about core needs and schema therapy, here are three
recommended books:

- Reinventing Your Life by Jeffrey Young

- Breaking Negative Thinking Patterns by Jacob, van Genderen & Seebauer
« Your Coping Skills Aren’t Working Anymore by Richard Brouillette
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With an attitude of compassionate curiosity, you may wish to reflect on the questions
below.

1. To what extent was each need met in my childhood?
2. Were certain needs prioritised over others?

3. Did my family’s cultural background, or my caregivers’ own experiences
of being parented, play any role in which needs were / were not prioritised?

4. What value do | place on meeting these needs now for myself and
in my adult relationships?
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