In the previous blog post, One of the Five is Play, we looked at the way in which
schema therapy has organised our core emotional needs into five categories. For new
human beings who are joining the dots to make sense of how the world and
relationships work, the adequate meeting of these needs in childhood results in
individuals who feel safe, loved, accepted and capable. Furthermore, it informs what
these individuals later expect in terms of their adult friendships and relationships.

So, what happens when these needs are not consistently met? Well, the human
condition is wired for survival, which means that even if our core emotional needs are
not adequately met, we will find a way to join the dots in a way that allows us to make
sense of our world and survive in it. This may mean the development of a robust belief
system that is not accurate even though it is adaptive.

This is how maladaptive schemas develop. A schema is like a template or pattern of
how we organise information. Schemas allow us to collect and interpret information in
a way that helps the world to make sense to our developing brains. Maladaptive
schemas are entrenched, self-perpetuating patterns of interpreting information about
ourselves, others, the world and relationships. They are not only the result of the
degree to which our early caregivers are attuned to meeting our emotional needs,

but are also influenced by other factors such as temperament, neurobiology, culture,
environment and modelling.

There are 18 maladaptive schemas. Here are two examples:

If Joe grows up in a home where his caregiver takes good care of his physical needs,
however is often distracted and emotionally unavailable, Joe may develop the
Emotional Deprivation schema. This means that Joe grows up not expecting others
to show up for him in times of need, or to consider his opinions and preferences when
making a decision. It may also mean that Joe does not seek comfort when he feels sad
and is overly self-reliant.
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Susie has the Failure schema. As a child, Susie struggled to understand Maths
concepts and always felt left behind in class when her peers seemed to know exactly
what was going on. Susie’s parents told her to try harder and pay more attention in
class, without taking the time to understand exactly what her struggle was. Now, in
adulthood, Susie feels stupid when she encounters challenges at work, often believing
that she is less competent than her colleagues.

Maladaptive schemas comprise thoughts, emotions, physical sensations and
memories. Everyone has maladaptive schemas. In schema therapy we are curious
about how frequently and intensely these become activated, as well as how an
individual copes when they are triggered, and how this interferes with life and
relationships.

There are three general coping styles that occur when schemas get activated. These
coping styles make sense when we consider that they developed in early life to protect
the child whose needs were not being met. In fact, they were genius attempts to
survive the childhood environment! However, when they are automatically activated in
adulthood without consideration of the current context, they can be self-defeating and
self-destructive.

The three coping styles are: Surrender, Avoidance and Overcompensation.
Surrender means that an individual operates in life as though the message of the
schema were true. Avoidance includes behavioural avoidance and emotional
detachment. Overcompensation refers to doing the opposite of how the schema
makes an individual feel, in a desperate attempt to disprove it.

Let’'s take the example of Joe with his Emotional Deprivation Schema to demonstrate
how these coping styles might present:

If Joe surrenders to his Emotional Deprivation schema, he may choose partners who
cannot meet his emotional needs, or not turn to others in times of distress. If he copes
by avoiding, he may put up walls and avoid relationships all together. If he
overcompensates, Joe may have unrealistic expectations about a partner’s capacity to
meet all his needs.

While different contexts may result in different coping styles being activated,
individuals often have a default coping style that steps in when specific schemas are
triggered. Having an understanding of your schemas and common patterns of coping
is the first step towards changing those patterns, to enhance your relationships and
ensure that there are opportunities for your needs to be met in adulthood!



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.

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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