Service User’s Information leaflet on what Schemas are :

Schemas are specific deep-rooted beliefs, feelings and memories about ourselves, the world and relationships with others that are created during childhood. 

During that time as well as later in adulthood, the individual accepts these without question. Unfortunately they are being taken for granted and therefore their accuracy never questioned (as a child, as well as an adult, you don’t even realise that they’re there in order to question them). Because an individual has been living with them for a number of years, they become ‘familiar’ and ‘comfortable’. However, no matter how familiar they are, they are problematic and create further difficulties all the time in the way a person sees himself/herself and his/her relationships with others and behaves because of them. They are based on conclusions from situations in childhood that no longer apply in adulthood. 

So, for example, if an individual was always punished for most things by his/her parents, s/he may have formed a deep-rooted schema of ‘Fault’ or Defectiveness. This means that the child, lacking the ability to understand why s/he is being punished all the time, automatically assumes that s/he must be doing things wrong. A little child (due to lack of experience and an immature young brain) cannot assume instead that the parents may be doing something inappropriately, so immediately believes that s/he is doing something wrong. This child could then go on to live his/her life believing that when things go wrong it is always his/her fault. As a result s/he will usually experience distressing feelings about her self (like disappointment, sadness, anger, helplessness).

Each schema includes a set of highly relevant memories, emotions, bodily sensations and thoughts/ideas. When an external event (i.e. someone shouting at you) or internal event (i.e. a distressing feeling or a memory) triggers a specific schema (i.e. ‘I am at fault’) then the individual will experience very intense emotions (i.e. rage, extreme nervousness), memories and possibly physical sensations (i.e. palpitations, tightness in the stomach). These distressing symptoms will be similar to those that the individual experienced in childhood as a response to identical or similar events. 

What keeps Schemas in place

These schemas are being kept in place by some (or all) of the specific ways of coping that the individual may be using believing that they are being helpful. However, in actual fact, most ways of coping can achieve exactly the opposite than intended. 

For example, doing things like drinking alcohol or cleaning the house several times a day are sometimes ways of avoiding to trigger a schema (and all the relevant upsetting feelings, thoughts and memories that go with it).  A long held belief i.e. ‘I am worthless and that is why people argue with me and don’t like me’, will resurface again due to a recent unresolved conflict with someone. Avoidance of resolving or even thinking about the conflict could help the individual achieve a temporary relief from upsetting, angry feelings. However, in the long run and because the conflict will not have been resolved due to the causes never being addressed, the individual will experience the same distressing emotions she was trying to avoid as soon as, for any reason, they are reminded of the conflict again or when a similar event takes place. As a result a schema of defectiveness, ‘I am worthless’ or ‘I am unlikeable’, could be triggered, awakening feelings of despair and distress going back to the time the belief was created. 

