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Webinar Learning Objectives

Participants will 

understand where 

beliefs come from and 

how they are formed

Participants will be able 

to explain 18 schemas

Participants will understand 

how schemas determine 

behavior patterns

1 32



Why Do 
Beliefs 
Drive 
Behaviors?

• Because “the story always wins”.

• Most people already know a lot of information 
that would be helpful. Most clients already have 
some basic psychology understanding. The reason 
their behavior hasn’t changed is that they haven’t 
been able to take it in and BELIEVE it. They think it 
applies to other people. 

• If you have a client that says, “Oh, no, I do 
believe good things about myself.”, just look at the 
behaviors and see if they match. If behaviors are 
self-sabotaging, dysfunctional, etc. then you know 
what they believe. Don’t listen to what a person 
tells you they believe. Watch their behaviors. 

• A lot of patterned behaviors are rooted in core 
beliefs. These are beliefs that make up the 
structure of your being. These go far back into 
childhood and are so old they produce automatic 
responses and behaviors. 



The word schema is rooted in a similar origin as “schematic”. It comes from the 

Greek σχήμα (skhēma), which means shape, or more generally, plan.

Beliefs that are validated by experiences over time, begin to shape our world 

view and coping style, and therefore our behaviors. A schema becomes the lens 

you view things through, and the filter through which you experience everything. 

This is why we encounter people that hear something very different than what 

was said to them. Their prior experiences and beliefs distort the reality of what is 

said, and their take away from a conversation becomes very different than what 

happened. 

Beliefs must be challenged, and changed or discarded if necessary. Old beliefs 

will cause you to continue to use the same “schematic” or blueprint over and 

over, and wonder why what you build continues to fall apart. 

Beliefs Become Schemas



We filter everything 
through our beliefs.

• If we have a story that we 
walk around with, we will 
interpret everything through that 
lens.

• This means that if we are 
very shame based in our beliefs, 
we will interpret a lot of things 
as shaming, and likely 
misinterpret many interactions 
as negative. 

• Our core beliefs will dictate 
how we interpret memories, 
interactions and ideas. 



In order to understand how schemas work, there are three schema processes 

that must be defined. 

These processes are schema maintenance, schema avoidance, and schema 

compensation. 

It is through these three processes that schemas exert their influence on our 

behavior and work to insure their own survival. 

HINT: 

These schema processes are also a very useful way to begin to look at 

“character defects”. When engaging in these processes, people show up with 

behaviors that are sabotaging.

How Schemas Work



Polling Question #1

Do you have any prior knowledge of these 3 

processes before today?

Yes or No 



Schema maintenance refers to the routine processes by which schemas function 

and perpetuate themselves. This is accomplished by cognitive distortions and 

self- defeating behavior patterns. 

Cognitive distortions consist of negative interpretations and predictions of life 

events. Some common distortions are “should”, “must”, “blaming”, “personalizing”, 

and “catastrophizing”. These ideas are distorted in that they do not represent 

reality. The schema will highlight or exaggerate information that confirms the 

schema and will minimize or deny information that contradicts it. 

Schema maintenance works behaviorally as well as cognitively. The schema will 

generate behaviors which tend to keep the schema intact. For instance, a young 

man with social undesirability schema would have thoughts and behaviors in line 

with the schema. At a party he would have such thoughts as; “No one here likes 

me” and “I’m not going to succeed at meeting new people”. Behaviorally, he 

would be more withdrawn and less outgoing.

Schema Maintenance



This refers to the ways in which people avoid activating schemas. As mentioned 

earlier, when schemas are activated (erupt), this causes extreme negative 

emotion. People develop ways to avoid triggering the schemas in order to not feel 

the pain. There are three types of schema avoidance: cognitive, emotional, and 

behavioral.  

1) Cognitive avoidance refers to efforts that people make not to think about 

upsetting events. These efforts may be either voluntary or automatic. People may 

voluntarily choose not to focus on an aspect of their personality or an event which 

they find disturbing. There are also unconscious processes which help people to 

shut out information which would be too upsetting to confront. People often forget 

particularly painful events. For instance, children who have been abused sexually 

often forget the memory completely. 

(cont. next slide)

Schema Avoidance



2) Emotional or affective avoidance refers to automatic or voluntary attempts to 

block painful emotion. Often when people have painful emotional experiences, 

they numb themselves to the feelings (emotional denial) in order to minimize the 

pain. For instance, a man might talk about how his wife has been acting in an 

abusive manner toward him and say that he feels no anger towards her, only a 

little annoyance. Some people drink or abuse drugs to numb feelings generated 

by schemas. 

3) The third type of avoidance is behavioral avoidance. People often act in such a 

way as to avoid situations that trigger schemas, and thus avoid psychological 

pain. For instance, a woman with a Failure to Achieve schema might avoid taking 

a difficult new job which would be very good for her. By avoiding the challenging 

situation, she avoids any pain, such as intense anxiety, which would be generated 

by the schema. 

Schema Avoidance (cont.)



The third process is schema compensation, which, in effect, is over-

compensation. 

The individual behaves in a manner which appears to be the opposite of what the 

schema suggests in order to avoid triggering the schema. People with a 

Functional Dependence schema may structure aspects of their life so they don’t 

have to depend on anyone, even when a more balanced approach may be better. 

For instance, a young man may refuse to go out with women because he is afraid 

of becoming dependent and will present himself as someone who doesn’t need 

other people. He goes to the other extreme to avoid feeling dependent. As you 

proceed in learning about schemas, note which process you use that may 

perpetuate any schemas you may have.

Schema Compensation



Polling Question #2
Emotional or affective avoidance could look like which 

of these?

A) drug or alcohol use to numb

B) behaving opposite of the schema

C) engaging in behaviors that prove the schema right



Disconnection
and Rejection 
Schemas

Emotional Deprivation (1-9)

Mistrust/ Abuse (27-43)

Emotional Inhibition (143-151) 

Defectiveness Shame (54-68)

Social Isolation/ Alienation (44-53)



Impaired 
Autonomy and 
Performance

Dependence/ Incompetence (78-92)

Abandonment/ Instability (10-26)

Vulnerability to harm or illness (93-104)

Enmeshment/ undeveloped self (105-115)

Failure (69-77)

Subjugation/ Invalidation (116-125)



Excessive 
Responsibility 
& Standards

Self- Sacrifice (126-142)

Unrelenting Standards/ Hypercriticalness (152-

167)



Impaired 
Limits

Entitlement/ Grandiosity (168-178)

Insufficient self- control/ self- discipline (179-

193)



Unclassified 
Schemas

Approval Seeking/ Recognition Seeking (194-

207)

Negativity/ Pessimism (208-218)

Punitiveness (219-232)



Polling Question #3

Opinion: Identifying origins of beliefs can help 

challenge them.

Yes or No



Discovering the 
basic story…

Identify the belief system 

(story), or what you think is 

your belief system

Determine if your behavior 

suggests that to truly be your 

belief system. If not, go back 

and use behaviors to 

determine belief system. 

Identify origin of the belief.

Determine if it is a cognitive 

distortion

Rewrite: What does evidence 

show to be true? List 

examples of real experience 

that counteracts the belief. 

What kind of person 
are you?

What behaviors 
indicate this belief?

Where did you get 
this idea from?

Is it real or did you 
make it up?

Rewrite: What 
experiences prove 
this is true/ prove it 

wrong?



The idea is that we can’t bubble wrap someone so that they never experience 

pain again or so that they will never experience an event that pulls up memories 

or feelings. The idea is to do enough work around it to take its power away. We 

need to give them an understanding of where it comes from and skills. This way, 

when those things come up, (AND THEY WILL) they can withstand it and carry 

on. 

People that they love won’t stop dying, and they won’t stop making movies with 

traumatic scenes just because they went to treatment. When things get them into 

a shame spiral or bring up painful memories it will still be unpleasant- But it 

doesn’t have to hijack them. It doesn’t have to take them down. 

A realistic expectation for doing counseling work and addiction treatment is that 

when they are triggered, they will take healthy steps to right themselves. 

They won’t capsize. 

Realistic Expectations



Questions or 
Comments
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