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Core Change 
Processes in 
Schema 
Therapy

1. Corrective Emotional Experiences 
(Cognitive AND Emotional Schema 
Change).

2. Disrupting Schema Maintaining 
Behavioural Patterns.

3. Connecting with our Core Emotional 
Needs (Getting our needs met)

4. Building the Healthy Adult Mode



Jeff Young Definition of Healthy Adult Mode

This is the mode we try to strengthen in therapy by teaching the 
patient to moderate, nurture, or heal the other modes.



Healthy Adult Mode
• Is characterised by higher functioning and healthy 

schemas of capability, strength etc.
• Involves behaviours and cognitions that are required 

for the undertaking of appropriate adult functions 
such as taking responsibility, working, parenting, 
commitment etc.

• The container of Positive Schemas.
• Allows individuals to use adaptive approaches to 

meet their emotional needs.
• Healthier, higher functioning people have a stronger 

Healthy Adult Mode.



Functions of 
Healthy 
Adult Mode

Assists individuals to meet previously unmet needs

Nurtures, affirms, and protects individual from destructive 
schemas

Instils self-discipline to set limits and boundaries on 
behaviour

Moderates other schema modes

Responds flexibly to difficulties

Maps well to psychological flexibility



Healthy Adult 
Mode 

(Roediger, 
2012)

“mindful here-and-now perceptions, an 
interruption of spontaneous, maladaptive 
coping behaviour, an emotionally 
detached reappraisal of internalized 
parent mode cognitions and at least 
supportive self-instructions to induce and 
maintain functional coping.”



In Preparation (Lazarevic, Brockman, & 
Hough, 2013)

Relationships (uncorrected) between schema modes and 
psychological flexibility processes



Mediation Models
(Lazarevic, Brockman, & Hough, 2013)

Punitive 
Parent

Vulnerable 
Child

Healthy 
Adult

Psychological
Flexibility

Psychological
Flexibility



Experiential Avoidance

Cognitive Fusion

Processing past and/or 
future content

Lack of values clarity

Inaction, Inactivity, or 
Avoidance

Attachment to a 
conceptualized Self



Experiential Avoidance

Cognitive Fusion

Processing past and/or 
future content

Lack of values clarity

Inaction, Inactivity, or 
Avoidance

Attachment to a 
conceptualized Self

(Coping Modes)

(Any Mode; e.g. inner 
critic)

(Any Mode; 
attachment to EMS)

(Coping modes, 
healthy adult 
undeveloped)

(Coping Modes)

(Any Modes; e.g. over-
controller; inner critic)



Healthy Adult (Mode) Functions

Healthy 
Adult Mode

Defusion

Mindful

Awareness

Acceptance
Values 
Clarity

Committed 
Behaviour

Self-
Compassion

Need 
Satisfaction



14 Positive Schemas… (Louis et al, 2018)



A New Definition of Healthy Adult Mode
(Roediger, Stevens, & Brockman 2018)

Healthy Self-Content (Healthy 
Schemas) “I can do this, its OK 

to give it a go…”

A Healthy Style of Self-
Processing (Self-Awareness, 

Mindfulness) Noticing and being 
aware of what shows up for you 

“I’m noticing a part of me is 
scared and wants to run away 

right now”.



Rationale for 
Integration of 
ACT/CBS/3rd Wave 
Techniques

• Traditionally ST focused on ‘Content’
• More recently building awareness and 

HA more directly… “Mode Awareness”
• ACT/CBS/3rd wave techniques evidence 

based for this.
• e.g ACT Over 100 RCTs.
• Schema therapy integrative as long as 

fit the purpose and model.
• These techniques are promising but 

how best to integrate them?



Integrating ACT 
& “3rd Wave” 
Techniques

1. To build the healthy adult mode 
before starting experiential work (i.e. 
resourcing) – micro and macro.

2. Building healthy adult qualities 
during experiential work with 
maladaptive modes.. E.g. bringing in 
more defusion and compassion into 
work with the critic (Use ACT/3rd

Wave Techniques)



Basic BPD Mode Model

Critical/Demanding 
Parent

Angry 
Child

Vulnerable 
Child

Core Emotional 
Modes 

Maladaptive Coping 
Modes

Detached Protector

Healthy Adult

Proposed 
Origins

Chronic Unmet 
Needs During 
Childhood 
Development:
1. Validation.
2. Care/ 

Emotional 
Connection.

3. Safety.
4. Autonomy.
5. Competence.Schemas:

Mistrust/abuse
Emotional 
Deprivation etc.

Psychological
Flexibility/ ACT 

techniques



ACT/CBS Principles and Schema Therapy

1. Language (and imagery) can be sticky > need to create a context of 
defusion.. Fusion?
2. Fighting back against schemas/modes risks (at times) getting caught up 
in them > possible implication for chair-work dialogues and imagery 
dialogues.. More defusion/ compassionate approaches?
3. The Healthy Adult is concerned with long term need satisfaction >> 
Values?
4. All modes are functional-contextual (understandable).
5. The goal is flexibility >> towards connecting with goals/needs (e.g. pros 
and cons). 



Relational Frame Theory for therapists: 
helping us understand the need for a CST 

model

• Humans (unlike other animals) can derive relationships from 
limited stimulus information, without direct experience with the 
stimulus

• Can be helpful in many practical and survival orientated ways 
…and unhelpful

• For example, we can experience emotional pain easily, just by 
imagining a painful past or future event

• For example, Distraction or fighting painful experiences 
(thoughts, emotions, sensations, memories) can establish  
relational frames associated with the experiences we are trying 
to avoid

• ‘If you don’t want it you’ve got it’
• video 1. Relational Frame Theory (RFT) From your ACT Auntie -

YouTube - Google Chrome 26_01_2019 10_04_13 AM.mp4
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A New Definition of Healthy Adult Mode
(Roediger, Stevens, & Brockman 2018)

Healthy Self-Content (Healthy 
Schemas) “I can do this, its OK 

to give it a go…”

A Healthy Style of Self-
Processing (Self-Awareness, 

Mindfulness) Noticing and being 
aware of what shows up for you 

“I’m noticing a part of me is 
scared and wants to run away 

right now”.



1. Building 
Mindful 
Awareness & 
Defusion

Can be particularly helpful for people 
with modes that get people fused with 
negative cognitive content, rumination, 
worry, obsessive thinking, self-critism
(e.g. Inner Critic modes, extreme 
vulnerable child, Overanalysing Modes).
A New Coping Mode/Behaviour: Over-
analyzer Mode
Brockman & Stravopoulas (2019)
Chapter in upcoming Book: Schema 
Therapy for Eating Disorders



Over-Analyzer 
Mode

“Characterised by a focus on 
the verbal processing of past 
and/or future events at the 
expense of attention to their 
present moment experiencing 
(glossing over the emotional 
meaning of their experiences). 
Often very fast paced and 
pressured in speech, linking 
from one topic to the next 
(chaining)”



Over-Analyzer

Gives the promise of ‘doing something’ about the 
problem (mental control). Blocks the vulnerable and 
angry child. Blocks emotional processing.



Modes and Chronic Depression

Critical/Demanding 
Parent

Angry 
Child

Vulnerable 
Child

Core 
Emotional 

Modes

Maladaptive Coping 
Modes

Over-analyzer
(Rumination)

Compliant Surrenderer

Avoidant Protector

Healthy 
Adult

Clinical Depression



Modes and Chronic GAD

Critical/Demanding 
Parent

Angry 
Child

Vulnerable 
Child

Core 
Emotional 

Modes

Maladaptive Coping 
Modes

Over-Analyzer
(Worry)

Healthy 
Adult

Clinical GAD

Avoidant Protector



Present Moment 

Past                                                                                                                Future   

 

Dwelling                                                                                                           Worrying   

                                                    My Performance? 

                                                       My Attention?                                                                    

 

Why….?                                                                                                          What if….? 

Stuck in painful past emotions:                                                                  Stressed, Anxious                         

Sadness, Loss, Anger, Guilt, Shame 

 

Attention Timeline Rationale for Mindfulness Practice in ST



Building Mindfulness in Schema Therapy

1. Link to formulation. Build the “Noticer”.. 
2. Mode Awareness.
3. Use language of awareness “In that situation what can you 

notice about what you needed”.
4. Formal practices (e.g. 5-4-3 technique).
5. Link noticed content to modes.. (e.g. mindful breathing..)



Creating a 
Context of 
Defusion

• In the room.
• In the Clients mind.
• Building defusion from 

maladaptive modes.
• Looking at it as a skill.
Defusion Techniques?
Thanking your mind, I’m noticing 
the thought that.. Use of gesturing,
Noticing the function..





Demonstration

5-4-3 Technique



2. Building Acceptance using ACT techniques

Can be particularly helpful for helping patients with very strong Vulnerable 
child >> and relatedly strong coping modes.. To slowly build up tolerance of 
vulnerable feelings (e.g. emotion surfing, acceptance of emotion).

However in ST we generally want to challenge (and Banish) problematic 
modes.. E.g. inner-critic (i.e. not ACT consistent).

We will address how we may be able to bring a more accepting and 
compassionate attitude towards these modes in chair work.. As a (powerful) 
alternative to the standard (banishing) approach.



Acceptance of Emotions and Sensations

Reflect: 
How did it feel, dropping your struggle with feelings or sensations? What 
happened when you tried to accept it and allow it to be present? Did that 
make it worse or improve it? Did it stay the same over time? How could 
relating to your feelings in this accepting, willing way improve things in your 
life? Would you be able to use this stance to manage feelings so that you can 
engage more in what you care about?



3. Clarifying and Committing to Values: What 
do you really care about?
“What matters”
Freely chosen core valued directions
Needs (e.g. attachment)

Values (e.g. Companionship), Can be a link between goals and needs

Goals (e.g. Socialise and meet/ go on dates)



In Schema Therapy; we want to use cognitive, behavioural, and 
experiential techniques if possible to reduce problematic modes 

and build healthy modes

Experiential Techniques

(a) 80th Birthday Exercise
(b) Positive Affect Imagery Exercise

Group Exercise



3. Values Clarity –
What do I care about?

Can be particularly helpful for…
1. Detached or Avoidant Patients.
2. Patients who come across as 
directionless and/or unmotivated.
3. Enmeshed Patients
4. Lack of self “Who am I”?

Building up a sense of “What do I care 
about ?”can help with all of the above 
and builds the healthy adult mode.



Principle: Behavioural Engagement
with the world is required to build  
a healthy (individuated) sense of 
self.

Exercise in pairs: Consider the question who 
are you? How would you describe your ‘Self’. I 
am ….
How do you know these things about you?



Committed Action? Doing What Matters..

Can be particularly helpful for… Most patients!!!
- Reverses schema maintaining patterns and connects to 

needs and values.
- Use of towards and away axis.
- Mindfulness of modes that show up.
- Use of small commitment strategies  (use a commitment 

form)





The Schema Mode model
From Contextual Schema Therapy An Integrative Approach to Personality Disorders, Emotional Dysregulation, and Interpersonal Functioning (2018) Eckhard Roediger, Bruce A. Stevens and Robert 
Brockman
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Principle: Using the Mode model 
to gain awareness of choice 
supports autonomy and builds 
flexibility/Healthy Adult Mode



5. Building 
Compassion

• Touches both on healthy 
adult content and 
process.

• Need to simultaneously 
deal with the critic (who 
blocks self-compassion) 
and build positive scripts 
of compassion for 
suffering and distress.



Understanding Functions of the Critic and 
loosening its hold: Why Internalize the Critic?

Cognitive Techniques: 
Use Downward 

Arrowing to Explore 
Function

Maintains: e.g. high 
standards, safety or 

(unhealthy) 
attachments.

Explore Pros and Cons 
of the critic to gain 
motivation to build 
Compassion/HAM

Use of Metaphor: 2 
Children Metaphor

Fight the function 
rather than the 
message itself..



Cognitive Techniques 
for Critic Work

Aim: to engender commitment to 
let go of the critic message 
(defusion) and practice being 
kind and helpful to self (and 
others) i.e. build compassion



Experiential Exercises for Building Compassion

Little boy/girl on 
the street

Chair-work 
Dialogues

Imagery 
Rescripting

Options from 
Compassion 

Focused Therapy?



Dealing with the 
punitive/critic mode: 
Schema therapy & 
ACT perspectives-
towards CST

• Schema Therapy style is supportive 
“need based” ….and can have an 
adversarial/challenging approach to 
the punitive/demanding mode

video 3. Produce ST & punitive mode-
Jeff, Chris, Remco 6.24sec.mp4
• ACT & the punitive mode 
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Classic (Banishing) 
Mode Dialogues
• Jeff Young “Little Pam” A Problem: e.g. 

loyalty conflicts
• What is your reaction to this? How 

could you perhaps change the 
dialogue? 

Discussion in groups of 2-3.



Therapist Approach to Critic Modes

Assertive/ Boundary 
Setting (Banishing) 
Dialogues

Compassionate, 
defusing (Accepting) 
Dialogues



Compassion focused 
Imagery Exercises

1. Establish practicing compassion for 
your self: Compassionate Self Practice

2. Extend to your vulnerable (child) self.
3. Imagery of a Compassionate Memory 

(Others giving you compassion)
4. Compassion for others - Flowing out 

(e.g. little child in the street)
5. Perfect Nurturer Exercise



Perfect Nurturer Exercise (Lee, 2005)
Step 1: Generating an Image

1. Introduce the idea of perfect nurturer/ideal compassionate self. 
2. Generating a compassionate image: Note: Avoid using an actual person known to the client 
(e.g. nanna), instead, use a fantasy / fictional figure or spiritual presence. 
3. Generate/Brainstorm the characteristics and qualities of the nurturer: What do you need this 
Nurturer image to be like? How would they look? Human/non-human?  How would they sound? 
(tone of voice?) What characteristics or qualities does your Nurturer need to have? What would 
you find soothing and calming? What would be most helpful? Aim: for image to support feeling 
safe, accepted, understood, and accepted.
4. Can use colored pencils if they wish to make more visual..



Perfect Nurturer Exercise (Lee, 2005)
Step 2: Practice

1. Close Eyes and get into a comfortable position. 30-60 seconds focusing on breath.
2. Bring to awareness this image of a nurturing self: Remember she is confident, and cares 

deeply about you and your well-being; understands you, and is there to support you.
3. Looking at her face, and into her eyes, remember that this being likes you and wants you to 

feel understood, and wants to give you whatever it is that you need right now to feel safe 
and OK. She believes in you an understands the struggles that you face., and that we all face 
as humans. Imagine being filled with her kindness, understanding, and acceptance…

4. If anxiety or any other difficult emotions or images come up for you imagine her there, 
understanding and supporting you. She believes in you.. She knows its not your fault..

5. When you are ready.... Allow your eyes to gently open, bringing these feelings of being 
accepted, and supported with you here into the room. Debrief: What was that like for you?



Compassion-Focused Resources



6. Perspective 
Taking

Using a perspective shift in Chair-work to deal 
with the critic mode.
Demo/role play
See Script.



Perspective 
Shift with 
Critic Chair

Basic Steps (see prompt sheet for more 
detail)
1. Induce the critic feeling/chair.
2. Induce the vulnerable/feeling chair
3. Ask for the needs of the 

child/feelings
4. Invite an observing perspective. 

How feel about the interaction?
5. Prompt Healthy Response to Critic
6. Prompt Healthy Response to 

Child/Feeling chair
7. Ask for Healthy Adult Feelings 

(doing the exercise)
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