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Schemas are not diagnoses, even though you can use them to inform 
or elaborate upon diagnoses. Essentially, they’re a way to focus therapy 
on particular topics or experiences, and can give the therapist a road 
map to follow. The schemas in this guide are simplified and are not for 
use on real humans (just imaginary ones!).

about schema therapy

Sofiya is an author and a psychotherapist who 
loves baking, hiking, and doing things with her 
family.

Her debut novel ANYA AND THE DRAGON is a 
Sydney Taylor Book Award Honor. The sequel 
is pretty good, too.

Find her online on her website, YouTube, or 
being a goblin @sofipasternack on Twitter!

all about sofiya

About Me

https://www.sofiyapasternack.com
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC8D7YF7uF7tc2daxBznAzhw?sub_confirmation=1
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Deep DiVe into schemas for characters

schemas: 

an oVerView 

This guide was designed to be used 
after watching the Character Therapy 

YouTube series found on Sofiya’s 
YouTube channel. Please watch that 
as you’re doing these worksheets, or 
you may get stuck on something you 

don’t understand!

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC8D7YF7uF7tc2daxBznAzhw?sub_confirmation=1
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC8D7YF7uF7tc2daxBznAzhw?sub_confirmation=1
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people learn what the world 
is “supposed” to be like through 

interaction with their parents/caretakers 
and the home they occupied at a young 
age. 

if someone’s  home was unstable, 
they will grow up believing the world 

is inherently unstable. If their home was 
with caretakers who constantly lied to 
them, they will grow up beliving that the 
significant people in your life lie to you.  
If someone’s caretakers did everything 
for them when they were children, they 
can grow up either being entitled and 
believing everyone should serve them, 
or they will grow up believing they are 
incompetent and unable to do anything 
for themselves.

schemas are  emotional and 
thought patterns; they are not 

behaviors, even though behaviors can be 
caused by schemas.

the lies we tell 
ourselVes about 

ourselVes

what are schemas?
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They engage in behaviors or patterns that perpetuate the schema.

Disproportionate emotional responses.

Person feels the emotions of the schema fully.

Trigger occurs.

surrenDer: the schema is true.

If the trigger happens anyway, they block the emotions however they can.

Block thoughts that remind them of the trigger.

Avoidance can take the shape of substance abuse, all the way to workaholism.

The person arranges their life so the trigger never happens.

aVoiDance: the schema does not exist.

This can be considered a healthy coping attempt that went too far.

They make themselves the opposite of how they were triggered as a child.

Person counterattacks the trigger.

Trigger occurs.

oVercompensation: the opposite of the schema is true.

schema coping modes



Optional!

The thing that happened in the character’s 
past that makes them buy fully into the 
Lie.

In our example, the Wound could be a 
hyper-critical parent who always told the 
character they were never good enough.

The thing your character needs to learn 
that will actually make them happy.

The Truth/Need can only be achieved once 
the Lie is identified as a lie.

In the above example, the Want is to 
get promoted at the dead-end job. But 
the Truth/Need is for the character to 
realize that they ARE good enough for 
their dream job, to quit the dead-end job 
completely, and go try to land their dream 
job.

The thing your character thinks they need 
in order to be happy.

This is a Want that will further shore up 
the Lie. The Want is formed under the as-
sumption that the Lie is true.

For example, the character stays at a 
dead-end job because they think they’re 
not good enough for their dream job. Their 
Want is to get promoted at this dead-end 
job because they think this will make them 
feel better.

The incorrect belief your character has 
about themslves, the world, or other peo-
ple.

This is enabled by the starting place in the 
story: the village, the orphanage, the abu-
sive home, the dead-end job. The charac-
ter puts up with a less-than-ideal environ-
ment or relationships because of this Lie.
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the wounDthe truth/neeD

four steps to great characters

character arcs

the lie the want



lie - want - truth - wound
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what causeD this belief in the first place?

what Does your character actually neeD to be happy?

what Does your character think they neeD to be happy?

what’s your character’s funDamental incorrect belief?



failure to achieveenmeshment / 
undeveoped self

vulnerability to 
harm or illness

dependence / 
incompetence

social isolation / 
alienation

defectiveness / 
shame

emotional 
deprivation

mistrust / abuseAbAndonment / 
InstAbIlIty
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I’m worse than everyone else 
at everything. That’s just how 
life is.

I can’t survive without the 
support of someone else.

I’m going to die or be maimed 
at any moment.

I’m pretty helpless without 
other people showing me 
what to do.

I just don’t belong anywhere 
or with any group.

I am defective and unlovable; 
if people knew the real me, 
they’d run screaming.

No one is able to give me the 
emotional support I need.

The people I love will inevita-
bly humiliate me, lie to me, 
cheat, or take advantage.

The people I love will inev-
itably leave me, or maybe 
they’ll even die.

which one is similar to your lie?

18 SCHEMAS



punitivenessunrelenting 
standards / 
hypercriticalness

emotional 
inhibition

negativity / 
pessimism 

approval / 
recognition-
seeking

self-sacrifice

subjugationinsufficient 
self-control / 
discipline

entitlement / 
grandiosity

which one is similar to your lie?

18 SCHEMAS
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People should be harshly 
punished for making 
mistakes.

I have very high standards 
and if I can’t meet them, no 
one will love me.

Showing spontaneous emo-
tion will just lead to people 
making fun of me.

Everything is the worst. Any-
one who tells you otherwise 
is lying or selling something.

If no one praises you for your 
actions, then what is even 
the point?

If others are unhappy, I’m un-
happy, so I’ll give up my own 
happiness for others.

I don’t want to make anyone 
else feel bad, so I’ll just do 
anything they say.

I’ll do anything--ANYTHING--
to avoid discomfort.

I’m better than everyone 
else, and the sooner they 
realize that, the easier this 
will be.



now you shoulD have an idea of what a schema is, how 
it relates to your character’s Lie, and also what the Lie, Want, 

Truth/Need, and Wound are.

you shoulD also understand schema coping modes, and 
how overcompensation, avoidance, and surrender all tie into the 

schemas themselves, and how your character handles the emotions 
that come along with schema triggers.

remember to use this guide with the YouTube Character 
Therapy series!

if you’re interesteD in learning more in-depth about 
Schema Therapy, the following books are amazing resources:

 SCHEMA THERAPY: A PRACTITIONER’S GUIDE
EXPERIENCING SCHEMA THERAPY FROM THE INSIDE OUT

also, please check out K.M. Weiland’s website,             
www.helpingwritersbecomeauthors.com, especially her 

Character Arcs series. That’s where I got the bulk of my information 
about Lie, Want, Truth/Need, and Ghost! Her website is super 
helpful. You won’t regret taking a look!
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i hope you learneD something cool!

character therapy

https://www.guilford.com/books/Schema-Therapy/Young-Klosko-Weishaar/9781593853723
https://www.bookdepository.com/Experiencing-Schema-Therapy-from-Inside-Out-Joan-M-Farrell/9781462533282
https://www.helpingwritersbecomeauthors.com
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