
 

 
 
 

The Schema of  

Negativity and Pessimism 

When Life Feels Like It Will Always Go Wrong 

When the Schema of Negativity and Pessimism is active in our system, it colours everything with 

doubt, despair, and futility. It tells us joy won’t last. Success is fragile. People will leave. The good 

is only temporary, and it’s smarter simply not to have hope. This isn’t about being realistic. It’s 

about a system that has learned, usually through chaos, abandonment, or emotional betrayal, 

that hope equals pain. So protectors in the system shut down joy, dismiss progress, and quietly 

whisper that it’s safer to expect the worst than to be let down again. 

The activation of this schema is often a response to unresolved emotional pain connected to early 

attachment wounds and unmet childhood needs. When our system is flooded by the emotional 

residue of those stories, it shifts into distress, and protective coping mechanisms take over. These 

aren't character defects. They're adaptive responses, protective blueprints, designed to shield us 

from what was once believed to be too much for us to face. 

 

“The activation of this schema is often a 

response to unresolved emotional pain 

connected to early attachment wounds 

and unmet childhood needs.” 

~Steven Morris, RP. 

 

When the Schema of Negativity and Pessimism takes the lead, it becomes a survival strategy. 

Not because we’re cynical, but because parts of us believe we won’t survive the pain of hope 

being shattered. Even when something good happens, it’s invalidated instantly with an internal 

narrative that flows along the lines of, “It won’t last.” “They don’t really care.” “Just wait, it’s all 

going to fall apart.” 

From a parts-based perspective, this schema is frequently reinforced by internal protectors, the 

Angry Protector who pushes others away before they can disappoint us, the Detached Protector 

who disconnects from dreams altogether, all fueled by the Punitive Critic who whispers that we 

don’t deserve good things anyway. And beneath them is almost always the Vulnerable Child, 

carrying sadness, longing, and a history of not feeling like it’s safe for us to hope. 

 



 

 
 
 
This schema wasn’t always dominant for me. When I was sober, grounded, and connected to my 

values, I could recognize hope, take meaningful action, and trust the process, even when things 

were hard. But in the depths of my alcohol use, everything changed. At that point, my internal 

critics were loud. The primary Schema of Defectiveness had taken over, telling me I was broken, 

shameful, and beyond any kind of help. And from there, I would cascade into Negativity and 

Pessimism. It didn’t feel like a protective mechanism to me. It felt like the truth. 

When blended with the parts that were pushing this story, I believed nothing I did would matter. I 

was destined to ruin everything. That no amount of effort would change how things were destined 

to end. Looking back now, I know I wasn’t just sad. I was stuck in a depressive state born out of 

shame, hopelessness, and complete emotional disconnection. 

 

“I didn’t yet have the tools to hold sadness 

with compassion and acceptance,  

so my system did what it thought it had to 

do; fight, distract, and ultimately shut 

down.” 

~ Steven Morris RP 

 

Beneath the numbness was a well of sadness and loneliness I didn’t know how to sit with. So my 

system would flip. Angry parts of me would react, harshly, irrationally, not because of the situation 

in front of me, but because of the weight of the emotions underneath. Rage became the way I 

could avoid the feelings of grief. I didn’t yet have the tools to hold sadness with compassion and 

acceptance, so my system did what it thought it had to do: fight, distract, and ultimately shut down. 

It took years of internal work to unblend from those critic modes, to recognize the cycle, and to 

reclaim choice. Not by forcing optimism. Not by faking joy. But by staying with the discomfort of 

hope long enough to see it wasn’t dangerous, it was just unfamiliar. That shift didn’t come from 

willpower. It came from emotional endurance. 

And that’s the type of work we have to educate our system to take on. Not just identifying the 

schema but learning to be with the emotions it’s protecting us from. Understanding what it costs 

us to stay in its grip. And deciding, one moment at a time, that we are ready to lead our system 

with something other than fear. 



 

 
 
 
Recovery from this schema is not about becoming cheerful or endlessly positive. It’s about 

allowing room for both sides of the continuum to possible. To recognize that more than one truth 

can exist simultaneously. Yes, things might go wrong, and at the same time, sometimes they 

won’t. Sometimes they work out. Sometimes the risk leads somewhere worth going. At The 

Liberation Place, it’s not our intention to push people into hope. It’s about supporting them to build 

the capacity for tolerating it.  

That means starting with mindfulness, to notice when the schema is active. It means using 

RAAVEN to connect with the part of the system that’s shutting down joy and speaking to it with 

compassion. It means practicing the IMPROVE skill to stay present in the moments where hope 

feels vulnerable and building the emotional strength to stay anyway. Then it means taking action. 

Small, grounded, values-based action. Even if our internal story says it won’t matter. Because 

action is how we start to shift the story, not just cognitively, but experientially. 

 

Next, let’s check in to see how you relate to this Schema within your own personality system. 

Answer the questions below based on your personal experiences and the rating scale provided.  

Never 
0 
 

Sometimes 
1 

50/50 
2 

Often 
3 

Always 
4 

Description Score 
 

I often imagine something going well, whether it’s a relationship, a goal, or a peaceful 
moment, I immediately feel doubt, suspicion, or a need to emotionally pull back. 

 

 

 

I often find it difficult to feel grateful, content, or optimistic, because I believes that letting 
my guard down will lead to pain or regret  

 

 

Based on the scores you gave for the questions above, and the way you relate to the description 

provided on the previous pages, how Relevant is the Schema of Negativity & Pessimism to you 

in your life? Add the 2 scores together to obtain your prevalence score. On a scale of 0 – 8, 0 

being not present at all, and 8 being present in my life every day, rate your experience of the 

Schema of Negativity & Pessimism. 

My Schema of Negativity & Pessimism has a prevalence score of ___/8. 

On the next page, take the time to explore your experience of the Schema of Negativity & 

Pessimism. See if you can identify how you feel when this schema is active, how you are thinking 

when this schema is active, what you do when this schema is active, and what situations you 

might need to be aware of that can activate this way of thinking in your personality system.  

 

 



 

 
 
 

a. How does the schema of Negativity & Pessimism impact your life when it is present in 

your system, what are the stories that show up for you, how do you know that it’s present 

in your thoughts and feelings? 

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________  

 
b. How do you currently cope with this schema when it is activated in your system, in other 

words, what do you do when you feel this way, how do you normally behave? 

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________  

 
c. What are some new things you can do to cope with this schema when you are aware of 

its presence in your system, what would help you process the story in a healthy way? (Try 

to think in terms of the skill we learn in DBT) 

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________  

 
d. What would be a more balanced way of seeing the world when this schema is activated 

in your system, what would you say to someone you knew who was dealing with this type 

of story? 

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________ 


