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Abstract: Humans usually build their sense of who they are and how the world “works” through repeated experiences, especially those 

that happen inside important interpersonal relationships. In a way, cognitive schemas are kind of enduring mental structures that shape 

how people perceive things, interpret them, recall them, and then respond. Even though schemas are often talked about as if they are 

simply individual psychological traits, their development is pretty embedded in social as well as familial settings. This paper reviews both 

the conceptual and empirical material on how cognitive schemas get formed in connection with socio-familial experiences. Most of the 

focus ends up on parenting styles, parent-child relations, attachment experiences, family climates, socioeconomic circumstances, and 

adverse childhood experiences. The review leans mainly on cognitive theory, attachment theory, and Young’s schema model to explain 

how early interpersonal encounters could end up organized into longer-lasting patterns of thought and feeling.  What the existing literature 

tends to suggest is that experiences like rejection, emotional deprivation, excessive control, overprotection, inconsistent caregiving, and 

limited possibilities for autonomy can be linked to maladaptive cognitive schemas. At the same time, supportive, responsive, and 

emotionally available family relationships may promote a more adaptive cognitive trajectory for children.  More recent systematic reviews 

and meta-analytic results back up links between parenting experiences and early maladaptive schemas, yet the strength of these links 

differs depending on which schema domain is being discussed, and most studies still stay largely correlational or retrospective. So, this 

study concludes that cognitive schemas should be understood within a developmental and also socio-familial framework, not just as 

intrapersonal stuff. The discussion moves into what this means for counselling, family interventions, preventive mental health, and also 

for future research. 
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1. Introduction 
 

The human mind doesn't only record experiences; it sorts of 

edits and interprets them too. From early childhood, people 

slowly start building beliefs and expectations about 

themselves, about other folks, and about the world that 

surrounds them. Those organized patterns of knowledge and 

meaning are usually called schemas, and they have a way of 

filtering everything afterwards. Schemas can steer how new 

information is understood; they might pull attention in one 

direction, affect memory, shift emotional reactions, influence 

decisions, and even shape how we behave with other people 

(Beck, 1967; Young et al., 2003). 

 

So, if a child keeps getting warmth, acceptance, and that 

emotional “you are seen” availability, over time they may 

begin to feel that relationships are reliable, and also that they 

themselves are worth care. But if the pattern looks more like 

rejection, criticism, neglect, too much control, or plain 

inconsistency, then negative expectations about the self, or 

even about others, can start to grow. In other words, the 

shaping of cognitive schemas can't really be understood if you 

ignore the social setting completely. 

 

And honestly, the family is probably the most powerful social 

environment where these cognitive patterns start taking form. 

Parents and other primary caregivers give kids their earliest 

experiences with attachment, approval, discipline, protection, 

autonomy, and day-to-day interpersonal communication. 

Through those repeated exchanges, children begin to assume 

things like, “Am I lovable?”, “Am I capable?”, “Is it safe?”, 

“Can I be independent?”, and “Do I matter enough to get 

attention?”. 

 

This developmental view is, honestly, kind of really important 

in schema theory. Young et al. (2003) proposed that early 

maladaptive schemas are broad, pervasive patterns about 

yourself, and about one’s relationships with other people that 

show up during childhood or adolescence and then get built 

on throughout life, you know. They’re thought to arise 

especially when core emotional needs are chronically not met. 

 

How much family experiences matter has been supported 

more and more by empirical research. For instance, a 

systematic review and meta-analysis by Bruysters and 

Pilkington (2023) reported small but statistically meaningful 

connections between recalled parental overprotection and 

multiple early maladaptive schemas. Their results especially 

pointed to schemas linked with disconnection, rejection, 

impaired autonomy, and performance.  

 

Similarly, Sojta and Strzelecki (2023) did a systematic review 

about the intergenerational side of early maladaptive 

schemas, and they came to the conclusion that parenting, and 

also parental schemas, may help pass on maladaptive thinking 

patterns from one generation to the next. Even so, the 

evidence that exists is not strong enough to prove some 

straightforward causal trail. 

 

Taken together, these findings make the relationship between 

cognition and the family setting an important topic for 

psychological inquiry. So, this review looks at the main 
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dimensions of cognitive schema through the lens of socio-

familial experiences. 

 

Conceptualizing Cognitive Schemas   

The idea of schemas actually has its roots in early cognitive 

psychology. Bartlett (1932) suggested that memory and 

understanding are shaped by organized knowledge structures, 

sort of like schemas. Later cognitive models expanded the 

idea to explain how people make sense of what’s happening 

now by relating it to previously established beliefs, and not 

just in a random way. 

 

Beck (1967) did kind of incorporate cognitive structures into 

his explanation of emotional difficulties in children. In this 

view, people do not simply react to what happens, events in 

themselves. Instead, their reaction is shaped by what meaning 

they attribute to those events.   

 

For instance, two people might hear very similar criticisms 

from a teacher or an employer. One person might frame it as 

a chance to get better, while the other could read it as proof 

that they are inadequate. That gap in interpretation can be, at 

least partly, tied to the cognitive schema’s underneath it all.   

 

So, schemas essentially function like mental frameworks. 

They support individuals in organizing information 

efficiently, yet they can also create systematic biases, 

particularly if the framework is inflexible, too bleak, or 

doesn’t really match what is going on in the present.   

 

From Cognitive Schemas to Early Maladaptive Schemas   

Young and his team expanded the usual idea of schemas 

through Schema Therapy. Young et al. (2003) explained early 

maladaptive schemas as long-lasting patterns that involve 

memories, emotions, thoughts, bodily sensations, and 

predictions about oneself, and about relationships with others.   

 

The schema model originally proposed 18 early maladaptive 

schemas, grouped across broader domains linked to unmet 

core emotional needs. These include:   

1) Disconnection and Rejection   

2) Impaired Autonomy and Performance   

3) Impaired Limits   

4) Other-Directedness   

5) Over vigilance and Inhibition   

 

These domains, in turn, give a handy framework for making 

sense of how different styles of childhood experiences might 

connect to distinct cognitive patterns. 

 

For instance, a persistent emotional unavailability can get 

linked with emotional deprivation, whereas it can be that 

repeated moments of rejection or instability can also feed into 

abandonment- or mistrust-related schemas. And if parents are 

way too controlling, that might mess with how autonomy and 

competence even get built in children. 

 

Still, schema theory doesn’t really say that every tricky 

childhood moment automatically becomes an unhealthy 

schema. Temperament matters, resilience too, social support, 

later experiences, and even a person’s own interpretation of 

what happened can influence whether early events get folded 

into psychological development or not. 

 

Family as the First Psychological Environment   

Families do more than physical care. It provides a kind of first 

social education for the child, about trust and affection, 

boundaries, responsibility, conflict, and even self-worth. 

Parents send messages both directly and indirectly. A child 

might keep hearing things like, “You can do this,” “I am here 

for you,” or “You made a mistake, but you can try again”. 

Over time, those experiences can help form expectations of 

competence and safety. 

 

On the other hand, repeated criticism, rejection, humiliation, 

comparisons, or excessive control could signal something 

totally different. Eventually, those messages may get 

internalized, as they get absorbed into the person. This is one 

reason why family ties are so important for understanding 

cognitive schema. The child’s reading of what the family is 

like can become part of the mental structure, the lens through 

which later relationships get understood. 

 

Parenting Styles and Cognitive Schema   

Parenting is a multidimensional construct that includes 

warmth, responsiveness, control, autonomy, communication, 

discipline, and also emotional availability. Baumrind (1966) 

distinguished the major parenting patterns, mainly by looking 

at how parents respond and how much control they use. Later 

work kind of keeps coming back to the idea that it really 

matters how the guidance is balanced with emotional 

responsiveness and with chances for autonomy too, not just 

one or the other. 

 

From a schema perspective, parenting that offers steady 

warmth, plus reasonable boundaries, may help a person build 

more adaptive expectations about relationships and personal 

competence. I mean, it’s like the child learns what is safe and 

what is predictable, even if the world is not always so neat. 

 

In contrast, parenting with rejection, heavy criticism, 

inconsistency, or extreme control may mess with the child's 

ability to get core emotional needs met. And when those needs 

keep getting blocked, the schemas can start feeling more 

“true” and less flexible. 

 

The evidence is especially striking for overprotective 

parenting. Bruysters and Pilkington's (2023) systematic 

review and meta-analysis found small positive links between 

recalled overprotective parenting and multiple early 

maladaptive schemas. Maternal and paternal overprotection 

were particularly tied to schemas involving enmeshment and 

impaired autonomy. Associations were also seen with several 

schemas in the disconnection and rejection domains, which is 

interesting because it suggests a broader emotional effect, not 

only a narrow one. 

 

Taken together, the findings point to the idea that parenting 

shapes schema development through both the things parents 

actively provide and through what they unintentionally limit. 

Protection can be helpful when it genuinely gives safety; 

however, too much protection can reduce the opportunities for 

independence and self-mastery, and that can snowball. 
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Parent- Child Relationship and Attachment 

Attachment theory gives another lens for thinking about how 

family experiences relate to cognitive schemas, and how they 

become “built in” over time. Bowlby (1982) suggested that 

early interactions with caregivers contribute to internal 

working models about oneself and others. These internal 

models, then, shape what people expect from relationships 

and from other people… and also what they expect they are 

worth, or capable of. 

 

A child who gets consistent, careful caregiving may start to 

assume that other people are dependable, and that their own 

needs really matter. On the other hand, caregiving that feels 

inconsistent, rejecting, or just unavailable can nudge the child 

toward expectations about abandonment, mistrust, rejection, 

or just a kind of emotional deprivation that sticks around. 

 

This idea tying attachment and schema theory together 

matters a lot because both views basically highlight how early 

relational experiences keep psychological weight over time, 

even later. So then, the family turns into the place where the 

child figures out not only how relationships work but also 

what sort of person the child feels he or she is inside those 

relationships.  

 

Adverse Childhood Experiences and Schema 

Development 

Not all family experiences are kind. Childhood can include 

neglect, abuse, parental conflict, too much criticism, 

emotional deprivation, or other unpleasant events that pile up.  

 

Research reviewed by Sojta and Strzelecki (2023) suggests 

that adverse childhood experiences and problematic parenting 

can play a role in how early maladaptive schemas develop. 

Their review also suggests that these maladaptive schemas 

might slip into intergenerational patterns, partly through how 

parents behave.  

 

Still, this link should not be read as something deterministic, 

like one causes the other automatically. Going through 

hardship doesn’t guarantee that maladaptive schemas will 

form. Temperament, resilience, social support, coping skills, 

and later life experiences can steer the developmental course 

in different directions.  

 

That clarification is especially important for psychological 

research, because family conditions should be viewed as risk 

or protective settings, not as rigid, fixed causes that lock 

outcomes in place. 

 

Socioeconomic Conditions and Cognitive Development 

Socioeconomic status is also a pretty key component of the 

socio-familial environment, even if it doesn’t tell the whole 

story. Economic circumstances can shift children’s 

developmental settings through access to schooling, health 

care, nutrition, safe housing, playful outlets, and other 

everyday resources. At the same time, economic hardship 

may add fuel to parental stress and, well, more family clashes.  

 

But socioeconomic status should not be taken as a straight-up 

direct determinant of cognitive schemas. Its effect is more 

likely to travel through many routes, like family functioning, 

parental stress, educational possibilities, social expectations, 

and the overall stability of the surrounding environment. In 

other words, the money story is tangled with relational life 

and psychological factors. Some families with scarce 

financial means may still manage to create a very nurturing 

and emotionally secure atmosphere, while other families with 

higher economic resources can sometimes run into relational 

strain. So socioeconomic status should be read together with 

relationship variables and internal psychological conditions. 

 

Family Structure and Schema Development   

Family structure has gotten a lot of attention in developmental 

psychology. Nuclear, joint, single-parent, and extended 

family setups can each create different patterns of day-to-day 

interaction. Still, family structure on its own cannot fully 

account for psychological development; it’s not enough by 

itself. A joint family can offer broader social backing and 

more attachment figures, but it can also reduce privacy and 

increase interpersonal expectations. Likewise, a nuclear 

family might give more independence, yet it may also offer 

fewer supportive sources to fall back on. 

 

So, the emotional and psychological quality of family 

relationships may actually be more revealing than family 

structure when considered by itself. This point feels extra 

relevant in the Indian context, because family arrangements 

here can vary, sometimes quietly and sometimes in major 

ways. 

 

Cognitive Schemas and How People Function with Others   

Schemas aren't only stuck inside some internal thinking 

space. They can also seep into how someone behaves in 

relationships, like you know, without fully noticing it. For 

instance, a person who has strong expectations about rejection 

may start acting more sensitive to little hints of disapproval. 

Another person, who expects abandonment, might end up 

overly dependent or anxious when closeness shows up. And 

if someone carries mistrust-related beliefs, then relying on 

other people can feel difficult even if the relationship is 

actually supportive, and that part is kind of important. 

 

There was also a meta-analytic review covering 49 empirical 

studies. It showed a moderate positive link between early 

maladaptive schemas and interpersonal problems. Still, the 

authors said the evidence for cause and effect remains limited 

(Janovsky et al., 2020).   

 

So, this starts to point toward a kind of potentially important 

loop.   

 

Early experience → schema formation → the way later 

experience gets interprete → emotional response → 

interpersonal behaviour → the reinforcement of the same 

existing schema   

And that kind of cycle can help explain why cognitive 

patterns that formed earlier in life may keep being pretty 

stable, even when life circumstances shift around them. 

 

Intergenerational Transmission of Schemas   

One of the more interesting developments in schema research 

is that schemas might also operate across generations. Parents 

don't always pass schemas directly via some clear lesson or 

explicit instruction. Instead, parental schemas can shape 
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expectations, emotional reactions, parenting practices, and 

interpersonal behaviours.   

 

For example, someone who strongly fears abandonment may 

turn excessively protective, and even controlling. Or a parent 

who thinks mistakes are unacceptable might respond harshly 

when their child fails. Over time, those parenting choices can 

steer a child's developing cognitive patterns, so the child ends 

up learning the emotional logic underneath it. 

 

Sojta and Strzelecki (2023) reviewed what evidence there is 

about how early maladaptive schemas seem to pass across 

generations, and they found some emerging support for links 

between parental schemas, parenting practices and what 

schemas show up later in children. Still, they also pointed out 

that the evidence at hand is not enough to say, in a neat and 

causal way, “this causes that.” It’s kind of more complicated 

than that. 

 

This really matters for future work too, because if we 

understand the intergenerational mechanisms, psychological 

interventions might be better able to tackle not only an 

individual's own problems, but also those recurring relational 

patterns within the family unit. 

 

Integrating the Evidence 

The literature in this paper basically implies that cognitive 

schemas can be seen as something that comes from an 

interaction between personal vulnerability and environmental 

experiences. So, one workable way to frame it is like this: 

 

Temperament + Core Emotional Needs + Family 

Experiences + Parenting + Attachment + Socioeconomic 

Context + Later Experiences → Cognitive Schema 

Development 

 

But this shouldn’t be treated as a strict causal chain. Human 

development is not static, and experiences later on can 

reshape or revise cognitive patterns that were already formed 

earlier in childhood. 

 

Recent findings back up this caution. For instance, a 2023 

systematic review and meta-analysis on overprotective 

parenting reported statistically significant, but usually small 

associations with multiple schemas. At the same time, it 

showed a lot of heterogeneity and basically called for 

longitudinal research, because short-term snapshots can be 

misleading. 

 

So overall, the evidence supports that family experiences and 

schemas are connected, but it does not justify the stronger 

claim that particular parenting practices inevitably produce 

particular schemas. 

 

Implications for Psychological Practice  

When you look at cognitive schemas via a socio-familial lens, 

there are a few practical implications for psychological work. 

Not just “what is happening now”, but also how people 

learned to interpret themselves and their closeness with 

others. That perspective shifts the emphasis. 

Individual Counselling  

Psychologists could explore clients’ underlying premises and 

how those premises shape their views of self and relatedness, 

rather than concentrating only on present symptoms. It feels 

more about the meaning that clients attach to events, and less 

about symptom counts alone.   

 

Family Counselling   

Family interventions may benefit from looking at repeating 

circuits of interaction, the communication style, what each 

person seems to expect, and which emotional needs stay 

unspoken or unmet. In many cases, the relational rhythm 

becomes the real target.   

 

Parenting Interventions   

Parenting programs can underline emotional attunement, 

realistic boundaries, autonomy-supportive practices, and 

discipline that is constructive rather than punitive. This can 

reduce escalation patterns without turning it into pure 

compliance training.   

 

Preventive Mental Health   

Early detection of lasting rejection, emotional lack, rigid 

over-control, or ongoing family disruption could open doors 

for preventive supports. Even a small adjustment at the right 

time can sometimes interrupt a long chain.   

 

Schema-Focused Interventions   

Schema Therapy is designed to address enduring maladaptive 

patterns, while also helping clients build more flexible 

cognitive, emotional, and behavioural alternatives. And the 

expanding body of work on schema-informed approaches for 

children and adolescents suggests growing interest in tackling 

these patterns sooner in development, not just later. For 

example, a 2026 systematic review found studies that 

examined individual, group, and parent- or family-based 

schema interventions for young people, which points to how 

relevant developmentally matched schema work is becoming.   

 

Research Gaps   

Even though the literature offers solid theoretical and 

empirical backing for links between family experiences and 

cognitive schemas, there are still some unfilled spaces.   

 

First, a lot of the research leans heavily on retrospective 

accounts of childhood experience, which can leave some 

details blurred and can make comparisons a bit uneven. 

 

Such reports may be affected by current mood, memory 

limits, and also the re-interpretation of past events; in a sense, 

it can color what people end up saying. Second, quite a lot of 

studies are cross-sectional, so it becomes hard to reach clear 

causal conclusions because you only see a snapshot. Third, 

research has often zoomed in on single parenting variables 

instead of looking at the wider mix- family structure, 

socioeconomic conditions, parenting styles, attachment 

patterns and then interpersonal relationships all together, not 

just one part. Fourth, even though there is cultural variation, 

culturally diverse populations still feel comparatively 

underrepresented in schema research. Finally, more 

longitudinal research is needed to understand how cognitive 

schemas develop, shift, and then interact with changing 

family circumstances over time, and that seems pretty key. 
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2. Conclusion   
 
Cognitive schemas can be seen as psychological blueprints 

through which individuals arrange their experiences and 

interpret themselves as well as the world around them. Even 

if these patterns mainly operate in a person’s mind, their 

developmental roots are frequently tucked inside 

relationships and social experiences, not just within the 

individual. The reviewed literature points to parenting, 

attachment, parent–child relationships, adverse childhood 

experiences, and broader socioeconomic circumstances as 

possible contributors to how cognitive schemas develop and 

also how they stay in place. There is evidence about 

overprotective parenting and intergenerational transmission, 

which backs up the idea that family processes matter, but the 

existing research still doesn’t really support simplistic “this 

causes that” type claims. So, the central takeaway from the 

literature isn’t that families determine someone’s cognitive 

patterns outright. Instead, family experiences act as an 

important developmental setting, within which cognitive 

schemas may emerge, grow stronger, or possibly even 

change. 

 

Getting a handle on how this relationship works really has 

quite a bit of weight in psychology. It pushes the people 

practising to step past just the symptoms and instead examine 

the beliefs, the expectations, and those day-to-day relational 

experiences that are sort of underneath all of it. And it also 

points to the idea that a psychological intervention can be 

effective sometimes by focusing not only on the individual, 

but on the interpersonal setting where cognitive patterns get 

put together in the first place. 

 

Seen like that, the family can be treated as one of the earliest 

mental blueprints. Not in the sense that it sets the final layout, 

more like it can strongly nudge how a person learns to make 

sense of themself, other people, and where they sit within the 

broader world. 
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