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!e Withdrawal adaptation develops when a child discovers that the
most reliable way to manage the pain of relational disappointment is to
reduce their exposure to it — by managing the depth of dependence that
any relationship is permitted to reach. !e longing for connection is
suppressed rather than resolved. An inner world is constructed as a
reliable alternative to the unreliable satisfactions of closeness. In
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adulthood, the result is a persistent, low-grade loneliness that cannot be
resolved by the usual means — because the usual means is what the
pattern prevents.

!e Schema Architecture

!e schema structure of the Withdrawal adaptation has a distinctive

feature that makes it clinically challenging: the central schema is o"en not

experienced as a schema at all. !e Emotional Deprivation belief — the

conviction that genuine emotional sustenance from others is not really

available — is so thoroughly adapted to that it presents not as a painful

belief but as a neutral fact about how relationships work. !is is not

denial; it is the late-stage result of adapting so completely to deprivation

that it has ceased to register as loss.

E M O T I O N A L  D E P R I VAT I O N  S C H E M A

"I will not get what I need from other people. !is is not a tragedy —

it is simply how things are. I have learned to be su"cient unto

myself."

!e Emotional Deprivation schema in the Withdrawal adaptation

has a particular quality that distinguishes it from its presentation

in the Responsibility adaptation. !ere, it is masked by the

caretaking role and experienced as an absence. Here, it has been

rationalised into a philosophical position: self-su#ciency is valued,



independence is a strength, needing people is a form of weakness

or naivety. !e person has made peace with the deprivation by

reframing it as preference. !is reframing is not dishonest — it

re$ects years of genuine adaptation — but it forecloses the

emotional access that would be required to begin working with

the underlying longing.

D E F E C T I V E N E S S  /  S H A M E  S C H E M A

"If people really knew me — my emotional needs, my vulnerability,

the depth of what I actually want from relationships — they would

find it too much, or find me insu"cient."

!is schema is not universally present in the Withdrawal

adaptation, but it is common in environments where the relational

disappointment was accompanied by messages — explicit or

implicit — that the child's emotional needs were excessive,

inconvenient, or somehow problematic. Where present, it adds a

speci%c quality of shame to the longing: not only is connection

unavailable, but wanting it is itself an inadequacy. !e result is a

person who does not simply manage their relational needs

carefully — they are faintly ashamed of having them.

S O C I A L  I S O L AT I O N  S C H E M A

"I am di#erent from other people in ways that make genuine

closeness unlikely. Full belonging — being truly known and accepted

— is probably not available to me."



!is schema represents the Withdrawal adaptation's particular

form of the Disconnection domain: not a belief that connection is

dangerous (as with the Vigilance adaptation) but a belief that it is

simply not quite available for someone like them. !e person o&en

describes this with a kind of equanimity — a settled sense of being

somewhat outside the ordinary social fabric — that can be

mistaken for contentment, and that is in fact a highly developed

adaptation to the sense that genuine belonging has never been

reliably o'ered.

!e Object Relations Layer: What Has Never Been

Internalised

!e object relational picture of the Withdrawal adaptation is organised

around an absence as much as a presence. !e person has internalised a

speci#c relational template — one in which reaching for connection

produces disappointment — but they have not internalised its opposite:

the experience of being reliably met, consistently held, and dependably

available to receive from another person.

!is absence has a speci#c clinical consequence. When genuine, consistent

care is o%ered — as in a good therapeutic relationship, or in a relationship

with a partner who is genuinely available — the person's internal object

relational system has no template for receiving it. !e experience of being

dependably cared for is not simply unfamiliar; it is disorganising. It

activates the suppressed longing precisely at the moment when the longing

might be met, and this activation is o"en more distressing than the



familiar low-grade deprivation.

Guntrip's concept of the regressed ego — the part of the self that has

retreated from the relational world into a defended inner world, and that

fears both the isolation it inhabits and the contact it would need to come

out of it — describes this dynamic precisely. !e person genuinely wants

connection, and genuinely fears it, and the two states coexist without easy

resolution. !is is not ambivalence in the ordinary sense. It is a structural

feature of a self organised around the management of relational hope.

Why Standard !erapeutic Approaches Can Miss !is

Pattern

!e Withdrawal adaptation presents a specific challenge in therapy
because the person's presenting style is o"en competent, reflective,
and psychologically sophisticated — and because the emotional
distance that characterises the pattern can be mistaken for the
capacities required for good therapeutic work, when it is in fact the
pattern itself showing up in the room.

!e person with a Withdrawal adaptation o"en makes an impressive

initial impression in therapy. !ey are thoughtful and articulate about

themselves. !ey engage genuinely with ideas. !ey are interested in

understanding the pattern. And they remain, throughout, at a precise and

carefully managed emotional distance from the therapist, from their own



vulnerability, and from the material they are discussing.

A therapist who treats this as adequate engagement — who works

primarily at the cognitive and re&ective level, who follows the person's

lead in maintaining comfortable intellectual distance — will produce a

therapy that is interesting and that changes very little. !e insight will be

real. !e distance will remain intact. And the person will eventually

conclude, with some accuracy, that understanding themselves has not

particularly helped them feel less alone.

!e speci#c challenge is that any move to reduce the distance — to invite

the person toward genuine emotional presence in the room, to name the

distance when it appears, to maintain steady interest in what is actually

felt rather than what is understood — will initially produce intensi#ed

withdrawal. !is is the pattern doing what it was designed to do: when

someone gets close, increase distance. !e therapist who gives up at this

point, who backs away from the relational presence out of discomfort with

the withdrawal, has inadvertently con#rmed the template: getting closer

leads to loss of connection.

What Actually Helps

R E L AT I O N A L  P S Y C H O T H E R A P Y  —  P E R S I S T E N T,  N O N -

A B A N D O N I N G  P R E S E N C E

!e therapeutic relationship is, for the Withdrawal adaptation

more than any other, the primary instrument of change.

Speci%cally: a relationship in which the therapist maintains



genuine interest and steady presence in the face of the person's

withdrawal, without requiring anything from them, without

pursuing them anxiously, and without withdrawing when the

distance increases. !is non-abandoning, non-demanding quality

is the precise relational experience the original environment did

not provide — and it is the experience the internal working model

needs to be repeatedly discon%rmed.

!is requires considerable therapeutic patience. !e model does

not update from a handful of discon%rming experiences; it

updates from accumulated, repeated evidence that the relationship

holds without requiring management and without disappearing

when the person does not perform connection adequately. !e

length and steadiness of the therapeutic relationship matters as

much as what happens within individual sessions.

S C H E M A  T H E R A P Y  —  A C C E S S I N G  T H E  L O N G I N G

!e most clinically signi%cant move in schema therapy for the

Withdrawal adaptation is the careful, gradual work of accessing

the Emotional Deprivation schema at the level of felt experience

rather than intellectual acknowledgement. !e person can

acknowledge, easily, that they did not receive the care they needed

in childhood. What is much harder — and much more

therapeutically potent — is to allow the grief and longing that

lives beneath this acknowledgement to become genuinely present

in the room.

Imagery work is particularly valuable here: accessing the



Vulnerable Child mode through imagery of speci%c early

experiences of disconnection, unmet need, or relational

disappointment — and providing, through the therapeutic

relationship, a di'erent response than the one the child originally

received. !is is the limited reparenting element: the therapist

does not simply understand the deprivation, but responds to it

di'erently, and the child part of the person begins, slowly, to have

a di'erent emotional experience of what being close to someone

can mean.

E M D R  —  P R O C E S S I N G  E A R L Y  R E L AT I O N A L

D I S A P P O I N T M E N T

EMDR can be used e'ectively with the Withdrawal adaptation to

process the speci%c early experiences that established the template:

the particular memories of reaching and not being met, of wanting

closeness and receiving distance, of the speci%c moments that

con%rmed the internal working model of relationship. !ese

memories o&en carry a quality of resignation rather than acute

distress — the sadness of something long accepted — but they

retain an emotional charge that is available for processing when

accessed carefully.

A speci%c target that is o&en highly productive in this adaptation

is the earliest memory of the person deciding — consciously or not

— to stop expecting connection from a particular person. !e

precise experiential moment at which hope was relinquished

carries the emotional weight of the entire pattern, and processing

it can produce a meaningful shi& in the rigidity of the internal



working model.

T H E  W O R K  O F  T O L E R AT I N G  C L O S E N E S S

A signi%cant element of practical therapeutic work involves

helping the person develop the capacity to tolerate the speci%c

anxiety that arises when genuine closeness becomes available — to

remain present with the discomfort of dependence, vulnerability,

and being genuinely known, rather than managing this discomfort

by increasing distance. !is is graduated exposure work in a

relational sense: staying in the experience of closeness slightly

longer than the system judges comfortable, and discovering that

the catastrophic disappointment it predicts does not reliably

arrive.

!e person is not learning to need less carefully. !ey are learning

to need more safely — to bring the suppressed longing back into

contact with the relational world from which it was protected, and

to discover that this contact, however unfamiliar, does not

produce the harm they have spent years anticipating.

T H E  D I R E C T I O N  O F  C H A N G E

What changes for someone with the Withdrawal adaptation is

not that their inner world loses its value or their need for

solitude disappears. !e richness of the inner life that developed



in lieu of reliable external connection is real and worth keeping.

What changes is its function: from a defended substitute for

relationship to a genuine part of a person who is also, now,

capable of intimacy.

!e deeper shi" is the loosening of the long-held conviction

that genuine closeness is not really available — the discovery,

made not through argument but through accumulated relational

experience, that being known and staying known is possible.

!at dependence does not inevitably produce the speci#c pain

it once reliably produced. !at the longing, brought carefully

back into contact with the world, can occasionally be met. !is

is not a dramatic transformation. It arrives quietly, over time, as

a slow expansion of what is bearable — and what, tentatively,

becomes welcome.
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