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FOREWORD

I just finished reading this book, and there are tears in my eyes. I’m so grateful for and honored by what Gabby Bernstein has done here. I developed Internal Family Systems (IFS) therapy, the approach she features in this book, over the past four decades and labored in relative obscurity for three of those decades. One of my dreams during those lean years was that a respected leader with both self-help and spiritual bona fides would bring IFS to the public in a safe way that did justice to the power of the model. That dream has come true with this book.

I have spent my career training therapists to bring IFS to their clients but always knew that, if translated well, it could become a daily practice that could improve people’s lives and relationships. I just didn’t know how to do that translation. Enter Gabby. She reached out to me about four years ago to be on her podcast. At that point I had heard her name but would have been much more nervous if I’d known what a big deal she is. We had a great conversation, and I was impressed with how she had done her homework and was so excited about IFS. That led to many subsequent casual conversations—we’ve become friends—and I was thrilled when she decided to take the level 1 IFS training.

Until I read this book, however, I didn’t realize how much she had been using IFS on herself (much of it on her own) and what an impact that work has had on her ability to become what I call Self-led. When she told me she wanted to write a book guiding her audience to use it on themselves, I was excited but also a bit worried. One reason I hadn’t pursued bringing this approach directly to the public was because, through years of working with traumatized clients, I had learned how delicate that work can be. This is particularly true once they accessed what I call an exile—a young, vulnerable part of them that was frozen in a trauma scene in the past—a part they had locked away inside. On the other hand, much of Gabby’s success has come from her ability to translate spiritual and psychological concepts and practices for the public.

In this book, Gabby has found the solution to my concern. She makes it clear that she is not advocating that readers use the whole IFS model. Instead, she is introducing you to the parts of you that are in manager-protector roles (otherwise known as your ego) and helping you not only get to know them in a different way, but also helping them trust your Self (hence the title of the book Self Help), which is a core of qualities like calm, compassion, confidence, and connectedness. In addition, she offers practices and meditations with clear directions to assist you in achieving those goals. If, in the process of using these practices, you do access an exile, she recommends contacting one of the thousands of IFS therapists or practitioners to help you heal that part and then return to your daily five-minute visits with your protectors.

One of Gabby’s strengths as a writer and presenter is how courageously disclosive she is, not only of her own traumatic past but also of the extreme roles many of her parts had to take on to protect her. Many readers will identify with her descriptions of her workaholic part, addict part, the controller, the “knives out” aggressive protector, defensive part, self-critical judge, the codependent part, and the perfectionist. Her stories of how these protectors once dominated her life, and now have shifted out of those roles to become inner helpers who trust her Self to lead, are inspiring. As she became more Self-led and embracing of IFS, she was able to stop vilifying each of those inner personalities and instead embrace them with compassion and forgiveness.

There is a lot written these days about how you should show compassion to yourself in a general way, but Gabby’s process isn’t about conveying care just to the nice parts of you. Through her personal stories, she illustrates the ability to show compassion and love to all parts of you, even the ones that have ruined your life, and to do it in a very specific way that allows them to transform. She calls this her “four-step check-in process,” and she helps you apply it to many different and difficult parts of you. You can use this not only in your daily practice of helping your parts but also when someone triggers you. In that case, you learn to do what I call a You-turn in your focus and embrace the protectors that are aroused rather than have them take over and attack the triggering person. Then you can speak for those protectors from Self, which always goes much better.

As Gabby testifies about her own process, the more you make the check-in practice routine, the more your parts come to trust you as a leader, which is one of the big goals of IFS. Then it becomes a virtuous circle: the more they let you lead and see that things go better when they do, the more they trust that it’s wise to let you lead. Like “parentified” children in an external family who start to trust that the parents can take over, it’s a big relief to your parts to unload all that responsibility, because they are too young to run your life. The more they see you lead, the less extreme and more helpful they become.

With this book, Gabby is paving the way for me and others to find various ways to bring some of the healing power of IFS to larger audiences and make it affordable for everyone.

As I said earlier, this is a dream that’s coming true, and I’m so grateful!

— Richard C. Schwartz, Ph.D.,
founder of Internal Family Systems therapy


CHAPTER 1

WHO’S INSIDE?

I’m sitting alone in my apartment in New York City with a large cup of coffee next to my laptop. Coffee is my companion when I write a book.

My fingers hover over the keyboard with excitement. While I’m ready to dive in, there’s also a part of me that’s terrified.

I feel like an imposter. “Who am I to write a self-help book based on the principles of Internal Family Systems Therapy?” The inner voice continues on, “I don’t have psychology credentials, and it won’t be good enough. I feel stupid and inadequate. I’m a fraud.”

Instead of overriding this part of me, I choose to check in with it.

Focusing my attention inward, I become curious—witnessing the thoughts, feelings, and emotions attached to it. I notice tightness in my stomach and anxiety in my chest. It feels constricting. It’s like a knot.

I spend more time gathering information. I know this part of me is female. I wonder about her age. “I’m ten,’’ she says. “I’m in math class and my crush just called me stupid. It feels like a stomach punch. I’m embarrassed, and deep down, I believe him. I suck at math. I can’t focus—I’m so stupid.”

I’m familiar with this inner critical part of me; after all, she’s been around for 35 years. Instead of shutting her down, I witness what needs to be expressed. “I feel so stupid,” she repeats.

I notice a part of me that wants to hold her and remind her of how smart she really is. She’s a #1 New York Times best-selling author in the midst of writing her 10th book! She’s gone through training to learn the Internal Family Systems (IFS) Therapy model. She’s translated profoundly difficult spiritual and personal growth principles in a way that’s easy for everyone to understand. I’m proud of her, and my heart is open now.

I compassionately connect to her by placing my hand on my heart and ask, “What do you need?”

“Believe in me,’’ she responds.

A calm energy of love moves through and my inner dialogue shifts: “Share your own experience—this is your gift. Your stories and lived experience are what will heal.”

Sensations of courage emerge. She trusts this courageous feeling—no longer paralyzed by the shameful feelings of inadequacy. She feels hopeful. She feels safe.

I take a deep breath and place my hands on the keyboard.

“Okay, now we’re ready to begin.”

WHO’S INSIDE?

While this inner dialogue was brief, it would be a mistake to think that it wasn’t extremely profound. Even short, compassionate conversations with a part of me that feels inadequate allow me to reset and get back to center. My ability to stay curious about the fear and remain compassionate toward the inner critic gives me the courage to move forward.

So what was really going on here? How did I swiftly move from fear to courage? How did the presence of compassion seamlessly show up to help? And how did I trust the energy of that presence enough to let the fear step aside?

My ability to care for myself in this way is the result of my commitment to Internal Family Systems (IFS) therapy—the therapeutic model that has changed my life.

As a devoted spiritual student, I’ve utilized many different styles of healing and paths for spiritual and personal development for over two decades. IFS has been, by far, the most transformative practice in my life. I’ve seamlessly integrated IFS into every facet of my life—personally and professionally. This includes practicing the model for over seven years with my therapist, participating in facilitator training at the IFS Institute, and introducing the practice to my audiences through my podcast, live talks, and social platforms. This model has affected profound change in my career, my marriage, my parenting, and my human experience. So much so that I’ve decided to write about and share the miracle of IFS inside this book.

WHAT IS IFS?

When someone says, “Tell me about yourself . . .” what’s your immediate response? Maybe you list off your career credentials, or maybe you bust out pictures of your kids to demonstrate your role as a parent. It’s highly unlikely that you’d say something like “I’m fun until I get hurt. When I’m hurt, a part of me gets really angry. When I’m angry, I fight back. And when fighting back doesn’t work, I shut down and numb out on the Internet.”

We identify ourselves based on an outer perception that we’ve built up over time—what we do, who we parent, our gender, our race, our religion, where we live, etc. Our outer focus and the pretenses we’ve created about ourselves have masked what matters most: who we truly are on the inside.

Inner reflection is often saved for an hour a week in therapy or a moment on a meditation pillow. Most of the time, our busy lives prevent us from taking the necessary time to reflect on who we truly are, what we genuinely desire, and what we really need. Instead of being receptive to our feelings, we override them. Instead of healing from our difficult life experiences, we shut them down, numb out, and focus our attention outside to avoid what’s happening inside. When our external circumstances become challenging and our internal struggles feel overwhelming, we might resort to addictive behaviors such as drugs, alcohol, overeating, gambling, or more. We do this to avoid having to face who’s inside.

Facing our innermost feelings and emotions isn’t something that comes naturally to most people. Far too often we’ve been taught to push down, avoid, or minimize our inner experiences. However, within the IFS model, there’s a remarkable approach to healing—a compassionate perspective that has the potential to transform your life profoundly. Internal Family Systems is an evidence-based form of psychotherapy that’s built on the premise that the mind is naturally made up of multiple parts like subpersonalities. IFS teaches that all our big feelings, thoughts, sensations, behaviors, reactions, and patterns are not who we are but are instead parts of who we are. We’re not one mono person. We’re made up of a lot of different parts developed from overwhelming events that took place while we were children.1

The goal of IFS is to help you identify and get to know these different parts of yourself so you can relate to your inner thoughts and emotions in a compassionate, kind, and loving way—like an internal family. Through the process of IFS, you can learn to connect to these parts with a calm energy, and ultimately help them feel safe.

THE MAN BEHIND THE METHOD

One afternoon in 2020, I stumbled upon a YouTube interview with the creator of Internal Family Systems (IFS) Therapy, Dr. Richard Schwartz (known as Dick). Within the first minute of hearing Dick explain IFS, I screamed, “That’s what I’ve been doing with my therapist for all these years!” Watching Dick explain IFS so clearly, and recognizing the modality my therapist had been using, felt like the biggest aha moment of my life. I sensed his calm and compassionate energy coming through the computer screen. I was drawn to learn more about this therapy that had been indirectly serving me for so many years—so I bought all of his books and became his student from afar!

Within six months of reading Dick’s books, I reached out to his team to invite him on my podcast. I was excited when he accepted but, uncharacteristically, found myself nervous before the taping. However, from the moment he logged on to record, my energy settled.

We had an instant connection. His calm, curious energy allowed me to establish a real feeling of safety within our hour-long conversation. I was in awe of his ability to be so vulnerable and authentic with a stranger. Before we logged off, I shared my plans to take the IFS practitioner training. “I want to teach this work in some way,” I said. Dick instantly agreed that this was the next step for me, and he offered to support me through the process.

IFS was developed in a very intuitively guided way. In his early 30s, Dick was a family therapist with a belief that family therapy was the holy grail. Part of his family therapy practice involved working on an outcome study in an adolescent psychiatric unit treating bulimic patients. He found that his traditional training wasn’t getting his patients the results he hoped for. In fact, in some ways it seemed to cause more harm than good. When he’d ask the patient to challenge the bulimia and try to stop the behavior, their self-harm would worsen. Asked why, patients came back with the same response: they expressed the experience of “a different part of them” taking over when they’d binge. This type of response might normally lead a therapist to consider a diagnosis of multiple personality disorder. But instead Dick became curious about the part of them that wanted to binge. His curiosity created a safe environment for patients to feel seen, respected, and heard. As he approached them with curiosity and compassion, the patients began to calm down, open up, and share more about the various “parts” that emerged when they were activated. As a result, Dick made an interesting observation. The extreme behaviors exhibited by these patients seemed as if they were a type of protection mechanism, shielding against deeper, unresolved childhood wounds. Dick began to utilize his family training to help connect with the part of the patient that was struggling with bulimia. He approached the “part” almost as if it was a family therapy session. Except in this case, all of the members were part of the patient’s internal family.

For over 40 years, Dick has devoted his life to IFS and helping people recognize the multitude of parts inside them. His therapeutic process has healed countless lives, including mine. “There are no bad parts,” he says, offering people a gentle path to recognize all parts of themselves with love and respect.2

A GENTLE PATH TO HEALING

IFS is a profoundly compassionate approach to healing. Instead of trying to fix or change yourself, IFS teaches you to become curious and compassionate toward every part of who you are. This can help you develop a deeper understanding of yourself and your inner world, and ultimately lead to greater self-love and acceptance. With a little bit of curiosity, compassion, and courage, you can learn to heal and integrate all the different parts of yourself and create a more fulfilling and joyful life.

A close friend once said to me, “Gabby, I’m having an issue at work. I’m very good at my job and I get along with my coworkers, but the moment I feel challenged by my boss, a completely different side of me comes out. I get super aggressive and fight back. It’s like another part of me takes over.”

In an effort to know more, I gently asked her, “Is it possible that your aggression is trying to protect you from something?”

I observed her shift her focus inward. Following a brief silence, she replied, “Yes, I’ve been protecting myself for as long as I can remember.”

“Can you focus your attention inside and check in with the part of you that’s protecting?” I asked.

She nodded yes.

“What are you experiencing? Do you notice any specific thoughts, sensations, or emotions?” I inquired.

“I’m feeling queasy and nauseous in my stomach, and I’m constantly thinking I need to be perfect and keep it all together.”

“How old were you when you first started to protect yourself like this?”

Without hesitation she blurted out, “It started at a young age. My parents challenged everything I did. They tried to make me do things perfectly. I learned that I’d never be perfect in their eyes. So when perfectionism failed, the only way to protect myself was to become really aggressive and fight back. I’ve been fighting ever since.”

This gentle experience of turning inward offered her a new perspective on herself that had a profound impact. All that was required for this shift was her willingness to look inward and become curious, allowing her to witness this experience through the lens of curiosity, and without attack. This moment of witnessing offered her a total shift in perception. Instead of judging her aggressive reaction, she could, in that instance, observe it as a protective mechanism that helped her quell the childhood feelings of inadequacy. This witnessing offered her the chance to see how hard she’d been working to protect herself and the impact it had on her life and her relationships.

PROTECTOR PARTS

We all carry unique defense mechanisms that show up whenever we feel triggered or activated by an external condition, situation, or person. These patterns have been developed over time as an effort to protect against unresolved emotional disturbances from our past—including experiences we may not be consciously aware of. When profound emotional disruptions remain unaddressed, they can become persistent energy patterns in our body and brain. Consequently, we may instinctively resort to fight, flight, or freeze responses whenever an old unresolved emotion is activated. Our unconscious instinct is to avoid experiencing these intense emotions, leading us to take on various behavioral patterns to manage and suppress them.

In Internal Family Systems, what we often think of as automatic reactions, addictions, or habits are called Protector parts. These can be the part of you that resists authority or gives up when things get hard. You might have a perfectionist who works tirelessly to avoid deeper feelings of inadequacy. Or a rageful part, always ready to fight back whenever you feel challenged. Or maybe a people-pleasing part that puts everyone else’s needs above your own in an effort to feel lovable. Protector parts are aptly named for their one core mission, which is to protect against impermissible emotions from the past. Feelings that were established at a young age, such as being unlovable, not good enough, unsafe, or even traumatized.

You might notice these parts surface when certain people or situations trigger you. For example, if you have a hard time with authority, you might react defensively when your boss questions you and later regret acting that way. Or perhaps in relationships, you might find yourself getting overly attached quickly, panicking if the other person doesn’t respond to your messages right away after just one date. These behaviors can become so ingrained that you may grow to believe that they are who you are. But what if they were just a part of you protecting you from some feeling or memory?

Consider this: You are not a control freak, not a rager, not codependent. Instead, you embody various unique personalities, all driven by a common intention—to suppress unresolved feelings of inadequacy, shame, and fear. These parts of yourself have been working to protect and shield you for a long time.

There are two types of Protector parts: Managers and Firefighters. Managers often run the show, and these are commonly the parts that are with us on a day-to-day basis. Examples of Managers could be parts that strive for control in an effort to feel safe, or critical parts that judge others to avoid feeling judged. Managers are the Protector parts we rely on regularly to maintain a sense of stability and to block vulnerability or emotional pain.

In situations where life becomes challenging and our Managers’ protective techniques no longer work, another form of protection takes charge. This second Protector part is known in IFS as the Firefighter. As its name suggests, the Firefighter’s purpose is to extinguish the flames of the intense emotions that the Manager can no longer keep down. Firefighters utilize protective efforts that are much more extreme—in many cases they manifest as addicted, harmful, or self-destructive parts.

A Manager and Firefighter dynamic may look like this: A Manager part might show up as highly organized and perfectionistic—the part that insists on creating to-do lists, sticking to a strict schedule, meticulously organizing every detail of daily life, and striving for perfection in work to prevent criticism or failure. This part is around all the time, maintaining its perfectness to avoid feeling overwhelmed, rejected, or judged. However, if this perfectionist Manager part fails or makes a mistake, intense feelings of inadequacy and shame can flood in. When these emotions become overwhelming and the Manager can no longer contain them, a Firefighter part may emerge and engage in more extreme, sometimes harmful behaviors to extinguish the distressing emotions. These behaviors could include self-harm, substance abuse, or disordered eating. Urgent, impulsive actions take over to numb or escape the unbearable feelings.

WHO ARE THE PROTECTORS PROTECTING?

Both types of Protector parts (Firefighters and Managers) are built up to protect against impermissible feelings of shame, fear, terror, and grief that stem from traumatizing and compromising childhood experiences. Let’s take a look at how this happens.

As young children (no matter how happy our upbringing), all of us had intolerable experiences, big or small, that led us to freeze and disconnect from life. Our childhood brain lacked the resources to navigate through these intense emotions. Consequently, we suppressed them, shut them out, and buried them deep inside. In effect, we exiled them. But the young, traumatized parts of us that experienced these emotions remain with us. They are known in IFS as the Exiles.

All children encounter moments of feeling inadequate or unloved, but when the experience is too intense, bringing deep grief or extreme terror, they do not have the ability to cope with the flood of emotions and process the experiences safely. So the child parts become exiled, or frozen and imprisoned within us, and Protectors step in to suppress the big emotions of the frightened inner child.

Even what may appear to be a minor incident, such as being teased on the playground without a safe adult to assist in processing the experience, can give rise to an exiled part that may remain hidden for years. I’ve frequently heard people casually minimize their experience when talking about their early years. They’ll mention their trauma-free childhood while in the same breath speaking of their parents’ divorce or the alcoholic caregiver. These nonchalant references to childhood adversity serve as another means of disconnecting from the reality that something significant indeed occurred and they could not fully process it.

These Exiles carry the burden of inadequacy, shame, terror, or the fear of being unlovable—feelings that were way too overwhelming for a child to handle. And it’s these traumatized, shamed, unprocessed emotional children inside us that the Managers and Firefighters work so hard to protect.

LET’S CHECK IN . . .

Okay, so we’ve covered a lot of ground here, and I want to make sure we’re still tracking. Let’s recap: we all carry our own unique protection mechanisms, known in IFS as Protector parts.


	Protector parts: These are the protection mechanisms within us that respond when we’re faced with triggers. They serve as defense mechanisms to shield us from the pain of unresolved emotional disturbances from our past (often childhood).



There are two types of Protectors: Managers and Firefighters.


	Managers: These Protector parts are present in our daily lives, striving to prevent our deeper, more vulnerable emotions from reaching our conscious awareness.

	Firefighters: When Managers are overwhelmed, Firefighters step in. These Protector parts engage in potentially more extreme, sometimes harmful behaviors to suppress intense emotions related to our past wounds.



The Protectors work tirelessly to anesthetize the Exiles’ unresolved emotional distress and trauma.


	Exiles: These are the vulnerable parts that carry the weight of our past negative experiences, similar to inner children trapped in a state of distress.



Both Managers and Firefighters work in tandem to keep the Exiles’ emotions from surfacing, often through significant measures, to ensure that we don’t re-experience the pain of the past.

Does it feel overwhelming to consider that you have different parts inside? Maybe your eyes are glazed over and you’re starting to tune out. I get it. It can be a lot for us to contemplate that we have all these little children inside us—let alone acknowledge that there are traumatized, exiled child parts that have been locked up for so long. Just bear with me here and suspend your disbelief for a moment. I’m going to gently guide you to open your mind to a new way of perceiving your life. All that’s required is your willingness to learn more. The methods in this book won’t work without it. So if you’re ready for the greatest shift in your life, keep reading and stick around for the miracles. Take a deep breath, put your hand on your heart, and hear me: there are no bad parts of us, and there’s help inside.

SELF

What the Protector and Exile parts need—what we need—is an internal leader. A leader that can calm the inner children and soothe us when we’re flooded with extreme emotions or protective responses. In IFS, true healing comes when we reconnect to our ever-present inner resource known as Self (with a capital S). IFS understands that an undamaged, wise, resourced, calm, and loving presence of Self exists within us all—and it’s available to us at any time.

Dr. Steven Krantz
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