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			Content Warning

			The information in this book is not a substitute for psychotherapy from a qualified mental health professional. It is intended to provide helpful and informative material on the subject matter with the understanding that neither the author nor the publisher are engaged in rendering professional services in this book. The author and publisher specifically disclaim any responsibility for any liability, loss, or risk, personal or otherwise, that is incurred as a direct or indirect consequence of the use and application of any of the contents of this book. The nature and content of this book and the exercises contained in it may stimulate psychological distress for some readers. Should this occur, it is strongly advised that the reader consult a qualified mental health professional or healthcare provider.
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			Foreword

			After Internal Family Systems (IFS) founder Richard C. Schwartz left the Chicago area over a decade ago, Tanis Jo Allen saw the vital need for her IFS community to stay connected. She organized a first-of-its-kind Midwest IFS conference, the IFS Great Lakes Retreat, which has since become indispensable for a growing network of enthusiastic IFS therapists.

			Now Tanis has turned her attention and considerable talents to address another vital need in the IFS community. Most IFS books are geared toward practicing therapists. The Self-Led Internal Family Systems Workbook is for anyone interested in a trustworthy guidebook for self-exploration and understanding. Writing in a warm, conversational tone, Tanis invites the reader to grab a cup of tea and join her for an insightful, empowering IFS journey of understanding and self-acceptance.

			Unlike more traditional, single-minded approaches, the groundbreaking psychotherapeutic IFS model views the mind as made up of distinct subpersonalities or “parts,” each with its own perspectives, feelings, and roles. The model also repositions the therapist to function more as a knowledgeable guide and collaborator instead of sole authority or expert in the room. In this collaborative role, the IFS therapist empowers clients to become the expert of their own system and to value their personal inner guidance, which the model labels “Self.”

			Tanis shares how this unique, non-pathologizing view of the therapeuticrelationship naturally promotes an inherent respect in clients taking the lead in their own process. The Self-Led Internal Family Systems Workbook builds on this trust in self-guidance by inspiring readers to steer their own course. Tanis offers steady guidance, gradually acclimating readers to their inner landscape and equipping them with the skills they need to create strong inner relationships between their Self and parts.

			The book opens with informative explanations of the nervous system, offers simple grounding exercises to create a sanctuary when readers need a break, and adds detailed examples of Tanis conducting open, curious dialogues with her own worried, frustrated parts. It continues with effective, enlightening exercises and reflections that show readers how to connect to parts, discover their crucial roles, and create compassionate, vibrant relationships within their inner world. Supportive suggestions are scattered throughout the book to address common obstacles that may arise while doing this important work.

			In a world where we often feel fragmented and overwhelmed, finding a path to inner harmony can seem elusive. It is here, in our often-tumultuous inner world, that practicing Internal Family Systems can provide profound insights and practical tools for self-healing and personal growth. Whether you are an IFS newcomer or an “old hand” looking to refresh your skills, The Self-Led Internal Family Systems Workbook will become a trusted guide on your journey.

			Cece Sykes, LCSW, ACSW

			International Senior Trainer and Consultant, Internal Family Systems Institute

			Author, Internal Family Systems Therapy for Addictions: Trauma-Informed, Compassion-Based Interventions for Substance Use, Eating, Gambling and More with Martha Sweezy and Richard C. Schwartz

		

	
		
			Introduction

			
				Listening is the doorway to everything that matters.

				—Mark Nepo, poet and artist

			
			At its core, the Internal Family Systems (IFS) approach to psychotherapy is about learning to turn inward and listen deeply to our inner experience with curiosity and respect. It is a journey of discovering and seeking to more fully understand the true complexity contained within each of us, an internal mosaic of many different parts, each with its own set of thoughts, feelings, and needs. IFS invites us to enter into a relationship with our own internal family of parts, uncovering both the challenges and wisdom it contains, and offering it the healing energy that is unique to each of us.

			Dr. Richard C. Schwartz, the creator of the Internal Family Systems model and a family therapist by training, came upon this notion of parts by listening closely to the young adult clients he was working with at the time. As many of us do, they described their thought patterns and internal conflicts with comments like: “A part of me wants to be able to talk to my mom, which is hard, but there is this other part that wants me to just go to my room, zone out, and not worry about it.” He began to wonder whether all of us might have a sort of internal family composed of these subpersonalities, or parts, which operates much like a dysfunctional external family. Over time and by listening closely, he found that these parts take on particular roles, either as exiles (vulnerable parts that hold deep pain) or as protectors (parts that protect us or distract us from the exiles), and they can become conflicted or allied with one another in potentially extreme ways.

			As he continued to explore this phenomenon, he came to the realization that this sort of multiplicity is, in fact, the natural state of our psyches and that there is also present in us a Self, or core essence. This Self, he learned from his clients, is not one of the parts but is that presence within us that can facilitate healing for our internal system of parts once it is accessed. This discovery and the resulting therapeutic framework that developed around it has now become a groundbreaking worldwide movement. Not only is it profoundly compassionate and empowering, but it can also bring about transformational change.

			I was introduced to IFS in the mid-1990s and began training in the model a few years later. What initially drew me to IFS was its collaborative nature. The awareness that we all, clients and therapists alike, have parts and a Self that can help bring about the very healing that we most need was intriguing to me. Realizing that I had a “co-therapist” available (the client’s Self) that could become fully attuned to the client’s internal experience and function as an inner healer has allowed me to be more fully present to the process as their compassionate guide and companion. This has been truly transformative not only professionally but also personally, as my IFS training has involved doing my own deep personal work. The ongoing effects of this have been life-changing for me. Committing myself to this approach has profoundly impacted my effectiveness with my clients and has also allowed me to understand, trust, and love my own inner world with immense gratitude and respect.

			The intention of this book is to help you get to know and love some of the many parts within you from a place of openheartedness, curiosity, and courage, which for most people is a new perspective. It is a journey you can navigate at your own pace, as there is no right way to progress on this path given the unique nature of each of our internal systems. You will be guided by exercises and explanations that will serve as a sort of trail map, though it is not likely to be a particularly linear course; there will be many opportunities to circle back as it feels right to you.

			IFS invites us to slow down, let go of the need to get somewhere, and be as fully present as we can be to our inner experience. Many of us aspire to do this, but we rarely allow ourselves the time. So it makes perfect sense if this feels unfamiliar to you. Be assured that the information in this book is presented in a way that anyone can benefit from the process, especially those who are new to IFS.

			What to Expect from Self-Led IFS

			Because working with the Internal Family Systems model is usually undertaken with an IFS therapist, there are some differences when you practice the model on your own. The primary one is that you will not be guided to work deeply with your most vulnerable parts, which are called exiles. These are our young and wounded parts that tend to carry a great deal of pain (and possibly the effects of trauma) from the past. They are also the ones that our protector parts work hard to keep from our daily awareness. When an exile becomes triggered, we often experience a surge of intense emotions that can feel overwhelming. When this happens, it can be extremely difficult to proceed without the help of a therapist, at least when you are just beginning an IFS practice.

			Considering that it is the protectors’ job to keep our exiles safely tucked away, we need to solidly establish our relationships with those parts in order to earn their trust. This is the other reason you will be mostly working with your protector parts in this book. Emotional safety is paramount in this work, so it is extremely important to recognize and validate your protectors’ commitment to ensuring that your vulnerable parts remain as well protected as possible.

			How to Use This Book

			This book is divided into two parts. Part 1 is intended to set you up for success in your IFS journey by providing a beginner-friendly overview of the model and offering several exercises to strengthen your self-awareness and ability to stay grounded. Part 2 will lead you through the IFS process by helping to orient and familiarize you with your internal world and to support you in working with the different types of parts we all have inside. The concluding chapter covers particular challenges that may arise as you continue your practice, better equipping you to navigate some predictable twists and turns along the way.

			As you work through this book, notice and listen to what feels right to your internal system. That may come as a knowing or intuition that particular topics may take some time to sink in, while other information may seem familiar or certain exercises might feel more natural. The bottom line here is to honor and respect the pacing that is right for you. Remember that the point is to begin exploring your internal landscape, and not necessarily to get to a specific destination. You may want to spend plenty of time in part 1 to fully digest the information and exercises there, maybe even taking breaks and then returning to sections or repeating exercises until you feel more clarity and confidence. There is no one way to walk this path, but there is your way, which will reveal itself more and more as you go. Then, when you feel ready, you can move on to part 2.

			In Big Magic, Elizabeth Gilbert notes that “you have treasures hidden within you—extraordinary treasures…bringing those treasures to light takes work and faith and focus and courage…” So know that you already possess the courage and strength this work requires within your unique, undamaged, and loving Self. And even though this journey of Self-discovery will invariably contain both fascinating and possibly challenging realizations, we each have the inherent capacity to bring healing, acceptance, and wisdom to our internal family systems, helping to reveal to us some beautiful internal treasures.

		

	
		
			Part One

			Preparing for IFS Work

			 

			
				What lies behind us, and what lies before us, are tiny matters compared to what lies within us.

				—Ralph Waldo Emerson, poet and philosopher

			

			

			This part introduces important IFS concepts and guiding principles that you’ll need to understand before embarking on your parts work journey. Also included here are grounding skills and awareness-building activities to help prepare you mentally and emotionally for this undertaking. These skills and activities are designed to help you build a strong foundation to support your IFS practice.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Internal Family Systems Model

			
				This chapter offers a comprehensive overview of the IFS approach, the evidence-based model of psychotherapy created more than 40 years ago by Dr. Richard C. Schwartz. The practice is no longer limited to the realm of psychotherapy, however. The organizations that evolved around it—the IFS Institute and the Foundation for Self Leadership—now offer training and support globally to many types of practitioners, programs, and organizations. Together, they are carrying out the joint mission of bringing emotional, relational, and societal healing, and in turn, greater Self-energy, to the world. Here, you will gain a more detailed understanding of the model’s components and how they all fit together.

			

			A New Model of the Mind

			When first introduced to the IFS approach, many clients I’ve worked with ask, “Does this mean I have multiple personality disorder or something?” This response is quite understandable, as most of us have grown up with the notion that we have an indivisible and unitary mind that contains the thoughts, emotions, memories, impulses, and images we experience. Based on this belief, our thoughts, emotions, and behaviors are viewed as reflections of who we are—and those that are socially unacceptable are a challenge to our core identity. When this occurs, we tend to try to suppress or control these aspects of ourselves, usually resulting in the feeling that we are somehow damaged or flawed.

			In No Bad Parts, Dr. Schwartz points out, “The mono-mind paradigm has caused us to fear our parts and view them as pathological. In our attempts to control what we consider to be disturbing thoughts and emotions, we just end up fighting, ignoring, disciplining, hiding, or feeling ashamed of those impulses that keep us from doing what we want to do in our lives. And then we shame ourselves for not being able to control them.” An example of this is when someone is labeled “an angry person” for expressing their anger. Even if a person experiences extreme anger at times, that does not reflect the entirety of who they are. And yet, many people equate who they are with what they feel, think, or do, leading them to try to control or eliminate such “problematic” responses. This can then result in further disconnection from oneself and others. Many of our feeling states and thought patterns are needlessly characterized as abnormal in this way—anxiety, persistent sadness, insecurity, and addictive tendencies, to name a few. They can become a stigmatizing identifier for the whole person if we remain in this mono-mind perspective.

			Thankfully, the tide has begun to turn with regard to how we view ourselves. The mono-mind perspective was challenged somewhat by psychoanalyst Carl Jung and others who recognized and worked to normalize some form of subpersonalities within. More recently, evidence of this has also arisen in our popular culture—for example, the 2015 Disney-Pixar film Inside Out encourages us to “meet the little voices” inside our head, and singer-songwriter Alanis Morissette expresses something of her own internal work in her song “Empathy” when she writes about her hidden and denied parts. IFS is currently being utilized not only in places like psychotherapy offices, treatment centers, and college campuses, but also in public schools and medical centers, work with veterans, in corporate settings, and as a way to assist those impacted by war and societal conflicts.

			Your Internal Family

			Let’s consider the nature of the Self, the network of parts that surround it, and the differences in our internal experience when Self is in the lead or when our parts take over that position.

			Self: An Agent for Healing

			 

			Self exists in all of us. It is undamaged, cannot be wounded, and has an innate ability to offer healing. We tend to feel Self-energy in those times of flow, or being in the zone, when everything feels in balance, harmonious, and natural, and we experience a sense of wholeness and ease. Many people describe it as their “core” or “true Self” and know intuitively that it is a different entity than their parts, having a much broader perspective. There is the awareness that everything is connected both internally and externally. It shows up as a loving presence with inherent wisdom and a deeper knowing. In IFS work, it is known by its qualities, many of which begin with the letter “c”:

			
					
					Curiosity

				

					
					Compassion

				

					
					Confidence

				

					
					Clarity

				

					
					Courage

				

					
					Creativity

				

					
					Calmness

				

					
					Connectedness

				

			

			While these are the original 8 Cs used to describe Self, others have been added, including constant, centered, spacious, intuitive, active, embodied, and offering choice. As internal healer, the Self also tends to express at least five other qualities, which all happen to start with the letter “p”:

			
					
					Presence

				

					
					Patience

				

					
					Perspective

				

					
					Persistence

				

					
					Playfulness

				

			

			Self has the capacity to act as a supportive vessel for all of our parts, including their feelings and their experiences, and is able to hold and bear witness to their struggles and pain with compassion and love. As we all know, a state of flow tends to be fleeting, no matter how hard we may try to hold on to it. For this reason, it’s helpful to think of accessing our Self-energy as a process and not necessarily a destination. This is actually why many people refer to their IFS work as a life practice. With awareness, we keep noticing the dance of our parts stepping forward to do their important work and the presence of Self to hold, support, and offer perspective from a more wholistic standpoint.

			Different Types of Parts

			 

			There are really only two kinds of parts: the protectors and those they protect, the exiles, which are our vulnerable parts. All our parts have positive intentions for us, though it may not appear that way at first glance. Within the protector realm, there are two distinct “camps” that can be recognized by the ways in which they carry out their roles.

			The first group are our managers, the ones that help us handle our daily lives, and are proactive in their attempts to accomplish this. Their goal is to try to keep us in control of situations and relationships to protect the vulnerable parts from experiencing any additional sense of humiliation, hurt, or rejection. A motto our managers live by is generally “never again,” and this group includes our perfectionistic and achiever parts, anxious worriers, skeptical and doubting parts, our inner critics and judges, analyzing and intellectual “thinking” parts, caretakers and people-pleasers, passive-pessimists, and risk-avoidant parts. Their mission is to prevent further harm from entering the internal system in whatever way they can. They might show up to us as particular thought patterns or voices we hear in or around our head, a tightening or discomfort in the chest or throat, or certain images that illustrate who they are and what they endeavor to do for us.

			The second group is known as the firefighters, whose motto is “fight fire with fire.” These are the heroic, reactive, and impulsive first responders on the scene when the pain of our vulnerable parts has somehow been activated. They rush in to douse the emotional fires that have ignited internally with whatever they think will work. They have little concern for consequences, often engaging in behaviors intended to numb or avoid the pain. Alternatively, they will find ways to distract us and dissociate until the fire dies out. Common firefighters include our angry parts, our rebels, those that distract (e.g., by overworking or binging on screen time), and those that soothe or check out with alcoholic drinks or other substances (including food and money). They can also manifest in more extreme ways, depending on the degree of internal distress. This can be the result of past traumatic experiences and can show up as addictions, rage, self-harm, panic attacks, sexual acting out, or severe dissociation.

			While these heightened expressions of firefighter behavior are less socially acceptable and often extremely problematic, they are also usually quite misunderstood. Our firefighters actually prefer to take on new roles once they are assured that the danger of emotional overwhelm is being attended to. Awareness of our firefighters comes by noticing the behavior patterns connected to particular urges or knee-jerk reactions inside, often with a revved-up feeling or the desire to shut down or escape. When we get to know and understand the firefighters better, they will often show us an image of themselves or will help us recognize how they manifest uniquely in our bodies.

			This brings us to our most innocent, vulnerable, sensitive, and intimacy-loving parts, the ones that are being protected. They are called exiles. These are the young ones inside who’ve experienced what feels to be immense hurt and possibly trauma. Typically, they are kept out of our awareness for their own and the system’s safety because the protectors fear that their emotional burdens will overwhelm and render us unable to function. Examples of our exiles are parts that feel abandoned, undeserving, dependent, unworthy, guilty, shameful, hopeless, unlovable, fearful or terrified, and grief-stricken, to name a few.

			These parts can become increasingly extreme in their efforts to be witnessed, cared for, and listened to. Wounded exiles are the ones that both absorbed and continue to carry hefty emotional loads. Exiles often make themselves known to us through the body, such as an ache or heaviness in the chest or around the heart, a pain or sick feeling in the gut, deep sadness and the urge to cry, feeling shut down or isolated, or despairing and self-blaming thought patterns.

			Living in Harmony

			 

			In IFS work, our intent is to tap into as much Self-energy as possible so that we have greater access to all of who we truly are and can then live from a place of authenticity, balance, and wholeheartedness. As a consistent IFS practice progresses, our parts do become more trusting that Self is available and able to lead the system, and this trust comes as a direct response to Self’s awareness and appreciation of the challenges, worries, and hard work that parts are engaged in on our behalf. Such trust unfolds over time as we continue to acknowledge the depths of our parts’ commitment to their work and gently offer the hope that when the system is ready, the metaphorical ropes that keep them tied to these demanding roles might loosen up or be released altogether. As systemic healing progresses, our parts can come to embody Self-energy as well.

			When Self can be more present and connected to parts on a daily basis, offering a safe and nonjudgmental spaciousness inside that encourages the full expression of all parts’ concerns, needs, and fears, we begin

			
			
				The Internal Family System Mandala
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				Coming Home to Self—Spiritual Connections

				 

				
				
			
			A System in Disequilibrium

			
			When Parts Blend

			 

			
			
			
			
			
			Parts in Extreme Roles

			 

			
			
			
			
			The IFS Process

			
			The Goals of IFS Therapy

			 

			
			
				
				
				
				
			

			Step-by-Step IFS

			 

			
			
			
			
			Working with Protective Parts

			
			
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
			
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
			Working with Exiles

			
			
				
				
				
				
			

			
			
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
			Understanding Your Psyche

			
			
			
				Sample Session: I Meet Some of My Parts
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