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ixIntroduction


Welcome, dear reader. I’m hoping that you may have been drawn to this book partly because of the beautiful cover depicting a glimpse beneath the ocean. It shows sunbursts and shadows together with the suggestion of the sea creatures and other wondrous and curious things living beneath the ocean surface from the shallows to its depths. My hope is that, as you engage with this book, it will take you on a journey beneath your surface to explore your own inner ecosystem.


I’m curious: how do you enter the sea? Are you like me, inching in, squealing as I go? Or perhaps your style is similar to my husband’s? He wades to a certain level then plunges under the surface. Perhaps you like to dive gracefully from a height, or maybe paddling is your preference? Whatever your style as you enter this book, may you find something to free your inner curiosity. Unlike my tentative style of sea entry, I’m just going to dive into the Introduction. Let’s get started!


IFS and mental health and well-being


This book offers an introduction to how an understanding of Internal Family Systems (IFS for short) can improve mental health and well-being. Currently sweeping the globe as a form of psychotherapy, IFS also offers more than that: as a ‘practice for life’, it provides constructive ways of understanding ourselves which can contribute to a compassionate, connected and, above all, curious way of living with ourselves and others. Additionally, many consider it a spiritual practice or spiritual homecoming. As you read further, I ask you to keep an open mind, a beginner’s mind, and decide for yourself if and how IFS will feature in your life.


So, what is mental health? According to the World Health Organization, it is a state of




xmental well-being that enables people to cope with the stresses of life, realize their abilities, learn well and work well, and contribute to their community … [It] underpins our individual and collective abilities to make decisions, build relationships and shape the world we live in. Mental health is a basic human right.1





And yet, according to the UK’s National Audit Office (NAO), in 2021–22, the National Health Service spent only around 8 per cent of its total budget on mental health services in England.2 Without letting our governments off the hook, it is vital that individuals and groups (professional and otherwise) continue to find ways of managing and improving our mental health and helping others to do the same. I consider using the Internal Family Systems model to be one such way.


IFS works on the premise that people are ‘multi-minded’ or have many minds, each one belonging to an inner subpersonality – what IFS calls a ‘part’. These parts make up one’s inner family. In IFS, not just every person, but every part of every person has the right to mental health.


Experiencing IFS can be profoundly transformative as it helps each of us access our own inner state of health and well-being, the essence of each of us that IFS calls our Self, with which all parts of us can connect. In this book, you will be reading about Self, the inner liberator, healer and leader, one of whose essential qualities is curiosity. This inner ‘Self with a capital S’ is a tremendous protective factor in maintaining or achieving mental health. Self exists in each of us and, beyond IFS, it is known by many names. IFS is the method developed by Richard Schwartz and others over the past 40-plus years to consistently access this inner resource for mental health and well-being.


How about you?


I’m wondering about you, your mental health and well-being. Maybe you are curious about this IFS as featured in podcasts and xiYouTube videos. Perhaps you’ve had therapy before, some of it ‘successful’ and some of it less so, and want to know more about IFS therapy before giving it a go. Alternatively, you (or someone close to you) might be experiencing some mental health challenges or relationship difficulties that have led you here. Or it might be that you are invested in self-development, searching for a way to feel more whole and authentically you, and more able to cope in a world that feels more awry than you’d like.


No matter what brought you to IFS, this book has much to offer you. Mine is a unique voice and viewpoint; I include portions of my personal story and write about things in ways that others do not. I hope this fresh approach will be invigorating if you are already ‘in the know’ and enlightening if this is your first IFS book. Although I draw much from my experience with my clients in therapy, any examples not my own or quoted with permission are composite and fictionalized. You may recognize yourself or those close to you in some of them.


My hope is that this introductory guide to the IFS model will ignite a spark of interest in the power of curiosity and its relevance in your own and others’ lives. May you experience the transformations possible when you understand and can use some of the concepts and practices of IFS! For you and yours, I wish improved mental health, more ease in becoming emotionally regulated, enhanced relationships, and feeling more at home in and as your whole self.


Moving forward with this book: what’s inside


Section 1 introduces key IFS concepts across three chapters. In Chapter 1 I highlight some of the challenges of being multiple – having parts inside – and I emphasize the importance of appreciating and validating our subpersonalities for their amazing contributions to our lives. Without our parts, we would not function. Chapter 2 provides standard IFS teaching on the xiinature of the different categories of parts and their burdens. Chapter 3 focuses on Self, the inner liberator, healer and leader, and how it relates to self (lowercase ‘s’) and Larger Self.


Section 2 introduces key IFS practices across two chapters. First, Chapter 4 introduces the idea of getting to know parts and parts getting to know Self inside (Self-to-part relationships). Chapter 5 outlines the IFS steps of healing used in therapy to meet, unburden and liberate the wounded parts of us.


Section 3 explores how you can use IFS yourself. Chapter 6 begins to prepare the ground for building and nurturing internal relationships. Chapter 7 describes various ways to come to meet your parts. Chapter 8 goes deeper into how IFS can transform thinking about and communicating with oneself and others in everyday life.


Section 4, Troubleshooting, is where to turn if you are struggling to implement any of the exercises mentioned in this book or in other IFS texts – when IFS seems not to be working (Chapter 9) or to be working too well (Chapter 10). This section identifies some common ways we trip ourselves up and inadvertently block the transformational power of IFS. If you are a trained professional, these two chapters may be of especial interest at moments when a client’s system has you stumped.


In three chapters, Section 5 highlights some of the many benefits that come from embracing IFS: truth and freedom (Chapter 11); emotional regulation and reduced reactivity (Chapter 12); and self-acceptance and authenticity (Chapter 13). (Please note that Chapter 11 begins with an exploration of suicide and Chapter 2 also references suicidality.)


Section 6 provides appendices, endnotes and references for taking your understanding further as you and your internal family system continue journeying with IFS. One appendix offers a Self-leadership measure, if any of your parts would like to enjoy a ‘before and after’ self-assessment. (I suggest taking the quiz the first time right after you’ve read this book, then returning xiiito it again periodically to measure how your system might have evolved over time.) The next appendix briefly introduces adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and protective factors. The final appendix gives basic hints and tips about taking yourself into IFS therapy (or not).




A gentle caution


Learning about IFS is often so transformative that people’s most enthusiastic parts want to tell everyone else all about it, right away. Please help such parts of yourself be mindful about how and when you share what you learn as you read, and with whom. I’m referring to your own process and anything you might notice about someone else! Let tact and discretion, and choosing a good enough time, triumph over enthusiastic haste.





I recommend reading from front to back, as the material builds on itself. However you find it, thank you for being here. May your curiosity be both satisfied and piqued as you find challenge, permission and mirroring. May living with more curiosity bring up from beneath the surface psychological and emotional riches.


What this book is not


This isn’t a book driven by symptoms, though I include examples of common ailments and struggles for us humans in the twenty-first century. This book is not intended as a stand-alone solution if you are suffering from severe mental health symptoms or have one or more major diagnoses. It may offer support and assistance, but it is not designed or intended as a cure-all, unfortunately; if only a book had that power, and that I could write it for you to read!


As the title suggests, this is an introduction. It is not a book that will enable you to become an IFS therapist or practitioner, though it will be of use if you are either. An outline of how to xivprogress through all the IFS steps of healing is included, alongside guidance as to how to accompany yourself inside, but there’s nothing quite like having an attuned, skilled therapy professional alongside you, present and guiding inner exploration.3 To go further and deeper, I suggest you avail yourself of someone trained in IFS who is used to taking parts of you who are hurting inside through a full healing journey. Even the founder himself, Richard Schwartz – who goes by ‘Dick’ – does his deeper inner work accompanied.


No matter how you use it, benefits await those in your internal and external world if you take this book to heart, with curiosity as your guide.


Actively welcoming IFS into your life is becoming curious about yourself (and your Self) as a human doing, being, and continuing to come into being. It invites you on a journey inward towards your wellness and wholeness, towards your wounded ones and those who protect them.


Moving inwards using this book


The book and I offer you an opportunity to look, listen and feel inside: to come to know directly what and who is running daily life, as well as what and who might be locked away out of your awareness. In IFS language, this is called a U-turn or You-turn, when you turn inwards to yourself and away from the distractions of other people, problems and tasks.




The You-turn


Named after the manoeuvre in driving whereby a vehicle is driven to turn a U-shaped course, so it faces in the opposite direction. A You-turn is an act of turning away from the outer world and becoming curious towards our own internal world and reactivity. Doing a You-turn is a first step in developing a two-way relationship between our Self and each of our parts.





xvIf you are not comfortable doing a You-turn initially, that’s okay, too. This is a book that can be enjoyed at different levels and by different parts of an internal family: the studious ones who like theory, metaphor and case material; the ones who learn by doing, including putting it down on paper; the ones who like to try something in real life, and more.


I ask that you engage with only as much as your system allows at any moment. If your engagement is slight to start with, this might change later, and it would be worth coming back to the book in the future. Because parts’ preferences, learning styles and ways of experiencing differ – and your circumstances may not always be the same – there is a variety of material to experience:




	Metaphors galore, case material and reconstructed IFS sessions


	Explanations in shaded boxes of key concepts, which appear in bold type


	Thoughts and words of parts, which appear in italics without quotation marks


	Journal prompts at chapter ends encouraging curiosity


	Examples from my life and those of other IFS professionals


	Summaries and exercises to try for yourself.





Take a risk on yourself; what’s the worst that can happen as you engage with the book? Seriously, that’s not a bad question to ask – and it’s even better if you listen for an answer (or answers).


Taking the risk and …


Trusting me


Who am I to be writing a book that has been published for you to read? Especially a book of big promises and big asks. Perhaps you have sceptical or doubting parts who wonder if I’m up to the job of introducing you to IFS and guiding your use of aspects of it; what are my credentials? I’m glad you asked!


xviFirst, since my initial therapy in 1999 (group psychotherapy as an in- and out-patient, having been diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder, PTSD), I’ve become accustomed to being a client. I believe this brings some sensitivity to my writing about mental health and healing. Also, this means I have some awareness of the challenges and joys of changing both on the inside and in the outside world. As a child, I enjoyed watching Gene Roddenberry’s Star Trek TV family, who boldly went where no one had gone before in outer space. Now, as an adult, I understand how challenging, risky and rewarding it can be to boldly go where no one has gone before inside ourselves. It would be an honour if you would permit me and my inner family to accompany you as you journey with this book and its exercises and information.


Second, I get what it’s like to learn how to be curious and caring about myself. Until I had a breakdown/breakthrough experience in my early thirties that led to the therapy I mentioned, a group of intellectual, nice, responsible outward-facing protector parts mostly ran the Emma Redfern show. Curiosity was an intellectual commodity used in service of academic and professional success (of which there was plenty for this first-generation university graduate). Fortunately, and unfortunately, that life crashed and burned, whereupon I discovered psychotherapy as a client, together with the concept of self-care. Curiosity became more than intellectual; it became deeply personal and health-giving to take an interest in myself and my inner workings.


Third, this isn’t my first IFS book. As a trained and experienced psychotherapy supervisor, in January 2019 the idea came to me of creating a multi-author book on the supervision and consultation of IFS (Redfern, 2023a). Curiously, the idea for this book came to me in January 2016, but it got left behind as I attended to other IFS writing projects (Redfern, 2023b; Foot and Redfern, 2023). Now, ten years later, here it is – although in a very different guise than was originally intended.


xviiFinally, and perhaps most important to any concerned parts or those who’ve had poor experiences with therapists and helpers, I’ve been working as a psychotherapist for 23 years and as a supervisor of psychotherapists for 16. Although I’m human and parts of me have made and continue to make mistakes, I firmly believe in the importance of relationship in addition to (or over) a therapy protocol. I seek to bring love to fear, and value safety over speed. I learned relational psychotherapy before I trained in therapies such as IFS which have recognizable protocols or steps; my supervision training was systemic and relational. More and more I value the importance of creating a relationship that is therapeutic, even when using powerful protocol-based methods such as IFS. I urge you to favour having relationships with your parts over ‘doing a protocol’, though the former may evolve out of the latter.


That said, I want to tell your sceptical parts that I am not a researcher. I have little scientific bent and will be using personal examples from my own life and fictionalized examples from my professional life to illuminate what I write about. For parts who prefer more rigour, I recommend the writings of Richard Schwartz and Martha Sweezy. Also, in the spirit of transparency and trust-building, here is where I let all readers know that this is not an official IFS Institute book. I am pleased and proud to contribute in my own way to the institute’s ongoing effort to share IFS with the public.


Trusting IFS


What makes the Internal Family Systems model worth trusting? First, IFS is a pragmatic approach derived directly from what works in therapy. Schwartz, the founder, figurehead and pre-eminent global champion of the model, tells of how, as a family systems therapist in the 1980s, he was running a failing clinical study using his existing approach. Out of desperation and in line with his values, he followed the data his clients were xviiipresenting to him. Really listening to what they were sharing about their inner lives, he began applying external family systems therapy interventions to the inner worlds of his clients. From there, the basic theoretical tenets of IFS were discovered, and Schwartz gathered around him trusted psychotherapy professionals to explore those principles and devise practices to apply them efficiently and humanely. The result is now known as the Internal Family Systems model.


Second, IFS is building a base of clinical evidence for its effectiveness. Since IFS became established as one of the hottest tickets in town in terms of transformational psychotherapy, the IFS Institute and its charitable arm, the Foundation of Self Leadership, as well as the Cambridge Mental Health Alliance, have begun to focus on creating clinical trials to establish IFS as an evidence-based practice. If you wish, you can read the published outcomes of the trials so far, which very much suggest that IFS is worth trusting in.4 In the UK, IFS is becoming popular as a focus for research, for example in the Lancaster University clinical psychology doctoral programme and Sherwood Psychotherapy Training Institute.


Third, IFS is a non-pathologizing approach. IFS teaches that it’s helpful not to view clients as a medical professional might, through a lens of diagnosing what’s wrong with the person and in need of putting right. Rather, like many other therapies, in which the therapist hopes to become unnecessary in time, IFS has built within it the idea that you already have what you need within you to heal and thrive. IFS also acknowledges that you will have many inner (and possibly outer) constraints to that healing and thriving, some of which IFS can equip you to ascertain and address. Unlike Maria in The Sound of Music, parts are not problems to be solved.


Fourth, IFS is what’s known as a ‘transformative’ psychotherapy rather than a ‘counteractive’ one.5 By transformative, I mean that incorporating IFS into life can have everlasting results which may not need constant reinforcement to xixmaintain their benefits. In terms of counteractive therapy, think cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), which has an emphasis on countering or opposing existing so-called negative thoughts, feelings and behaviours so you can think, feel and do something more positive or adaptive. While often helpful for day-to-day life, a counteractive approach takes constant effort to maintain, may not get to the roots of an issue, and can heighten inner conflict between parts of yourself. Using IFS as a practice for living, by contrast, can lead to a transformed relationship to and with yourself, one that’s more curious, compassionate and open.


Trusting yourself and your Self


I don’t know your history, including your experiences in therapy, nor have details of any medication you take for your mental health. I won’t know how well or how badly authority figures (parents, teachers, therapists, medical professionals, etc.) have attuned to you, listened to you and then responded to your needs (or not). Nor will I know how badly parts of you feel at letting yourself down; choices made and now regretted; risks never taken that parts of you wish you had. It is possible that you will confront, possibly even heal, some of this past material and experiences as you progress through the book. More importantly, I assure you that it is never too late to learn new ways to relate to yourself and to others.


For now, as an experiment, I’m asking you to entertain a few simple ideas:




	At your core, you have a loving Self who is available to lead your inner family (your inner system) if your parts allow.


	The more accepting and welcoming of parts your system can be, the more transformation will be possible.


	Parts (like people) make mistakes, and they (and you) are more than those mistakes.


	
xxThere is no perfection this side of eternity. We are all works in progress and will undoubtedly depart this mortal coil with healing still outstanding.


	The less parts strive and the more they relax, the further your system will journey on the path to inner harmony and balance.





More on all of this to follow.




Journal prompts


Asking inside and listening for answers


Ask inside: What is the worst that can happen as I engage with this book? Then: Listen for any answers you might hear, and write down or in some way record any ensuing dialogue.


Ask inside: What is my intention or hope in reading this book? (You may have more than one hope and intention.) Then: Listen for answers and record any ensuing dialogue.


Ask inside: What do I (or we) need as we read and engage with this book? Then: Listen for answers, write them down or in some way record them. Ask about what needs action, for whom. How might you take those actions to meet those needs?








1Section 1


KEY IFS CONCEPTS





31


The many parts of who you are


It’s been a while since I dined out alone, and I didn’t manage it this morning either. I’d got the café’s opening time wrong and after a long walk to reach it, my back was communicating to me not to hang around, so I came home to porridge as usual in my back-friendly chair. I had imagined arriving at the café without my usual friend or husband, and the server asking, ‘Just you?’ or ‘Table for one?’ And, of course, the answer would have been, ‘Yes, just me’ or ‘Yes, table for one, please.’ After all, I have only one physical me to take up one physical chair.


But my parts (some of whom you’ll come to recognize) mischievously, and pedantically, know that it’s never ‘just one’. I am never just one Emma. In fact, I’d gone out for a walk with parts who were upset with myself and my husband. I wanted to treat me and my inner team, some of whom were in distress, to a breakfast prepared by someone else just for once and eaten with a consciously loving presence: the deeper inner me known as Self.


Parts (and people) are more than they seem


The insides don’t match the outsides


There is more than one ‘me’ inside Emma Redfern, and there is also more than one ‘you’ inside of you. You might recognize this in everyday decision-making. First thing in the morning I’m aware of the different possibilities for my pre-work time: go for a quick walk before breakfast or revise a Word document I’m sharing with a colleague? You’ve got to do your physio exercises too, 4don’t forget, a voice warns in my head. I’m also aware of the various extra demands to fit around work: put the washing on now or leave it until later? Better check the weather first, says someone else inside. Will I have the energy and time to make dinner after work, or do I need to make a start on it now? You’ll be too tired later, another voice chips in.


Maybe you’re not consciously aware of such internal processes, or your routine is more predetermined than mine. But I suspect you’ll recognize a similar kind of internal conversation from your own life – it’s probably just what you call ‘thinking’. The diversity of our thoughts confronts us with a fundamental difficulty facing us as humans: we are simultaneously singular (as our physicality and use of language suggests: ‘I’, ‘me’, even ‘you’ in English) and contain multitudes. When we look in the mirror, we see only one of us, yet we are so much more than can be seen from the outside; like the TARDIS, we are bigger on the inside! This is both advantageous and a drawback.


Although I gave mundane daily examples above, any of which could have been chosen without too much concern, constantly being ‘in two minds’ (or more), without some ways to respond to this inner division or conflict, leads to inner and relational stress. On the other hand, stalwartly holding on to your ‘singularity’ or oneness can be just as damaging and problematic – not least because it defies your inner-world reality.


Parts of ourselves who achieve outer-world success can sometimes think they are all there is to who we are. For years, a part of me believed she was the one and only Emma Redfern: the ‘together’ white girl who aced it at school and later showed up at work, the driven and successful intellectual woman, fulfilling her destiny as ‘mother’s good/clever girl’.


Mirror, mirror, on the wall, who is the fairest of them all?


Did you notice in the italic text at the start of the chapter – a couple of the phrases began with ‘you’? Were you curious about 5who was speaking and who the ‘you’ was they were speaking to? By the end of the book, you’ll have more awareness of some of the voices inside your system. I gave innocuous examples earlier, but there are times when an inner voice can speak harshly, even mercilessly! For some of us, this occurs when we look in the mirror and don’t see the fairest but the ugliest person of all – or so someone on the inside declares.


Inner criticism often happens for us humans, and seems to fly under the radar unless we have therapy, which can help us slow down and notice our inner ‘self-talk’. The member of our inner team who is looking through our eyes at any moment will determine what we see, how we judge it, and whether we pass comment on it or not. For example, Western society today has a noticeable bias against people living in larger bodies or defying gender norms. There remains an over-emphasis on certain narrow expectations of what looks ‘good’ and is ‘acceptable’. Children are still largely socialized to belong to and look like one gender not the other, boy or girl. These cultural pressures might show up in a person’s inner dialogue thus: What do you look like? You can’t go out in that! If you go out looking like that, you’ll get beaten up and it’ll be your own fault.


In June 2024, my professional body, the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP), published details of a survey of 1,000 women in relation to their self-doubt and self-esteem. The survey cited body image as the leading source of self-esteem issues for 61 per cent of the women surveyed, with 54 per cent agreeing their self-esteem impacts their day-to-day choices. Worryingly, BACP’s research found that self-esteem issues were experienced for the first time at around ten years of age by 10 per cent of the women.1




6Self-esteem


‘Self-esteem’ refers to having confidence in one’s own worth or abilities. Similar words would be ‘self-respect’, ‘self-regard’ and ‘self-confidence’. The word is used in therapy culture by clients and professionals alike as if there were only one ‘self’ to esteem. For an IFS multiplicity-based alternative, go to Appendix 1.





Enjoying multiplicity – variety is the spice of life


I hope that, by the end of the book, your system will feel more appreciated and ‘enjoyed’ than might be the case at present. But for now, let me suggest that variety is the spice of life! Who doesn’t love to be a little mysterious, or to surprise their nearest and dearest by showing a side to their character they mostly keep hidden, or reveal a skill no one knew they had? Don’t we want our intimate other to be someone who can be both a sexy lover and a responsible parent, practical or intelligent in some ways and adorably dumb in others? Many of us desire partners, family and friends who can be in touch with their emotions and available for our own vulnerability. People can be both young at heart and appropriately mature. Being multiple can be enlivening, preventing boredom and resentment creeping in. Ultimately, it’s simply useful.


In the Pixar films Inside Out and Inside Out 2, Riley’s emotions are depicted as inner characters, each of whom is lovable and can be embraced – literally by each other and metaphorically by the audience, Riley’s parents and Riley herself. I suggest that you too can enjoy your inner multiplicity by embracing it; your configuration of parts, their burdens and beliefs, their inner relationships are what makes you who you are. However, it is sometimes hard to enjoy our parts – their extreme behaviours, their challenging thoughts and emotions, even their very existence. That’s particularly likely if you had a rough time in childhood (see Appendix 2, about 7Adverse Childhood Experiences and protective factors). The good news is that Internal Family Systems is likely to have a positive impact on how your parts interact and how emotionally regulated your system can be. No matter how unlikely it may seem right now, the goals of IFS therapy are achievable, part by part and step by step (Schwartz and Sweezy, 2020):




	freeing parts from their extreme roles;


	restoring or creating trust in the Self, the inner leader;


	achieving more inner balance, harmony and wholeness;


	becoming more Self-led inside and in the external world.





Parts as people


Whether or not we manage to enjoy our multiplicity, it does seem to be how we are wired. An explanation that I find helpful comes from researcher Zev Schuman-Olivier, MD, in conversation with Helen E. Lees, who explains multiplicity in terms of the way the brain organizes itself.2 The brain automatically links thoughts, feelings, behaviours and sensations into a neural network, he explains, and then adds a sense of self (lower case ‘s’) to that network. Dr Schuman-Olivier calls this process ‘selfing’, the making of something into an ‘I’ or a ‘me’. This process happens over and over and is generally adaptive, as it enables a person to respond in a contextually appropriate manner. The researcher points out that we might not even realize we switch from one ‘self’ to another ‘self’ – in IFS language, from one ‘part’ to another ‘part’. That’s where IFS and other therapies with a mindfulness aspect to them come into their own: slowing us down, inviting us inside to notice the difference between different parts of ourselves and their contexts.


If our brain automatically ‘peoples’ itself, then no wonder the Inside Out movies featuring Riley and her emotions have been so popular. Like IFS, the movies refrain from demonizing 8Riley’s uncomfortable emotions, and although each character is named according to a single emotion (Joy, Sadness and so on) they are shown as far more rounded than that. The Pixar writers and IFS both know and show that it’s easier, more effective, even more accurate to relate to any inhabitant of our inner world personally, as a person.


I am suggesting that you and I relate to our inner experiences as people inside of us. My inner people and your inner people, the sub-personalities that IFS calls parts, may even have similar roles, thoughts, emotions, roles and names or labels. Nonetheless, we will all still experience or sense our own inner world uniquely. My primary sensory modality is visual, so I see parts inside; but many people, including Dick Schwartz, do not. Treating parts as people, or personifying them if we perceive them as, for example, animals, shapes or colours includes imagining that they have:




	bodies (or shapes) of their own, sometimes with related characteristics like age or gender;


	names they choose, as well as those they may be given by other parts;


	inner relationships, loyalties and conflicts;


	thoughts of their own;


	beliefs from family and society;


	hopes, fears and intentions;


	roles they would prefer if they had the freedom to rest or change.





We need parts to function


Earlier I highlighted that, because of how our culture trains us to understand people, we look at ourselves and each other and can’t ‘see’ our multiplicity. To get around that cultural bias, here’s a slightly curious suggestion: I like to imagine that our parts 9move through the world in a similar way to how invisible people or creatures are depicted in TV shows and films. You know, footprints magically appear, things are knocked over, food goes missing, and so on. An invisible being makes itself known by its impact on and in the world.


If you replay an hour, a day or any random amount of time in your life as if you are watching a film (or listening to an audiobook, or energetically reminding yourself), you might very well spot various parts of you actively involved in running or moving throughout your life moment-to-moment. It’s not necessarily as straightforward as having ‘a mothering part’ because you are a mother or stepmother, though it can be. Rather, let the traces of your inner people offer landing places for your curiosity to alight like a butterfly: Who is it that always knew she wanted to have lots of kids? Who is it that is fearful about the state of the world the grandchildren will grow up in? Who recalls being a carefree party animal at university? I hope you see what I mean. I was unable to have children, and I have parts that make themselves known at times in response to that reality. Some hold sadness, feelings of isolation and loneliness, while others feel relief at perhaps using fewer of the planet’s resources. Meanwhile, I notice with appreciation the bittersweet gratitude my writing and authoring parts experience as they acknowledge that childlessness frees space − without which this book would not have been written.


Parts need the body


As I’ve suggested, the mismatch between the singular-seeming body and the multiple inner minds can be a source of confusion. But it is easy to reconcile that apparent paradox by thinking of the body as the house where all your parts live. If you are reading this book, it is likely that your existing outer-world family, if you have one, lives in a home of some kind. Whether 10it is rented, mortgaged or owned outright, you are probably involved in its upkeep, keeping it clean, presentable and fit for purpose. In just the same way, your inner family also has a home within that home: your physical body.




	The body can be a resource for parts.


	Parts are often noticed in the body.


	Parts often vie for control of the body.


	Parts show up or communicate via body symptoms.


	Parts use or inhabit a body differently from each other.


	One’s body is often a battleground or source of conflict between parts.


	When the body is sick or suffering, parts understandably react.


	A part has its own body (or at least a shape or kinaesthetic sense).





Here’s an example of the first and last point above. When I was working with a client I’ll call Jacinta in IFS therapy, Jacinta’s Self was interacting with a young part carrying a lot of distress. Spontaneously, Jacinta started holding and hugging her own body with her arms. I responded, ‘Can she feel that, Jacinta? That big comforting, holding hug?’ ‘Yes, now she’s copying me, and she can feel it; we’re doing it together.’ That brought tears of connection and relief.


Parts energize parts


Parts of people also ‘energize’ or ‘attract’ parts of others, in that we often enjoy being with and seeking out friends or colleagues with parts like ours (some people use the term ‘energy’ or ‘vibe’ instead of ‘part’). That way, we can more fully embrace a part with a political stance or religious faith perspective and practice, or a part who enjoys going clubbing, and so on. This can work in a pro-social way − think joining a local choir, supporting a football team − or in more risky ways, like being swept along by 11others’ extreme parts who flirt on the edges of criminality by doing drugs or shoplifting.


Another way that parts of one person can bring parts in another to life is alluded to in the old saying ‘opposites attract’: one part’s extreme views or beliefs rile up someone else’s part holding the opposite. In IFS systems thinking, we understand that polarized parts inside and between people are striving for balance and have positive intentions. When parts have a strong agenda, parts can align (like fans of the same football team) and polarize (like opposing political party members) in the outside world. Noticing our reactions to another or others can provide insights and information about parts inside of us.




Polarization


Parts (or groups of parts) in conflict often show up as protectors using different and opposing strategies to bring balance inside. These conflictual ways of being often take up a lot of energy and attention, block access to Self, and distract from approaching and healing exiles.





This, after all, is one of the reasons people go to therapy, to uncover what or who might be out of awareness and understand themselves more. The therapist holds up some sort of mirror to the client so that they can see themselves more clearly. The therapist noting their own parts’ reactions can inform this whole endeavour. That’s what therapy is for: self-knowledge, self-acceptance and self-healing, for which IFS is ideal.


Parts, like children, long to be noticed (safely)


The parts who show up as you go through this book may be young – inner children. This may come as a shock, and I want to point it out early.


12As a psychotherapist for whom IFS was a postgraduate qualification, and as a long-term client suffering with developmental trauma and blessed with bookworm parts, I have learned about optimal ways of being with young children − and with young parts. These include:




	providing a ‘holding’ and ‘containing’ environment, with good enough safety, support and challenge;


	offering a permissive yet boundaried relationship (so the child knows who the adult or caregiver is, and that they aren’t it);


	being actively interested in and curious towards young ones;


	waiting for the little one to unfold (not in a passive but in a witnessing way) at their own pace and to their own tune;


	delighting in and appreciating the child or young person (in a comfortable way).





Many of us do not receive these relational conditions in the outside world and spend time, energy and financial resources seeking them in therapy – or, less consciously, in our adult relationships with others. I strongly suggest that your young parts need care and nurturing from you, as mine do from me. Thankfully, Internal Family Systems has developed tried and tested practices to help us notice and relate to our youngest parts (more on that later).


Not that it’s necessarily all going to be plain sailing. You may come to know parts who feel angry at being unnoticed, perhaps for decades; others may resist being noticed, as they have a position of power on the inside they fear letting slip through their fingers. Being seen and noticed can feel dangerous to parts who have been traumatized, neglected or co-opted into a parental war. Tread carefully, and Section 4, Troubleshooting, is there to help you when you encounter challenges.



13Parts are contextual


Like humans, parts are contextual beings. Different parts come to the fore at different times, in different circumstances and in specific relationships, and to perform different tasks. When I was first learning counselling 20 or so years ago, we joked about one of the social habits in the UK which still endures. It’s the ‘script’ to follow when meeting someone in the street, or more recently online: ‘Hi, how are you?’ ‘I’m fine, how are you?’ The joke in the training was that ‘fine’ stands for ‘fucked-up, insecure, neurotic and emotional’. None of which is perhaps suitable to share in a passing ‘nod’ with an acquaintance or with a colleague on a work call! In my middle-class, privileged, predominantly white part of the world, one’s well-behaved, socially presentable and polite parts are front and centre when out and about. In that way, no one can tell other parts feel F.I.N.E!


In the UK, where I live, and in many white-dominated societies, Black men and boys are socialized into presenting certain parts that appear unthreatening, well-behaved, law-abiding. This is literally to survive the threats they often encounter, which include over-reactive parts of people in police uniforms (with or without guns, depending on the location). Black women are often dominated by a strong ‘keep on keeping on’ part, also for survival. In this country, brown-skinned women may feel perpetually stressed trying to please inner perfectionists from a long line of perfectionists on the female side.


Parts tend to get the opposite of what they intend


On the inside things have their own ways of working, just as in everyday life. As you observe your inner world, you will notice certain predictable patterns at play, some so predictable that some IFS practitioners call them ‘The Laws of Inner Physics’ 14(Schwartz and Sweezy, 2020). One of the laws of inner physics is that the parts who are trying to protect us tend to get the opposite of what they intend, through no fault of their own, but as a function of their perceived role and task. In a tragic paradox, a protector will almost draw to itself the opposite of what it is hoping for.


The nearest metaphor or idiom that I can think of to explain this is the saying coined by Robert (‘Rabbie’) Burns, the Ploughman Poet, in the eighteenth century. In ploughing his field, he unwittingly turned up a mouse’s nest. He wrote these lines about it in Scots, translated into English as:




The best-laid schemes of mice and men


 Go often awry,


And leave us naught but grief and pain,


 For promised joy!





The plans of the mouse (house-building if you like) and the plans of the ploughman (ploughing his field) were both disrupted through no fault of their own. Both were doing what made sense to them at the time, with the knowledge at their disposal. Neither deserves blame for what happened.


Taking it into more psychological realms, an inner critic’s intention for their system may be vastly and diametrically opposed to the outcome it brings about. My inner critic, for example, was engaged for decades in what it experienced as a life-or-death struggle to keep me small and silent. My survival, or so it thought, depended on knowing I was All wrong, all wrong and acting accordingly. That way, it thought it could protect me from wrath and danger from without. But that effort led my nervous system to be in a constant state of hyperarousal, whereby the slightest criticism from someone close to me could feel like a full-scale attack. My inner critic’s effort to protect me from the external danger led me to feel constantly endangered – the exact opposite of its intention!


15You may have a similar inner judge or critical parent part like mine, with the best of intentions, who tries its best to protect you from external others with a constant barrage of No, don’t or Do it again, better, or whatever it happens to be. However, their agenda of improvement may evoke a rebellious child part, who will reliably sabotage its best intentions by acting in ways that provoke the disapproval of others.


Parts who are polarized like that need help on the inside from Self, who can come alongside them, so they feel less alone and ‘urgent’ about themselves, their roles and their agendas. That inner Self can gently bring aid through offering a different perspective, and with gentle, compassionate curiosity ask: ‘Are your efforts working?’ Almost always, when a client’s part is asked this in therapy, the answer is ‘No’. The next question the inner Self can ask is, ‘Are you interested in trying something different?’




Having an agenda


Protector parts hold agendas. Managers aim to control other parts (in their own system and in the outside world). Firefighters aim to restore inner equilibrium by any means necessary. Self, on the other hand, holds lightly and without attachment the intention of bringing balance, harmony and connectedness, as well as healing to parts and systems.







Journal prompts


Scanning for parts from activity in the external world


See if you can take a moment now to scan through a chunk of your week, day or hour to notice what parts of yourself might have been active. Alternatively, see if you can somehow notice or observe yourself in the moment as you go about your day. Maybe sometimes when you hear an inner thought or notice an inner urge to act, you 16could become curious: ‘Hello, who said that?’ ‘Hey, who wants that? I’m curious to know more.’


Recognizing parts from a list


Below is a list (arranged in alphabetical order) to assist your curiosity about your parts. It lists possible names or labels for parts some of which are determined by the part’s activity. See if you recognize any of your parts in the list. If you don’t, that’s okay too. This is early in your journey with me and this book. Also, you may not relate to those labels: you might sense parts inside in terms of colours, animals, cartoons or fictional characters.


Go ahead and make your own list, collage or drawing; take photos to represent parts, if you like. I’ve included illustrations of a couple of parts I’m familiar with: bookworm and inner child. And, if you do any of what I’m suggesting, get curious about who is doing the drawing or the listing or …


What do you notice about your list, collage or picture board? Is someone inside judging some parts as ‘negative’ and others as ‘positive’? Do you sense one part is coming up with the labels, or are parts offering their own self-identifying shorthand tags? Can you be curious towards that?


Remember, this is not like schoolwork – you do not need to learn this list, nor recall all that you have read so far. There will be no tests.
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