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Advance Praise for
 Align Your Mind



“Britt Frank is a great storyteller. In this new book she uses her own story of recovery from the depths as well as the stories of many of her clients to inspire you to change your relationship with your parts. I am honored that this accomplished writer and speaker bases much of the book on Internal Family Systems (IFS), the paradigm shift that I am trying to bring to the world. She has found a way to combine IFS with other approaches to create practical exercises for you to not only learn to love parts you’ve hated, like the inner critic, but help them transform into inner helpers.”


—Dr. Richard C. Schwartz, PhD, creator of Internal Family Systems and adjunct faculty at Harvard Medical School


“When your worries get the best of you, pick up this book! This is the most practical book on how to regain your self-efficacy and sanity that I have ever read. Britt Frank’s insights are uniquely creative and straightforward to apply. This is not your usual self-help book but a masterpiece of theory, memoir, and clear instruction, complete with thought-provoking quotes from a wide range of sources. Every sentence feels original and has been honed to the point of being therapeutic just through reading it. Do your life a favor and get this profound book. It’s written with expert knowledge yet offered in the spirit of the safest friendship you could ever experience.”


—Lindsay C. Gibson, PsyD, clinical psychologist and New York Times bestselling author of Adult Children of Emotionally Immature Parents


“Britt Frank’s Align Your Mind is a masterclass in self-discovery, delivered with her signature wit and wisdom. Brilliant, funny, and genuinely amazing, Britt has a way of breaking down complex topics with ease, helping you unlock a deeper understanding of yourself while keeping you entertained. A must-read for anyone ready to align their mind and transform their life.”


—Mark Groves, founder of Create the Love, host of The Mark Groves Podcast, speaker, and coauthor of Liberated Love


“In Align Your Mind, Britt offers simple yet effective strategies to help you break free from old habits, gain a deeper understanding of your emotions, and transform the harsh voice of your inner critic into a supportive inner coach.”


—Jessica Baum, LMHC, author of Anxiously Attached


“Britt Frank’s Align Your Mind reveals that inner peace comes from harmonizing your inner voices, not silencing them. With humor, compassion, and practical tools, Britt makes self-discovery approachable, helping you embrace every part of yourself and live with greater ease.”


—Dr. Ellen Vora, psychiatrist and author of The Anatomy of Anxiety


“Britt’s voice is a lovable burst of new insight and relatable profundity. Her grasp on modern human predicaments will make you feel like she’s been reading your mind. If you feel stuck and at war with yourself, wrestle with inner critics, or long to feel free without having to move to a monastery, pick this book up. It’s a fun ride dripping with life-changing wisdom.”


—Ralph De La Rosa, LCSW, author of Outshining Trauma: A New Vision of Radical Self-Compassion


“This book is a masterclass in taming anxiety and healing trauma. Britt Frank’s relatable and empowering approach to parts work makes navigating your inner world accessible, engaging, and life-changing.”


—Terri Cole, licensed psychotherapist and author of Boundary Boss


“Britt Frank is the educated-but-accessible, soothing-but-rousing voice our anxious culture so urgently needs. In a world where the clinical often feels cynical while self-help books can go overboard on hashtag fauxspiration, Frank’s wisdom strikes a wonderful balance I dare readers not to enjoy.”


—Amanda Montell, New York Times bestselling author of The Age of Magical Overthinking and Cultish


“For years, I have allowed my inner critic to dominate my thoughts, leading to countless episodes of self-injury and emotional turmoil. Britt’s approach to parts work gave me the tools to reframe my inner dialogue and harness its power for good. This book is a game-changer for anyone who has ever felt overwhelmed by their own mind.”


—Chris Schembra, Wall Street Journal bestselling author of Gratitude Through Hard Times and Gratitude and Pasta


“I truly, honestly, deeply loved every part of Britt Frank’s fun, witty, accessible, and incredibly actionable manual for getting the most out of parts work. Align Your Mind is part plain-English summary of the last century of neuroscience, part debunking of the last fifty years of awful (but well-meaning) self-help literature, and part collection of deeply honest and practical advice that can only come from someone with decades of therapeutic experience and expertise.”


—David McRaney, author of How Minds Change and You Are Not So Smart


“This is the ultimate guide to parts work. If you want to make sense of your inner world and find a way to feel more at home inside, this book is for you. Britt will show you how to discover the hidden gems inside of you, and how to reconnect with parts of yourself who you may have learned to dislike. With Align Your Mind, you’ll have the tools to move forward with clarity and purpose.”


—Amber Rae, international bestselling author of Choose Wonder Over Worry and The Answers Are Within You
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Author’s Note



Align Your Mind is geared toward people who experience an inner monologue. Not everyone experiences their minds the same way, so for those who do not identify with the experience of “hearing their thoughts,” this book may not be helpful. None of the tools, techniques, exercises, or information in Align Your Mind are intended to replace medical care or mental health treatment.


Always speak with your doctor before going off medication. The content of this book does not refer to auditory hallucinations, spiritually sourced voices, or any voices that tell you to hurt yourself or others. If your thoughts are disturbing to you or you feel unsafe or triggered at any point, immediately put this book down. If you are in crisis, call 911 or go to the nearest emergency room. If you are experiencing suicidal thoughts, text 988 to access the suicide crisis lifeline. To contact the National Alliance on Mental Illness helpline, please call 800-950-NAMI (6264), Monday through Friday, 10 a.m. to 10 p.m. ET, or send an email to helpline@nami.org.


Align Your Mind contains ideas from Internal Family Systems therapy, Jungian psychology, philosophy, ecology, and neuroscience. This book does not address issues related to social injustice, gender, or sexuality. Client names and identifying details have been changed. Though efforts were made to ensure the accuracy of all information as of the time of writing this book, science is always subject to change without notice, and intangibles like “the mind” are always subject to interpretation—no one knows with absolute certainty how the mind works or what consciousness is. As Neil deGrasse Tyson put it, “After the laws of physics, everything else is opinion.”


Take what’s useful from these pages and leave the rest.
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Foreword



Over the course of twenty years in executive search, stewarding thousands of people through massive moments of life interruption and career shift, I heard a lot of hairy, scary goals and dreams. Do you want to know how I knew who would achieve success and who would not? Success came always, and only, to the ones who felt so much respect and awe for their outsize ideas of their own potential that they could manage but a whisper that they existed.


One part of them wanted it, and another part of them was cowed by it. It was interesting, and it was confusing. It was exciting, and it was terrifying. Promise, but pressure. Clear, but opaque. And all these wide-ranging parts were about to go to battle inside them, with only one able to win. These are the “parts” that Britt Frank so beautifully describes in Align Your Mind. For so many years, I felt confused, mixed up, messed up. How could one part of me want something, see something, be certain I was going to go for it (even if I didn’t yet know how), while another part of me was at the very same moment warning me to slow down, step back, and stop?


I spent years working to quiet these voices.


In researching my latest book, I even went so far as to interview more than a hundred glass-ceiling shatterers, Olympic medalists, start-up unicorns, and (this is important!) everyday people like you and me. I was in search of an answer to how they pushed aside doubt and uncertainty and dread and impostor syndrome.


Yes, I spent years working to quiet these voices.


And I spent years failing to quiet these voices.


I came to understand that the very people who thrived in these moments of promise and uncertainty, of pressure and potential, of uncertainty and excitement—a moment I now call Wonderhell—didn’t waste time trying to quiet these voices. In fact, they paused to listen to them, learn from them, and grow from them. So you can imagine my delight to learn from Britt that the solution to aligning our mind isn’t actually about banishing our inner critic or fighting with ourselves or telling our inner voices to quiet down.


I mean, whew, right?


What if all these voices—these parts—are in there for a reason? What if we aren’t supposed to quiet them, but to actually listen to them?


In fact, every single person I ever met who accomplished everything they ever wanted in life did it specifically by hearing those parts not as limitations, but as invitations. They didn’t fear that their brains were broken, riddled with anxiety, an inner critic, or a self-saboteur. They knew these parts of themselves were exceptionally helpful allies, each of which played valuable roles and made contributions that would eventually result in even greater success.


So they paused. They listened to them. They learned from them. They grew from them.


They made these parts a part of their story, fully integrated and momentum-building, and not something against which they fruitlessly fought.


All of us are trapped by what we think is possible, and yet what seems possible is based only on where we’ve been and what has been possible so far. Imagine that you are at the bottom of a mountain and looking at the top. It looks beautiful, that mountaintop, and you are thinking, I want to go there.


Good for you! You set a goal! And a hard one at that. But then a funny thing happens.


Halfway up the mountain, you see a sign for a scenic overlook, and you cut through the bush to find yourself looking out at the top of your mountain . . . and the other mountaintops beyond and above that. None of them were visible from the ground. But here, halfway up, with one goal in mind, you suddenly have a new, harder, more exciting goal.


You picked up this book because you are on a personal journey to optimize this one big, juicy life you’ve got, to expand what you think is possible, and to capture the meaning and purpose that you were put on this earth to embody. You might be reading this book as an accompaniment to therapy; you might be reading it on your own. In either case, as you move through the pages of this book and learn more about how the brain works, mountaintop beyond mountaintop will appear in full view, each inviting you to dare to become everything you’ve ever imagined (or even not yet imagined) that you could be.


There are multitudes within you.


Each of those multitudes has an opinion.


Either they can fight with each other or you can align your mind so that they work together.


The choice is yours.


—Laura Gassner Otting,
 Wall Street Journal bestselling author of Wonderhell: Why Success Doesn’t Feel Like It Should . . . and What to Do About It
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Introduction



The Surprising Truth About Your Mind


I am large, I contain multitudes.


—Walt Whitman


Imagine yourself on your best day. Life is still busy and complicated, but somehow you manage to zip through the obstacle course of work, family, and friends without getting stuck. Your inner critic is unusually quiet and contented. You can see the whole chessboard and confidently select your moves and countermoves. A surge of “hold my beer” energy emboldens you to pick up a pickleball racket (or whatever new thing you want to try), and all the competing voices in your head stop their shouting and should-ing. The gap between what you know you want to do and what you actually do is closed. Despite life’s uncertainty, you can execute decisions without self-doubt, and you feel—for a moment—like the best version of yourself. Life is good.


This state is what positive psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi coined flow. A flow state is when you’re fully immersed in what you’re doing without tripping over your thoughts. You feel present and energized. Wonder and possibility fill the spaces typically occupied by overwhelm and confusion. External circumstances remain imperfect, but somehow you feel solid and grounded. Flow states show up in emergencies when you stay almost eerily calm during a disaster. They also come online during peak performance. When you watch a world-class dancer float through a routine or an athlete seem to easily defy gravity, you’re likely witnessing a flow state.


For those of us who aren’t Everest climbers or Cirque du Soleil performers, a flow state might look like pulling off both the school pickup and the work conference in the same day. Or hitting the gym at five a.m. even when it’s rainy and freezing. Or having a calm conversation with your partner even though part of you wants to pour a bucket of paint on their head. When you’re in a flow state, there are no dueling factions in your mind. You glimpse the “real” you. The person you sense you’re capable of being. The person who has both clarity about what to do and the willingness to act. During flow states, your mind and body align. When you’re in alignment, you feel like you’re moving with the current of life—not thrashing against it.


Sounds great, right? Except there’s one major problem—this blissful state is often quick to vanish.


Suddenly, instead of clearheaded decisiveness, you feel an army of squirrels descend into your mind (and your home), and now you’re running for dear life, throwing acorns into the air.* The person who gracefully whizzed through their day and felt reasonably good about themselves disappears, and the super-adult, epic version of you is replaced by someone else. This version of you struggles to move the wet laundry into the dryer, so the clothes sit in the machine until they turn crusty and grow mildew. The couch seems to develop a locking mechanism you can’t escape. Scheduling time with friends? Impossible. The body you were at peace with yesterday is flawed and wrong from every angle today. This version of you ignores texts and voice mails as they pile up and then feels too guilty to do anything about it.


So what’s going on here? Why is it that one day you can stay calm but on another you’re a rampaging Hulk? Why can you nail it during your sales presentation, but still feel an inner heckler pelting you with thoughts of not-enough-ness? Why is it that no matter how old you get, as soon as you go home for the holidays you feel like a moody teenager? Is it because you’re fake? Or crazy?*


Nope.


The reason you feel like a kaleidoscope of different people on different days (and hear a cacophony of inner voices) is not because you’re disordered, nor is it because you’re a hypocrite. It’s because your mind—and my mind and those of all other humans—is beautifully complex. Many of us were taught it’s “just us” up in our heads, but as psychologist Jay Noricks observed, “The normal sense we have of being a unitary I or me is an illusion.” More simply put, your mind is made of different parts. And when your parts are at odds with one another, it can be difficult to feel like the best version of yourself.


What’s the Solution?


The surprising solution offered in Align Your Mind is not new and it’s not a flash-in-the-pan social media trend—it’s been around since humans discovered how to paint words onto papyrus. It’s not a fringe, niche-y idea, either—this information crosses a broad spectrum of cultures and disciplines. You’ll find it in science, philosophy, psychology, spirituality, and indigenous traditions. When I first learned about it, I was both stunned by its obviosity and thoroughly annoyed that no one had told me about it sooner. This surprising solution is called parts work. In the 10,000-plus hours I’ve sat with clients, I’ve yet to see a single method, model, or framework be as effective or move people forward as quickly (or as sustainably) as parts work.


What Is Parts Work?


Parts work is a process that allows you to explore, understand, and connect with the different aspects of your mind. It’s a different way to think about thinking. Parts work is an umbrella term under which a diverse group of approaches* fall, but simply put, it’s a set of techniques that allow you to work with your mind instead of fighting it. The goal of parts work isn’t to get rid of your parts—it’s to lead them. You don’t need to banish your inner critic—parts work helps you train it to become a powerful ally. You don’t need to kill your ego—parts work helps you decode its messages.


While many different types of therapy utilize parts work, you don’t need to be in crisis, you don’t need a decade of psychoanalysis, and you don’t need advanced neuroscience training to do it. Even if you think things in your life are fine, there’s more for you waiting to be discovered. As author and therapist Ralph De La Rosa put it, “Just as our bodies are made of many parts that form a dynamic, interwoven system that works together, so it is with our psyches. We are more awake, alive, and complex than we know.”


What does that mean?


Have you ever felt like you were at war with your mind? Most people would quickly say yes—it’s a very human dilemma. But when you battle yourself—who is battling whom? Who is doing the arguing and who is doing the listening? Parts work pioneer Dr. Richard Schwartz developed Internal Family Systems (IFS) in response to clients’ descriptions of various parts within themselves. I discovered IFS while neck-deep in a sadness swamp of addictions, eating disorders, depression, and anxiety. Learning to approach my mind as a system of parts changed everything for me—and it can for you, too. When you realize your mind is made of different parts, the internal arguing starts to make sense. But if you’re like me, you learned your personality is set in stone, the brain you have is the brain you’re stuck with, and your mind is a single thing.


This isn’t a new problem:




• In 1908’s Anne of Green Gables, the protagonist laments, “There’s such a lot of different Annes in me. I sometimes think that is why I’m such a troublesome person. If I was just the one Anne it would be ever so much more comfortable, but then it wouldn’t be half so interesting.”


• In 1855’s Song of Myself, Walt Whitman wrote, “Do I contradict myself? Very well then, I contradict myself.”


• Two thousand years ago (give or take), the apostle Paul wrote, “I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, what I hate I do.”





No wonder we all feel bonkers sometimes.


In Mindsight, clinical psychiatry professor and author Dr. Daniel Siegel writes (italics mine), “We must accept our multiplicity, the fact that we can show up quite differently in our athletic, intellectual, sexual, spiritual—or many other—states. The key to well-being is collaboration across states, not some rigidly homogeneous unity. The notion that we can have a single, totally consistent way of being is both idealistic and unhealthy.” But most of us (me included) were never taught that our minds are made of different parts. As Dr. Schwartz put it, “While it may sound creepy or crazy at first to think of yourself as a multiple personality, I hope to convince you that it’s actually quite empowering. It’s only disturbing because multiplicity has been pathologized in our culture.”


Who This Book Is For


This book is for anyone who wants to feel more empowered, to make decisions faster, and to understand themselves better. Most of us have tried (and failed) to logic our way into good decisions, to positive-think ourselves through impostor-y moments, or to ignore our inner critics. Who among us hasn’t felt out of alignment? To be in alignment means to be in a position of agreement or alliance. When your choices are aligned with your values and beliefs, you feel empowered and centered. When you’re aligned, you become the best version of yourself, and you enter a state of flow. When you’re doing things that don’t align with who you want to be, the result is unease and lack of control. Consider these nine questions:


Have you ever:


1. Argued with yourself?


2. Shrunk down due to a critical inner voice?


3. Thought to yourself, I don’t know why I just said that?


4. Thought to yourself, I don’t know why I just did that?


5. Struggled with overthinking?


6. Felt disconnected from yourself?


7. Tried to start a healthy new habit but found yourself stuck in the same old patterns?


8. Grappled with what you really wanted?


9. Dealt with impostor syndrome?


If you answered yes to any of the above, this book can help.


Modern psychology is quick to label people as either mentally healthy or mentally ill, “normal” or disordered. As a licensed clinician, I was trained to view the mind through the lens of brokenness. If someone checks enough boxes off a big list (aka the DSM*), they get a diagnosis.† But if this approach were useful, we wouldn’t see the growing epidemic of anxious, stressed, burned-out people. To get unstuck, we need a different way to think about thinking. Rather than viewing our behavior, thoughts, and feelings solely through the “what’s wrong with me?” filter, I prefer including author Bill Plotkin’s take: “There’s been too little consideration of what is inherently right and inspiring about human beings.”


Your mind is not a problem to be solved, but a mystery to be explored.


A Map of Your Mind


If your mind had a shape, it would look more like a wheel than a single point.


Your mind is not this:
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It’s more like this:
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At the center of the wheel is the person in charge, the “I” at the center of the storm. Philosophers call this the Essential Self or the True Self. Spiritual practitioners call it Christ Consciousness, Soul, or Jiva. Some religions call it the Holy Spirit, Neshama, or Atman. In this book we’ll use Internal Family Systems language: Self (with a capital S). Personality psychologist Gordon Allport defined Self as “the ‘I’ experienced by an individual.” He also noted, “It is much easier to feel the self than to define the self.” By whatever name you call it, when you operate from the center of your “wheel,” life rolls along more smoothly.


Your mind is not this:


It’s more like this:


If Self is the center of the wheel, all the different spokes represent the different parts of your mind. You might have a part of you who loves to watch cooking shows in complete solitude, but another part who loves to get out and explore the city with friends. You may love your newborn baby with all your heart, but part of you misses uninterrupted, pre-parenthood sleep. When you operate from Self, you can manage all the different “spokes,” and you access a sense of flow. If you’ve ever had trouble locating your Self, the techniques in this book will help you find it.


How to Use This Book


If you’re familiar with my work, you know being told what to do spikes my blood pressure. (And if you’re new here, welcome. Fun fact about me—I don’t like being told what to do.) I won’t read a book if instructed to “start at the beginning and stop at the end.” If you can relate to this, you’re my people. If you’re a start-to-finish person, you can still read this book the “regular” way, but in the spirit of the Choose Your Own Adventure series, you have three other options:


Option One:
 I Have No Time to Shower, Let Alone Read


Life is busy. There are times when we have zero bandwidth and zero time to make a dent in the to-be-read stack. I get it. For this option, you don’t have to invest a lot of energy and you don’t need to find a quiet place or commit hours of your day. Instead, you can use the scan, skim, skip method. Scan through the chapter titles and see which ones seem interesting. Skim through the chapter headings. If you see something that catches your eye, mark the page so you can return to it later. Ignore the footnotes and skip straight to the end of each chapter, where you’ll find a bullet point summary. This method works great if you’re a read-in-the-bathroom kind of person. If you’re not a read-in-the-bathroom kind of person, consider trying it—you’ll be in there for at least a few minutes every day, which gives you plenty of time to invoke the scan, skim, skip approach. At the end of each chapter, you’ll have the option to do a quick (one to five minutes) exercise.


Option Two:
 I’m Curious, but Short on Time


You don’t need to read this book in order. Look through the chapter titles and jump straight to the ones that feel relevant to you. If you have a pesky inner critic but great relationships, skip the relationship chapter and check out “Your Inner Critic Is Your Ally.” If you’re on top of all your responsibilities but struggle to play and enjoy life, jump to “Becoming More You.” If you have time to focus on only one chapter, consider “No Motivation Required,” as it will give you practical and actionable tools. Ignore the footnotes. At the end of each chapter is a summary of the material—feel free to jump straight to the end of each chapter before you read it to make sure the information feels relevant. After the chapter summary, you’ll have the option to do a short exercise that will take five to fifteen minutes.


Option Three:
 Tell Me All the Things


If you want the deep-dive option, grab a pen, a highlighter, and a journal. You don’t have to read this book in order, though you may consider starting with chapter 1 before jumping around, since it will give you an overview of the concepts. Skip over the footnotes but return to them later for bread-crumb trails and miscellaneous trivia. Read through all the chapters (in whatever order you want), do the suggested exercises, and as a side quest, check out the suggested reading at the back of the book and pick a few that catch your interest. At the end of each chapter, you’ll have the option to do an in-depth exercise that will take fifteen to forty-five minutes.


No matter which option you choose, throughout the next nine chapters we’ll take a journey beyond the vortex of to-do lists and daily concerns that occupy your time and energy. Within your complex and mysterious mind, you’ll discover more creativity, capacity, and power than you ever dreamed possible.


Disclaimer


The tools and information you’ll find here represent the information that I’ve found most useful in my personal and professional practice thus far. No one really knows with absolute certainty how the mind or the brain works. The architecture of the brain remains as mysterious as Stonehenge or the ancient pyramids. It’s unlikely that humans will ever unlock every secret held by the billions of neurons in our heads. Socrates was spot-on when he wrote, “The more I know, the more I realize I know nothing.” As with anything, take what’s useful from these pages and leave the rest. And as I mentioned in the author’s note—but it bears repeating—when I talk about the “voices in your head,” I’m referring to your inner thoughts/inner monologue; I am not referring to auditory hallucinations or voices that tell you to hurt yourself or other people.


You Are Not Broken


Before we start, it’s important to note the goal of this work isn’t to change yourself—it’s to know yourself. Many people try to change habits by white-knuckling through rigid and restrictive programs. But when you try to change a behavior without understanding the origin of the behavior, it’s easy to get stuck on a loop of “I’ll start again tomorrow” or “maybe someday . . .”


When you align your mind, your choices start to make sense. You’ll realize you make sense. You’re not lazy, crazy, or unmotivated—no one is.* And you don’t need to stay stuck. Once you get the hang of the tools, even long-standing patterns of thinking, being, and doing start to shift—no internal war required. You don’t have to fight your brain and you don’t have to fear your mind.


You’re not lazy, crazy, or unmotivated—no one is.


Is this process messy and sometimes uncomfortable? Yes. Is it worth the trouble? Without a doubt. As Jungian analyst and celebrated author Dr. Clarissa Pinkola Estés put it, “As with any descent to the unconscious, there comes a time when one simply hopes for the best, pinches one’s nose, and jumps into the abyss. If this were not so, we would not have needed to create the words heroine, hero, or courage.” If you don’t feel quite ready to jump into the abyss, remember this—you don’t need readiness, you need only willingness.


Off we go . . .










Part One



What Is Parts Work?


In the first section of this book, you’ll be introduced to the basic concepts in parts work. In the next three chapters you’ll learn to recognize and communicate with your internal parts, uncover the connection between your mind and body, and mine the hidden gifts of your shadow. This section provides you with foundational information and practical tools to begin your journey.
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Chapter 1



Everyone Has Multiple Personalities


Imagine If They Could All Get Along


I have lots of inner voices . . . It’s busy up there.


—Robin Ince


Everyone has voices in their heads. You have them and so do I. Your friends have them and so do your coworkers. Voices that criticize you for not doing enough. Voices that blame you for taking on too much. Voices that tell you it’s time to stop the nightly cycle of DoorDash and doomscrolling, and voices that nag you to go to the gym when you’d rather watch just one more Netflix stand-up special. Sometimes those voices sound like peppy cheerleaders, but more often they resemble playground bullies. On any given day, our heads are filled with conversations, questions, and concerns. Whether you’re facing a high-stakes life choice or indecision about dinner, you’ve probably argued with yourself.


Argued with yourself. Full stop.


Have you ever stopped to consider that sentiment—“argued with yourself”—and what it really means? We all say it. We all do it. But who is arguing with whom? Who mischievously whispers, “You’ve already blown it, so might as well blow it big and we’ll start again tomorrow”? And when that happens (which it does to everyone), who feels shame and guilt the next morning?


As a psychotherapist, I get asked this question most often, from billionaire business owners to teenagers, athletes, entrepreneurs—everyone. Same question. You might recognize it:


Why is it that part of me knows exactly what I need to do, but this other part of me seems to take over, and I just can’t seem to get it done?


Sound familiar? I can relate to this dilemma, too.


Prior to becoming a licensed psychotherapist and a reasonably functional adult, I worked in the corporate world. On paper, everything looked fine. I had a shiny new degree from Duke University and a shiny new job at an advertising agency. I hit my KPIs (which is a silly acronym for key performance indicators, an unnecessary mouthful) and I met all my deadlines. But at night, a very different story was playing out. At night, my life was a chaotic blur of dysfunction and addiction. It’s very strange, and not all uncommon, to discover that there are people smoking crystal meth on Tuesdays and then showing up for budget meetings on Wednesdays.


And that was me. That was my hot mess train wreck of a life.


People ask, “How did you let things get that bad?” But keep in mind, no one wakes up one morning and says, “I think I’ll destroy my life today.” But seemingly insignificant choices and compromises and small, nearly imperceptible shifts over time added up to a very big problem. Part of me knew I needed help. Part of me was quite aware that the dynamic in my home rivaled anything you’d see on reality television. But this other part of me seemed determined to sabotage my efforts to get unstuck. Life limped along until I reached the point of total collapse. I don’t like the term rock bottom,* but if there was a rock-bottom moment, what happened next would qualify.


It was the night before a big work event. Someone else had bought the drugs. Someone else had brought the pipe. And the part of me who justified my behavior insisted, “It doesn’t really count as an addiction if there are other people around.” (For any non–drug users here, that was my version of the time-honored axiom “Calories don’t count if you’re eating someone else’s french fries.”)


But then things took a turn.


It was five a.m., and the party was over. And there I was, sitting in a bathroom, with a pipe in my hand—completely alone. I’d love to tell you that a higher power intervened in that moment and convinced me to stop, but that’s not what happened. I made a choice, and I took the hit. But as I clicked the lighter and inhaled the plume of foul-smelling smoke, my story took a strange twist. At that moment, all the different parts of myself stopped arguing, stopped justifying, stopped spinning in circles. At that moment, all the parts of myself came together in their little boardroom inside my head, and they said, “We’ve reached a unanimous decision. You have a problem.”


What does this have to do with you?


Not everyone can identify with having a drug addiction or a mental health challenge, but we all have our version of that story. We all have—dare I say—our own “bathroom-floor moments.” Moments when we’re at odds with ourselves, and moments when we’re stuck in patterns that desperately need to break. These are the moments for which this book is designed. Because if you think about it, it’s fair to say everyone has multiple personalities—imagine if they all got along?






Everyone has multiple personalities—imagine if they all got along?








They can.


The Surprising Truth About Your Mind


The surprising truth is this: Your mind is made of parts. There’s nothing pathological, mystical, or strange about it. You experience your parts every day. There’s the part of you who is committed to an early morning journal practice, but there’s also that other part of you who pounds an iron fist on the snooze button. There’s the part of you who would love to take up a creative hobby like music or painting, but there’s also a part who says, It’s too late for that—and besides, you have way too much on your plate. When I talk about the different parts of the mind, people tend to get worried and ask, “Are you saying I have multiple personality disorder?”


No.


I’m not talking about multiple personality disorder. That’s a totally separate thing (and an outdated term to boot). What used to be called multiple personality disorder is now called dissociative identity disorder (DID), and DID is a reasonable response to extreme trauma. This book is not about disorders or extreme trauma. And it’s not about how to fix your mind or how to change your mind—it’s about how to align your mind. When your mind is aligned, you feel more connected to yourself and more in control of your choices. Just like misaligned wheels on your car or a misaligned spine will cause problems, the same is true for your mind. You can have all the information in the world, but insight without alignment equals stuckness. Forget about waiting for the stars to align—when your mind is aligned, life works better.


Out of Alignment


The idea of alignment can feel esoteric and abstract, so let’s define it in more concrete terms: To be in alignment means your thoughts and actions match your values and beliefs. Not what you think should be your values or what your partner/family/society thinks should be your beliefs, but what is genuinely true for you. Let’s examine a few real-life stories that illustrate what being out of alignment looks like:


Cruz, thirty-two, came into therapy puzzled by his unhappiness. He worked as a high-paid programmer at a tech start-up, his two boys were healthy and active at school and in soccer, and his relationship with his partner was—for the most part—smooth sailing. But Cruz constantly battled feelings of heaviness, lethargy, and joylessness. An inner voice kept nagging at him to blow everything up and run away. And another voice would immediately shame him for feeling anything but grateful. To escape this inner conflict, Cruz came home every evening and numbed out for hours on his phone. In his words, “My life is fine. Things at home are fine. But it’s like there’s no sound—everything feels like it’s on mute. What’s wrong with me?”


Cruz had a part of his mind who thought he should always be grateful. But another part resented his work as a programmer—what he really wanted (and what he had always wanted) was to be a painter. Learning to listen to—and align with—these parts of his mind gave Cruz clarity to make different decisions. While ultimately he decided to keep his current job, taking classes at a local art school allowed him to feel more fully aligned and to permit sound and color to come back into his life. Creating alignment wasn’t just a personal win for Cruz; it also marked the beginning of a healing journey for his whole family.


Similarly, Jody’s story below highlights the challenges that arise when external actions are out of alignment with internal truth.


Jody, forty-one, suffered from classic “good girl” conditioning. She volunteered for the PTA, was always the first person at her church offering to drive someone to an appointment or to bring a meal, and her answer for every request—from everyone—was yes. There was a part of Jody who resented her life and wanted time to focus on herself, but whenever she tried to set boundaries, another part of her felt so bloated with guilt she’d abandon her self-care plans and return to being the yes-person. When Jody started suffering from frequent migraines with no medical explanation, she found herself in my office.


Jody genuinely loved helping other people, but there was a part of her who really needed to step away from always being the helper so she could focus on other things. Ignoring this part of herself created a resentment loop where Jody became so exhausted and misaligned, her body produced physical symptoms.* When she learned to connect with the parts of herself who needed alone time (while also learning to keep the guilty parts satisfied), her energy and vitality returned, and she learned to cultivate a sustainable mix of generosity and self-care.


Jody’s difficulty with boundaries is similar to Carrie’s predicament. Carrie’s parts who desired an intimate relationship clashed repeatedly with those who chased the high of unavailable partners.


Carrie, twenty-four, sought therapy to help with her self-reported intimacy issues. More than anything, she wanted to be in a healthy relationship and to have children. Exasperated, she told me, “I’ve tried everything to break this pattern, but nothing ever works.” Year after year, Carrie glued glossy magazine images onto vision boards, scrawled affirmations on her mirror, and regularly indulged in the clichéd self-care standard—candlelit bubble baths. Nevertheless, she repeatedly chose partners who were emotionally unavailable and narcissistic. Part of her knew a relationship with a person whom she saw only between the hours of eleven p.m. and four a.m. was not going to fare well. But another part compelled her to continue the same toxic relationship patterns. Even though logically she knew it was a bad idea to answer the late-night “hey . . . you up?” texts, inevitably Carrie ended up on a shame-filled predawn drive home. Wash, rinse, repeat.


Though Carrie wanted to be in a functional relationship, part of her inner world was so accustomed to the drama of bad relationships that she continued to seek partners who met the criteria of emotionally unavailable and narcissistic. Rather than getting rid of this part, Carrie learned to work with her parts, especially the ones who felt comfort with the familiarity of unavailable people. A few years after we completed therapy, she sent me a photo from her beautiful beach wedding to an emotionally available partner whom she adored.


What do Cruz, Jody, and Carrie have in common? Their behaviors and patterns directly opposed their values and beliefs. They were all living out of alignment. Even though parts of them wanted to be creative, to value self-care, and to be in equitable relationships, powerful pulls from other parts called the shots. In each story, no one needed to abandon or silence their parts. Instead, they discovered the transformative power of alignment with their parts.


Benefits of Parts Work


Why should you bother learning how to do parts work? Because ultimately, as Dr. Daniel Siegel put it in Mindsight, “If you have a fight with yourself, who can win?” Though parts work can feel cumbersome at first, eventually it becomes second nature, much like learning a second language. When you become fluent in another language, you expand your outer world. When you learn to speak the language of parts, you’ll expand both your outer and your inner worlds. Benefits of parts work includes:




• Insight into who you really are


• Clarity on what you really want


• Energy to move toward your dreams


• Wisdom about your relationships


• Courage to do big things





What I didn’t know then, and what you’re holding in your hands now, is the information that helped me simplify (and demystify) parts work so I could align my mind—and how you can, too.


A Warning About Parts Work


Admittedly, parts work feels odd and uncomfortable when you start. Why? Most of us learned to think of our minds as a singular thing. Mind multiplicity—the idea that your mind is made of parts—is a dramatic departure from our normal way of thinking. But normal does not equal optimal. In Parts Psychology, psychologist and anthropologist Dr. Jay Noricks writes, “The idea that we all have multiple personalities—but not a disorder of personalities—may at first be shocking. But the evidence for this normal multiplicity . . . is so powerful that even the most skeptical of readers may change their minds.”


The idea you’re not alone in your head—that you’re constantly accompanied by a colorful cast of characters with competing roles and agendas—can initially feel jarring and borderline offensive. When it comes to changing our minds, humans don’t have the greatest track record:




• When Galileo suggested the sun, not the Earth, was the center of the galaxy,* he was arrested by the Inquisition.


• Louis Pasteur was ridiculed for suggesting that infections were spread by invisible germs.


• When conspiracy theorist Charlie Veitch changed his mind and declared the American government did not cause and then cover up the events of 9/11, he was threatened and then canceled by his community.





Facepalm.


Fortunately, as my friend David McRaney, journalist and author of How Minds Change, put it, “We each have the power to give up old beliefs, to replace old ignorance with new wisdom, to shift our attitudes in light of new evidence . . . the ability to realize we are wrong is baked right into the gooey mess of neurons wobbling around in every human head.” It’s good to be wrong about beliefs like “This is just who I am,” “I’m such a procrastinator,” “I can’t relax,” or “I can’t do big things.” Imagine if you could create a collaborative relationship with your mind—and even enjoy spending time with it?


You can.


I fell down the rabbit hole because I was willing to do anything to escape the voices in my head. But the most potent psychological medicine for anxiety, insecurity, self-doubt, and impostor syndrome doesn’t live outside your mind—it patiently waits for you down the less traveled road inside. This book will help you to navigate this road and avoid the pitfalls and “oops” lessons I had to learn the hard way. The working assumptions of Align Your Mind are:


Your brain is on your side. Your brain isn’t wired for happiness. It’s wired for survival. Sometimes the things we think of as anxiety attacks or unwanted thoughts are our brain’s best efforts to help us.


Your brain and your mind are not the same. The brain is a physical organ. A neurosurgeon could reach inside your head and touch your brain. The mind is not physical. Since Aristotle, people continue to debate the definition of mind. In this book, when we talk about the parts of your brain, that includes tangibles like your amygdala, frontal cortex, and nervous system. When we talk about the parts of your mind, that refers to intangibles like your inner critic or inner child.


Your mind is not one thing, but a system of parts. A tree is a single organism, but it is made of parts—bark, branches, leaves, and roots. A car is one object, but it is also made of parts—tires and wires and steel and glass. If you look at even the smallest things under a microscope, you’ll discover grains of sand, snowflakes, and even atoms can be broken down into smaller parts. Every complex system is made of parts—including your mind.


You can communicate with your parts. You talk to yourself every day. You hear yourself think thoughts every day. Parts work isn’t a dramatic departure from what you’re already doing—it’s a different way of doing it. Think of parts work as couples therapy between you and your mind.


There are no bad parts. While clearly there are bad behaviors, all parts have value and there are no bad parts.* As Internal Family Systems creator Dr. Richard Schwartz put it in No Bad Parts, “When parts do take over, we don’t shame them. Instead, we get curious and use the part’s impulse as a trailhead to find what is driving it that needs to be healed.” While an explanation is not a synonym for an excuse, it’s useful to separate your parts from their behaviors.


Your parts have different personalities. The word personality is often thought of as a single thing with only one per customer, and what you got is all you get. But your parts all have different personalities. Think of your parts like a cast of characters—each character has a unique set of likes, dislikes, inclinations, and traits. If you haven’t seen Pixar’s Inside Out movies, they are a fun exploration of this concept. Riley, the protagonist in the movie, needed all her parts and all their personalities—even the ones who felt sad, disgusted, anxious, and hotheaded.


If you’re more of a visual learner and glazed over that last part, here’s an at-a-glance chart:








	

TERM




	

DEFINITION













	

Brain




	

The three-pound lump of salt, fat, and gray matter between your ears. It’s a physical organ. Some describe the brain like a computer’s hardware.









	

Mind




	

The nonphysical, intangible, conscious thinking function produced by the brain. If the brain is like a computer’s hardware, the mind could be described as the software.









	

Parts




	

If you could put your mind under a microscope, you’d discover that just like your body and your brain are made of parts, your mind is also made of parts. As Dr. Richard Schwartz put it, “Your inner world is real. Parts are not imaginary products or symbols of your psyche; nor are they simply metaphors of deeper meaning . . . what happens in those inner realms makes a big difference in how you feel and live your life.”









	

Personality




	

You have multiple body parts and multiple personalities. This isn’t disordered or abnormal—it’s the structure of the human psyche. Each of the different parts of your mind has a different collection of traits, likes, dislikes, fears, concerns, and patterns.
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