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Webinar Learning Objectives

To be able to 

understand the IFS 

model and identify the 

characteristics of the 

SELF in contrast to 

PARTS.

To understand how IFS 

can empower the 

recovering person to 

compassionately 

separate from the 

addicted part and find 

greater self-acceptance 

and freedom from 

shame

To understand how IFS 

frees the therapist from the 

role of “expert” and 

facilitates a collaborative 

relationship with the client 

that supports the client’s 

ownership of his or her own 

ongoing recovery
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“The Internal Family Systems (IFS) model of psychotherapy offers a clear, non-

pathologizing, and empowering method of understanding human problems, as 

well as an innovative and enriching philosophy of practice that invites both 

therapist and client to enter into a transformational relationship in which healing 

can occur.” (www.centerforselfleadership.org)

IFS is the creation of Richard Schwartz, PhD, who is family therapist.  This work 

has blossomed through his creation of The Center for Self-Leadership.  Dr. 

Schwartz is a living example of the power of Self-leadership as he continues to 

write, communicate with other leaders in the field, and hold training worships. He 

has welcomed the creative input of other therapists as they experience the power 

of the model. Any information about trainings can be found at 

www.centerforselfleadership.org.

INTERNAL FAMILY SYSTEMS

https://selfleadership.org/about-internal-family-systems.html
http://www.centerforselfleadership.org/


What is IFS?

Internal Family Systems, IFS, is an evidenced-based therapeutic modality that fits 

the complexity of the human mind and experience. It seeks to facilitate greater 

friendliness, hospitality, and relationship between the client’s SELF and parts: 

liked and disliked, blamed and blaming, loved and hated.  It provides a 

therapeutic venue for the client’s acquiring skillful internal conversation with all the 

parts so that each is heard and taken seriously.  In IFS a real conversation 

between a person’s SELF and parts is fueled by curiosity rather than 

judgement, and that internal conversation creates space and breathing 

room for parts to change. IFS recognizes the self-destructive and negative 

aspects of persons, but assumes that at the core each part has manifested itself 

for the survival of the person, even if how it behaves is not beneficial.  IFS offers 

a powerful perspective and tools to ease distress and simplify the resolution of 

internal conflicts. All of this  makes it particularly useful for people in recovery 

from substance abuse because it facilitates self-acceptance rather than shame, 

curiosity rather than judgment, and a kind of gracious self-empowerment. 



In IFS curiosity rather than judgement is the platform for the work, and this shift 

begins the deactivation of shame, defensiveness, and denial. 

IFS assumes that the core intention of all parts, even the trouble-makers is 

positive, and this introduces the possibility of the client’s learning friendliness 

toward him or herself. 

By distinguishing between SELF and parts, IFS provides a way to work safely 

with intense internal conflict and craving-states.

IFS recognizes that parts register within the body. The client learns to notice 

these changes and the very act of noticing shifts awareness into the SELF. From 

here the client begins to learn more about what is really going on inside him or 

herself, and thus experience the softening of conflict.

The goal of IFS is SELF-LEADERSHIP which enables the recovering person to 

learn to work with his or her parts and establish an ongoing internal relationship of 

hospitality and peace.

Why IFS for Recovery



SELF

PARTS

EXILES

MANAGERS

FIREFIGHTER

BLENDING

UNBLENDING

BURDENS

UNBURDENING

STEP-BACK

SELF-LEADERSHIP

IFS VOCABULARY



Polling Question #1

From the IFS perspective all people have 

SELF whether or not they know it. 

True or False



From Richard Schwartz, PhD.

“The Larger Self”

We all know about those luminous moments of clarity and balance, in our own 

lives…..However we get there, we suddenly encounter a feeling of inner plenitude 

and open-heartedness to the world that wasn’t there the moment before. The 

incessant nasty chatter inside our heads ceases, we have a sense of calm 

spaciousness, as if our minds and hearts and souls had expanded and 

brightened. Sometimes, these evanescent experiences come in a bright glow of 

peaceful certainty that everything in the universe is truly okay, and that includes 

us – you and me individually – in all our poor struggling, imperfect humanity. At 

other times, we may experience a wave of joyful connection with others that 

washes away irritation, distrust, and boredom. We feel that, for once, we truly are 

ourselves, our real selves, free of the inner cacophony that usually assaults us.

THE SELF





THE EIGHT “C’S”

Confidence

Calmness

Creativity

Clarity

Curiosity

Courage

Compassion

Connection

CHARACTERISTICS OF SELF



Polling Question #2

IFS has hospitality to all the parts, even those 

parts a person might dislike or fear. 

True or False



IFS is a way of working with the entire human system. Parts are identified as: 

exiles, managers, protectors, and firefighters.  One could think of them as the 

psychological immune system.  Each part is there for the survival of the person. 

They came to help, but sometimes they continue to be triggered throughout life 

and without the awareness of the SELF cause the person to repeat old mistakes. 

Parts are generated throughout life, and therefore have different ages. Exiles are 

usually younger parts, though managers, protectors, and firefighters have various 

ages.  Can you remember times when your thinking or someone else’s seemed 

younger dissonant with the present?

The entire systems is devoted to protecting the exiles.

What are parts?



Polling Question #3

The experience of SELF can be blocked by 

blending.  

True or False



BLENDING is when a part takes over a person and replaces SELF.  An example 

of this would be relapse.  A person who has been sober is drinking and using 

again, thinking the way he or she did before. He or she has become blended with 

a firefighter-part and has lost connection with the SELF. In a blended state the 

person has become A PART OF A PART. There is nothing new here, just doing 

the same old thing over and over. This is all about the past.

UNBLENDING is when a person returns to SELF and the firefighter or substance-

abusing part becomes A PART… NOT THE PERSON. In an unblended state a 

person knows what he or she is doing and experiences SELF-LEADERSHIP. 

Here recovery is possible.  In the return to the present change is possible. 

Please step-back is a request to a part. It is used in therapy and in the person’s 

internal dialogue. 

BLENDING AND UNBLENDING



These are the parts that can’t protect 
themselves….so they are exiled for 
safety, often early in life. They are 
hidden where no one can reach them.  
Sometimes something does reach them 
and when they are triggered they can 
get lose and then everyone needs 
protection. 

Exiles 



FIRE FIGHTERS

They are there to PROTECT

the EXILES from pain. 

Extreme substance abuse reflects an 

ongoing state of emotional emergency 

where the self is hostage. 



Firefighters show-up to put out emotional fires. A firefighter who puts out pain with 

substances can come along early in life, for a variety of reasons. That part then 

becomes a member of the inner family and without the awareness of the SELF 

will continue to be triggered by pain and try to solve it the same old way.  It 

makes sense to a firefighter-part to drink or use because for that part the 

pain is the threat. When the part blends with the person, that person will find him 

or herself looking through firefighter eyes that see pain as an emergency 

requiring instant relief and a drink. It can stop making sense to stay sober. If a 

recovering person learns to recognize a part like this: to know how it thinks, and 

to feel it in his or her body, she can notice the changes in herself and witness it 

rather than act it out. She can ask it to step-back.  Even  a tiny foothold in the self 

offers the possibility of escape and continued sobriety.

Firefighters



Managers are there to protect the exiles too. Managers come in all shapes and 

sizes.  An example of a manager-part blended with the self might be the hero-

child in a family where substance abuse is a problem. That hero-child becomes a 

hero-adult. All parts have their value, but extreme manager-parts who believe 

they must carry all the burdens of life become exhausted and can set-up a 

recovering person for relapse.  Being overwhelmed is a huge trigger for some 

people in recovery. The more a recovering person knows about his or her inner 

family of parts the more he or she can negotiate relief without relapse. This is 

SELF-LEADERSHIP.

Managers



Protectors are there to protect the exiles 

and keep the system going, sometimes 

at any cost.



Since parts are continually generated throughout life, protectors which are a kind 

of manager, can misunderstand the present. When a person is unaware of them, 

a protector-part can be triggered and blend with the person, taking over a present 

situation as if it were the past. This blending can turn life inside-out like a pair of 

socks. 

An example of a protector-part might be a person who has been in combat and 

when discharged leaves the military with a highly developed fighter.  This part 

protected him in war, sending the body into an intense fight or flight mode.  That 

made sense in combat, but not in everyday life where it can transform an ordinary 

problem into a crisis. Knowing that parts often misunderstand the present 

moment can help a person stay in the SELF and unblend.  Anger-management 

works better with IFS because the recovering person comes to know and 

understand this part of himself so that he is able to separate from it before it is too 

late. PTSD treatment becomes a process of knowing and relating differently to 

these parts. IFS is really about establishing and nurturing the internal family.

Protectors



Protectors come in all shapes and sizes.  The point is that a protector comes to 

take care of the exile and keep it safe.  A protector might be a part that learns out 

to negotiate and defuse angry situation. Why all the parts have interactions and 

relationships with other people, the inner family is there for the exile and for the 

survival of the person.  

An example of a protector-manager part might be the part of a person that has 

learned to deflect painful focus by skillfully getting other people to talk about 

themselves.  Knowing your inner family can help a recovering person relax and 

find ways to stay in SELF where he or she can lead the parts, ask appreciate their 

intention and wisdom while relieving the parts of the burdens they carry.  

Parts can be unburdened and energy returns to the whole system. 

More protectors



Burdens are often carried by parts.  Burdens like taking responsibility for 

connection with other people; for being liked; for providing all the money for a 

family; for making sure everyone is happy, etc.   Burdens tend to be extreme 

obligations, assumed quite often during childhood. These burdens are assumed 

as a way of exiling the real vulnerability, say of abandonment as in the next 

example.  A burden might be picked-up by the eight-year-old boy who is told by 

his abandoning father that now “he is the man of the house.”  The child may 

generate a miniature internal adult to carry the burden and be the man of the 

house.  That miniature adult is a protector, a tiny manager, that can make him feel 

strong and not afraid. He exchanges the burden for real feelings of fear and 

vulnerability.  The “part” steps in to be strong.  Over a lifetime it is overwhelming. 

One of the goals of IFS is to unburden the parts so that the whole system has 

more energy and realistic expectations and vulnerability can be accepted and 

healed rather than exiled.   

BURDENS AND UNBURDENING



Finding your parts enables you to put your life together. It is a way to recovering 

you.  It is worth the time and effort and makes everything easier, including recovery.

Youtube.Com/ IFS 

FINDING YOUR  PARTS By Bruce Hersey



Polling Question #4

Self-leadership is the goal of IFS.

True or False



. 

A THERAPIST’S SELF-LEADERSHIP 

FACILITATES A CREATIVE AND EASIER 

COLLABORATION WITH THE CLIENT, 

AND THIS SUPPORTS THE 

CLIENT’S SELF-LEADERSHIP AND 

RECOVERY.
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