
 

Internal Family Systems: Understanding the Parts of 
You That Learned to Protect You 
Have you ever caught yourself saying something like this? 

“Part of me knows I need to leave… but another part still hopes they’ll change.” 

Or… 

“Part of me wants to speak up… but another part is terrified.” 

Or perhaps… 

“I know this relationship isn’t healthy, but I still miss them.” 

Many of us talk this way naturally. 

We say, 

“A part of me…” 

without realizing we may be describing something important. 

Internal Family Systems, often called IFS, begins with the idea that the mind is not a single 
voice. 

It is made up of many different parts, each trying to help us in its own way. 

The goal is not to get rid of those parts. 

The goal is to understand them. 

What Is Internal Family Systems? 
Internal Family Systems was developed by Dr. Richard Schwartz in the 1980s. 

Rather than viewing inner conflict as evidence that something is wrong with us, IFS 
suggests that different parts of our personality develop to help us survive life’s challenges.  

These parts often carry different emotions, beliefs, memories, and strategies.  

One part may seek closeness. 



Another may avoid it. 

One part may want to forgive. 

Another may still feel deeply hurt. 

Neither part is the enemy. 

Both are trying to protect something important. 

You Are Not Your Parts 
One of the most freeing ideas in IFS is this: 

You are more than any one emotion, thought, or reaction. 

Instead of saying, 

“I am anxious,” 

IFS invites us to notice, 

“A part of me feels anxious.” 

That small shift creates space. 

It reminds us that anxiety is an experience we are having—not our entire identity. 

The same is true for anger. 

Shame. 

Fear. 

Perfectionism. 

People-pleasing. 

None of these define who we are. 

They are often strategies that certain parts learned to use. 

The Three Groups of Parts 
IFS often describes three broad categories of parts. 

Managers 

Managers work hard to prevent pain before it happens. 

They try to keep life organized and predictable. 

They may appear as: 



• perfectionism 
• people pleasing 
• overthinking 
• hyper-independence 
• controlling behavior 
• constant productivity 
• avoiding mistakes 

Managers often believe: 

“If I can just do everything right, maybe we’ll never get hurt again.” 

Firefighters 
Firefighters respond after emotional pain has already been activated. 

Their goal is immediate relief. 

They may use: 

• emotional numbing 
• overeating 
• excessive work 
• scrolling 
• alcohol or substances 
• shopping 
• withdrawing 
• anger 
• impulsive behaviors 

Firefighters aren’t trying to ruin your life. 

They’re trying to put out emotional fires. 

Sometimes they simply use strategies that create new problems. 

Exiles 
Exiles carry the deepest wounds. 

They often hold: 

• shame 
• loneliness 
• rejection 



• grief 
• fear 
• abandonment 
• worthlessness 

Because these emotions can feel overwhelming, managers and firefighters work hard to 
keep exiles from being triggered. 

Much of our internal conflict comes from these protective efforts. 

What Is Self? 
IFS also describes something very different from our protective parts. 

It calls this Self. 

Self is not another part. 

It is the calm, compassionate, curious center that can relate to all of our parts without 
becoming overwhelmed by them. 

Richard Schwartz describes Self through qualities often called the Eight Cs: 

• Calm 
• Curiosity 
• Compassion 
• Clarity 
• Confidence 
• Courage 
• Creativity 
• Connectedness 

When Self is leading, we don’t try to silence our parts.  

We become curious about them. 

How Parts Develop 
Imagine a child who grows up believing that love must be earned. 

One part learns: 

“If I’m perfect, maybe they’ll stay.” 

Another learns: 

“Never depend on anyone.” 



Another quietly carries the grief of never feeling fully seen. 

Years later, those parts are still trying to help. 

Not because they are stuck in the past. 

But because they don’t yet realize the circumstances have changed.  

Internal Conflict Makes Sense 
Imagine someone says, 

“You’re too sensitive.” 

One part immediately believes it. 

Another becomes furious. 

Another wants to explain. 

Another wants to disappear. 

Another wants to leave the relationship forever. 

Another still hopes things can get better. 

From the outside, this can feel confusing. 

Inside the IFS framework, it makes perfect sense. 

Different parts have different jobs. 

How This Connects to Piecing Together Peace 
Imagine someone repeatedly dismisses your reality. 

Manipulation Psychology 

What happened? 

Was this gaslighting? 

Blame shifting? 

Minimization? 

Attachment Theory 

Why does this feel so threatening? 

What expectations about relationships might be activated? 



Polyvagal Theory 

How is my nervous system responding? 

Am I mobilized? 

Shut down? 

Seeking safety? 

Somatic Experiencing 

What is happening in my body? 

Where do I notice this experience physically? 

Nonviolent Communication 

What am I feeling? 

What needs of mine are asking to be acknowledged? 

Internal Family Systems 

Which part of me immediately believed those words? 

Which part is trying to protect me? 

What might those parts need from me right now? 

Each framework adds another layer of understanding. 

Together they create a fuller picture of healing. 

Parts Are Not Problems 

One of the greatest gifts of IFS is that it removes shame. 

Instead of asking, 

“Why do I keep doing this?” 

we begin asking, 

“Which part of me believes this is necessary?” 

That question changes everything. 

Because curiosity creates space where judgment once lived. 



A Simple Self-Inquiry Practice 
The next time you notice a strong emotional reaction… 

Pause. 

Take a breath. 

Ask yourself: 

What part of me is most active right now? 

What is this part afraid would happen if it didn’t react this way? 

What is it trying to protect? 

Can I simply thank it for trying to help? 

Notice that the goal isn’t to argue with the part. 

The goal is to understand it. 

IFS and Whole-Person Health 
Our internal world doesn’t stay inside our thoughts. 

Chronic inner conflict can influence: 

• stress levels 
• sleep 
• digestion 
• muscle tension 
• fatigue 
• concentration 
• emotional regulation 
• health behaviors 

Imagine carrying an argument inside yourself every day. 

One part pushing. 

Another resisting. 

Another criticizing. 

Another trying to keep the peace. 

That takes energy. 

IFS doesn’t suggest that all illness comes from internal conflict.  



Nor does it replace medical care. 

It simply recognizes that psychological, relational, and physical health influence one 
another. 

Sometimes healing begins not by fighting ourselves harder… 

…but by becoming kinder to the parts that have been fighting on our behalf all along.  

Healing Is Becoming a Safe Place for Yourself 
Many of us spent years trying to understand other people’s behavior.  

IFS gently turns that curiosity inward. 

Not to become self-absorbed. 

But to become self-connected. 

Perhaps healing is not becoming someone new. 

Perhaps it is becoming the kind of person your own parts no longer have to fear. 

When that happens, something remarkable begins to change. 

The anxious part relaxes. 

The perfectionist softens. 

The angry protector doesn’t have to stand guard quite so fiercely.  

The lonely exile begins to believe it might not be alone anymore. 

And little by little, the relationship you have with yourself becomes the safest one you’ve 
ever known. 

That is not the end of healing. 

It is the place from which healing can finally continue. 


