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Understanding Internal Family 

Systems  (IFS) 

 

An introduction to Parts, Protectors, Exiles and Self 

Internal Family Systems (IFS) is based on the idea that our inner world is naturally made up of 

different Parts. We may notice this when one part of us wants to do something while another 

part feels completely differently, or when we react in ways that we understand intellectually but 

still find difficult to change. 

IFS does not see these different Parts as a sign that something is wrong with us. Instead, Parts are 

understood as natural aspects of our psychological system, each with its own feelings, beliefs, 

memories and ways of responding to the world. 

Some Parts may be confident and capable, while others may be anxious, critical, angry, 

withdrawn or vulnerable. Many have developed particular roles in response to our experiences. 

A central principle of IFS is: 

There are no bad Parts. 

Even Parts whose behaviour causes difficulties are usually trying, in some way, to protect us. 

The Self 

Alongside our Parts, IFS proposes that everyone has access to a deeper core Self. 

Self is not another Part and does not need to be created or developed. Rather, it can become 

harder to access when protective Parts are working particularly strongly. 

When we have more access to Self, we may experience qualities such as: 

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

Connectedness 

You might hear this described in IFS as being Self-led or having more Self-energy.The aim of 

IFS is therefore not to get rid of Parts or have Self take control of them. It is to help Parts feel  
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safe enough to step back from extreme roles, allowing Self to become more present and the 

internal system to work together more harmoniously. 

Understanding the Different Parts 

IFS commonly describes Parts according to three broad roles: 

Managers – proactive Protectors that try to prevent pain or difficulty 

Firefighters – reactive Protectors that respond when difficult feelings break through 

Exiles – vulnerable Parts that carry emotional pain, difficult experiences and unmet needs 

These are not fixed personality types. They describe the roles Parts have taken on, and a Part's 

role may change depending on the situation. 

Managers: Trying to Prevent Pain 

Managers are protective Parts that try to keep life under control and prevent difficult feelings or 

experiences from arising in the first place. 

They often work by anticipating problems, avoiding risks, maintaining standards or trying to 

influence how we are perceived by others. 

Manager Parts might show up as: 

• the perfectionist 

• the planner 

• the people-pleaser 

• the inner critic 

• the caretaker 

• the highly responsible Part 

• the Part that avoids conflict 

• the Part that needs to stay in control 

A Manager might operate from a belief such as: 

“If I can keep everything under control, we will be safe.” 

Many Manager strategies can be extremely useful. Planning, working hard, caring for others and 

maintaining high standards can all help us navigate life successfully. 

Difficulties tend to arise when a Manager feels it has to work constantly or becomes rigid, 

anxious, critical or exhausted in its efforts to keep us safe. 

Firefighters: Trying to Stop Pain 
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Firefighters are also Protectors, but they respond differently. 

Rather than trying to prevent difficult feelings from arising, Firefighters react after something 

has triggered them. Their priority is immediate relief: make this feeling stop. 

Firefighter strategies might include: 

• distracting ourselves 

• compulsive scrolling or screen use 

• comfort eating 

• shopping or spending 

• overworking 

• emotionally shutting down 

• withdrawing from others 

• zoning out or disconnecting 

• other behaviours that quickly numb or distract from distress 

These behaviours can sometimes create problems of their own. However, IFS encourages us to 

become curious about the protective intention underneath the behaviour, rather than simply 

judging or trying to eliminate it. 

A Firefighter may essentially be saying: 

“This is too painful. I need to make it stop.” 

Exiles: Parts Carrying Emotional Wounds 

Exiles are often younger, more vulnerable Parts that carry painful feelings, memories, beliefs or 

unmet needs from earlier experiences. 

They may carry feelings such as: 

• fear 

• sadness 

• shame 

• loneliness 

• rejection 

• abandonment 

• humiliation 

• feeling unwanted or unseen 

They may also hold beliefs that developed from those experiences, such as: 
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“I'm not good enough.” 

“I'm unlovable.” 

“I'm not safe.” 

“I don't matter.” 

These Parts are called Exiles because other Parts of the system often work very hard to keep their 

feelings out of awareness. 

From an IFS perspective, Exiles are not broken. They are Parts carrying experiences and 

emotional burdens that have not yet been fully processed. 

 

 

 

How Parts Work Together 

Managers, Firefighters and Exiles do not operate separately. Their roles often develop in 

relationship to one another. 

For example, imagine someone has an Exiled Part that carries a deep fear of rejection. 
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A Manager might try to prevent that rejection by people-pleasing, avoiding conflict or 

constantly worrying about what other people think. 

If rejection happens despite these efforts, the Exile's pain may become activated. 

A Firefighter might then step in to quickly distract from or numb those feelings by withdrawing, 

scrolling for hours, overeating or shutting down emotionally. 

Afterwards, a critical Manager might appear and say: 

“Why did you do that? You need to get yourself together.” 

The Firefighter may then react again to the shame created by the critic. 

What can look from the outside like “self-sabotage” may therefore make much more sense when 

we understand the protective system underneath it. 

Why Do Parts Become Extreme? 

Parts often take on their roles during difficult or overwhelming experiences, particularly when 

we do not yet have the resources, support or understanding to process what is happening. 

A strategy that was once necessary or helpful can continue long after the original situation has 

passed. 

A Part may therefore respond to something happening now as though an earlier danger is still 

present. 

IFS does not ask: 

“How do I get rid of this reaction?” 

Instead, it becomes curious: 

“Which Part of me is reacting?” 

“What is it afraid might happen?” 

“What is it trying to do for me?” 

“What might it need from me now?” 

From Blending to Curiosity 

Sometimes a Part becomes so activated that its feelings and beliefs seem to become our entire 

experience. 
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IFS calls this being blended with a Part. 

Instead of noticing: 

“A Part of me is feeling anxious.” 

our experience becomes: 

“I am anxious. Something is going to go wrong.” 

IFS helps us create a little space between ourselves and the Part — not by pushing it away, but 

by becoming curious about it. 

This process is sometimes called unblending. 

With greater access to Self, we can begin to turn towards the Part with curiosity and compassion 

rather than becoming overwhelmed by it or fighting against it. 

What Happens in IFS Therapy? 

IFS therapy involves gradually developing a relationship with your Parts. 

Rather than trying to suppress difficult thoughts, emotions or behaviours, we become curious 

about what Parts are communicating and why they have taken on particular roles. 

Over time, protective Parts can begin to trust that they do not have to work quite so hard. 

When sufficient safety and trust have developed, it may also become possible to connect with the 

more vulnerable Parts they have been protecting and help them process the experiences and 

beliefs they have been carrying. 

As Parts release these old burdens, they do not disappear. Instead, they are able to take on less 

extreme and often more natural roles within the system. 

No Bad Parts 

One of the most compassionate ideas at the heart of IFS is that there are no bad Parts of you. 

The anxious Part. 

The angry Part. 

The Part that shuts down. 

The people-pleasing Part. 

The perfectionist. 
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The critic. 

The Part that wants to avoid everything. 

Each has a reason for being there. 

IFS invites us to move away from: 

“What is wrong with me?” 

and towards: 

“What happened that made this Part need to protect me in this way?” 

When Parts feel understood rather than fought against, they can begin to soften. This creates 

more space for Self — and for greater choice, connection and flexibility in how we respond to 

ourselves and the world around us. 
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