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	Pick up your FREE 22-PAGE MINIBOOK: The Path to a Calm, Decluttered, and Zen Mind.

	•      Unconventional ways to instantly de-stress and become present.

	•      How to focus on the present and ignore the past and future, and how to postpone your worrying.

	•      Regulation frameworks for times of inevitable stress. How to keep it together!
 

	<<Just click right here to gain inner motivation and quiet your mental chatter.>>
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Part 1: Getting to Know Your Deeper Self

	 


Therapy is a wonderful thing. A trained mental health professional can help you explore psychological blind spots, set goals, and work with you through tricky thought patterns so you can gently change them. 

	 

	But what if you don’t want therapy, or can’t access it?

	 

	Here’s a question to ponder: In conventional therapy, what do you think is the main factor that determines success for the person seeking help? 

	 

	Is it the skill or experience level of the therapist?

	Is it the kind of therapy they’re doing—i.e., their theoretical approach and techniques?

	Is it the duration and intensity of therapy?

	 

	You may be surprised to learn that one of the most influential factors for success in therapy is “therapeutic alliance”—with the factors listed above being almost negligible (Strupp, 2001; Ardito, 2011; Lynch, 2012). Think about that for a moment: The kind of therapy you get, with whom, and for how long has less of an impact than does the relationship between the therapist and their client. 

	 

	This is a big deal. It means that with sufficient empathy, goodwill, and emotional connection (all of which make up a sense of “therapeutic alliance”), you can still find success in therapy even if your therapist is completely unskilled and using techniques that are not actually suitable for you. On the other hand, it also means that you can go to the best practitioner there is, but if you don’t connect emotionally with them, your chances of success with them are slim.

	 

	What does all this mean for those of us who want to explore the concept of self-therapy? Well, it means that theoretical knowledge is not a pre-requisite for psychological growth and insight. And that means that we can still help ourselves even if we lack the kind of training that mental health professionals possess.

	 

	“Self-therapy” is a way to recreate some of the benefits of conventional therapy, but on your own terms. This book is all about giving you the tools you need to gain better self-awareness, build emotional maturity, and learn to change your behavior so that you can start creating the kind of life you want for yourself. 

	 

	The tools we’ll explore in the chapters that follow are the very same ones used by cognitive behavioral therapists, counselors, and psychologists the world over. By adapting them for your own use, you can start cultivating more contentment with who you are, challenge limiting thought patterns, and zoom out to gain a broader view of the narratives on which your life is structured. From there, you can consciously choose what you want for your life, rather than passively being at the mercy of these forces. 

	 

	But, keep in mind the power of “therapeutic alliance”—the real reason that people succeed in therapy at all. What does it look like to have a good therapeutic alliance with yourself? Imagine all the qualities and characteristics of a warm, understanding, and empathetic counselor, and imagine treating yourself with the same positive sense of compassion and interest. To be a good “self-therapist” is not solely about what you know, but about:

	 

	•      Self-empathy

	•      Self-respect

	•      Self-trust

	•      Self-awareness

	•      Having “positive regard” for yourself

	•      Being committed to the process

	•      Being positive and hopeful about the process as a whole

	 

	If these things are in place, then you can embark on a journey of self-therapy that may be every bit as beneficial as a more conventional therapeutic relationship. 

	 

	In the pages that follow, we’ll start at the very beginning: your deepest self. In Part 1, we’ll look at helpful techniques and mindset shifts that will help you master self-exploration and gain deeper awareness into how you actually tick. Then, in Part 2, we’ll take a look into the past and investigate how your family and early experiences shaped who you are today. After all, if you want to rewrite the story of your life, you need to understand the story as it is so far, and how it got that way.

	 

	In Part 3, we shift our attention to the cognitive manifestations of our core beliefs and inner emotional realities: our thoughts. Using evidence-based cognitive behavioral techniques, we’ll look at our thought processes and take charge of them, asking whether they’re genuinely helping us achieve the kind of life we want. Finally, once all this groundwork has been laid, we can dive into the practical work of Part 4, where we explore ways to start taking action and changing our behavior in the world day after day.

	 

	Self-therapy isn’t learned overnight, and it can be challenging at times, but rest assured that no matter where you are now or where you want to be, these techniques will bring improvements to your life. Whether you are looking for more direction and purpose, want to improve your relationships, or simply need to get a handle on who you are and what you really want in life, there’s something in this book for you. Let’s jump in.

	 
 

	 


Chapter 1: What It Means to Master Self-Exploration

	 


What you’ll learn in this chapter: why and how to improve your self-awareness, as well as a six-part process for learning more about what makes you tick. 

	 

	Here’s a good question to begin with: WHO ARE YOU?

	 

	The first and arguably most important of the three maxims inscribed at the Temple of Apollo at Delphi is nosce te ipsum, or “know thyself.” Though nobody is entirely sure who first insisted these words be carved (they were already ancient history by the time of Plato), what’s clear is that humankind’s fascination with self-knowledge is not new. 

	 

	According to professor emeritus at California State University, author, and psychologist Dr. Tom Stevens, mastering self-exploration can provide us with a sophisticated, nuanced answer to this question. But we cannot even begin to answer the question until we have something crucial: self-awareness. 

	 

	Too many people go through life on autopilot or in a kind of distracted haze. They are not really sure what they feel, what they want, or who they are. They are unclear about their values, have fuzzy boundaries, or have never really stopped to consider why they behave as they do. 

	 

	If you’ve ever asked yourself . . .

	 

	“Why do I do that?”

	 

	“What do I really want?” or

	 

	“Why am I unhappy?”

	 

	. . . then chances are you can benefit from more self-exploration. When you have explored yourself in enough depth, you can identify who you are as a person (both strengths and weaknesses), take responsibility for what you need, and then make informed decisions about the choices you want to make in your life. 

	 

	If you embark on any plan for personal development without self-awareness, though, you are merely going through the motions. Perhaps you end up doing what you think you “should” be doing, or substitute other people’s desires and values for your own. Not only does self-awareness make you happier, more resilient, and more accepting of who you are, it also allows you to live authentically and create a life that is right for you.

	 

	Imagine you fall ill and consult a doctor. The doctor examines you and conducts some tests to check out your condition, then makes a diagnosis. With the inner world, though, things are not so simple. If you consult a psychologist or counselor, all they have to help them reach a “diagnosis” of your condition is . . . whatever you tell them. They have diagnostic tools like doctors do, but these are often just lists of subjective symptoms and experiences that rely on your self-report. 

	 

	Therefore, if you don’t really know what your experience is, they can’t help you much. If you lack self-awareness, you may simply wander into someone else’s guess for what your experience is. Self-knowledge and self-awareness are not only important for genuine growth, they’re non-negotiable.  

	 

	So what exactly is self-exploration? According to Ryan Howes, PhD, psychologist, writer, and professor in Pasadena, California, it involves “taking a look at your own thoughts, feelings, behaviors, and motivations and asking why. It’s looking for the roots of who we are.”

	 

	The idea is that if you can understand why you do something, you empower yourself to do something different. If you don’t truly understand what is going on in your heart and mind, you only have a dim hope of fulfilling your potential, overcoming obstacles, or connecting fully with others in your relationships. 

	 

	Beginner Strategies: Make Self-Exploration a Habit

	 

	Self-awareness is like exercise—the more you practice, the better you become! 

	The best way to gain more self-awareness is to build it into your life as a regular, consistent habit. This can be as simple as asking yourself, whenever you remember, “What do I notice about myself right now?”

	 

	Simply pause, become aware, and be with yourself for a moment. Try just ten minutes to start (what about trying right now, as you read this book?). Notice if you get distracted and your mind wanders. Notice what you’re feeling and where that experience sits in your body. Notice the thoughts in your mind. Notice what you’re doing. Notice what came just before. Even notice thoughts like, “I’m bored. Am I doing it right?”

	 

	Unplug and check in with yourself. Importantly, you don’t have to do anything about what you notice. You don’t have to judge, interpret, cling to, avoid, or analyze what you notice. Just notice. For example, you might be having a shower and suddenly notice that you’re in a really bad mood. Why? You pause and decide to become aware for a moment.

	 

	You sit somewhere quietly and notice that you’re annoyed. You notice your thoughts and how they’re rushing ahead to an imagined future encounter at work. You realize you were rehearsing a hypothetical argument in your mind. You notice how you’re actually scowling a little, your jaw is tense, and you’re not paying much attention to anything else. Without awareness, none of this would have been noticed. Let’s take a closer look. 

	 

	Tom Stevens’ Six-Step Self-Exploration Process

	 

	Once you’ve gained some practice with the above exercise, you can challenge yourself to go further and follow Dr. Stevens’ six-step approach for digging a little deeper. 

	 

	Step 1: Switch on Your “Inner Noticer”

	 

	As we did in the previous exercise, just get into the habit of observing yourself neutrally and without judgment—like a scientist taking a step back and recording data from afar. See if you can notice thoughts, feelings, physical sensations, and actions—and the difference between them. 

	 

	Example: You notice your bad mood in the shower, your tense jaw muscles, and the mini argument you seem to be holding in your head. 

	 

	Step 2: Notice Any Problematic Situations?

	 

	This step may happen automatically, but see if any patterns begin to emerge. 

	 

	What is the “problem” exactly?

	 

	When did it start?

	 

	What came before it? Does this sequence of events usually happen this way?

	 

	What typically comes after this experience?

	 

	What is going on in your environment when this happens?

	 

	Example: You realize, with repeated moments of awareness, that you actually feel this way most mornings, during most showers. You realize this may be a problem for you and is setting the day off on the wrong foot. 

	 

	You look more closely at yourself for a few days and notice that you don’t wake up irritable, but seem to feel that way only after your mind wanders in the shower and starts to entertain certain thoughts and “predictions.”

	 

	Step 3: Notice the Strongest Emotions and Where They Lead

	 

	Notice not only what you feel but the intensity of those feelings. There may be some emotions that you become aware of that you are actually quite uncomfortable with. If you can notice that you are trying to resist or avoid them, see if you can keep maintaining awareness anyway. In fact, become most curious about the strongest, most difficult, or most uncomfortable emotions. 

	 

	Keep asking more questions of this emotion—what came before? What happened next?

	 

	Example: The strongest emotion, even though you try to avoid it, turns out to be anger. You say you’re annoyed and find yourself blaming random occurrences that come after your shower, but the more awareness you bring to the situation, the more you see that you are in fact very angry at something. What? This is difficult to admit because you don’t consider yourself an angry person. But you keep being aware. 

	 

	Step 4: Try to Notice Any Emerging Connections

	 

	Now’s the time to really put on your scientist cap and bravely investigate those strong feelings, rather than avoid or deny them. 

	 

	What images, ideas, thoughts, or memories seem to most often be connected with the strong emotion?

	 

	What strengthens these emotions and what seems to make them fade?

	 

	Can you connect this experience or emotion with something similar in the past?

	 

	If there are many situations that produce this emotion, what do those situations have in common? What connects them? 

	 

	Example: You are aware that you keep rehearsing imaginary conversations in your mind, where you envision your work colleagues are criticizing you, and you are angrily defending yourself, as well as venting off a long list of hidden resentments of your own. 

	 

	In these conversations, you find yourself saying things like, “Oh, so I suppose you think you’re perfect, then?” and, “If you’re such an expert, then why do you pay me to do it for you, huh?” In time, you notice that this reminds you of something very interesting: the way you feel is very similar to arguments you used to have with your father growing up, where he would criticize your work no matter how hard you tried. 

	 

	Step 5: What is the underlying core belief, value, or theme behind this emotion?

	 

	Keep going and you should eventually uncover the bigger picture that connects everything together—thought, feelings, behavior. The magic of self-awareness is this ability to see the overarching patterns and themes that are playing out in your life.

	 

	You’ve become aware of all the surface details; now, what is the bigger underlying theme that brings them all together? In what ways are all the separate issues you’re experiencing alike? 

	 

	Example: You realize that the bigger picture is that you’re feeling insecure about your performance at work and are assuming that people are judging you. You play out imaginary conversations in your own mind, but this is not an accurate reflection of what is actually happening in your workplace right now, but an echo of something from your deeper childhood. 

	 

	Step 6: Use Your Insights to Identify Your Boundaries, Then Take Control

	 

	Self-awareness is not just something we do for the sake of it. It’s something we develop and then put to use. Once you’ve gained greater insight into your problem, there’s one of two ways forward:

	 

	1.      Identify the external cause of the problem and take responsibility for acting, given what we know

	2.      Identify the inner cause of the problem (i.e., us!) and take responsibility for that, whether that means changing our thoughts, emotions, or behaviors.

	 

	As you can see, in both options, we need to own up to our portion of the problem and take responsibility for acting in our own best interests. After all, self-awareness that doesn’t lead to any concrete changes in the real world is not much more than navel-gazing! 

	 

	Example: You ask yourself honestly if there’s any objective reason to believe that people are critical of you at work. When you’re content there aren’t, you deliberately choose to become aware any time you catch yourself getting stuck in imaginary “replay” conversations. Then, you rehearse a mantra: “I’m competent and capable, and I’m doing the best I can. I am proud of myself.”

	 

	Now, the above example may seem insignificant on the surface, but imagine if such a problem was allowed to run its course without ever being revealed by the light of awareness. You may have gotten out of the shower every single morning in a bad mood, never really knowing why. Maybe one day you went into work feeling grumpy and sensitive and snapped at a colleague, assuming they were being rude. This could set off a whole cascade of negative outcomes—all of which could be avoided if you knew yourself better. 

	 

	On the other hand, while this is happening, other things are not happening: You are not giving yourself the opportunity to fix the real problem, which is the unresolved issues you have with your father and with your own sense of self-worth. Maybe you even assume the problem is that you feel angry “for no reason,” so you start trying to solve the problem in all the wrong ways—i.e., reading a self-help book about anger or taking up Tai Chi. 

	 

	These things are great, but they probably won’t work because they are not addressing the real root of your problem, which is more accurately low self-esteem. This is why it’s so important to start with awareness and self-exploration as the first step.

	 

	Becoming aware is a simple, free, and easy thing that any of us can do right now, in this moment. 

	 

	As our example shows, what started out as simply curiosity and awareness of the most ordinary daily activities can yield valuable insight into who you are as a person. All that’s needed is time, patience, and the willingness to know ourselves better. 

	 

	Something else that’s needed is radical honesty. When you start down the path of “noticing” all the sensations you ordinarily wouldn’t, you may become aware of certain things that make you uncomfortable. If, with growing awareness, you get close to an unflattering truth about yourself, the tendency may be to flee this realization. But this is just about as useful as pitching up to a therapist’s office and telling white lies about what is going on in your life—it may avoid discomfort in the short term but will make things worse in the long run. 

	 

	For a different example, let’s say you notice an increasingly uneasy feeling in the shower every morning before work. You zoom in on the emotions, look for patterns, and gradually realize what the problem is: you. The truth is, you are no longer challenged by your work, and each morning, the dread you feel at the thought of going into the office is coming from a creeping sensation that you are not using your talents properly, and that for your own good, you need to leave and find a more appropriate job.

	 

	However, because facing this fact is so uncomfortable, you don’t quite allow yourself to see it. You know you are overqualified for your role and that you should leave . . . but you are terrified of starting over, and as unwilling as you are to admit it, you are pretty content with how cushy your job is. So you don’t leave, and you don’t allow yourself to think of leaving. You say to others, “Oh, I’m just stressed right now because we’re dealing with a difficult client,” but this is not really the truth. 

	 

	On some level, you are aware of your own self-deception, and it's this that makes you feel bad every morning. You are not even irritated with the job anymore, but with yourself—and this is an insight that you can only reach if you are honest and willing to face up to what you are really thinking, feeling, and doing. 

	 

	In the chapters that follow, we’ll be taking this foundation of self-exploration and awareness and building on it as we go. But if that foundation is to serve us well, it has to be real. Next, we’ll take a closer look at the power of refusing to avoid or flee uncomfortable emotions, and turning to face and accept them head-on instead. 

	 

	 


Chapter 2: Take a Walk on the Dark Side with Shadow Work 

	 


What you’ll learn in this chapter: what the shadow is and how and why to embrace it with acceptance and compassion. 

	 

	When most people experience uncomfortable emotions, they want to do one thing and one thing only: get away from them. In fact, they may turn to therapy with precisely this attitude: “Make it go away!”

	 

	However, this is the opposite of the mindset you need. As we saw above, what’s required is a willingness to tolerate, accept, and be with emotions, all our emotions, no matter how uncomfortable they are and without judgment. 

	 

	If you start to make awareness and self-exploration a bigger part of your life, sooner or later you’re going to encounter parts of yourself that you really, really don’t like. And your tendency will be to run as far away from them as possible! However, this is where the technique of shadow work comes into play—and this is essential work if we hope to evolve and grow as human beings.

	 

	Carl Jung was the psychiatrist, author, and theorist who first introduced the idea of the shadow. In Psychology and Religion, he wrote,

	 

	“Unfortunately there can be no doubt that man is, on the whole, less good than he imagines himself or wants to be. Everyone carries a shadow, and the less it is embodied in the individual’s conscious life, the blacker and denser it is. If an inferiority is conscious, one always has a chance to correct it. Furthermore, it is constantly in contact with other interests so that it is continually subjected to modifications. But if it is repressed and isolated from consciousness, it never gets corrected” (1938, pp. 131).

	 

	In simple terms, the shadow is our psychological blind spot—it contains everything that we can’t “see”— i.e., that is outside our awareness. When it is made unconscious, a fact, feeling, or idea about ourselves is cut off from our sense of self and assumed not to exist. 

	 

	Every person has a shadow, but the idea is that if we can acknowledge it, accept it, and integrate it back into our awareness as something that rightly belongs to us, we enjoy greater mental health, authenticity, creativity, energy, and maturity. It is not the fact of the material in the shadow itself—it is neither good nor bad as it is—but rather that the material is unacknowledged, unintegrated, and unregulated into conscious life. In Jung’s words, “blacker and denser.”

	 

	Where does the shadow come from? When we are young, we have certain experiences that teach us that some parts of ourselves are acceptable and others aren’t. In order to survive in the world as dependent beings and get our needs met, we unconsciously decide to disown those “bad” parts of ourselves and disidentify with them. We push them out of awareness. 

	 

	For example, as children, your parents may have punished you when you yelled or expressed frustration. This doesn’t have to be a major crisis point, either; let’s say you kicked the wall once when you lost your temper, and your mom scowled at you and said, “Don’t do that!” At the same time, maybe your parents responded with warmth and approval whenever you expressed feelings of calmness and self-control. Conclusion? There must be something wrong with anger. So, you put “anger” into the shadow. It hasn’t gone anywhere; it’s just that we don’t see it anymore. 

	 

	After a lifetime of this, you achieve adulthood and believe that you have a mild, even temperament and that you never get angry. Except, mysteriously, sometimes when you’re alone in the car and someone cuts you off in traffic, you are stunned at the tirade of enraged abuse you can fling at the driver . . . Where did all that come from? The answer is your shadow. 

	 

	This “dark side” of our conscious awareness doesn’t contain just bad things, by the way. We can also disconnect from and disown positive feelings, attributes, or thoughts. We may put into the shadow things like excitement, hope, silliness, and so on because of early experiences that taught us these things were bad. 

	 

	Consider this famous quote by Marianne Williamson: 

	 

	Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness, that most frightens us. We ask ourselves, 'Who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, fabulous?' Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of God. Your playing small does not serve the world.

	 

	While it’s true that the shadow contains primeval and ancient human feelings like rage and lust, that’s not all it contains. Imagine a little girl who quickly solves a complex math problem, to the astonishment of her father. Her father, perhaps projecting his own issues, immediately says, “Big whoop, so you solved it. Don’t boast.” The little girl nods and quickly decides inwardly that pride in her abilities is not acceptable. She stuffs down any belief in her own talent, along with any hope that she might be admired or praised for the things she is gifted at doing. In adulthood, she has pushed these feelings so far into her shadow that intelligence and brilliance are no longer a part of her identity at all. 

	 

	While most people can agree that disowning your hope, talent, joy, pride, etc. is a sad loss, isn’t it a good thing to section off the worst parts of ourselves? Is that really a problem? The trouble is that the shadow is never completely hidden. It still shows itself; however, it may do so in sneaky ways. Our shadow may express itself in strange behaviors we don’t understand—in dreams, in slips of the tongue, or in behavior others can see but we don’t ourselves recognize. 

	 

	One day, when the little girl from the earlier example grows up and learns a friend of hers earned a PhD in science, she scoffs and thinks secretly to herself, “Big whoop! Who does she think she is, anyway?”

	 

	How does your shadow express itself?

	 

	Perhaps your anger comes out in passive aggressiveness. You may say, “I’m the least angry person in the world!” Yet somehow, others can feel the anger radiating off you anyway. It’s because it’s still there, in the shadow. As long as we have a shadow, we will remain at least partly unconscious of our deeper motivations and may be trapped in behaviors that are not good for us, without really understanding why. 

	 

	On top of this, there’s a sneaky phenomenon called projection, in which we end up incorrectly ascribing to others the feelings and thoughts we ourselves have but have disowned and relegated to the shadow. The classic example is the person who is being dishonest but has pushed that fact out of awareness. The shadow seeps out, however, in the form of them constantly accusing others of hiding something or being dishonest. They’re projecting when they say, “The problem isn’t in me, it’s in you!”

	 

	In this way, what we are unconscious of can harm us. It can threaten our relationships, jeopardize our work, and weaken our potential. It can also leave us confused, immature, and fragile people who lack wisdom and self-knowledge. The solution? Again, it’s awareness! According to Jung, we improve our lives and heal when we integrate the shadow. 

	 

	That may sound like a good idea, but nobody wants to look at their shadow. Nobody wants to face up to the things they cannot face in themselves, by definition! So how exactly do we see what we can’t see?

	 

	Accepting the Shadow 

	First things first, what you don’t want to do is continue to judge and condemn the “bad” parts of yourself—after all, this is precisely what caused it to be shoved out of awareness in the first place. No, we cannot be whole and integrate the shadow by heaping on more scorn or shame. Instead, we need to be curious, compassionate, and open-minded. 

	 

	To engage our shadow, we need a few things:

	•      Patience

	•      A genuinely accepting and nonjudgmental attitude

	•      Honesty

	•      The willingness to be brave enough to face things we don’t like about ourselves

	 

	Here are a few ways to do that.

	 

	Technique 1: Pay Attention to Your Emotional Reactions

	 

	Imagine someone has a drinking problem that they can’t quite admit to themselves. In their shadow is everything they deny about themselves: a lack of self-control, frequent reckless behavior, even the habit of denial itself. They are unwilling to face up to the fact that they behave in ways they don’t like when they drink too much, and unwilling to accept the shame they feel because of it. In fact, they could go for years never acknowledging this problem.

	 

	One day, this person notices themselves feeling extremely judgmental about a friend who smokes marijuana. They say, “It’s totally irresponsible. Don’t they care about what they’re doing to their health? So reckless. They obviously lack self-control! I’m so disappointed in them . . .” Others might be puzzled at this outburst. Why such a strong reaction? 

	 

	The answer probably lies in the person’s shadow. Read through their thoughts again, and you’ll see that this is in fact what they think of themselves. The shadow can hide from awareness, but it often shows itself as judgment of others, or strong and disproportionate reactions that don’t quite fit the situation at hand.

	 

	It’s a good idea to become aware of anything that seems to “push your buttons” and cause a reaction that is bigger than it should be. Prick your ears if you seem to have been “triggered” automatically by something, and become curious why. What bothers you in others is often something you’ve disowned in yourself!  

	 

	Technique 2: Embrace Imperfection

	 

	While rage, jealousy, and lust are all understandably relegated to the shadow, much of what we put there isn’t really so bad when you think about it. The shadow may feel big and scary and overwhelming, but it’s often like the monster under the bed—when you peek to check, there’s nothing there. 

	 

	If you can learn to embrace flaws and imperfection and accept that you are a complex person with both good and bad qualities, then you weaken the power of the shadow. One way to do this is to consciously decide you will judge and condemn others less often (hint: to the extent you judge them, you also judge yourself). Another idea is to deliberately ask, “What’s so wrong with being a flawed human being?”

	 

	Here’s an exercise to try.

	 

	1.      Identify the attributes, ideas, thoughts, or feelings you most often judge in others.

	2.      Write them down (“I hate stupid people”).

	3.      Now rephrase the sentences so they apply to you (“I can be stupid sometimes”).

	4.      Read through these new sentences and notice how you feel. Ask yourself, is it really the end of the world if they’re true? Does it mean that you’re not worthy of love, or that you don’t also possess good qualities? You may notice that the more forgiving you are about other people’s stupid mistakes, the easier it is to accept occasional stupidity in yourself, and vice versa.

	5.      If you’re having trouble, try to imagine a loved one who has that attribute, yet whom you still adore and respect anyway (maybe you realize that your pet Labrador is the stupidest being on the planet, but that doesn’t stop them from also being the one you love most!). Imagine that you, too, are perfectly acceptable as you are, warts and all. 

	 

	Technique 3: Ask for Feedback

	 

	Your shadow is a bit like the back of your head—you can’t see it, but it may be very visible to everyone else! 

	 

	Asking someone you trust and respect to help you see your blind spots takes some courage, but it’s well worth it. Identify someone who you believe knows you well—the last thing you want is to ask someone who will accidentally project their own shadow onto you! Ask someone who themselves has been able to demonstrate emotional maturity, and who will be happy to help you look objectively at your shadow without bringing judgment into the equation.

	 

	Since this may be a tall order, another option is to enlist the help of a therapist, counselor, or psychologist to help you work through the more sensitive parts of your shadow. They’ll be able to hold you accountable while keeping a “safe space” that won’t trigger more defensiveness in you. 

	 

	If both of these options are not feasible, you can always sit down and carefully consider the feedback you’ve already received from others. Can you find any themes or patterns in what you’ve been told by ex-partners, old bosses (or current ones!), friends, family members, or even random people? You may already have been given heaps of feedback that consistently points to your shadow, only you haven’t been courageous enough to take it fully on board.

	 

	Notice if you repeatedly find yourself angry with people’s appraisals of who you are (again, it’s about noticing disproportionate reactions) and ask honestly if they may have a point. Think back to disagreements you may have had or recall criticisms or advice others may have repeatedly given you. You may have dismissed it in the past, but could it be that others have said similar things? Could there be a pattern?

	 

	The important thing about shadow work is that you are not trying to play “gotcha!” 

	 

	You are not attempting to catch yourself out or punish yourself. If on reflection you notice that more than a handful of people have mentioned how over the top you can be at times, just own and acknowledge that. Avoid getting lost in shame or embarrassment about it—just accept it gracefully and be proud of yourself that you’re able to be aware. 

	 

	If that fails, one technique always works: humor. Laugh at yourself a little. “Oh, there I go again! What a drama llama I am. How do you put up with me?”

	 

	 


Chapter 3: Gestalt Techniques—Be Present, Be Responsible, Be Whole  

	 


What you’ll learn in this chapter: how to open yourself more fully to the present by putting the past to rest. 

	 

	As you embark on more self-exploration and become more aware of yourself in the present, you may notice something interesting: that so much of your experience is actually all about the past. 

	 

	Gestalt therapy is a kind of psychotherapy first introduced by Fritz and Laura Perls in the 1940s and addresses this issue of “letting go of the past.” 

	 

	You may start to notice that what keeps you from living in the present or planning for the future is the fact that you have unresolved conflicts and patterns that are living on from the past. Gestalt therapy, then, is all about healing that past so you can focus on the present moment and your responsibilities in that moment. If you can do that, the theory goes, you can make better decisions and greatly improve your resilience, self-knowledge, and well-being.

	 

	In a 2018 Good Therapy article on Gestalt principles, licensed counselor Jodi Clarke puts it this way: “Gestalt therapy is a humanistic, holistic, person-centered form of psychotherapy that is focused on an individual’s present life and challenges rather than delving into past experiences.” The idea is not to endlessly rehash the past, but to resolve and release it so we are free to take responsibility for our lives right now. 

	 

	What do we need to begin Gestalt therapy techniques? As you might have guessed, it’s awareness. 

	 

	First, let’s look at this word “gestalt,” which is a German term that roughly translates to “whole.” Its meaning suggests that “the whole is greater than the sum of the parts.” A gestalt is then the meaningful form or shape that we give to all our collected experiences. With our perception, we make sense of the world with our narrative and our identity—this is a gestalt.

	 

	However, every person is connected to and influenced by their environment and others. So, it follows, then, that if we want to understand ourselves and fulfil our potential, we need to also understand our context. To change, we have to become aware of what is, and also accept it. In this way, we relieve suffering and anxiety and free ourselves to seek growth and development instead. 

	 

	Gestalt therapists believe the reason we are unhappy in life is because there is a gap between our present and our future. In other words, our mind may travel faster and further into the future than the concrete circumstances of our lives can keep up with! Thus, we create worry, anticipation, and a whole world of expectations and interpretations that cause us trouble. We also cause ourselves trouble when we use our minds to travel back to the past.

	 

	But here, the Perls have some advice: all we can ever experience is the present. The perception we have of the past or the future is not “objective” because it is actually a reflection of how we’re living right now. 

	 

	So far so good, but how can we apply any of these insights into our own lives? Below, we’ll look at five popular Gestalt therapy strategies that you can try for yourself. 

	 

	Strategy 1: Pending Issues

	 

	A pending issue is an event in the past that continues to have an influence on the present. These issues are like knots, blocks, or mismanaged perceptions that linger—for example, a grudge against a family member or an unresolved issue with an old friend. According to the Perls, we resolve these issues by engaging them and refusing to avoid them anymore. We need to construct an imaginary encounter in which we face this issue now, in the present, and put it to bed. 

	 

	Maybe we say a final farewell to someone who died before we could share what we wanted to. Maybe we address an unspoken resentment or ask someone for forgiveness. 

	 

	How? Close your eyes and go quiet within yourself, then mentally evoke the person, issue, or event. Don’t flee any uncomfortable emotions. Do what you need to do to “close the circle.” We’ll look at this idea in more detail when we talk about “re-parenting the inner child,” but for now, just rehearse in your imagination any act or words that will help you find closure. 

	 

	Here's an example. Katie has an extremely critical and judgmental father. Growing up, he complained relentlessly about everything and was never satisfied—not with himself or with others or with life in general. He was definitely not satisfied with her. No matter what she did, he found fault with it and would even openly mock or belittle her efforts.

	Katie is now an adult and has a whopping “pending issue”—her self-esteem is non-existent, she self-sabotages, and she never speaks up or shares herself with the world (why would she when she has been trained to assume that nothing she does will ever be acknowledged and respected, let alone valued?). She’s begun to realize that this is an outstanding pattern from the past—it doesn’t reflect what is going on right now since she is surrounded by encouraging friends, a doting husband, and a boss who believes in her talents. 

	 

	Katie is now using Gestalt techniques to recognize when the voice of the Inner Critic is really just the voice of her father from the past. When she recognizes herself saying things like, “Is that all?” or, “Why bother trying? It won’t work,” or, “Shut up. People are not interested in what you have to say,” she goes quiet inside herself and visualizes her father as a little person standing on her shoulder, whispering negative thoughts in her ear. She vividly imagines picking him up by the scruff of his collar, and pressing him firmly between the pages of a photo album labeled Ancient History. Doing this, she says, “No. It IS worth trying. I have something to say, and people are interested in hearing it. I have talents. I’ve done well. I have a lot to be proud of. I don’t have to hide myself away . . .” 

	 

	Strategy 2: Addressing the Empty Chair

	 

	This is a familiar technique, but some people aren’t aware that it comes from Gestalt therapy. Here, you take your mental and emotional perception of a person or event and externalize it so you can then engage with it or have a dialogue. This gets unresolved issues moving again and allows trapped feelings to be acknowledged and then released. 

	 

	For example, you may imagine that your childhood bully is sitting in the chair opposite you. Really visualize them there, and now imagine everything you wish you had said back then. Speak your mind. 

	 

	“You know what? I couldn’t say anything back then because I was just a kid, and I was scared. I had nobody looking out for me, and you took advantage of that. I couldn’t say anything, but I’m saying it now. You took something from me that wasn’t yours to take. You were wrong.”

	 

	Perhaps you even imagine the childhood bully responding to you from the empty chair:

	 

	“Oh, get over yourself! It wasn’t that bad. You were a crybaby then and you’re a crybaby now. Are you still whining about what happened all those years ago? I forgot about you . . .”

	 

	You reply:

	 

	“Well, I used to believe that. But it’s a lie. I was a really strong, brave kid, and I’m still surprised to this day what I put up with all on my own. Here’s the thing—I couldn’t walk away from you then, but I’m doing it now. You don’t deserve any more of my attention, because I have a good life now and I don’t want you here in my mind, ruining all that.”

	 

	You may notice that as you speak, things shift. Conversations (even imaginary ones!) move issues forward. By processing the bullying you endured in the past, you can gradually release it. You may one day find yourself having a very different conversation with your imaginary bully:

	 

	“I’ve realized something. Perhaps I need to thank you. You taught me how to value myself and how to put up rock-solid boundaries. You taught me who I didn’t want to be! You made me stronger. In a strange way, you helped me be the bigger person—and now that I’m older and wiser, I’m grateful for that lesson.”

	 

	The empty chair technique can be more abstract than this, though. For example, put your fear itself into the chair, and personify it. What does it want? What is it telling you? More importantly, what do you have to say to it? 

	 

	“Fear, we’ve been through a lot, you and me. Maybe in the past you seemed like a good idea, but these days, I’m not so sure that you’re working in my best interests anymore. On the one hand, you’re so comfortable to have around, and you kind of get me off the hook for a lot of things, if I’m honest! But on the other hand, I’m beginning to get restless with you hanging around all the time, and nothing ever gets to change with you second-guessing me . . .”

	 

	On the other hand, if you’re feeling anxious and afraid, you could also put your strength into the chair and talk to that. Ask what it needs to be stronger. Ask why it’s hiding away right now and letting fear take over.

	 

	“Hello, strength. It was really, really weird to meet you the other day. You were so small—at first, I wasn’t even sure it was you at all. But actually, it felt good to have you around. What made it possible for you to make an appearance at that moment?”

	 

	As you can see, there is a lot of flexibility and creativity in how you use this technique! Just remember that the goal is to bring the past into the present so you can actively process it, engage with it, and release it. If you merely dredge up the past so you can wallow in it, you are reinforcing the very patterns you’re trying to liberate yourself from. 

	 

	Strategy 3: “I’m Responsible”

	 

	When you are burdened with past issues, you are in truth absolving yourself of the responsibility to live dynamically and spontaneously in the present. This is something that many of us may not want to fully admit to ourselves: that our unresolved issues are a kind of security blanket and an excuse for not living up to our potential right now, in the lives we live in the present. 

	 

	If we can become aware of and accept our own duty to the present, however, we can start embracing our responsibility and begin making conscious, proactive choices. In other words, we make the shift from, “This is who I am/was,” to, “Who do I want to be right now?”

	 

	There are a few phrases, mantras, or ways of speaking that will help put you into the responsible, present-focused mindset:

	 

	“I’m responsible for that.”

	“I accept that it’s my job to change things.”

	“I have a choice in what happens next.”

	 

	For example, you may find that you’re wracked with guilt and shame about how you behaved in the past. You may be carrying that embarrassment and regret around with you, but by doing so, you only limit your ability to make good decisions right now, in the present. 

	 

	Using the “I’m responsible” strategy, you teach yourself to say, “I can’t change the past, but I am in charge of what I do and say now, and I choose to do better.” Just remember to make sure your responsibility is anchored in the only place that you genuinely have it: the present. 

	 

	But this is not just about regret over mistakes we’ve made. It’s more about how being trapped in the past can prevent us from being one hundred percent present right now. Consider Jake’s example. Jake was dating Emma for nine years in total, but they had a prolonged and dramatic breakup after years of infidelity and betrayal. Jake left the relationship in tatters, feeling completely consumed with bitterness and resentment. He decided he needed to get himself into therapy and start healing his broken heart . . .

	 

	. . . and that was four years ago. Jake is still in therapy, still heartbroken, and still telling anyone and everyone about how vicious Emma was, how bad the breakup felt, and how difficult it was to put the pieces back together again. Jake has half-heartedly attempted to meet new women, but he only ends up telling them on the second date that he isn’t over his ex yet, he can’t trust women, and he is still processing the pain.

	 

	One day, while Jake is in the therapist’s chair yet again, ranting about the psychological complexes Emma left him with, bemoaning his fate, and wishing that women weren’t so two-faced, his therapist calmly asks him, “Who is making decisions for your life right now—is it you or is it Emma?”

	 

	This stuns him. It’s true—for the last four years, he has been blaming a woman who is not even around anymore. By dwelling for years on Emma’s culpability, he robbed himself of his own agency and his right to act right here and right now. By wallowing in what had been in the past, he didn’t allow himself to ask what could be in the future. By holding so tightly on to “Emma wrecked my life,” he conveniently avoided the trickier question of, “What am I going to do to build up my life the way I want it?” 

	 

	We are never responsible for what other people do. But we always have the gift of responsibility for what we do right now regardless of what has come before.

	 

	Strategy 4: Continuum of Consciousness

	 

	This technique is about shifting focus from the WHY of your experience to the HOW. 

	 

	How are you responding to life’s challenges, experiences, and problems?

	How does it feel?

	How are you personally carrying this experience? 

	 

	Too often, we allow our self-exploration quest to be dominated by the question, “Why is this happening?” 

	 

	But this question can only take you so far. Asking “how” questions actually gives you deeper insight into the unique ways that your experience is unfolding for you. No psychological theory can tell you what that is. No amount of reading about other people’s experiences will give you a true understanding of your own. 

	 

	So, before you leap in with “why?” take the time to simply observe and be curious about “how?” Flesh out your experience. Describe it. Take a moment to really perceive what that feels like. For some people, their experiences are better grasped by imagery, metaphor, poems, art, or other non-verbal expressions. 

	 

	Let’s imagine that it’s 2020 again and you are battling a raging anxiety demon during the heart of the Covid-19 pandemic. You were always a little OCD about germs, but within a few months, the panicky news coverage has you in a tailspin of full-blown health anxiety. 

	 

	You’re petrified that you’ll catch the big bad bug and die, and you can’t seem to stop your mind from racing everywhere. Nothing seems to get clean enough. You’re lying awake at night, thinking of gnarly worst-case scenarios. Concerned friends and family tell you that you’re having a mental health crisis and that your perceptions are distorted.

	 

	You ask, “Why is this happening?” 

	Your already over-anxious brain tries to answer the question. You go back online and fall down rabbit holes, self-diagnosing with exotic psychiatric disorders you’ve never heard of before. You read journal articles attempting to understand the genetic basis for anxiety disorders. You read opinion pieces from people exploring the political and cultural aspects of the Covid hysteria. Why is this happening? Is it state-funded propaganda on YouTube? Or do they just want you to think that? Or are you just anxious because your mom exposed you to too many chemicals during pregnancy?  

	 

	You can see the problem. “Why” is a question that could potentially provide insight, but it’s always of the intellectual kind. For the person with a debilitating germ obsession, delving further into theories and explanations and justifications only fuels the anxiety fires. After all, who ever felt calmer after a two-hour Google session that begins with the search “less known signs of cancer”?

	 

	Instead, you could ask how. Exactly how does your experience go from mild anxiety in the morning to full-blown panic by the afternoon? Well, you might see that you feel worse after hours online doing “research” to help find answers. Forgetting about sensationalist newspaper pieces or what talking heads are saying on the news, you ask how your experience is unfolding. Yes, it’s a global phenomenon and you’re not the only one with anxieties, but what does it all look like for YOU as the unique person you are?

	 

	Going down this path, you are actually able to uncover the process and mechanism that is maintaining your anxiety in the present—too much exposure to doom and gloom online. Had you only focused on why, you would not have seen what was actually unfolding for you. In fact, you would have stayed in your panic spiral and maybe added a few more anxieties to obsess over (“Oh no! I’ve just seen an article about how lack of sleep weakens the immune system and makes you more vulnerable to viruses . . . This news is going to keep me up at night!”)

	 

	Strategy 5: Change Questions into Affirmations

	 

	This is a technique that will help you firm up your internal reality and get you into the proactive, responsible mindset. It’s a simple but powerful approach that brings both unresolved issues from the past and unreal hypotheticals from the future into the present, where they can flow and move again. 

	 

	Simply take your questions and turn them into affirmative, true statements. 

	 

	For example, one day you become aware of yourself thinking, “Why do I feel so depressed today?” So, you convert it to: “I feel depressed today.”

	 

	That’s not all, though. Once you definitively make this statement, follow it up with responsible, proactive behavior in the present. Embrace how you feel and face up to it, but then move on, asking what you can do about it right now. “I feel depressed today, so I’m going to go for a walk in the sunshine and make sure I get an early night tonight.” 

	 

	As you can see, there is the brave acknowledgment of your present reality, as well as the commitment to taking action—again, in the present reality. If you keep dwelling on questions (“What’s wrong with me? Why did she say that? Why am I having so much trouble right now?”), you are actually trapping yourself in a state of mind that exacerbates your suffering rather than addresses it. It’s passive, and it encourages a victim mindset. 

	 

	On the other hand, in stating something outright, you might actually convince yourself of how inaccurate it is. In this case, you can consciously choose to let the statement go and refuse to have it take up any more room in your mind. 

	 

	Here’s an example: You’ve signed up for a new coding course, but the other students are way more advanced than you and are quickly managing with material you can’t make head or tail of. You notice yourself thinking, “Why do I suck at everything I try?”

	 

	Here, you pause and decide to make this into a firm statement instead. “I suck at everything I try.” Now just pause again and notice what this feels like. Allow your heart and mind to catch up with this new reality. What does that feel like?

	 

	“Oh wait, that does sound a bit dramatic. I’m new and haven’t had as much experience as those other students, but I take responsibility, and I’m going to keep practicing without getting discouraged.” In this way, emotions and perceptions are kept alive and flowing rather than left to stagnate passively. 

	 

	To understand this, merely consider what would have happened if you had carried on with the train of thought inspired by the question, “Why do I suck at everything I try?”

	 

	There are lots of answers to this. 

	 

	“You’re not as good at coding as they are.”

	“This course isn’t right for you.”

	“Maybe you’re just not as smart.”

	 

	Even though asking such a question seems on the surface like a reasonable thing to do, the truth is that it doesn’t solve any problem, resolve any issue, or move anything forward. It brings no real insight. But when you say something definitive in the present, you turn a hypothetical into something real, and then you have two options: Either it’s true or useful, or it isn’t. Maybe you go another way:

	 

	“I suck at everything I try. No wait, that doesn’t sound right. I don’t suck at everything, but boy do I seem to suck at coding right now! I’m giving this course a few more weeks, and then I’m going to make a decision on whether to continue.” And just like that, you are not wrestling and agonizing over whether you suck or not—you have acknowledged that you do, accepted it, and already made a conscious plan for what to do about it. 



	



	Chapter 4: Understanding Internal Family Systems

	 


What you’ll learn in this chapter: that there are many parts of you, but well-being occurs when all those parts find a way to live together. 

	 

	In reading the above technique, you may have noticed that there were seemingly two versions of yourself, and these two were in dialogue:

	 

	One part of you was critical, stuck in the past, and acting on autopilot.

	 

	The other part was wiser, kinder, and able to step in with a more objective rebuttal. 

	This theme is expanded on in Internal Family Systems, or IFS. The idea is that everyone is made of several smaller subpersonalities—i.e., the mind is like a mini family. This means we can talk about and deal with the different inner parts of ourselves in much the same way as we would with a literal family. The roles of each of these parts are not set in stone; we can evolve and change. IFS therapy, then, is about bringing all your separate parts together to work as a whole. 

	 

	IFS was first introduced by family therapist Richard Schwartz. He described the patterns he noticed in his patients: “What I heard repeatedly were descriptions of what they often called their “parts”—the conflicted subpersonalities that resided within them.” He set about trying to understand these parts as well as how they related to one another. If the mind is a family, what does a “happy family” look like? 

	 

	The theory states that there are probably infinite aspects within each person, but they tend to fall into three main groups:

	 

	Firefighter – These are protectors who step in to help when triggered, i.e., “put out the fire” in whatever way possible (healthy and sustainable or not!).

	 

	Manager – Manages emotions and situations via planning and control.

	 

	Exile – The exile is basically what both the managers and firefighters are working to contain. The exile’s job is to hold difficult feelings of shame, pain, or hurt from previous unresolved experiences. 

	 

	These parts of us all have a purpose. Even the “bad parts”! When you work with an IFS therapist, your goal is to find out what that purpose is. 

	 

	As an example, you may have experienced a trauma in your childhood that created feelings of anger and rage in you. These feelings are exiled when the manager steps in to suppress and contain them. Furthermore, when these feelings of rage and anger do break free, the firefighter is ready to step in and manage the emergency. This may be in the form of addictive behaviors that numb and distract, or projection onto someone else so that you don’t have to face the exile too closely. 

	An IFS therapist will typically walk you through a six-part process, but you can replicate the same thing on your own:

	 

	Step 1: Find 

	As with so many of the techniques we’ll discuss in this book, begin by becoming aware. Notice all sensations, as well as how your body and mind are connected. Perhaps you notice a tightness in your stomach.

	 

	Step 2: Focus

	Instead of avoiding or fleeing these sensations, put your focus more intently on them. Notice this feeling of stomach tightness, for example, without letting your mind wander somewhere else.

	 

	Step 3: Flesh Out

	Once you have sustained attention on a sensation or a part of yourself, try to expand on it. 

	What emotions are connected to it? Do any other ideas or associations come to mind? For example, maybe you realize that this stomach tightness feels a little like anxiety, but a particular kind of anxiety. Maybe certain colors and images spring to mind, or you imagine a person, symbol, or image that embodies this specific sensation.

	 

	Step 4: Feel Toward

	Become aware of how you feel toward this fleshed-out sensation. What kind of a role does it play in your life? How do you respond? Maybe you notice that this is a regular sensation for you, and that when it comes up, you tend to panic and do what you can to ignore it or distract yourself. 

	 

	Step 5: Befriend

	Here’s where the hardest work happens: instead of ignoring or distracting yourself, you decide to get to know this part better. 

	Imagine it literally is a long-lost friend or estranged family member you are welcoming back into your life. Now, you don’t have to embrace it or pretend that it feels better than it does. All you have to do is see it, acknowledge it, and accept it for what it is. Also, accepting it doesn’t mean you necessarily want that feeling to stay there forever!

	 

	Step 6: Explore Your Fear

	Many of these parts of us are there for one reason: fear. So now, ask this part of yourself: “What are you afraid will happen if you’re not here?” Try to imagine what this part of yourself is trying to achieve, and what role its presence plays for you. Maybe you notice that this anxious knot in your stomach is actually, in its own strange way, trying to protect you. 

	 

	What this six-step process does is normalize your reactions and bring them all together as one. IFS has much in common with Gestalt therapy since it’s all about holistic wellbeing. It also relates to Jung’s shadow work because in engaging the different parts of ourselves, we are re-claiming previously disinherited aspects with acceptance and compassion. 

	 

	IFS therapy works because it encourages awareness and invites us to look at ourselves with kindness and as wholes. Also, instead of pathologizing parts of ourselves, we accept them and become curious. 

	 

	What role is this part playing? If we can understand its purpose, we can choose to fulfil that purpose in a healthier, more conscious way. We can say, “Thank you, stomach pain, for trying to keep me safe, but there is nothing to fear.” 

	 

	Finally, IFS is a great way to deepen body-mind connection, and so may help with issues like chronic pain or the physical sides of depression and anxiety. That’s because rather than seeing any sensation as a problem, we simply embrace it and welcome it into the “family”!

	 

	Here are a few more things to keep in mind:

	 

	•      As you become aware, try personifying parts of yourself and literally asking, “Who needs attention right now?” 

	•      Often, “reactive” parts of us (i.e., those acting up with pain or unpleasant sensations) simply need validation and attention. You don’t necessarily have to do anything, just be with the feeling. 

	•      Set aside judgment by continually asking what this part’s “job” is. How did it get that job (i.e., what early experiences brought it into being)? If it didn’t have to do this job, what would it prefer to do instead? What would happen if it stopped doing its job? 

	 

	These kinds of questions may feel a little corny at first, but they can be powerful. You may find out, for example, that, “If I let go of this fear, I’m afraid everything will go wrong,” or, “It’s my job to keep the other parts safe by controlling everything.”

	 

	And so here we arrive at the three types again. The managers and firefighters will typically work hard to keep the exile at bay. For example, part of you may be sincerely depressed and hopeless, but another part is valiantly trying to put on a brave face and not let on how scared the other parts feel.

	 

	In other words, the parts of yourself are in relationship. One part of you may be trying to manage the others, a second part may be hiding away in shame, and a third part may be trying to pull everything together. 

	 

	The goal of IFS is not to eliminate these different parts of yourself and pick the winner. Rather, it’s the same goal as conventional family therapy: to get all the parts working in healthy, happy harmony. Some parts may release on their own once they realize they are no longer needed, or they may evolve and update, but this is not because they have been shunned or forced out of awareness. 

	 

	The IFS model doesn’t see people as just a mess of different sub-personalities, though. There is a Core Self at the center of it all, and in fact, it’s this part that recognizes the existence of the other parts, observing and identifying certain triggers and reactions and consciously deciding to be more productive and more accepting. 

	 

	The healthy, balanced Core Self is 

	 

	•      Confident

	•      Calm

	•      Creative

	•      Clear

	•      Curious

	•      Courageous

	•      Compassionate

	•      Connected 

	•      Present

	•      Patient

	•      Persistent

	•      Playful

	•      Able to have perspective 

	 

	To the extent that you are able to feel the above is the extent to which your Core Self is developed, and the degree to which you are consciously engaging with the present. Our goal with IFS, then, is to 

	 

	1.      Free certain parts of ourselves from extreme and unproductive roles

	2.      Rekindle trust in our Core Self

	3.      Harmonize all parts of ourselves in awareness and acceptance so they can work as a whole

	If all of this sounds complicated, it needn’t be. We can use this model any time we become aware of a difficult or unpleasant sensation. Turning inward, we can ask, What part of me is this? What is its function? 

	 

	Consider the example of Jessie, who is gradually becoming aware of her habit of choosing cruel, emotionally distant boyfriends. She is beginning to see a pattern and recognize a recurrent feeling: When her boyfriend gets angry, raises his voice, and starts to express his temper around her, she gets a sickening feeling in the pit of her stomach.

	 

	She instantly starts to soothe and placate him, smiling, trying to help . . . Only, her fussing often seems to make him angrier. One day when this happens, she decides to pay attention instead to what is going on with her. She takes a moment for herself, paying attention to the weird feeling in her gut. She doesn’t flee this feeling. Ordinarily, she’d smile and try to act like everything was fine, attempting to quickly pacify and soothe other people—not just her boyfriend. But now, she sits with the feeling in her gut instead. She doesn’t smile or rush in to quickly give people whatever they want to make them calm down again. 

	 

	Fleshing this feeling out, she realizes that she is afraid—very afraid. She sees a vision of herself as a little girl desperately trying to get angry grown-ups to stop fighting and yelling. She then sees a vision of herself as a little lap dog rolling over on her back to expose her belly to an angry wolf. The feeling in her gut seems to say, “If I’m sweet and kind and helpful and never get angry, then you can’t hurt me.”

	 

	It takes a few separate occasions for Jessie to become more and more familiar with this feeling—and comfortable with just exploring it rather than defaulting to her usual placating behavior. Every time she does, she gains more insight. She starts to connect this gut feeling with her mother, who had a violent temper. And she then starts to see that these two experiences—the need to placate and the feeling in her stomach—are actually two parts of her. 

	 

	The fear in her gut is a young, vulnerable child whose primary caregivers are behaving in scary and unreliable ways—this is the IFS “exile” feeling. Her knee-jerk tendency to calm down and placate angry people is more of a “manager” helping to protect and take care of the fearful child part. It’s this manager part that steps in, saying, “Okay, where’s the threat? Let’s do whatever we can to calm this person down so we’ll be safe. Let’s smile and fuss and tell them whatever they want to hear.”

	 

	Once she does this, Jessie can see the reason that both these parts exist in her life. She can accept and love that frightened child, but she can also thank the part that rushes in to smile and placate—it is only doing its best to help. Jessie begins to understand something else: When she was young, being small and vulnerable, the “placating manager” was all she had. That part was brave and did its very best to help her, even though the strategy doesn’t work so well as an adult.   

	 

	There is another part in Jessie that is growing stronger. It’s a calm, confident part of her that is all grown up and confident in its ability to set boundaries and assert them when people go too far. One day, when her boyfriend loses his temper and starts yelling in a threatening way, the familiar pang in her gut appears. But this time, Jessie allows her Core Self to step in and take charge of the situation. 

	 

	Internally, she tells that frightened, exiled child, “Don’t worry, I’m here to look after you.” She tells the fretful manager, “Thank you for all you’ve done for me, but we don’t need to do that placating and simpering and smiling anymore. You can relax now.”

	 

	Then, to her boyfriend, she squares her shoulders and says calmly, “You’re angry. But don’t ever speak to me in that tone of voice again. I’m going out now. We can talk about this later, when you’ve calmed down.” While there may still be some drama in Jessie’s immediate future, it’s clear that she has taken the first giant step toward releasing those old patterns and opening the way for something better. 

	 

	How you use this technique in your own life is up to you. You could keep a journal or combine this approach with some of the techniques already discussed above, especially the empty chair technique. You could draw a diagram illustrating your different aspects, or even play around with creating dialogues between all the parts—as you do so, you are strengthening your Core Self.  

	 

	As you can imagine, IFS isn’t appropriate for those who are dealing with delusions, psychosis, or schizophrenia, for obvious reasons. If you find that engaging with the separate parts of yourself is an overwhelming, threatening, or just plain weird idea, then give it a miss. There are plenty of alternative techniques to try. 

	 

	Takeaways

	 

	•      No matter who you are, it is possible to improve your life with the same evidence-based techniques used by cognitive behavioral therapists all over the world, i.e., self-therapy can help you live the life you want to live. 

	•      Begin with asking who you are—that is, engaging in self-exploration. With practice, the habit of asking, “What do I notice about myself right now?” will become easier.

	•      Use Dr. Tom Stevens’ six-step approach for cultivating self-exploration: 1) turn on your “inner noticer” and observe yourself without judgment, 2) zoom in on “the problem”, 3) follow the strongest emotion, 4) allow yourself to notice any emerging patterns or overarching themes, 5) see what core beliefs are linking everything together, and 6) use these insights to inspire new, more conscious behavior. 

	•      Carl Jung was the first to talk about the shadow, which is an archetype containing all the unconscious and disowned parts of our psyche. We reintegrate the shadow with patience, non-judgmental acceptance, honesty, and the willingness to face our dark side. We can do this by noticing disproportionate emotional reactions that may hint at the shadow’s presence, mindfully embrace our imperfections and weaknesses (humor helps), as well as ask others for their honest feedback on what we can’t see in ourselves.

	•      Gestalt therapy is about understanding how your perception shapes your world, as well as releasing the past so you are more fully available to respond to the present. Some ways to do this include 1) rehearse acts of closure, 2) try the empty chair technique, 3) claim responsibility for your life, 4) shift from the WHY of your experience to the HOW, 5) change questions into affirmations. 

	•      Internal Family Systems posits that the mind is made of many parts in relationship: firefighters, managers, and exiles. Befriend and feel into difficult emotions and normalize them by asking the role they play in your life. 
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