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Abstract

Internal Family Systems therapy is dependent on the
emergence of Self-energy to heal injured internal parts.
When an individual has little or no Self-energy initially
available, then including Reparenting philosophy and
techniques can assist in creating a relationship of trust
with the client’s parts through the experience of safe
nurturance and structure provided by the therapist. The
helpful modeling of attending to the developmental
needs of the parts instructs the client’s internal system
in regard to acceptance of needs and the possibility of
getting needs met in a safe and predictable manner.
Reparenting strategies make effective use of the
therapist’s Self-energy until the client is able to access
enough of their own Self-energy to take on the role of
caregiver —and  guide. ~Combining  Reparenting
philosophy and techniques with Internal Family Systems
therapy creates a safe environment for the parts of the
client to allow more Self-energy to emerge. Once parts
feel important enough to be seen and heard and trust
that the system can support their needs, they can allow
the Self to witness their injuries and eventually transfer
leadership of the system to the client’s Self.

INTRODUCTION

People need a critical mass of Self-energy in order for
their parts to feel reassured, witnessed, and able to
unburden. Integrating Internal Family Systems and
Reparenting has made it possible for my clients without
a critical mass of Self-presence to experience Self-
energy and adequate parenting through the therapist on
route to accessing these internal resources within
themselves.
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Internal Family Systems Therapy

In brief, Internal Family Systems uses Self-energy
(compassion, clarity, calmness, curiosity, courage,
confidence) to lead clients injured parts through a
healing journey (Schwartz, p. 47-65).

When Self-energy becomes available as a witness to
parts that need acceptance, understanding, and rescuing,
the parts of the client begin to feel safe and develop a
trusting relationship with the Self. As a result of this
relationship, the clients’ parts trust that they can release
old burdens of emotional feelings, body sensations,
beliefs, patterns of behavior, and memories. This sense
of trust is based on the belief that the Self is now able to
provide the resources necessary to lead the client in life
giving ways both internally and externally. Once the
burdens are released, the parts are free to reclaim their
original intended roles before the injuries took place;
parts reclaim talents, energies, and freedoms in service
of the whole internal system. (Schwartz, 1995)

Reparenting Therapy

Reparenting is a mode of therapy used in Transactional
Analysis to meet the childhood needs of adults in the
present. In my master’s thesis 1 hypothesized that
emphasizing the fulfillment of earlier developmental
needs in the parent was more beneficial than focusing
solely on the developmental needs of one’s children as a
way to improve child-rearing skills. (The results of this
study supported my hypothesis, but the numbers used in
the study were too few to be statistically significant.)
When adults are able to meet their own developmental
needs, both past and present, then their relationships can
be based on giving from a place of abundance rather
than on their state of deprivation which looks to the
other to be filled. The Reparenting process I use with
individuals and groups trains adults to effectively
identify their needs (developing self-awareness and the
resulting appropriate boundaries), discover healthy
means for meeting these needs (self-advocacy) and
responsibility and ownership for leading their own lives
(authenticity and self-worth). (Lagace, 2005)
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CASE STUDY

My client who exhibits characteristics of “borderline
personality” began therapy wanting help in her external
relationships. I invited her to get to know the internal
parts that become triggered in her external relationships.
At that time, she was not at all interested in doing
internal work so for a while we worked on building
communication skills. When I announced I would be
away for two weeks over the holidays, her parts became
frantic and began feeling threatened by the impending
abandonment they feared. This led us into deeper work
as her fearful, rejected parts began to surface.

Beginning with my announcement of being away for
two weeks, my client quickly attached her young parts
to my Self. My client is able to connect with her own
Self-energy infrequently. During these brief moments
the Self is able to calm the firefighter down with
truthful, reassuring statements. Her Firefighters
dominate in her relationship with me when she is not in
a counseling session. The parts that receive the
acceptance and care in session feel angry by the
disconnection in-between sessions. I permit her to allow
any parts to share what they need to share about their
on-going experience between sessions via email. I
respond with “got it” so she knows I am “listening”
although I know these parts want so much more.

These Firefighting parts write scathing emails about
how she suspects that like everyone else in her life, 1
really don’t care. Sometimes after the Firefighter has
raged at me, a subsequent email will include a report of
how she has calmed her enraged part by reminding it of
the loving energy I extend to her during the counseling
session.

During our counseling sessions, I invite her blended
Exile parts to separate enough to see her Self and
receive her help. Sometimes these parts feel confused,
as most often they do not experience any distinction
between parts and Self. She has communicated feeling
like an infant or “5” or “16” years old in our sessions.
The Exiled parts, which dominate our sessions,
experience the pervasive feelings of fear of rejection,
sadness, and desire for connection. My client’s internal
work is quiet and somatic. She frequently moans,
writhes, and cries without tears. When there are words
available my client tells excerpts of her story. I have
invited her to separate from these young parts through
the following suggestions: “What do you notice about
this part? Can the part that is moaning see you?” these
questions are met with confusion. On one occasion she
answered with “No, but they see and trust you”.
Holding safe space has been the most powerful
contribution I have made in this healing journey. My
receptivity to what comes is most beneficial to the
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evolution of the organic process. Often at the end of the
session my client confesses she never thought it was
possible to feel connected, cared for, loved in the way
she has experienced in our counseling sessions.

During our internal work my client began experiencing
what it was like to be an infant in her family of origin.
She felt fearful, nervous, and neglected. When I asked if
she would like to leave that location and go to a safe
place she said she would. She described a house on a
lake, so we took the infant there. When I invited her to
hold the infant she said she wasn’t able to do so, but
wanted me to hold the infant. The session was spent
with my client’s infant-part in tears and moaning.
When I asked my client if she could separate from the
infant she said she couldn’t.

I told her how I was rocking the baby in a rocking chair

in front of a fire wrapped in the blanket she had made. 1
shared how beautiful the face of this baby was, and
invited her to peer over my shoulder to see her. My
client exclaimed, “Who couldn’t love a baby!” I agreed
with her.

When I asked what she observed when she looked at the
baby’s face she said that the baby was smiling and
happy. My client felt glad about that. At the conclusion
of the session I reassured her that I would stay with the
baby and care for her. I also invited my client to come
back as often as she could in between sessions to look
again at the baby’s face.

Traditionally, my client’s managing parts have kept her
so busy with activity that there is no time to be aware of
them. Now that she is in counseling the down times are
problematic because she is flooded with feelings she
used to avoid. Between sessions, I encourage my client
to read about the necessary developmental needs of her
childhood focusing on the age of the parts that have
shown up in therapy (one at a time) using the book:
Growing Up Again: Parenting Ourselves, Parenting
Our Children by Connie Dawson and Jean Ilsley-
Clarke. At the end of our session, we review age
appropriate care for the part that was present in our
session. I offer many suggestions for nurturing care and
she often accepts a couple of activities she could
imagine offering her young part when it gets stirred up
between sessions. So far, sewing herself a comfy
blanket and putting it on her lap has worked for her at
home; so has placing her hands on her belly and rubbing
it while attending to her distress. I have suggested that
she repeat to herself, “I am here. I am aware of you.”
Another week she took hot baths and listened to gentle
music as she went off to sleep.

Presently, the Reparenting I am providing my client and
my client is providing for her infant part outside of our
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sessions includes offering safety, nurturance, and
mirroring. These needs are the primary developmental
needs of an infant from birth to six months. According
to Erik Erikson’s Psychosocial model of human
development, in this stage of “being” the tasks of the
“infant” include the following: To cry, or otherwise
signal to get her needs met; to accept touch and
nurturance; to bond emotionally; to learn to trust caring
adults and self; and to decide to thrive (Dawson and
[llsley-Clarke, 1989).

As time goes on my client continues to build a bridge
from the work we are doing in session to self-awareness
and nurturance on a regular basis outside of the session.
It is my belief that this gap between my offering her
Reparenting and she providing her own parts with the
nurturance and structure they have always needed will
eventually be bridged. I will continue to make
suggestions for appropriate “parenting” given the age of
her parts as counseling continues so that predictable and
adequate care will become a part of every day living.
Fulfilling the psychosocial needs of her deprived infant,
childhood, and adolescent parts will help my client to
trust the safety and care available in Self-energy. The
complete healing of these young parts will be possible
as their relationship to Self transforms.
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