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Week 127, Day 1: Richard Schwartz, PhD  

When Emotional Triggers Stem from Childhood Experiences  

Dr. Buczynski: How can we help clients whose emotional triggers stem from childhood experiences?  

Well, Dr. Richard Schwartz had a client whose triggers were rooted in what Dick calls a “legacy burden.” And 
this was especially detrimental to the client’s young son. 

So using IFS, here’s how Dick worked with the key parts of his client to help him start managing these 
triggers. 

Dr. Schwartz: When clients are easily triggered or they have one particular very triggering thing that is 
terrifying to them, they're going to have a bunch of managers that are desperately trying to keep that from 
happening. Typically we will work with that first.  

I'm working with a father who, when his kid acts up, gets vulnerable, cries or whines, or acts needy in some 
way, it's very, very triggering to him. In the past he's bordered on abuse in terms of spanking really hard and 
screaming at the son. He becomes extremely critical of them afterwards.  

I focused first on the part that gets so hard on kids and hates their vulnerability. As we get to know that part 
–appreciation for trying to protect him from being triggered by the kid -  we learn that it hates his own 
vulnerability and his own exiles. Whenever his son acts like one of those exiles, the part that attacks him 
inside, attacks his son in the same way. That was a kind of revelation to him.  

We negotiated permission from that one to ... again, this took quite a long time - many sessions - because 
there was so much fear of his exiles. But ultimately we went to his exiles; it was a boy who was physically 
abused by his father for being needy or vulnerable.  

It becomes a transgenerational pattern - what we call a legacy burden. His father beat him for being 
vulnerable. To protect him from that vulnerability or to protect him from his father, a part of him took on the 
energy of his father to combat his father. That part, when he's being beaten, is desperate to save him and 
looks around the room and says, "Who has power in this room? Oh, it's this guy who's beating me. I'm going 
to take that on, to fight with the father, but also to keep him from ever being vulnerable so that he doesn't 
get beaten by the father."  

Now this part is stuck with that energy that hates vulnerability; it will hate it in his kids, hates it in himself, 
hates it in his employees, and will attack it. To change that we have to get him to not hate his exiles. We 
negotiate permission to get that one, to let him go, and actually find the part that was stuck being beaten by 
his father.  

[We] go in and do the whole retrieval and unburdening of that to the point 
where he can on a regular basis – and that's true for all these clients – do 
meditation every day. [He can] check in now with that boy and see if he's doing 
ok so he can be in a caring way with his own inner boy former exile. That then 
totally parallels the way he can be with his son. When his son now is vulnerable, 
it's not a threat to him. It doesn't trigger his exiles because his exile has been 

“It doesn't trigger 

his exiles because 

his exile has been 

healed.” 



 

 

Next Level Practitioner - Emotional Triggers  Week 127, Day 1 - Richard Schwartz, PhD - Transcript - pg. 3 

healed. He doesn't have to punish his son until his son is no longer vulnerable.   

The retrieval and unburdening wasn't so long. The getting permission to go to the exile took a long, long time. 
Again, in his case also, the protector thought he was still very young and was still at the mercy of his father.  

It took some time to convince [the protector] that it wasn't true and that if he allowed himself to feel the 
vulnerability, he wouldn't be attacked from the outside and wouldn't be overwhelmed by that boy and the 
boy's pain. He's stuck in a scene where he's being beaten, so there's physical pain also that the part is afraid 
to experience. It took a lot of time to negotiate permission to go. We don't go without permission now; we 

learned that the hard way.  

Over time we learned there's a common set of fears that protectors 
have about going to exiles. There's eight or nine of them. Through trial 
and error, we've learned ways to address those fears and how to 
speak to addressing those fears from a very confident place.  

In his case, there was a tremendous fear of my judgment and that he would be vulnerable. There was a 
tremendous fear of being overwhelmed by all the pain that was in there, and there was a fear that if he got 
to that boy he would never stop crying. Those were the main fears.  

I had to address each of those [fears]. It took a long time before he trusted that I wouldn't [judge him]. I 
could say to him I wasn't going to be judging him, only have admiration for anybody who's willing to go to 
these places, it takes a lot of courage to go there, and so on; but he had to test me in different ways before 
he would believe that.  

In terms of the other fears, again, [I had to reassure] him that we're not going there so that he gets 
overwhelmed and the boy takes over and keeps it in bed crying forever. We're going there to get the boy out 
of there and to unload all the pain he carries, and we can do it without being overwhelmed. It's just a lot of 
reassurance about all that and there are ways to just try it for a second and see if it's possible even to be with 
that boy for a second.  

Dr. Buczynski: Now according to Dick, getting permission to work with a client’s parts is key.  

So let’s dig a little deeper into Dick’s process with his client and hear how he went about getting that 
permission . . .   

Dr. Schwartz: [To get permission] I ask the part who's so afraid of vulnerability and hates vulnerability if he's 
willing to let us go to this boy who was beaten by his father, so we can heal him – “so you won't feel 
vulnerable anymore the way you do now.”  

It's a kind of sales pitch. I am what I call a hope merchant; I'm selling hope to 
hopeless systems.  

With a protector like that, generally, first I'll give a message of empathy and 
appreciation, like I get how necessary this part was to keep him alive - he had 
a brother who killed himself. So I get that you saved his life and had to take 
on the father energy to do that. I get how you helped him be successful - he's 
a CEO and you drove him. I get all that and we appreciate that. I get how hard 
it's been. I get it's been a terribly tiring job and it can't be a lot of fun to have to be mean to everybody.  

“I am what I call a 

hope merchant; I'm 

selling hope to 

hopeless systems.”  

“There's a common set of 

fears that protectors have 

about going to exiles.” 
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A lot of empathy to the part and then a message of control: so you're the boss, we're not going to do 
anything without your permission. That, in general, is very disarming for a lot of these protectors.  

The third message is, "But if you did give us permission, we can open that door. You wouldn't be 
overwhelmed. We would get that boy out of where he's stuck and we would unload the feelings he's been 
carrying in these forty years. He would transform, he would feel much better, you'd be freed up, and you 
wouldn't have to be in this role anymore - but it's totally up to you." So that's the pitch and it's a very 
seductive pitch. With some guys like him, it takes some time and I'm saying some version of that over and 
over  

One day the part said, "Okay you can do it." The language was, "I'm not going far. I'm going to watch every 
move you make. And if it gets too much, you can come back, and you can jump back in." Then I had him find 
that boy. He saw the boy and I had him get into a compassionate place for him, which took some work. Then 
I go in and stop the father from beating him and kicked him out, and the whole nine yards. Then the guy 
could be with that boy in a loving way and could then be with his son in a loving way. He didn't have to react 
so much to the son's vulnerability - that emotional trigger.  

Dr. Buczynski: So for Dick’s client, getting in touch with the painful roots of his emotional triggers eventually 
helped him gain control over them. 

Now tomorrow, we’re going to look at two emotions in particular that can keep clients stuck in a powerful 
habit-loop. And we’ll get into a process for breaking the pattern. 

But right now, I’d like to hear from you. How will you use what you just heard in your practice with your 
clients? Please leave a comment below, and I’ll see you tomorrow. 


