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This case illustrates the use of Internal Family Systems Therapy to treat PTSD symptoms of 

flashbacks, anxiety, difficulty sleeping, dissociation, and unwanted sexual arousal.  This 

patient has a history of sexual abuse at the hands of a female caretaker as well as an 

early “consensual” sexual relationship with an older male. At the time the patient 

presented for treatment, she was married with children and reported that she had 

enjoyed her young adult sexual relationships with a previous partner and with her 

husband, although at that time was experiencing flashbacks during intimacy with her 

husband. Her most distressing symptom was experiencing arousal during her flashbacks, 

and feeling no control and great shame about that. She also struggled mightily with 

accepting her inability to grant consent at the age of 12. At present, she reports no 

arousal with her husband, while experiencing arousal in other settings.  

Internal Family Systems, developed by Richard Schwartz, helps patients to seek out the 

underlying cause of the feelings, beliefs, thoughts, habits, addictions, etc. and to 

personify them, accepting those "parts" with love, curiosity, and nonjudgement. 

Developed over the past three decades, this model offers an empowering and 

nonpathologizing approach to treating trauma.  

LEARNING OBJECTIVES: 

By the end of this session, participants will be able to: 

1) Identify when a coping strategies may be further explored as an intrapsychic 

“part”.  

2) Contrast different experiences of flashbacks 

3) Discuss strategies to help patient reduce shame about past sexual choices 
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