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The Invisible Forces that 
Drive all Relationships
In his book ‘The Feeling of What Happens’, Antonio Damasio, Professor 
of neurology at the University of Iowa College of Medicine, suggests that 
we are all driven primarily by our emotions. It is our emotions, according to 
Damasio, that mould our consciousness, our very sense of who we are.

We all behave because of how we feel underneath. If you have already 
decided that we have something worthwhile to say, then you will probably 
read this right through to the end. But if you felt that it doesn’t agree with 
your ideas, would you read it? We doubt it. It’s more likely that once you 
get to an idea that you find challenging or uncomfortable, you would lose 
interest or get impatient and eventually stop reading it.

Relationships are highly emotive experiences. You can have a high IQ and a 
wealth of academic qualifications under your belt, but that is no guarantee 
of success in your love life, nor, indeed, in life in general.

In his landmark book ‘Emotional Intelligence’ Daniel Goleman cites research 
that suggests that only 20 per cent of our worldly success can be attributed 
to our IQ. The rest directly correlates to our levels of emotional maturity.

Client Story George was desperate when he approached us. As a successful 
businessman, he valued his ability to solve problems. Not only did he 
expect himself to have a high level of intelligence and achievement, 
but also he expected it of others. He had built a strong, winning team 
around him. They set their goals and drove themselves to achieve them 
without thought of anything else. In George’s mind he had created the 
ultimate team of like-minded people and he was not in a position to 
listen to any negative or questioning feedback and certainly had no 
place for discussing feelings or other wet and unproductive subjects.

Then to the great surprise of the whole team one of their members 
committed suicide. It was a shock to everyone, but business continued 
as usual. Certainly they paid their respects to the family and recruited a 
replacement but no one spoke of the incident and basically everyone 
distanced himself or herself from it. All went well for a while but slowly 
the team became increasingly ineffective, the buzz had gone and each 
task seemed to take massive amounts of energy.
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They started to lose contracts. George with his analytical mind was 
confounded; he knew something was wrong but had no idea how to 
address it. All his efforts to transform this problem came to nought. And 
now he was beginning to feel depressed, and thoughts of failure started 
to creep into his mind.

George, with zero emotional intelligence, needed to learn some lessons 
quickly. Firstly, one of the reasons people commit suicide is because 
they feel really bad or feel like a failure and are mostly depressed, 
almost the same feelings as George was now beginning to experience. 
Not only did he feel bad, but everyone in the team felt the same way 
and if they had had the chance to share their deepest thoughts and 
feelings everyone would have spoken of their guilt, their bad feelings, 
for not being there to support their colleague, of not being aware of 
how someone they were working so closely with actually felt. This team 
guilt had not been addressed. Guilt makes people withdraw, and as 
they pull back every job becomes difficult and ineffective. Basically, 
everyone had built a wall to try and protect themselves from this sea of 
unresolved emotions.

George finally started to recognise the importance of emotional 
intelligence and the need to increase his awareness of how people were 
feeling around him. He also learned that there was no reason to blame 
himself for his colleague’s actions. These were very important lessons 
which, once he acted on them and brought them into his team, gave 
meaning and relevance to his colleague’s death.

Our emotions drive our behaviour, despite our best attempts at rationalizing 
and explaining things ‘logically’. Not one of us acts randomly. We all 
behave in a manner that reflects how we feel underneath. When we feel 
good, it is easy to behave well; when we feel bad, we tend to impose those 
bad feelings on the people around us in some way or another. When we 
become aware of how we are feeling and recognise why we do what we 
do, we can also see why others do what they do. It is our EQ (emotional 
intelligence) rather than our IQ that counts when it comes to being successful 
in both love and life.

Every one of us has had times in our relationships when we have lashed 
out in a moment of anger. We may be mortified by such an emotional 
eruption and work hard to repress similar future outbursts. But repressing our 
emotions is a poor strategy.
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Sue says: 

Suppressed anger was certainly a feature of our relationship before 
we broke up. It seemed every time we tried to break through the brick 
wall of cold silence and really talk about stuff it would spiral into a huge 
argument. The intensity of the emotion scared us. As we glimpsed the 
smorgasbord of unresolved emotion on display, principally guilt, we 
started on the blame game and we would drag all our past mistakes 
into the fray. So it felt like going round in circles and eventually we 
just gave up.

In her book ‘Why Good People Do Bad Things’, the American writer 
Debbie Ford likens emotional repression to what she calls the Beach-Ball 
Effect. You can only hold an inflatable ball down in the water for so long 
before it bounces back up and either splashes or hits you or someone else 
in the face. Emotions have an energy to them that has to be managed or 
channelled appropriately. If, on the other hand, you choose to deaden 
yourself to your volatile emotions, then you create distance between you 
and your partner and the relationship becomes stuck. Either way, no-one 
moves forward towards happiness and success.

Our positive emotions lead to positive outcomes and these don’t require 
any change. We don’t spend hours talking to our friends or therapists about 
what goes right. So what is this inner world of painful feelings that we keep 
talking about? What forces keep our emotional triggers in place? It is called 
the subconscious mind and it wields an extraordinary power over our lives 
that most of us are barely aware of.

The Power of Your Subconscious Mind
We all like to think that we are in the driving seat of our lives, in control of 
everything we say or do, but in reality what we see in others’ and our own 
behaviours is merely the tip of the iceberg.

Only this small percentage of our minds is actually conscious and making 
rational decisions. Everything else is part of the vast subconscious mind that 
lurks underneath the surface of our conscious awareness. This is known as 
the mental iceberg, which postulates that there is a lot more going on within 
us than shows above the surface. This hidden aspect of us, if not realised, 
can do great damage to our ‘ship’, just as the unseen portions of the 
icebergs of our beliefs and the ‘baggage’ we bring into a relationship, can 
do great damage if we do not recognise them.
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In the model below, the top level represents everything that happens to us, 
what other people do with us, to us or at us, it includes our conscious world. 

But our conscious behaviour is driven by our emotions and feelings. We act 
and behave because of how we feel and so does everyone else around 
us. If we don’t look deeper than the behaviour, we can’t understand why 
people do the things they do, and we react in fear or misunderstanding.

Under the ‘waterline’ of our conscious awareness lies the subconscious, the 
information field where all our life experiences and memories are stored. It is 
an incredibly sophisticated device which means that, once we have learned 
a certain skill, we don’t have to think about how to do it anymore, it just 
happens automatically. This is how we drive to work on autopilot each day. 
It’s how we can ride a bike even though the first time we just kept falling off. 
Once we get the knack of it, it somehow stays. The pattern gets laid down 
in the subconscious and becomes a kind of behavioural groove that we 
naturally fall into. 

Iceberg model of the mind
The subconscious also holds all our deeper set thoughts and beliefs learned 
in childhood about who we are, the way the world works and whether it 
is kind to us or not. And it holds all the complex, suppressed feelings that 
accompany those beliefs and thoughts.
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For instance, you may rationally know that something like water is nothing 
to be afraid of. But if you have a phobia of water no amount of rational 
belief will get you into the swimming pool without feeling some level of fear, 
or even terror. Hypnotherapists are trained to take you back to the time 
when this irrational belief was first laid down in the subconscious. There is 
usually some event, like tripping and falling into a swimming pool that the 
child-self found frightening or traumatic. At the time, her subconscious mind 
would have concluded something like: ‘Water is dangerous and frightening, 
therefore I will never go near it again.’

Similarly, when your partner starts acting in a similar way to one of your 
parents, a way that you found upsetting as a child, it is likely a whole set of 
emotions sitting in the subconscious get triggered. This is why couples can 
have full-blown slanging matches over the most trivial events.
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Sue says: 

Before Jeff and I separated for two years, I used to see a pile of dishes 
in the sink as the barometer of whether he loved me or not. Was I the 
doormat here, or did we have a sharing caring relationship? Mostly I just 
begrudgingly got on with it but there were times when, if Jeff dithered 
about when it was his turn to pick up the squeezy, I would stomp off in a 
huff, muttering obscenities under my breath.

In hindsight, applying the iceberg model, underneath my outburst I was 
feeling unloved and unappreciated. My belief was that despite all the 
ways I cared for others, they didn’t do the same for me. If I go deeper 
into the layer of experience, I ask myself when I first felt this way; what 
is the root of this pattern? And I suddenly and vividly remember how, 
as the eldest of four siblings, I took on looking after the others and felt 
no one appreciated my efforts, or at least not enough and not in the 
right way.

The seemingly trivial washing up / housework issue was triggering all 
the old feelings and beliefs about not being appreciated in my family 
as a child. Having unearthed the layers underneath my behaviour, I 
understood that my outbursts were not about Jeff, much as I wanted 
to pin them on him. Deeper down, the feelings and beliefs came from 
before I ever met him.

Now as an adult wanting to break free of a pattern I have identified, I 
can make another choice: the choice to enjoy those times with my sister 
and brothers, the choice to give myself appreciation and not try to take 
it from Jeff, expecting him to understand telepathically exactly how 
and when to give it to me; even the choice to wash up or not. This issue 
of housework has thankfully disappeared from our relationship, and 
somehow it all gets done. What a relief!

Situations like this have very little to do with the event itself and everything to 
do with repressed subconscious feelings being triggered through the mirror 
of relationship. In our experience, only a very small proportion of any upset 
is about what is happening in the here and now; although, of course, it may 
feel very real at the time.



VisionWorks WorksheetPage 8

We’re better together
© VisionWorks 2021

Some years ago, Jeff was training a cross-section of people from a large 
multi-national company in London.

I was teaching the iceberg model and after explaining that our 
experiences and behaviours come from choices made in our past, 
I asked the delegates to look at examples of some of their less than 
attractive behaviours and notice that this was really stuff out of their past.

One of the delegates, a large burly guy called Tom, was clearly 
attending the training day as part of his job and against his own wishes. 
When I asked Tom, who was obviously not doing the exercise, how 
he was finding the seminar, his reply could politely be phrased as: 
‘Bollocks!’ I let it go.

At the next break, as we approached the tea trolley a spider crawled 
out from under a saucer and this 230 pound guy freaked out. When we 
returned to the seminar room, I pointed out to him that he had just acted 
out the model perfectly. Seeing this spider had triggered his fear, and it 
was obvious that this fear was not something that had started on this day 
so must have come from his past. He was now willing to go back to an 
experience in his childhood when he had been frightened by his brother 
putting spiders in his bed. Tom now understood the mechanism that 
creates behaviour and incidents in the present. This opened a door to an 
understanding that gave him more power to change other self-defeating 
patterns in his life.

Client Story

We are not born with fears, anger or other poor behaviours. In fact small 
children often seem fearless. But then things happen and we make choices. 
Those choices then become our beliefs, then our emotions and finally our 
behaviours – and we can change all this if we are willing to look just a little 
deeper at our past experiences and the choices that we made that have 
such influence in our lives today.

Most of us find it hard to accept that what is upsetting us right now has 
virtually nothing to do with the present, or that we are not totally aware of 
every part of our mind. But our work with thousands of clients and workshop 
participants has shown us that we are hardly ever upset for the reasons we 
think we are. The characters, film set and story might have changed, but the 
executive producer (you and your subconscious drives) remains the same.

The other way we like to explain the power of the subconscious is that it 
functions like a ship sailing on autopilot. You can wake up each morning and 
set the ship’s course north, with a positive affirmation like: ‘I will love and 
accept myself today’. 
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But as soon as you sleep, it automatically switches direction south and goes 
back to its subconscious ‘default’ belief settings like: ‘I always get things 
wrong’ or ‘I’m not good enough’. Subsequently life becomes very difficult, 
or you don’t get anywhere, and your conscious mind can’t work out why. 
Despite all your efforts, you stay stuck in your patterns of conflict. Have you 
noticed yet that your arguments with your partner are all about, essentially, 
the same issue? Doesn’t it feel horribly familiar each time it comes up? Don’t 
the pair of you sound – let’s be honest now – like a cracked record?

Not only is your conscious mind flummoxed trying to work out what on 
earth is going on (apart, of course, from putting the blame squarely on your 
partner), it can get angry at how downright mean the world is being to you. 
You may have set great goals in your life, get all fired up to achieve them 
only to find you fall at the first hurdle. You may have decided you want a 
loving relationship, but unless your subconscious mind is ‘on board’ too, it 
just isn’t going to happen. This is what is going on for the people we work 
with who want a relationship but then, deep down, believe that it is just 
too scary.

Mary was sitting quietly in a workshop and was obviously in pain. When 
we asked what was going on she said tearfully how her partner had 
walked out on her after a five-year relationship. She spent a few minutes 
speaking of her upset and hurt. Once she was a little more settled we 
asked her to answer a question with the first thing that came to her mind 
and not to think about an answer. The question was, ‘How come you 
wanted him to leave?’ At first shock registered on her face; then she 
broke out in a huge smile and said that she was tired of him and wanted 
to distance herself. People can’t help smiling when a subconscious truth 
is spoken. On the surface it appeared she had lost someone against 
her will, but in truth she no longer wanted the relationship. Her fear had 
become too great about moving forward and she wanted out but with a 
big heartbreak story about how someone had done her so wrong.

Client Story

Another way that a fear of relationship shows is by choosing to have a 
relationship with someone who is not really available, falling in love with 
someone who is already in a relationship or with someone who is not your 
equal (toy-boys or toy-girls). When you start a relationship like this we call 
such a person Mr. or Mrs. 80%. Everything looks good but they are not 
truly available. If you have been out of relationship for a long time and the 
need becomes so great, you might start an 80% relationship but there is little 
chance of success: consciously you desire a relationship but what is hidden 
is the fear of having an equal and significant relationship.
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The main thing to remember from this section is that, no matter how much 
you might pride yourself on your objective, adult, scientific, mature view 
on life, the universe and everything, the bottom line is that none of us is a 
rational being – that is, according to the iceberg model, the smallest part of 
us. We each carry with us a vast subconscious realm of complex choices, 
memories, thoughts, beliefs and feelings that impact every relationship we 
enter into, whether that be with our true love or the bloke on the till at the 
corner shop. Our mental icebergs glide along with us through life, and, 
just like the one that sank the Titanic, they are a force to be reckoned with. 
Never, ever, underestimate the power of the subconscious mind.

When we are willing to investigate what happens in our life from this point of 
view, we can get to the root of our emotional blocks. This may sound like the 
bad news, but it is empowering to recognise how a subconscious pattern is 
dictating our behaviour. We can then make another choice, one that builds 
our life instead.

If you want to explore your situation in more depth 
then book a coaching session with Sue or Jeff Allen or 
sign up for one of our events.


