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Underlying Beliefs 

 

We are complex creatures. From the time that you were conceived to this moment when you 

are reading this document you have developed thousands of beliefs. Think of these beliefs 

as you would an iceberg. Some of the beliefs you can see, floating on the surface, like the 

part of the iceberg that can be seen above water. But most of the beliefs lay below the 

surface; we can‟t see them, but they are strong and powerful. Remember the movie „The 

Titanic‟, or the moment in history that the movie was built around, the iceberg was not seen 

and as a result a ship went down and many people lost their lives. Yet the ship was 

supposed to be the latest in design and some even said unsinkable. The iceberg however 

changed the history of the Titanic. Underlying beliefs sit below the surface just like the 

iceberg. They are the very core and strength of who you are. They are you. Seeing them 

becomes very difficult. It is like trying to separate ourselves out from ourselves, which we 

know makes no sense and is not possible. So why even bother thinking about these beliefs if 

they are who we are and are so deep within us that we can‟t see them anyway? 

 

Happiness, achievement of goals, success, fulfillment, utopia, is achieved by being aware of 

who we are. Knowing our beliefs means knowing who we are. Self-awareness is a lifetime 

journey of understanding what makes us tick. The more we know about ourselves the more 

we can consciously decide what we want to continue developing in ourselves or what we 

find doesn‟t support our future development. It is a bit like renovating a building. The 

foundation stays in place but the bricks and walls are knocked down and a new design is 

created. An architect may need to reinforce the foundation or rebuild part of it. If an architect 

doesn‟t know exactly what constitutes the foundation, then the new design may tumble down 

and be destroyed, even killing passersby. Dramatic perhaps, but when we decide to map out 

our new goals and new journeys, we build upon a foundation that we are not always aware 

of. This can result in not achieving our goals or finding the journey troublesome and 

stressful. 

 

A new design can only be constructed on a very complete understanding of the foundation. 

When we want to make any changes to our lives we need to know the foundation that the 

changes will be built on. Knowing these changes also helps us to make sure that the 

http://www.icoachacademy.com/


 

Coaching Skills & Knowledge | Life Design  | Underlying Beliefs Page 2 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

© International Coach Academy, 2012         www.icacoach.com  

foundation is aligned with the new changes or if the foundation needs to also go under a little 

construction. There may be some patching to be done or some complete removal of areas of 

the foundation to allow for the changes that are needed. However this must be done with 

complete understanding of what the foundation is and whether it is still aligned with who we 

want to be. 

 

Our decision to renovate can be for a range of reasons. You may be deciding that you want 

your life to be more sustainable, or you may want to create more harmony – work life 

balance, you might want to achieve a new goal, or to reach for the stars and aim high with 

achieving your life purpose or you may want to be happy. Whatever is the reason, your 

renovation needs to be built on a firm foundation. Knowing your foundation means that you 

will be building on from that point, constructing from the foundation upwards, rather than 

constructing from the roof first. We can sometimes be mesmerized by the height and view of 

things from the top. But the top is shaky if the foundation is not strong. 

 

Self-awareness is the first step to understanding what lays below the surface. It is the 

conscious observation of the way we think and act. It is the first step to gaining insight into 

what lies below the surface. Self-awareness opens up an opportunity to see what the core 

beliefs are that drive your actions. These are the beliefs that are below the surface, or 

underlying beliefs. Underlying Beliefs are thoughts or beliefs, which we hold on to about 

ourselves, our world and those around us, often without even realizing we are doing it. By 

looking at our Underlying Beliefs, we are looking at our beliefs and behaviors to identify how 

they support us to gain greater self-awareness and thus what we want from life. 

 

The philosopher Immanuel Kant had an interesting way of describing human behavior and of 

tracing it back to underlying thoughts or beliefs. It goes like this: 

 

 I see a tiger (perception) 

 I believe that I am in danger (thought) 

 I feel afraid (feeling/emotion) 

 I run (behavior) 

 

Most people mistakenly believe that their behavior is based on realities. For example, “I see 

a tiger, so I run”, would seem to them to be a perfectly logical connection to make, but what 

Kant was pointing out was that it is our thoughts or beliefs about the tiger that leads to our 

emotions and then to our behavior. Imagine you saw the same tiger in a cage at the zoo. 
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Running away would be an illogical reaction, and yet you may still perceive the tiger to be 

dangerous and you may even feel a little afraid. 

 

The challenging thing about our thoughts and beliefs is that we carry them with us and apply 

them to a range of situations, sometimes without even realizing it. Often when we do 

something that we don‟t consciously choose, we are simply acting on the thoughts, beliefs 

and emotions that we have picked up somewhere else, based on other, totally different 

circumstances. The simple reason why we fall into situations or have outcomes that we don‟t 

consciously choose is that we are acting in accordance with other deeper, more ingrained 

thoughts or beliefs. 

 

What is an Underlying Belief? 

Every moment of every day we are continuously behaving in a certain way. Our behaviors 

are a reflection of our beliefs. When we think or feel something, we act this out. Imagine if 

you decided to place a video camera in front of yourself for 24 hours to observe what you do 

each day. What would you notice about yourself? As you know we now call this reality 

television. Watching people in their everyday lives intrigues us as we become involved in 

their lives and observe their behaviors. We determine a great deal about the participants in 

reality television just from watching their behaviors. 

 

Generally, we can say that we are aware of some of our behaviors since we have made 

them consciously. When we decide to set goals for ourselves such as: getting married; 

saving money; losing weight; running a marathon; buying a house; learning to play the 

guitar; or getting a promotion, we are consciously setting goals and then new behaviors to 

achieve these goals. We then begin to create a list of behaviors to achieve these goals. This 

is a conscious decision, an awareness of creating new behaviors or of observing existing 

behaviors aligned with the goals. 

 

There is, however, another kind of behavior – other than the conscious ones we have 

already described above. It is the behavior that is programmed into us based on a belief 

sometime ago. This is an Underlying Belief that was probably picked up somewhere in our 

lives as a result of a totally different set of circumstances or perceptions to the ones we may 

find ourselves in now. These beliefs are like the iceberg, they sit below the surface and 

cannot be seen. 

 

Underlying Beliefs often live alongside more conscious stated beliefs with no difficulty. We 

http://www.icoachacademy.com/


 

Coaching Skills & Knowledge | Life Design  | Underlying Beliefs Page 4 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

© International Coach Academy, 2012         www.icacoach.com  

may make a conscious thought and follow through on it without any problem at all. We 

create that thought and manage to maintain it in our lives and gain fulfillment in that area. 

However, sometimes our conscious thoughts can conflict with, or even be in complete 

opposition to a belief and this is where they become problematic. 

 

There are times when no matter how hard we “try,” we are unable to experience that which 

we say we want in our lives. We set a goal, keep trying to make it happen but it just doesn‟t 

occur. This experience can be frustrating and detrimental to our confidence and self esteem. 

But rather than judging ourselves, allowing this experience to define who we are, and 

developing or enforcing a belief as a result of this, the key is to use this opportunity as a 

place of exploration. By approaching the experience with curiosity and inquiry, you can 

unlock the belief that stops you from achieving your goal. 

 

Lets look at a belief you may have around learning. Ask yourself „What type of learner am I?‟ 

Observe where your thinking goes to when you are answering this question. Are you thinking 

back to your school experiences, are you equating the type of learner you are with the 

success you had in learning? All of these thoughts are based on beliefs you have about 

yourself as a learner. Some of these beliefs may have been created by other people, such 

as parents, family, teachers etc. They may be positive beliefs or they may be negative 

beliefs such as you are lazy as a learner, not able to learn quickly, that you will never have 

enough knowledge or that you have to struggle to learn. These beliefs were given to you by 

someone else. You are now at a moment in your life where you can decide if you want to 

keep these beliefs or recognize that they were someone else‟s and not yours and so you are 

no longer going to believe in them. Take a breath and let them go. 

 

Our negative Underlying Beliefs are what continually sabotage our attempts to create a truly 

fulfilling life. Essentially, whenever we are frustrated from fulfilling one of our conscious 

commitments it is because there is an Underlying Belief lurking in the background. 

 

Another way of saying this is that sometimes we don‟t achieve our stated goals because, 

deep down, we are more committed to a different belief or even an opposing belief. There is 

some belief that is yet to be discerned. It is an Underlying Belief, which prevents us from 

getting what we want. These beliefs are not only unconscious (underlying), but they are so 

automatic that they drive us despite what we say to the contrary. These beliefs are working 

away, continually causing the kind of outcome that we say we do not want in our lives. 
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Where do these Underlying Beliefs come from? 

Our beliefs are entrenched within us just like skin on our body. It is part of us. When we 

developed these beliefs we attached behaviors to them. The formulation of those beliefs 

may have occurred a long time ago. However the behaviors are present in our everyday life. 

Recognizing the history of these beliefs is often not possible as it was so long ago. Moving 

forward can be achieved by recognizing the belief that underpins a behavior and deciding 

whether this belief is something you still want to believe in. You can stop the behavior by 

stopping the belief. You can do more of a particular behavior if you have a stronger belief 

attached to it. An example of this would be recognizing that the behavior of using negative 

language does not support the belief of being positive. You decide to observe your language 

closely and remove language that is negative and not aligned with your belief. If you wanted 

to understand the reason why you talk in a negative way you may decide to explore when 

you started to do this and what it is that you believe in. Depending on your environment at 

the time you will have interpreted or thought about the belief in a particular context. Your 

feelings would have impacted on your interpretation of the belief and then your behavior 

would have been formed as a result of this process. 

 

Underlying Beliefs most likely come from our past experiences, as Kant suggests in his 

theory. There is a belief amongst many theorists that those experiences that occur when we 

are very young make the most lasting impression and lead to beliefs that are hard to shake. 

The truth of the origin of Underlying Beliefs has been and most probably will continue to be 

talked about throughout time by philosophers, therapists and other practitioners. Our beliefs 

inform our behaviors. They were learnt at some stage in our life. We have practiced them so 

much now that they are automated. We commit to these behaviors everyday as they are part 

of us. 

 

We may be able to move forward by simply discerning what the Underlying Belief is, without 

having to uncover its origin. Sometimes all that is needed is to just get clear on what the 

Underlying Belief is which may be enough to empower us and free us from old patterns of 

behaviour. 

 

Other times we may feel the need to explore the source of an Underlying Belief that has 

been dominating our life. By identifying both the Underlying Belief and its source, we may 

then find release from it and be able to move forward. However, be aware, it is not always 

possible to easily determine the source of a Underlying Belief. Human behavior is complex. 

It flows from a combination of cognitive, emotional, and spiritual elements. It may never be 
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possible to discern the exact origin of an Underlying Belief. 

 

It‟s important to remember that many Underlying Beliefs support positive behavior. It can be 

empowering to remember the relationship between a positive outcome in our life and our 

belief in making this happen. By seeing the connection between our beliefs, goals and 

outcomes in a positive light, we can take this learning into other aspects of our life to more 

clearly see the relationship between our behavior and our beliefs. 

 

Some Underlying Beliefs also support a combination of positive and negative behaviors. For 

example, if you have an Underlying Belief to being a devoted life partner this will have 

positive effects on your relationship, however, taken to the extreme, there could be situations 

or circumstances where this Underlying Belief could have negative effects such as stifling 

the other person or being inattentive to yourself. Simply being aware of an Underlying Belief 

can help you to make choices as different circumstances arise. Observe the ease in which 

you achieve goals when your beliefs are aligned with your goals and where you want to go in 

life. 

 

Self Application 

Fear of letting go 

Have you ever spoken to a person who openly admits that there is an element of their life 

that doesn‟t really work for them, but they don‟t know how to change it or are too afraid to do 

this? What then is the fundamental difference between a person who decides to let go of a 

belief that doesn‟t support them and someone who holds on to it and never lets it go? What 

you will observe over time is that the person who lets go of a belief that doesn‟t support them 

seems to be going places in life. They are excited about life and invigorated by it. They seem 

driven and focused. The person who didn‟t let go of the belief will still be talking about this 

same belief years to come and not only that but over time they may grow resentful of their 

„luck‟ in life and how other people seem to have an easy life.  

 

The moment in time when you choose to keep a belief that doesn‟t work for you is the 

moment in time where you fundamentally deceive yourself and decide to deny yourself the 

right to a great life. You decide that the best is not for you, it is too hard to attain or you may 

even go to that place of convincing yourself that a great life is not really possible. This 

internal conversation you are having is built around a belief, a belief about your self worth. 

You can choose to keep it or over ride it. Lets play out the life that keeps this belief. Every 

year they reinforce in every decision they make that they are not worthy. Life becomes more 
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difficult and over time their self esteem starts to plummet. Seeing a new way of doing things 

becomes so far away and impossible and so over time they give up. 

 

Let‟s now go to the person who throws away the belief that they are not worthy and instead 

works on building their sense of self worth. They begin to achieve, they feel stronger, they 

are happier, they are smiling all the time and find that people are attracted to them. They 

appear to always have good fortune or a great life. They chose this pathway. They look for 

the positivity in each moment, they look for internal peace. This way of seeing life, having 

hope and belief, has been the way extraordinary people have survived even in the most 

difficult situations. In the movie „A Beautiful Life‟ a man decides to believe in hope and to try 

to see the beauty around him even in a concentration camp during the World War II. 

Whatever was going to happen to him, he had inner peace and knew this. No one could take 

this from him. This belief has sustained people in the most challenging moments in their life.  

 

So we know that having beliefs that support us are critical to our well being. Yet we 

intellectualize living without these beliefs and we go into a space of uncertainty. Uncertainty 

creates fear and fear prevents us from moving forward or changing things. Checking in with 

yourself emotionally means you can ascertain if you really must change your belief. Your 

intellect will rationalize all the reasons for keeping it but emotionally you will feel what is best 

for you. Ignoring your emotions and how you feel about your beliefs is accepting that you are 

not worthy. 

 

Underlying Beliefs in life 

Self awareness is the key to growth and self development. By being self aware we can 

understand more about ourselves and this will support us in determining our vision in life and 

areas that we wish to grow in. This can be the very first step to knowing more about your 

beliefs and Underlying Beliefs – just through awareness. Awareness is the first stage of 

change. It is the first stage of bringing something from our subconsciousness into our 

consciousness. Through seeing something consciously we can determine more about it. We 

can start to ask ourselves questions about our behaviours. We can start to unlock truths 

about our beliefs. We can determine what beliefs we are committed to. 

 

The best place to look for an Underlying Belief is within the situation in which you are 

confronted. In other words, by looking at the outcomes or the results we have in our life, 

which we don‟t want. Going back to our original premise, which is: whatever a person truly 

believes in they will create and experience. We can use these unwanted results to define 

http://www.icoachacademy.com/


 

Coaching Skills & Knowledge | Life Design  | Underlying Beliefs Page 8 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

© International Coach Academy, 2012         www.icacoach.com  

what the underlying beliefs are in life. The connection is simple and direct. 

 

For example, if a person says they want to save money and they have been trying 

unsuccessfully for a substantial period of time, then there is something they believe in which 

causes something else to show up in their life. A person with this kind of challenge may have 

an Underlying Belief called, “I don‟t deserve to be wealthy;” or “I don‟t value money;” or 

“there‟s not enough resources to go around.” Any one of these Underlying Beliefs could 

support the behaviors that result in the person not saving money. It does not take too much 

imagination to think of childhood events that may have resulted in someone developing this 

kind of Underlying Belief. 

 

In order to create a greater level of self-awareness around our thoughts and beliefs, it is 

important to also develop awareness around our emotions. When exploring Underlying 

Beliefs, we may find it difficult to monitor and identify our specific thoughts and beliefs. When 

looking to identify an Underlying Belief that alludes us, it can be useful to first look at the 

emotions that our thoughts cause us to feel. Do your thoughts create emotions that are 

empowering- feelings of joy, excitement, love and gratitude? Or do your thoughts create 

emotions that are disempowering – feelings of fear, frustration, sadness or anger for 

example? Your feelings are a barometer of your thoughts and beliefs. When your thoughts 

and beliefs serve and support you in achieving your goals- they will leave you feeling good 

and empowered. When there are Underlying Beliefs at work that may sabotage your stated 

goals, you will find yourself feeling bad, frustrated or disempowered. 

 

What to do once the Underlying Belief is detected 

Once the Underlying Belief is detected, you have the power to decide how you will use this 

new awareness. One of the traps in distinguishing any Underlying Belief is to make a 

judgement about the Underlying Belief by thinking that it is “bad or wrong” and reflecting that 

judgement back onto ourselves and who we are. Making an Underlying Belief “bad or wrong” 

or making ourselves “bad or wrong” for holding a belief is disempowering and will only leave 

you feeling stuck. The power of identifying an Underlying Belief comes in facing and 

“owning” it- that is, by allowing it to simply be, or detect it and not judge it. Identifying an 

Underlying Belief in this way allows you to see other opportunities that apparently seem not 

to have been there before. Taking action inside these new opportunities, recognizing that 

you have the power to choose a new belief and new actions, is what will really make the 

difference. 
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Reflection 

1. Why bother to discern Underlying Beliefs? 

2. What are some unwanted behaviors you currently have in your life? Using this 

process, can you now see what might be behind these outcomes? 

3. With this new insight, what would be an empowering action to take? 

4. Why is knowledge of an Underlying Beliefs helpful in making constructive choices? 

 

Coaching Application 

Supporting clients to identify Underlying Beliefs 

Underlying Beliefs are unique to an individual. The exact wording that will empower 

someone in distinguishing their Underlying Belief will be their own. Although there are 

common areas where Underlying Beliefs tend to show up, such as in money and time 

issues, the exact wording to each person‟s Underlying Beliefs is unique to the client. The 

coach‟s role is to empower their clients to name their own Underlying Beliefs. 

 

The purpose of discerning and detecting Underlying Beliefs is to simply gain awareness so 

one can clarify what is behind the patterns of behaviour that disempower or empower us. By 

using Underlying Beliefs to define these patterns clearly, we can then have a fresh 

perspective in order to take action outside of these old patterns of behaviour. Therefore, we 

can create new opportunities where there were none before. It is like shining a light on 

something that has been lurking in the dark for some time so as to be able to deal with it 

effectively. It is very hard to address something when it is not visible and clear. However, by 

detecting an Underlying Belief, and facing it head on, it then becomes possible for us to 

change behaviour. 

 

The following question may help you, as a coach, lead your clients to obtain an 

understanding of their own Underlying Beliefs: 

 

 What belief, opinion, or judgement could you be reinforcing by constantly creating 

this outcome? 

 

When a client discovers an Underlying Belief they are able to make decisions from a more 

powerful position because they have a greater amount of knowledge. They have the power 

of choice. Take the example above of a client with a stated commitment to save money, who 

never manages to, because of an Underlying Belief that says “there is not enough resources 
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to go around”. By identifying this Underlying Belief, the client has more knowledge from 

which to make choices. They may decide that a better way to balance their Underlying Belief 

with their stated commitment is to make a donation to charity of one dollar out of every 

twenty that they save. They may decide to take on some volunteer work as a more 

constructive response to their Underlying Belief than simply wasting money. By 

understanding their Underlying Belief, the client has agency to actively choose the behaviors 

that will allow them to respond to their commitments in a constructive way. 

 

How to best use the Underlying Belief model 

The first step to empower yourself, as a coach, with this model, is to use the process to gain 

access to and freedom from your own Underlying Beliefs. By doing so, you will have the 

practical experience to help others. Your willingness to confront your Underlying Beliefs and 

create new opportunities for your life will inspire those around you, including current and 

future clients because they will be drawn to what you are creating in your life. Furthermore, 

by engaging in it honestly yourself, you will have the compassion it takes to lead your clients 

into facing their own Underlying Belief. This compassion will help you when you are dealing 

with clients who struggle to meet their stated goals. 

 

“People are complex and multifaceted. Therefore, behavioral approaches that reduce 

complex human behavior to mechanistic stimulus and response chains, will not succeed” 

(Peterson, 2006). By understanding the complexity of human behaviors and its drivers, you 

will have more patience to give clients the space to explore why they have issues and 

problems in their lives that they don‟t consciously choose. You will also have the wisdom to 

approach a behavior issue with a client from a range of different angles, rather than seeing it 

as something that the client can simply choose to quickly change. 

 

By providing this space, and respecting the complexity of the client‟s journey, you will allow 

clients to make real breakthroughs and achieve sustainable change. 

 

When a client is moving through the exploration of the beliefs that they hold and whether 

they are working for them or not, they may feel very scared. Removing or changing a belief 

can place a person into great uncertainty. This is where the role of the coach is critical. At 

this moment in time the coach can reiterate the clients vision and where they want to go and 

enthuse them into seeing it. A coach can also identify any changes they notice about a client 

in a conversation. If talking over the telephone be aware of the energy in their voice, the tone 

and language they are using. If sitting opposite a client observe their body language and in 
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particular their posture. You may also ask your client to observe their posture when talking 

on the telephone or to observe how they are feeling in their body. 

 

In the middle of a coaching conversation you might identify a belief a client has. You might 

ask them if you can share a feeling that just came to you when they were speaking. Share 

the belief you observed and the behavior they spoke about that reinforced this belief. Ask 

them if this belief feels aligned with them or not. 

 

When working with a client support them in identifying their vision or purpose in life and what 

they want to achieve. Ask them to describe the behaviors they would need to exhibit to 

achieve this vision. Write down as many as they can. How they would walk, stand, do certain 

elements of each task needed to achieve their vision. Ask your client to refer to this list of 

behaviors as they work to achieve their vision. One of our greatest fears is success, actually 

being all that we can be. A coach can see their clients successes, acknowledges them all 

and enthuses them to keep feeling them and seeing them. There are many activities a client 

can do to stay focused on their vision, i.e. meditate, write, ignore inner self talk, great 

supports etc. Ask your clients to put these in place as they begin their pathway of success. 

 

Reflection 

1. What is the role of Underlying Beliefs in the coaching process? 

2. What role do your Underlying Beliefs play in your coaching? 

3. What are some questions you could ask your client when they are feeling unable to 

visualise their success? 
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