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T H E  C O R E  B A L A N C E  M O D E L ©   —   B L O G  S E R I E S ,  P A R T  3  

Double Binds: Why You Feel Trapped 
in the Same Patterns 

Damned if you do, damned if you don't. If this phrase describes your experience more 
often than you'd like, you are not imagining it — and you are not the problem. 

By Raphael Natale  |  Authentic Technologies  |  Personal Development & Life Coaching  |  10 min read 

 

There is a particular quality of suffering that most people have experienced but few have a name 
for. It is the feeling of being caught — of having no good options, of looking in every direction 
and finding that every door closes, of trying harder and ending up in exactly the same place. It is 
something more specific: the double bind. And according to the Core Balance Model©, 
understanding your personal double-bind patterns is one of the most direct paths to freedom 
from the Core Automatic Self. 

 

D E F I N I T I O N  

The Double Bind 

A double bind is a situation — real or perceived — in which every available choice carries an 
unacceptable cost. "Damned if you do, damned if you don't." In the Core Balance Model©, 
double binds are not random bad luck or poor circumstances. They are the signature of the 
Core Automatic Self projecting childhood-era impossible situations onto adult life. The trap is 
not in the present circumstances. It is in the programming being applied to them. 

 

Where Double Binds Come From 

The concept of the double bind was first described by anthropologist Gregory Bateson in 1956. 
Raphael Natale's Core Balance Model© builds on this foundation with a specific insight: double 
binds are not just communication patterns. They are survival adaptations — and they have a 
developmental origin. 

Every double-bind pattern an adult experiences has a predecessor. Somewhere in their early 
environment, there was a situation that was genuinely impossible — where no option available 
to a child could resolve the tension without significant cost. 

The Core Automatic Self logged that situation as a fundamental truth about how life works: 
some situations have no good outcome. And then — with characteristic thoroughness — it 
began seeing that same structure everywhere. 
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"The double bind is not proof that your situation is impossible. It is proof that 
your Core Automatic Self has recognized a shape it knows — and is applying 
an old map to new territory." 
— Raphael Natale, Core Balance Model© 

 

How Double Binds Develop: A Timeline 

 

Early Childhood The original impossible situation 
A genuinely no-win situation exists in the child's environment. Speaking up 
means punishment; staying silent means abandonment. Expressing need 
produces rejection; hiding need produces invisibility. There is no right answer — 
and the child's nervous system encodes this as a fundamental fact about reality. 

Adolescence and 
Early Adulthood 

The pattern becomes the filter 
The Core Automatic Self begins applying the double-bind logic to new situations. 
Circumstances that are actually different begin to resemble the original 
impossible situation — not because they are, but because the pattern-recognition 
system is searching for familiar threats. The person begins to notice they "always 
end up" in the same kind of stuck place. 

Adult Life The trap runs on autopilot 
The double-bind pattern is now fully automatic. It activates before conscious 
thought. The person finds themselves in situations that feel impossible — in their 
closest relationships, in their career, in their relationship with themselves — and 
cannot understand why, despite their best efforts, the same walls keep appearing. 

Recognition and 
Work 

The pattern becomes visible — and loses its power 
When a person can identify their specific double-bind logic — name it, trace it, 
understand the original situation that generated it — the pattern loses its 
unconscious authority. The bind is still recognizable, but it is no longer 
experienced as reality. This is the turning point the Core Balance Profile process is 
designed to reach. 

 

Six Common Double-Bind Patterns 

While every person's double-bind patterns are unique, certain structures recur. Recognizing 
your pattern in one of these is not a diagnosis. It is a starting point. 

 

P A T T E R N  1  
The Love Bind 
"If I need them, I'll lose them. If I don't need them, what's the point?" 
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The person desperately wants closeness but has learned that expressing need leads to abandonment, 
smothering, or punishment. They oscillate between pursuing connection and pushing it away. 

The bind in action: "If I let them get close, they'll eventually leave or hurt me. If I keep them at arm's 
length, I'm alone. I can't win." 

P A T T E R N  2  
The Achievement Bind 
"If I succeed, I'll be resented. If I fail, I'm worthless." 

Often rooted in environments where a child's success was punished or made threatening to a parent's 
own sense of worth. The person learns that high achievement carries social danger, while failure 
confirms their deepest fears. 

The bind in action: "When I do well, something bad always seems to follow. But when I hold back, I 
can't stand myself." 

P A T T E R N  3  
The Voice Bind 
"If I speak up, it gets worse. If I stay quiet, nothing changes." 

Developed in environments where expressing truth, disagreement, or need was consistently 
punished — overtly or subtly. The person has learned that their voice creates damage, but that 
silence is equally unbearable. 

The bind in action: "Every time I try to say something difficult, it blows up or nothing changes. But 
holding it in is making me sick. There's no right way to say anything." 

P A T T E R N  4  
The Responsibility Bind 
"If I take care of myself, I'm selfish. If I keep giving, I disappear." 

Rooted in early environments where the child's own needs were subordinated to the needs of a 
parent or family system. In adulthood, self-care triggers guilt while self-sacrifice triggers resentment. 

The bind in action: "I can't say no without feeling terrible. But I can't keep saying yes without losing 
myself. Either way, I end up angry at myself." 

P A T T E R N  5  
The Trust Bind 
"If I trust, I'll be betrayed. If I don't trust, I'm already alone." 

Developed after early or significant betrayal. The Core Automatic Self encoded trust itself as the 
danger, not the specific person who violated it. 

The bind in action: "Trusting feels like setting myself up. But not trusting means living in a prison." 

P A T T E R N  6  
The Autonomy Bind 
"If I stay, I suffocate. If I leave, I'm abandoning them." 

Often rooted in enmeshed family systems where the child's individuation was experienced by a 
parent as rejection. Independence felt like betrayal; closeness felt like erasure. 

The bind in action: "I need my own space. But the moment I try to have it, the guilt is overwhelming. 
I can't win." 
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A N  I M P O R T A N T  N O T E  
If you recognized yourself in more than one of these patterns, that is common. Double-bind 
structures often cluster — one original impossible situation can generate multiple adult bind 
patterns. The specifics of your pattern are unique to your history. What these six share is the 
structural signature: two directions, both costly, no visible third option. Recognizing the 
structure is the beginning of finding the third option that the Core Automatic Self cannot see. 

 

 

Why the Third Option Is Always Invisible to the Automatic Self 

One of the most disorienting things about being inside a double bind is that the trap feels 
completely real. Not like a perception problem. Not like a cognitive distortion. Real. Solid. 
Closed on every side. 

This is because the Core Automatic Self is not presenting you with a false picture of your 
options. It is presenting you with a completely accurate picture of the options that were available 
to you in the original situation. In that situation — with a child's dependency, a child's 
resources, and a child's understanding — there genuinely may have been no good option. The 
bind was real. 

The problem is that you are no longer in that situation. You have adult resources, adult options, 
adult perspective. But the Core Automatic Self cannot see those resources, because it is not 
operating from the present. It is operating from a map drawn decades ago — and that map has 
no legend for "third option." 

 

The third option is almost always available in the present — and almost always invisible from 
inside the bind. This is not because you are not intelligent enough to see it. It is because the Core 
Automatic Self's perception is genuinely limited to the options available in the original situation. 
When the Automatic Self steps back, the third option typically appears without effort — it was 
there all along, simply outside the frame of the bind. 

 

The Double Bind Inside Relationships 

Nowhere are double binds more consistently activated than in intimate relationships. This is not 
an accident — relationships require exactly the kinds of vulnerability, dependency, and closeness 
that most Core Automatic defense systems were built to manage. 

A person with a love bind will oscillate between pursuit and withdrawal in a predictable rhythm 
— close enough to feel hope, distant enough to feel safe — never quite able to settle. Their 
partner, confused by the inconsistency, will either pursue harder (activating the distance 
response) or withdraw (activating the pursuit response). The dance is automatic on both sides. 

This self-confirming quality is one of the double bind's most powerful features. The Core 
Automatic Self's predictions about double-bind situations tend to come true — not 
because the world is actually like the original situation, but because the Automatic 
Self's behavior creates the outcome it was designed to anticipate. 
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T H E  S E L F - F U L F I L L I N G  B I N D  

A man with a trust bind meets a genuinely trustworthy partner. His hypervigilance, his 
guardedness, his testing behaviors eventually wear his partner down. The relationship ends. His 
Automatic Self records: "See? I was right not to trust." The bind was never about this partner — 
it was about an event that happened before this partner existed. But the prediction has been 
fulfilled, and the pattern is reinforced. 

 

 

Signs You Are in a Double Bind Right Now 

Double binds have a specific felt quality that is recognizable once you know what to look for. 
These are the signals: 

 

S I G N A L  1  
Every option you can see feels like it will cost 
you something essential — not just inconvenient, 
but something you fundamentally cannot afford 
to lose. 

S I G N A L  2  
The situation feels familiar in a way that goes 
beyond the current circumstances. There is a 
sense of "here again" — even if the specific 
details are completely new. 

S I G N A L  3  
You feel simultaneously pulled in two opposing 
directions with no resolution point. Not 
indecision — the feeling is more like being 
physically stretched between two poles. 

S I G N A L  4  
Asking others for advice doesn't help. Every 
suggestion sounds reasonable but none resolves 
the bind. The problem is not information — it is 
the structure of the situation as you are 
experiencing it. 

S I G N A L  5  
You feel a specific quality of exhaustion — not 
physical tiredness but the exhaustion of having 
struggled with the same unresolvable problem 
for a very long time. 

S I G N A L  6  
Part of you suspects the problem might be you — 
but another part insists the situation really is 
impossible. Both of these are partially true, and 
neither is fully true. 

 

 

Finding Your Way Out: The Three Movements 

There is no quick technique for dissolving a double bind. Anyone who offers you one is offering 
you a way to manage the bind, not to understand it. The Core Balance Model© offers something 
more durable: a structured process for developing genuine clarity about your specific bind 
patterns and how they developed. 

 

1 Name the bind structure — not the content 
The first movement is naming the structural pattern rather than the specific situation. 
Instead of "I can't decide whether to leave this job," the real statement is: "I'm experiencing 
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my achievement bind — the one where success feels dangerous and staying feels 
unbearable." This reframe shifts the situation from a sealed trap to a recognizable pattern. A 
pattern has an origin. An origin can be understood. Something understandable is no longer 
sealed. 

 

2 Locate the original situation — with compassion 
The second movement is tracing the bind to its origin — not to assign blame, but to see 
clearly. In what early situation was this bind genuinely real? What were the actual 
constraints on the child you were? When this original situation can be seen clearly — and 
when the child who faced it can be regarded with compassion rather than judgment — the 
Core Automatic Self loses one of its most important levers. The adult in the present is 
separated from the child in the past. 

 

3 Look for the third option from the Core Authentic Self 
The third movement — which becomes available only after the first two — is asking the Core 
Authentic Self what it sees. Not the Automatic Self's evaluation of options, but a genuinely 
present-tense assessment: "What are my actual options here, with my adult resources, in my 
actual circumstances?" The third option is almost always visible from this vantage point. It 
was there all along. The Automatic Self simply had no map for it. 

 

 

Frequently Asked Questions 

 

Are double binds always from childhood? Can they develop in adulthood? 

The structural double-bind patterns that replay throughout a person's life are rooted in early 
developmental experience — because it is in those early years that the Core Automatic Self is 
built and its fundamental logic established. That said, severe adult trauma can create new bind 
structures or dramatically reinforce existing ones. The Core Balance Model© works primarily 
with the foundational childhood patterns, since those are the root from which adult bind 
experiences grow. 

 

What if my double bind is about a genuinely impossible situation — not just a pattern? 

Sometimes present-tense situations are genuinely very difficult. The Core Balance Model© does 
not claim that every difficult situation is simply a projection of old patterns. What it does claim 
is that the feeling of absolute impossibility — the sealed quality of a true double bind — is almost 
always a sign that the Core Automatic Self is operating. Genuinely difficult situations look 
difficult. Double binds look impossible. That distinction is usually reliable. 

 

I've done a lot of therapy. Why haven't my double-bind patterns resolved? 

The gap that persists for many people is the difference between understanding a pattern 
intellectually and having a tool that works in real time, under pressure, when the bind has 
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activated. The Core Balance Profile process is specifically designed to create that real-time 
capacity — not just insight about the pattern, but the ability to step out of it in the moment it 
appears. 

 

Can I identify my double-bind patterns on my own? 

To a degree, yes — and the reflection work in this article series is a legitimate starting point. 
What the Core Balance Profile process adds is a structured method for working with those 
patterns at the level where they actually operate: in the body, in the trigger moment, in the 
specific behavioral signature. Self-reflection can name the pattern. The Profile work develops 
the tools to interrupt it. 

 

Does understanding double binds affect my relationships with other people, or just 
myself? 

Both — and the relational effects are often the most dramatic. When a person can recognize 
their own bind pattern activating in real time, they stop unconsciously pulling their partner, 
colleagues, or children into the bind's confirming logic. People who do this work frequently 
describe their closest relationships changing significantly — not because the other person 
changed, but because the pattern stopped running. 

 

 

Where This Leads 

Understanding double binds — their origin, their structure, and their self-confirming logic — is 
one of the most powerful pieces of the Core Balance Model© framework. And it opens directly 
onto the final piece: the Core Balance Profile process itself. 

In Part 4 of this series, we will walk through the six-session Core Balance Profile Workshop in 
detail — what happens in each session, why the one-week spacing between sessions matters, and 
what the actual experience of the Automatic Self losing its grip feels like from the inside. It is the 
practical payoff of everything this series has explored. 

 

A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R  

Raphael Natale 
Crea to r ,  Core  Ba lance  Mode l©  |   Persona l  Development  Coach   |   Miss ion V ie jo ,  CA  

Raphael Natale has spent decades developing and teaching the Core Balance Model© to thousands 
of individuals and organizations across the United States. His work has been endorsed by clinical 
psychologists and described as "an authentic light in the midst of the darkness." He offers one-on-
one coaching, the Core Balance Profile Workshop, and corporate training programs through 
Authentic Technologies. 
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R E A D Y  T O  N A M E  Y O U R  B I N D ?  

The pattern has a shape. The shape has a map. The map has 
a way out. 

Schedule a free one-hour consultation with Raphael. Together you will begin identifying the 
specific double-bind patterns running in your life — and what it would take to finally step 

outside them. 

📞  800-657-1120  |  info@authentictech.com  |  authentictech.com/schedule-an-appointment 

 

 

C O N T I N U E  R E A D I N G  —  C O R E  B A L A N C E  M O D E L ©  S E R I E S  

→ ← Part 1: What Is the Core Automatic Self? 
→ ← Part 2: What Is the Core Authentic Self? 
→ Part 4: The Core Balance Profile Workshop — What to Expect in Each Session (coming next) 
→ authentictech.com — The Core Balance Model© Full Overview 

 

Core Balance Model© and Core Balance Profile© are proprietary frameworks developed by Raphael Natale, Authentic 
Technologies, Mission Viejo, CA. All rights reserved. 


