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The importance of interrelationships cannot be overemphasized. “Human connections
create the neural connections from which the mind emerges”.'(*™» Dan Siegel described the
two basic processes that shape the developing mind, some of which are experience-expectant
and others that are experience-dependent. In the former, development depends on minimal
stimulation of the circuits to maintain the neurons and their connections. In the experience-
dependent conditions, the laying down of new neural circuits is dependent upon experience.
This leads to the understanding that our brain structure is altered through both the maintenance
and strengthening of existing synapses, or by the experience-driven creation of new synaptic
connections.'

INTERPERSONAL NEUROBIOLOGY

Recent research on epigenetics reveals that experience is the trigger that activates genes.® This
contrasts with the earlier beliefs that genes alone determine our destiny. There are optimal
times during development, called critical periods, when experiences are vital to the unfold-
ing of our genetic potential. For example, we know that there is a critical period for learning
language and that without experiences in communicating with others, we cannot develop this
potential. Similarly, without certain forms of verbal and non-verbal communication as we de-
velop, our brain will lack the integration of the left/right hemispheric coherency that is neces-
sary for socially attuned and compassionate interactions.

Interestingly enough, many parents have thought that they could optimize their ba-
bies’ chances in life by bombarding them with stimulating sounds, visions, etc. Yet Siegel*
reminds us that the

...importance of the first years may be that brain structures that mediate social and emo-
tional functioning begin to develop during this time in a manner that appears to be de-
pendent upon interpersonal experiences...the orbitofrontal region, central for processes
such as emotion regulation, empathy, and autobiographical memory may have experi-
ence-influenced development that depends upon the nature of interpersonal communi-
cation during the early years of life. Interactions with “older people,” with attachment
figures, are essential during this time to create the contingent, collaborative communica-
tion necessary for the proper emotional and social development of the child....*P7!-79

Brain development is compromised when a child grows up in a stressful dysfunctional
family environment or does not experience the attuned types of communication and interac-
tions necessary for full development of the orbitofrontal region of the brain (associated with
our ability to regulate emotional and social functioning). Especially in family environments
where child abuse occurs, the child’s sense of agency, coherence, affectivity, and even conti-
nuity (memory) of the self in interaction with others will be severely impaired. “Suboptimal
attachment experiences may predispose a child to psychological vulnerability in par by altering
the brain’s neuroendocrine response to stress”.*® ) Toxic environments can create excessive
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stress on a child, leading to the elimination of existing synapses.

The child’s sense of self is reflected in the interactions with the caregiver when those interactions are consistent and mind-
ful. The child “feels felt” and simultaneously learns how to attune to others. This is not new to the field of developmental psychol-
ogy, but the neurobiological evidence is more recent.

With some neurological conditions, such as sensory impairment, caregivers may be especially challenged to provide the kind
of connecting, collaborative communication that allows the child to “feel felt,” make sense of the internal world of minds,
and create the capacity for mindsight. In other situations, suboptimal caregiving may not have fostered the development of
a coherent sense of a core or autobiographical self. We can view these situations as being the inadequate development of a
coherent sense of another’s mind within the mind of the child. Such interactions are “incoherent,” and fail to facilitate the
child’s own integrative processes. The fundamental outcome of such non-integrative states can be seen as impairment in self-
regulation.*®*7)

Mindsight is

...aterm coined by Dr. Dan Siegel to describe our human capacity to perceive the mind of the self and others. It is a powerful
lens through which we can understand our inner lives with more clarity, integrate the brain, and enhance our relationships
with others. Mindsight is a kind of focused attention that allows us to see the internal workings of our own minds. It helps us
get ourselves off of the autopilot of ingrained behaviors and habitual responses. It lets us ‘name and tame’ the emotions we
are experiencing, rather than being overwhelmed by them.’

The importance of secure attachment is becoming more evident as researchers learn more about interpersonal neurobiol-
ogy. Interpersonal neurobiology is a term that UCLA Professor Dan Siegel* uses to describe how the developmental process reveals
that humans have an innate need for social interactions. His research examines the effects of interpersonal interactions on the devel-
opment of key areas of the brain that are involved in social interactions, assessing differences in brain physiology and structure.'#67
This vein of research is revealing how certain types of interpersonal experiences during the early developmental years are essential
to the formation of an integrated state of mind. An integrated state is associated with the ability to regulate one’s emotional states,
having more flexible responses, and greater complexity in behaviors. We move into the plane of possibilities rather than staying
stuck in habitual reactive patterns of behavior.

Recent research findings in interpersonal neurobiology (documenting the biological/physiological and structural changes
in the brain due to interpersonal interactions) and the contemplative practices (various forms of meditation) are supporting the ef-
fectiveness of meditative types of therapies, informing us that changing our behaviors, thoughts, perceptions, and reactions will
subsequently lead to positive changes in our brain and well-being that indicate a more integrated state.'**

ATTACHMENT

Attachment to the primary caregiver is formed early in life. Attachment and loss were described as important variables in develop-
ment that could foretell the manner in which a person was able to relate with others as an adult.'®" There are many situations that can
influence attachment style, but disruptions to the continuity, presence, and availability of the caregiver can result in what are termed
attachment disorders.*!> Mary Ainswort""” conducted the initial studies regarding attachment. The Strange Situation was a clinical
observational study and resulted in the identification of three different attachment styles of young children: (1) secure, (2) anxious/
ambivalent, and (3) avoidant attachment styles.

In this study, young children of various age groups were individually observed as their mothers left them in the presence of
a stranger. The child’s initial reactions were observed as well as the behaviors exhibited upon their mother’s return to the room. Chil-
dren who reacted in distressed ways when the mother left the room (e.g., crying, looking towards the door through which the mother
departed) and, who later, approached the mother and allowed themselves to be held upon her return, were described as securely at-
tached. Secure adults see themselves as liked by most people, easy to get to know, well intentioned, and good-hearted. Children who
seemed somewhat disturbed when the mother left, but acted ambivalently when she returned were classified as anxious/ambivalent.
Ambivalent behavior was described as perhaps approaching her, but simultaneously appearing to be angry by hitting or pushing her
away when the mother tried to console the child. Children who appeared to show no distress upon the departure of the mother and
who showed no interest in her upon her return were described as avoidantly attached. Avoidant individuals fear intimacy, are jealous,
and experience emotional swings. The avoidant type acts as if others are not important in life.
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In the best of circumstances, a secure attachment style is most conducive to healthy emotional and mental wellbeing in a
person. When we are in an environment that fosters secure attachment to our caregiver(s), we develop a stable and consistent core
self that reflects attuned and collaborative communication experiences—we felt valued, appreciated, loved, seen and heard by our
primary caregiver.* “The deepest sense of self-awareness, of core consciousness, may be profoundly influenced by early experiences
in infancy even before explicit, autobiographical memory is available”.*?’® Securely attached children appear to emerge from child-
hood with enhanced emotional flexibility, social functioning, and cognitive abilities.

DEVELOPING SECURE ATTACHMENT

According to Siegel®, five specific types of interactions are necessary to develop the neuronal pathways, specifically in the right
hemisphere that will help create a sense of secure attachment in children. The essential factors that he identified are: 1) Collabora-
tive Communication; 2) Reflective Dialogue; 3) Repair; 4) Coherent Narratives; and, 5) Emotional Communication. If the commu-
nications between a child and the caregiver/parent are suboptimal, the child will likely develop an anxious/ambivalent or avoidant
attachment style.

Collaborative Communication

Collaborative communication that is contingent and attuned refers to such aspects as eye contact, facial expressions, tone of voice,
bodily gestures, timing and intensity of responses between the caregiver and child. One can imagine the double messages that can
interfere with healthy development of a child’s core consciousness when body language reflects a far different message than the
words being spoken.

Resonance between the caregiver and child creates a connecting environment that supports the development of a number
of domains in childhood such as social, emotional and cognitive functioning. “Such collaboration may be essential in the creation
of a coherent and autobiographical sense of self”.*?7®

Reflective Dialogue

Reflective dialogue—verbally sharing of a focus or internal experience of each person in a dyad—helps a child learn skills essential
to mindsight. Reflective dialogue is when the parent or caregiver attempts to make sense of the signals sent by the child and then
communicates this meaning. Sharing of this perceived meaning and the mental state of the caregiver involves all aspects of behav-
ior: emotions, perceptions, thoughts, intentions, memories, ideas, beliefs, and attitudes.* We attune to others and then provide our
own meaning to the situation. This helps our children learn the social skill of attuning to others, which helps them develop empathy.
Reflecting upon the situation also helps children to make sense of their own internal experience as well.

With mindsight, we are aware of the content of our thoughts and how we may be reacting from past triggers rather than
being in the moment. We slow down and develop the abilities to be more flexible in our responses so that we can stay in the plane
of possibilities.

Repair

Repair to disruptions in a relationship is healing. When there are breaches to the relationship, the efforts towards repair helps chil-
dren understand that misunderstandings are simply a part of interrelationships. The caregiver needs to stay engaged with the child
otherwise prolonged disconnection can lead to disconnections in collaborative communication.

An adult’s pride may at times inhibit repair and leave the child isolated in what may be a shameful state of disconnection.
Intense uncomfortable emotional states in the child or parent may lead to a disconnection in collaborative communication. Pro-
longed disconnection, especially if combined with hostility and humiliation, can have significant negative effects on a child’s de-
veloping senses of self. Providing repair of the inevitable disconnections of attuned communication can occur naturally in a setting
where parents and other attachment figures generally provide consistent, predictable, reflective, intentional, and mindful caregiving.*

Through collaborative communication, a child learns to “...make sense of periods of painful disconnection and create a
sense of meaning out of the understanding of one’s own and another’s mind”.**7 Through attuned communication, a child learns
self regulation by reflecting upon his or her own mind’s content. Additionally, this child learns more about empathic interrelating by
also learning about the other person’s mind. This attunement leads to healing or repair when sense is made of the disruptions and a
sense of meaning is formed through the attuned communication.
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Coherent Narratives

Coherent narratives reflect an autobiographical form of self-awareness. Through co-construction of narratives, children learn this
tool for living that helps them understand what is happening within their own psyche as well as others. It is interesting that the most
robust predictor of a child’s attachment style depends upon the nature of the parent’s narrative of his or her own life. When a child’s
parents or caregiver has gaps in their autobiographical narratives, or whose stories lack sufficient detail to include both positive and
negative events, this indicates that they too lack mindsight and an integrated state that would make them aware that they may be
passing on the same deficiencies to their own children. They are likely to interact in ways that impede secure attachment and instead
foster anxious/ambivalent attachment in their children.*

Emotional Communication

Emotional communication is the type of communication where positive emotional events are shared as well as negative emotional
states without emotional abandonment. Children need to learn that although they or others may experience negative emotions, the
relationship is such that the caregiver will stay engaged emotionally with the child.

SUMMARY

These five factors are essential for fostering secure attachment in children, which apparently creates an integrated mind state that
is vital for interrelationship communication. Understanding the neurobiological implications of anxious/ambivalent or avoidant
attachment styles can guide clinicians to form appropriate treatments that will help ameliorate the dysfunctional behaviors in in-
terrelating while healing the underlying deficiencies in the person’s experiences. Simultaneously, this can help restore the brain’s
capacity for fulfilling, complex, flexible and coherent states through the development of the neural connections that are a part of
mindsight. The left hemisphere of the brain functions as the interpreter that seeks causal explanations in a linear and logical manner,
while the right hemisphere mediates autonoetic consciousness (defined as relating to or characterized by the capacity to be aware
of one’s own existence as an entity in time), and the retrieval of autobiographical memory. Coherent narratives are proposed to
be a product of left and right hemispheric processes.

Neurological deficiencies believed to be associated with those who have either anxious/ambivalent attachment styles or
avoidant attachment styles are not terminal. The prognosis for healing and developing those areas of the brain that allow us to at-
tune with others is good news for those suffering from dysfunctional interpersonal relating. We are finding that in regards to this
deficiency, the plasticity of the brain allows for the creation of new neuronal connections and neural nets that are associated with
better regulation of emotions and the ability to attune to others. Therapy that focuses on developing mindsight skills changes the
physiology within the brain allowing for better emotional regulation and more attuned communications.

As we are learning, the brain’s plasticity is not limited to our early developmental years, but extends throughout our lives.
As an adult, through mindsight therapy, integration of the key areas of the brain that were insufficiently developed because of the
lack of attuned communication is effected. Greater mindsight—to be more objective, more observant, more flexible in one’s re-
sponse, more open, less reactionary—the areas of the brain that were not sufficiently integrated will develop connections that allow
for a more coherent narrative and therefore, greater flexibility and complexity of behavior leading to better interrelationships.
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