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Eighty percent of right- and left-handed mothers
cradle their babies on their left side. And when
males become fathers, 80% of them also cradle on
the left (Sieratzki & Woll, 1996). Why this
seemingly instinctual right hemisphere dominance?
And can we psychotherapists use this, and
additional information that is exploding out of
neuroscience, when we treat our patients?

Information about the importance of the right
hemisphere (RH) of the brain in human
attachment, psychopathology, and later healing
was the focus of a two-day workshop that Allan N.
Schore, PhD, presented in San Francisco in May.
This author and researcher is on the clinical faculty
of UCLA’s David Geffen School of Medicine.
Schore offered a rich presentation on these topics,
and I will only be able to brush the surface here.

As students of IPNB know, human brains are co-
created within relationships, and this is especially
true in our early lives. Schore quoted several
publications concerning the dominance of the RH
at this time:
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“The right hemisphere is more advanced than the
left in surface features from about the 25"
(gestational) week, and this advance persists until
the left hemisphere (LH) shows a postnatal growth
spurt starting in the second year” (Trevarthen,
1996).

“The sense of self emerges from the activity of the
brain in interaction with other selves” (Decety &
Chaminade, 2003).

And Schore (1994) has written that “postnatal
attachment experiences overlap brain growth spurt.
Early developing RH, dominant for self-regulation
and the implicit self, is shaped by attachment
experiences.”

Thus, our right hemispheres are very active during
this period. Doing what exactly? According to
Schore, attachment theory is fundamentally a
regulation theory —and the newborn is learning to
regulate his/her emotional self in concert with
caregiver(s). How does this happen? Since the RH
is dominant in appraising and regulating nonverbal
visual facial, auditory-prosodic (tone), and bodily-
based information, the newborn’s RH processes
this wealth of information in a feedback loop from
self to caregiver to self.

There are many ways that parents promote a
healthy attachment with their babies. Explaining
the cradling example above, Sieratzki and Woll
found that in the “left cradling position, maternal
affective signals are given to the infant’s free left
ear and processed by the right hemisphere, the
hemisphere which is more advanced at this stage of
development, and destined for the reception and
processing of prosody.”
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Also, “along the right hemisphere affect-
communication vector, left-sided cradling
facilitates the flow of auditory and visual
communication between mother and infant and
channels somato-affective feedback and infant
sound to the mother’s right hemisphere, which in
turn tunes the melody of the mother’s voice.”
Another example of that feedback loop, and the
critical importance of tuning in to the other.

Even these basic examples can be integrated into
the work of psychotherapists. Schore said that he
has rearranged the chair in his office so that he
talks more to the left ear of his patients—much as a
parent does when cradling an infant.

But on a deeper level in our work as
psychotherapists, we can remember that just as
relationships caused the original wound, now they
can provide healing. Therapy is not the talking
cure, but the communicating cure. Just as when a
parent “tunes in” to a baby and moment by
moment tracks the child, when we do that with our
clients, they experience being mentally/
emotionally held by the other.

Schore also encourages therapists to stay attuned to
their own bodies and that of their clients. He
referred to the work of Meares (2005): “The
movements of inner life give us our sense of being

alive...These movements and this feeling of
aliveness are characteristically diminished in those
who seek help from a therapist...The aim of
therapy is to help the individual gain the
experience of a...core of vitality and well-being.”

Schore wrote that in patients who have histories of
early attachment trauma, somatoform dissociation,
and severe self-pathologies, the rhythms of their
bodies are severely dysregulated and affective
states of self are pathologically dis-integrated. And
here again, the right hemisphere plays a significant
role. The RH is centrally involved in the analysis
of direct information received by the person from
his/her body. That information is then passed on to
the LH.

When we help our clients tune in to their bodies,
we promote vertical integration (connection of
body to limbic to cortex in the right hemisphere).
And when we understand as much as possible
about how both the right and left hemispheres of
the brain function, we can promote bilateral
integration as well. Perhaps of greatest import is
that all of this can happen through the relationship
in the warmth and connection supplied by
interpersonal integration between client and
therapist.

contact Bea at www.beaarmstrong.com.
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