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Imago Training 

I m a g o  o f f e r s  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  y o u  t o  
e x c e l  a t  c o u p l e s  t h e r a p y .  

Really good couples therapists are rare,so they naturally attract more couples. 

 

 

Imago delivers breakthroughs. 

It can be so exciting when a couple who seems caught up in their pain, suddenly breaks through 
to a new realization which brings happiness and love. This is the true heart of Imago marriage 
counseling, where it’s the couple who take ownership for their own work, and are therefore much 
more open to those “Ah ha” moments that create results. 

Imago provides a framework for clinical practice. 

You can use Imago to more effectively apply all your existing skills and experience. Imago 
interventions usually have the couples facing each other, and speaking directly to their partner, 
using structured dialogue processes which you guide them through. This supports the skillful and 
attuned use of prompts which guide the couple to safely explore issues like attachment wounding 
together. 

Through Imago, couples take ownership for their work.  

Do you ever find yourself with couples who get stuck in the process? Maybe you wish they could 
grasp what is so clear to you, and overcome their resistance? Imago invites couples to understand 
the couples counseling process so they can feel more motivated to explore their own barriers to 
growth. When your couples attend Imago weekend workshops, they often return with so much 
insight and enthusiasm that the next few sessions are full of excitement and discovery. 

 

 
W W W . I M A G O T R A I N I N G . C O . Z A  1160 Stellenberg rd., Pretoria       Tel  082 331 4704/3       email: kobus@imagotraining.co.za 

T R A I N I N G S  A V A I L A B L E  

75  
CPD points 

25  
CPD points 

Venue:     Pretoria 
Trainers: Kobus van der Merwe & 
.                Michelle Naude 

W W W . I M A G O R E L A T I O N S H I P . C O . Z A  
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Mirror neurons could be a whole system of 
neurons designed to detect the intentions of 
other people and elicit empathetic responses – 
or not. Discovered accidently by a team of 
neuroscientists at the University of Parma in 
Italy in the 1990s the finding is causing some 
degree of controversy, explains Dr Ian 
Opperman. 
 
In his keynote address at the September 2013 
Imago Relationship Therapy Training held in 
Cape Town, Opperman describes that what the 
Parma neuroscientists stumbled across was a 
group of neurons in the brains of macaque 
monkeys that fire not only when a monkey 
performs an action but also when the monkey 
watches the action being performed and even 
when the monkey only hears the action being 
performed.  It is literally a case of monkey see, 
monkey do, explains Opperman. But this 
monkey   business   doesn’t   start   and   stop   with  
the macaques. It turns out children see and 
children do too. Even a few moments after birth 
a baby may imitate an adult sticking out its 
tongue, shares Opperman. 
 
PET scans show that humans, like monkeys 
have a mirror neuron system that supports 
imitation and observational learning. The 
debate hots up when scientists start pointing to 
the significance of this finding. Neuroscientists 
like Marco Iacoboni, Vilayanur Ramachandran 
and Giacomo Rizzolatti argue that mirror 
neurons in human brains help us understand the 
intentions of other people and hence may be 
involved in feelings like empathy. Their view is 
that   when   we   observe   another   person’s  
actions, our brain generates an inner simulation 
that allows us to experience what the other 
person is experiencing. Our mirror neurons tie 

us  not  just  to  another  person’s  actions  but also 
to their feelings. That in a nutshell is empathy – 
a part of our brain whose job it is to live in other 
people’s  bodies,  to  sense  their  states  of  mind  – 
by feeling what they feel – and allowing us to 
connect. Which is why we wince when we 
watch sports stars injure themselves, cry when 
we watch movie stars weep on the big screen, 
and find yawning contagious.  
 
As social animals, it seems our brain is literally 
hardwired to connect. This is of obvious interest 
to the therapist. But what is particularly salient, 
especially for the Imago therapist, is the impact 
that a loss of connection – or lack of empathy – 
can have on human development.  It seems that 
as social animals we are not only hardwired to 
connect, we cannot function effectively without 
empathy. With reference to disturbing 
documentaries on the plight of Romanian 
orphans deprived of even the most basic 
adequate  care,  and  to  Dr  Edward  Tronick’s  Still-
Face experiment, Opperman shows the 
potential emotional devastation that arises 
from a lack of connection. 
 
However,  we  don’t  only  see  a  picture  of  despair  
at  the  impact  of  the  lack  of  empathy  in  Tronick’s  
Still-Face experiment. Although it takes a very 
short space of time – about two minutes – for 
the baby to register distress at the lack of 
empathic connection with her mother, it takes 
an even shorter space of time – mere seconds – 
for the baby to find emotional equilibrium when 
empathic communication is restored.  
Tronick talks about the findings of his 
experiment   in   terms   of   ‘good,   bad   and   ugly’.  
The  ‘good’  is the everyday connection we share 
with   our   children.   The   ‘bad’   is   the   break   in  
connection that is then followed by reparation. 

EMPATHY – A NEUROBIOLOGICAL 
NECESSITY 

AS SOCIAL ANIMALS OUR BRAINS ARE HARD-WIRED TO CONNECT 

KEY NOTE SPEAKER: Mirror Neurons (by Dr Ian Opperman) 
SYNOPSIS WRITTEN BY: Francoise Gallet 
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The ugly is when there is no opportunity for 
reconnection and the child becomes stuck in 
the stress of disconnection. 
 

 
For the Imago therapist, working to facilitate 
dialogue that allows for empathic validation, 

this is evidence in favour of the odds of healing 
ruptured relationships.  
Nonetheless, Opperman is careful to point out 
that the science of mirror neurons is new and 
controversial.  
 
However, whether mirror neurons are the 
biological mechanism of empathy or not, it is 
clear that the consequences of living without it 
is,  as  Tronick  puts   it,   ‘ugly’.  And  so,  therapeutic  
interventions,   like   Imago’s   intentional   dialogue  
that seek to facilitate empathic validation seem 
ideally situated to enable healing.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

USEFUL LINKS 
 Mirror neuron – a neurobiological approach to empathy 

http://www.robotcub.org/misc/papers/06_Rizzolatti_Craig
hero.pdf 

 Xavier the infant copying daddy push his tongue out: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rix8qIk7BhQ 

 Empathy and the mirror neuron: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BOd3N20XNC4 
 Dr  Edward  Tronick’s  Still  Face  experiment: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=apzXGEbZht0 

 1952 clip on emotional deprivation in infancy 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VvdOe10vrs4 

 Romanian orphanage footage 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bvL_DGjGuhA&list=PLE

C342B1BCC6DAB15 
 Neuroscientist Vilayanur Ramachandran from the 

University of California outlines the fascinating functions of 
mirror neurons 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Rx4kpl95tE 
 

http://www.robotcub.org/misc/papers/06_Rizzolatti_Craighero.pdf
http://www.robotcub.org/misc/papers/06_Rizzolatti_Craighero.pdf
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rix8qIk7BhQ
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BOd3N20XNC4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=apzXGEbZht0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VvdOe10vrs4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bvL_DGjGuhA&list=PLEC342B1BCC6DAB15
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bvL_DGjGuhA&list=PLEC342B1BCC6DAB15
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Rx4kpl95tE
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‘I  am,  because  we  are’ – the fundamental 
tenet of the African philosophy of Ubuntu and 
the   driving   understanding   behind   Imago’s  
relational paradigm – knits Imago relational 
therapy to the very fabric of the African way of 
being, shared Michele Naude, chair of the 
Imago Africa executive committee, as she 
welcomed delegates to the September 2013 
Imago Relationship Therapy Training in Cape 
Town. What sets Imago apart from other 
therapeutic models is that it is fundamentally a 
relational paradigm, explained Naude.   

 

 

“Everything   in  the  universe  only  exists  because  
it   is   in   relation   to   everything   else.”   Therefore  
according to the theory of Imago Relationships, 
we are born, wounded and healed in 
relationships – one   person’s   personhood   is  
complimented and fulfilled within connection. 
Likewise in the philosophy of Ubuntu, explained 
Naude, we create each other – humanity is co-
substantively bestowed upon us. By being 
conscious and intentional in our relationships 
and using the tool of the Imago Dialogue we 
can build communities of connection and 
healing, encouraged Naude. 
 
“There   is   such   a   redemptive   quality   to   the  
theory and practice of Imago – past hurts can 
be healed! Through the process of dialogue, 
couples are able to join together in a safe 
connected space to allow for healing and 
transformation  to  take  place.”  Which  is  why  it  is  
no accident that Imago has adopted the Zebra, 
the African ebony and ivory antelope, as the 
image of love.  Naude explains that   in   Imago’s  
complex theory of healing and the growth of 

love, we fall in love with someone whose past 
wounding matches our own – our partner is our 
mirror image of hurt and in turn our path to 
healing.      Similarly   in   Ubuntu   the   “other  
becomes   the   mirror”.   Both approaches see 
healing   in   connection.   “Being   disconnected,  
being lonely is the problem. And being 
connected,   being   included   is   the   medicine,”  
Naude counselled. Recalling a quote from 
Margaret   J.   Wheatley’s   book   ‘Turning   to   One  
Another: Simple Conversations to Restore Hope 
to  the  Future’,  Naude  encouraged  delegates  to  
see that healing in South Africa is in their hands. 
“People   are   the   solution   to   the   problems   that  
confront us. We are the solution – we as 
generous, openhearted people who want to 
use our creativity and caring on behalf of other 
human beings and all life. Relationships are all 
there   is.” And so, Naude invited delegates to 
join with Imago on their journey as 
professionals, and those who care about 
humanity, to make a difference in the lives of 
clients and couples by healing one relationship 
at a time. 

 
 

 

THE ESSENCE OF AN AFRICAN CONNECTION 
HEAL ONE RELATIONSHIP AT A TIME 

The Relevance of Ubuntu in Imago (by Michele Naude) 
SYNOPSIS WRITTEN BY: Francoise Gallet 
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There’s   been   a   shift   in   Imago   founder   Dr  
Harville   Hendrix’s   thinking,   and   says   Imago  
Africa executive committee member Kobus van 
der Merwe, the significance is that there is 
ground to be made in our understanding of 
relationality.      “We   talk   about   the   relational  
paradigm, but in truth we are not yet really in 
the  relational  paradigm,”  shares  Van  der  Merwe  
on  Hendrix’s  thinking. 
 
The leap in our understanding essentially 
involves  acknowledging  the  fiction  of  ‘the  self’  – 
the theoretical concept of the individual is no 
longer relevant to therapy. Indeed, Van der 
Merwe asserts, Hendrix is arguing that the self 
doesn’t   exist   as   a   separate entity on its own 
that can be studied. 
 
THE HISTORICAL RISE AND FALL OF THE 
INDIVIDUAL 
The Imago paradigm, like all therapeutic 
systems has arisen within a particular historical 
and cultural context.  So tracing the history of 
the  ‘self’,  and  the  historical and cultural context 
in which it arose conceptually, has useful 
implications for understanding the shift that 
Hendrix is referring to, asserts Van der Merwe. 
The rise of the concept of the individual can be 
traced back to around four to five hundred 
years  ago.  Prior  to  that  ‘you’  existed  merely  as  a  
‘subject’   ultimately   belonging   to   God   or   the  
King.   
 
With the emergence of Western literature, the 
age of Enlightenment and the teachings of 
Aristotle,   ‘reason’   as   a   distinctly   human  
capability took centre stage.  The spirit of the 
times was summed up by the philosophical 

proposition postulated by René Descartes:   “I  
think,  therefore  I  am.”   
 

 
 
The question that then arose from this line of 
thinking  was:   ‘How   does   one   coming   to   know  
things?’   Religion   had   previously governed this 
terrain with the concept of faith – things were 
known simply by trusting. Now the individual, 
capable of reason and observation was 
advocated as the primary means of discernment 
and the age of science were ushered in. What 
followed was approximately 400 years of 
western institutions – education, economic 
systems, religious orders and others – revolving 
around the concept of the individual. 
 
Within the terrain of psychology, the rise of the 
individual was most markedly seen in the 
teachings of Sigmund Freud whose therapeutic 
process entailed freeing the individual from 
cultural repression. His was a practice of 
personal awakening – or awakening of the 
unconscious – the embedded self. 
The individual subsequently became the basis 
for psychotherapy.  
 

WE RELATE, THEREFORE WE ARE 
Our challenge is to embrace an understanding that healing can only come 

from the relationship. 

Imago & The Relational Paradigm  
(by Kobus van der Merwe) 

 
SYNOPSIS WRITTEN BY: Francoise Gallet 
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THE RISE OF THE RELATIONAL PARADIGM 
In the 50s, psychologists Harry Sullivan and Carl 
Rogers began to question the notion of an 
isolated individual and so the relational 
paradigm saw its beginnings. 
 
Carl Jung followed with his theories of a 
collective unconscious and philosopher Martin 
Buber introduced the concept of the I-Thou 
relationship, with the emphasis being on 
neither   the   ‘I’   nor   the   ‘Thou’   but   the   dash.  
However, although both Jung and Buber 
emphasised that we find our depth and 
wholeness in relationship, the individual still 
reigned supreme. 
 
 

 
 
In the late 80s, feminist psychology gave fuller 
expression to relational theory by challenging 
the emphasis of a separate, autonomous self 
and emphasising relational patterns.  
 
Science has subsequently added steam to the 
relational paradigm. Interpersonal 
neurobiology, with the aid of quantum physics 
as applied to psychology by the likes of Dr Dan 
Siegel, Dr Helen LaKelly Hunt and Hendrix have 
stripped   the   ‘self’   of an entity or location. The 
notion   of   the   ‘self’   has   been   reduced   to   the  
oscillation of certain patterns of energy flow. Or 
in Hunt's thinking, the self is an oscillation 
between connection and differentiation. 
 
IMPLICATIONS FOR RELATIONAL THERAPY 
The therapeutical implication is that in relational 
therapy like Imago, we are the doctors of the 
space in-between. Relational healing has shifted 
from looking at individuals as relational beings 

to seeing being as relational. The client is the 
relationship. 
 
As doctors of the in-between, our focus must be 
on   the   safety   and   quality   of   the   ‘in-between’.  
Healing happens horizontally. We therefore 
need to shift a couple from relating to each 
other to connecting to each other and to do this 
we must: 
 Create the context of safety, which is 

essential for the experience of connecting;  
 Establish and enable clients to be present – 

to show up; 
 Facilitate attunement and mirroring; 
 Reinforce the commitment to zero 

negativity; 
 Build the awareness that relationship is 

communicating and that a healthy 
relationship is two people communicating 
equally, vertically and by taking turns; 

 Enable a felt sense of connecting - which is 
joyful aliveness. 

The significance of this understanding is the 
realisation that we live in a disconnected world 
where people crave connection but function in 
the realm of merely relating to each other. 
Pornography, social media, and the cry of 
reactive couples are echoes of this call for 
connection. Our challenge is to embrace an 
understanding that healing can only come from 
the relationship. 
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“If   you   don’t   know  
where you are going, 
you will wind up 
somewhere else,”   is   a  
saying that makes personal 
sense – particularly with 
reference  to  couple’s  therapy  
– to Marina Swart, a 
psychologist, Imago therapist 
and Imago workshop 
presenter.  It is also part her 
attraction to Emotional 
Focussed   Couple’s   Therapy  
(EFT), which she believes 
offers a well-structured map 
for working with couples.   
Colleen Anderson, clinical 
psychologist and Imago 
therapist co-presenting with 
Swart at the September 2013 
Imago Relationship Therapy 
Training in Cape Town, 
explains that her interest in 
EFT is piqued by research 
suggesting that focussing on 
emotion makes therapy more 
successful in the long-term. 
“Research   results   indicate  
that 60 to 75 percent of 
couples are no longer 
distressed after 10-12 sessions 
of  EFT,”  shares  Swart.   
Both Swart and Anderson are 
currently in training to 
become EFT therapists and 
believe that both EFT and 
Imago can feed into each 
other. 
Swart explains that EFT is an 
experiential approach to 

couple’s   therapy   that   is   rooted   in  attachment   theory.   It   focusses  
on creating positive and corrective experiences in a relationship so 
as to give couples a taste of what a secure bond is like. And, it 
follows a particular process of nine steps within three major 
sequential   stages.   “EFT   offers   a   set   of   well-described, specific 
techniques  for  the  therapist  to  follow,”  says  Swart. 
It also shares many similarities with Imago, especially in the 
understanding of the nature of marital distress, shares Anderson. 
“Both   Imago   and   EFT   identify   that   the   primary   goal   of   couple  
therapy  is  creating  connection  between  partners.”   
Likewise   “both   view   ‘the   client’   as   the relationship between the 
partners and recognise that the quality of the connection 
determines   whether   the   relationship   feels   safe   or   dangerous”,  
says Anderson. 
 
“EFT   and   Imago   are   promoting   acceptance   and   compassion  
between couples and try to evoke softer, emotional responses in 
the  relationship  space,”  explains  Swart. 
There are obviously differences too. EFT, working within the 
paradigm of attachment theory, says that all marital distress is 
about   the  absence  of   a   safe  emotional  bond.  “Whereas,”   shares  
Anderson,   “Imago   sees   all   marital   distress   emanating   from   the  
power  struggle  between  partners”. 
The result is that although they both share the same goal, they 
have fundamentally different methodologies, explains Anderson. 
In   a   nutshell:   “EFT   focusses   on   emotion. Imago focusses on the 
dialogue”. 
 
Pioneer of integrating the two approaches, Jette Simon, a senior 
clinical instructor for Imago International, a certified EFT therapist, 
and a certified supervisor for EFT believes judiciously combining 
the two approaches can increase clinical effectiveness. 
Likewise, Anderson believes that in the developing new science of 
relationships, a spirit of openness to growth is essential. And, 
although the integration of EFT and Imago is in its infancy, she and 
Swart hope to discover how integration can work in the best 
interests  of  both  the  client  and  the  couple’s  therapist  in  the  South  
African context. 
 
 

IMAGO MEETS EFT 
IMAGO & EMOTION FOCUSSED THERAPY 

 (by Marina Swart & Colleen Anderson) 
SYNOPSIS WRITTEN BY: Francoise Gallet 
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All of us have in some way been 
affected by extra-marital affairs, 
shares Imago therapist and counselling 
psychologist, Carol Ann Dixon as she tells of her 
own  encounter  with  her  father’s  infidelity.  And,  
although her statement stems from personal 
experience, statistics indicate that 
monogamous marriages are in the minority. 
 
The 2005 Durex Global Sex Survey puts male 
infidelity as high as 65 percent and female 
infidelity as high as 43 percent, shares Louise 
Hendey, Imago executive committee member 
and Imago relationship therapist.   

“Although  the  research  from  diverse  findings  is  
inconsistent, some studies suggest, based on 
therapists’   estimates   in   the  United  States,   that  
the  average  rate  of  infidelity  is  65  percent,”  says  
Hendey. 
 
And Ashley Madison, a Canadian online dating 
service for those already in a committed 
relationship or marriage, boasted around 8.5 
million users in 2011 according to Bloomberg 
Business Week I NBC News online. 
 
In Imago, there is some valid reason for why an 
affair   happens,   explains   Dixon.   “It   is a 
purposeful but unconscious sexual or emotional 
exit. There is something happening in the space 

BUILDING FROM A MARITAL FALLOUT 
A true reconciliation requires an honest confrontation with the truth. 

. 

Recovering from Affairs (by Carol Dixon & Louise Hendey) 
 

SYNOPSIS WRITTEN BY: Francoise Gallet 
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between the couple. In this space is a dance 
between connection and differentiation, 
attachment and exploration, and the roots of 
this process are in childhood.” 
 
Hendey offers further insight into the reasons 
behind affairs: 
 Lack of social support for the primary 

relationship; 
 Opportunities present themselves – for 

example in the work context; 
 Invalidating communication or marital 

dissatisfaction; 
 A childhood history of parental extra-marital 

affairs; 
 High sexual interest and a history of past 

divorce. 

Whatever   the   purpose,   it’s   common   for   both  
spouses to describe dealing with the 
extramarital affair as one of the most difficult 
periods of their life. Symptoms typical of post-
traumatic stress syndrome such as intrusive 
thoughts, avoidant behaviour, hyper-arousal or 
amygdala hijacking, fear, helplessness and 
feelings of horror can all present. 
 
Hendey contends that in her experience 
traditional models of therapy can be ill 
equipped to handle the difficult recovery from 
an affair, as they can increase volatility.  
However, there is a positive correlation 
between Imago therapy and recovery. She 
bears testament that relationships can not only 
survive, but also thrive after affairs.  
 
Imago keeps two core assumptions – that 
relationships can heal from extramarital affairs 
and that the affair can be an opportunity for 
growth – as fundamental to the therapeutic 
process. The third key assumption is that both 
parties are equally wounded and so it is 
imperative for the therapist to adopt a blame-
free stance and language. 
The recovery journey entails four stages: 

1. Building hope and truth, 
2. Finding meaning, 
3. Mourning, 
4. Rebuilding. 

These   stages   don’t   necessarily   follow   a  
sequence and there may be oscillation back and 
forth between them. 
 
 
STAGE ONE: BUILDING HOPE AND TRUTH 
 

 
 
When the affair is exposed, the couple is 
confronted with something akin to an 
emotional tsunami as both grapple to survive 
the huge amount of emotional energy that they 
find themselves in. 
 
Offended parties may experience rage and fury. 
Their   search   for   the   ‘truth’   turns   them   into  
something of a private investigator. They seek 
to establish the full details of the betrayal and 
grapple with the question of why   they   didn’t  
notice  the  ‘signs’.  It  is  an  exploration  of  trust  in  
both themselves and their partners. 
 
The offenders have their own battle at this 
stage too. After the relief of not having to carry 
the secret, they now face the terror of what lies 
ahead and the realisation that a choice needs to 
be made between the safety and security of the 
marriage and the excitement of the affair. 
 
The role of the therapist is therefore to provide 
the couple with a safe space in which to calm 
reactivity, explore the current reality, 
appreciate the good in their relationship and 
hold their connection. Dixon describes creating 
safety and hope for future recovery as the key 
imperatives for the couple in this stage.  “The  
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couple needs a sense of hope that they are both 
willing  to  try  and  that  recovery  is  possible.” 
 
To progress from this stage, the offending party 
needs to make a voluntary and full disclosure. 
With this in mind, Hendey quotes from 
Desmond   Tutu’s   comments   on   the   Truth   and  
Reconciliation   Commission:   “A   true  
reconciliation requires an honest confrontation 
with the truth. Superficial reconciliation results 
in  superficial  healing.”  Genuine  apologies,  from  
both parties, are also necessary for progress. 
 
Key Imago tools at this stage: 

- Psycho-education to keep the couple 
grounded and feeling secure with the 
therapist 

- Safe place visualisation for couples 
locked in anger 

- Shallowing techniques such as mirroring  

Dixon introduces mirroring as soon as possible 
so that the couple can learn to feel safe with 
each other.  
“At this stage the offender is being questioned.  
So you need to help the offender learn to 
validate rather than just defend. Mirroring 
protects both of them from the volatility. It is 
important to introduce this tool as early as 
possible in the process because at this stage 
couples want to make a decision about re-
commitment.” 
 
Useful dialogue tools at this stage: 

- Intentional Dialogue 
- Appreciation Dialogue 
- Commitment Dialogue 
- Amends Dialogue 

If this becomes the exit point for the 
relationship, then the Goodbye Dialogue is 
crucial as it enables couples to extricate from 
the relationship while retaining a sense of 
respect and honour. 
If clients are facing the challenge of life outside 
of marriage, Dixon suggests referring them to 
the   ‘Keeping   the   Love   you   Find’  workshop   for  
singles and encouraging them continue with 
therapy as individuals. 

 The   ‘Connected   Parents,   Thriving   Kids’  
workshop is worth recommending too if they 
are parents.  
 
STAGE 2 – FINDING MEANING – MIRRORS 
FROM THE PAST 
 

 
 

At this stage the obsession with determining 
the truth has started to subside for the 
offended party and the focus now shifts to the 
need to find meaning in the relationship. 
The goal of the therapist once again is to 
provide a safe and calming space through this 
vulnerable phase, help the couple connect the 
current reality to the past, appreciate the good 
in their relationship and hold their connection. 
For involved partners there may be an element 
of impatience and uncertainty at this point. 
They may oscillate between their need for 
attachment and adventure. Both are legitimate 
needs, points out Dixon, and as the therapist 
you need to explore how you can validate the 
person who wants to explore. This is an 
important step because these are the seeds of 
differentiation. 
Meanwhile the injured party may be more open, 
despite some remaining uncertainty and 
continued truth seeking, with a greater sense of 
future hope. 
An important process for the offended party, 
points out Hendey, is to take responsibility for 
their part in the affair.   “It’s   about   taking  
ownership  for  their  role  in  the  nightmare.” 
Key Imago tools at this stage: 
 Deepening techniques – childhood 

exploration 
 Mirroring with sentence stems and doubling  



 16 

 Visualisation 

Hendey suggested encouraging couples to have 
an affair   with   the   ‘self’.   “Channelling   their  
energy into a constructive outlet can be hugely 
beneficial to relieving the tension in the 
relationship  pressure  cooker.” 
Once the couple has made the decision that 
they want to recover, there is a greater sense of 
safety and commitment and the deepening 
process can start with these dialogue tools: 
 
 Intimacy Dialogue 
 Parent-child dialogue 
 Frustration Dialogue / Behaviour Change 

Dialogue 
 Exit Dialogue 

Dixon offered the group a taste of the Intimacy 
Dialogue, which was designed as a result of 
combining Imago practice with the theoretical 
work   of   Holly   Hein   from   her   book   ‘Sexual  
Detours’.  This  dialogue  assumes  that  ruptures  in  
relationships happen because of childhood 
wounding and the resulting fear of, and longing 
for, intimacy. An affair may provide a taste of 
intimacy, however it cannot last because for 
true intimacy to occur both sides of the 
relationship coin need to be present in the 
space – i.e. commitment, stability, predictability 
and excitement, adventure and exploration. 
 
STAGE 3: MOURNING 

 
This is the stage of saying goodbye – letting go 
of the destruction and saying farewell to the 
idea of the fairy-tale  relationship.  It’s  the  phase  
of healing by consciously deciding on the need 

for a trusting relationship and committing to 
building a trusting relationship. 
 
It is also the beginning of differentiation and 
restitution. It is important to realise, explains 
Louise, that there must be no sense of 
vindication in the restitution process. It is about 
making amends symbolically and the symbolic 
act could be anything that is of relevance to the 
context of the couple. 
Key Imago tools at this stage: 
 
 Deepening techniques 
 Psycho- education 
 Appreciation of the couple by each other 

Useful dialogue tools at this point: 
 Good-bye Dialogues 
 Holding exercise 
 Commitment Dialogue 
 Intentional dialogue 
 Forgiveness/Amends Dialogue 

STAGE 4: REBUILDING 
 
Rebuilding is about differentiation – where the 
couple deals with who they are as individuals 
and the new parameters of the relationship.  
The therapist will guide the couple through 
future-based visioning and specific functional 
area changes. 
 
Meanwhile the couple takes on a sense of 
ownership and responsibility for their 
relationship as they continue practicing. As in 
the other stages, there are key emotions that 
characterise this stage for both parties. For the 
involved party, there may be lingering, 
precarious self-doubt, but also hope, 
reconnection and differentiation. 
 
The offended party is likely to move from 
hopeful ambivalence to a more self-assured 
differentiation and growth. If healing is to be 
sustainable, both parties need to begin a 
lifelong journey of differentiation, whereby they 
place their energies into building unique 
identities that come together in and build the 
relationship; rather than being stifled in the 
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relational identity, or having to express their 
difference outside of the relationship.   
 
It is important, at this stage that both parties 
are honoured for the courage that it takes to re-
commit to the relationship and work through 
their   ‘demons’.      And,   it   is   critical   for   the  
therapist to encourage the couple to hold onto 
the last stage to ensure they can really connect 
rather than fuse without moving back into 
symbiosis - which does not allow for complete 
expression of the differentiated self without 
disconnection.  (Symbiosis is a specific 
understanding in Imago of a co-dependent and 
parasitic state, which does not allow for 
complete expression of the differentiated self 
without disconnection). 
 
Key Imago tools at this stage: 
 Visualisation 
 Structured exercises 

Useful dialogue tools at this point: 
 Imaginative visions 
 Behaviour change requests around topics 

such as sex, money, family 
 Dialogues around values, hope 
 Re-romanticising 

Dixon also refers clients at this point in their 
therapy   to   the   ‘Getting   the   Love   You   Want’  
workshop. 
 

As she quotes Clarissa Pinkola Estes in closing, 
Hendey highlights that recovery from sexual 
detours entails embarking on a journey where 
the therapist is the facilitator for healing: 
 
“...Love   in   its   fullest   form   is   a   series   of  
deaths and rebirths. We let go of one 
phase, one aspect of love, and enter 
another. Passion dies and is brought 
back. Pain is chased away and surfaces 
another time. To love means to embrace 
and at the same time to withstand many 
endings, and many, many beginnings - all 
in  the  same  relationship.” 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

USEFUL LINKS: 
 

YouTube.com video clips of Ashley Madison, a monetized dating site for infidelity: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-7c4_OY04uA 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-7c4_OY04uA
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Thanks to the science of interpersonal 
neurobiology, we now know that the way in 
which we relate to each other literally changes 
the structure of our brains. This means that 
early relational wounding can be healed in 
relationship through re-wiring of the brain, 
which is facilitated by Imago Dialogue, share 
Imago executive members Michele Naude and 
Kobus van der Merwe. 
 
REACTIVITY AND BIOLOGY 
For   an   understanding   of   how   Imago’s  
Intentional Dialogue facilitates re-wiring, a quick 
look at the biology of our brains is useful. Our 
pre-frontal cortex is the centre in the brain 
responsible for our higher faculties such as 
reasoning and decision-making. When the 
driving centre for our behaviour is the pre-
frontal cortex we are reasonable, intelligent 
beings. But, when we experience some form of 
stress, our amygdala becomes the primary 
mobilising   ‘force’   within   the   brain.   The  

amygdala has the capacity to take total control 
of  the  brain  in  what  is  known  as  the  “amygdala  
hijack”  and  produce  a  fight-or-flight response 
 
Daniel Goleman, author and psychologist 
describes this process as follows: 
“The   amygdala   is   the   brain's   centre   for  
emotional memory, for emotional reactivity, 
and has the ability to scan everything that's 
happening to us moment to moment to see if it 
perceives a threat. [If it does,] it mobilises the 
entire brain instantly in an amygdala hijack 
(intense emotional reaction, very sudden onset, 
extreme). The architecture of the brain gives 
the amygdala a privileged position as the 
emotional   sentinel,   able   to   hijack   the   brain.”  
This brain hijack is the basis of reactive 
behaviour.  
 
To facilitate healing, through Intentional 
Dialogue, an understanding of how stimulus 
comes to be perceived as a threat is useful. And 
again, a look at the biology of our brains – in 
particular the hippocampus – offers useful 
insight. 
 
The hippocampus is responsible for the 
integration of implicit memories with explicit 
memories. When we experience stress the 
hippocampus   gets   ‘blocked’.   The   result   is  
impaired memory integration between the left 
and right hemispheres of the brain. The implicit 
memories then remain as unconscious drivers 
of our behaviour facilitating the amygdala 
hijack. In particular, our childhood wounding 
remains trapped as implicit memories.  

 
 

REACTIVITY, A LONGING FOR CONNECTION 
Mirroring allows for the experience of connection, integrates the brain 

and integrates the self. 

Reactive Couples  
(by Michele Naude & Kobus van der Merwe) 

 
SYNOPSIS WRITTEN BY: Francoise Gallet 
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IMAGO’S  ANSWER  TO  CALMING  THE  STORM 
 

 
Imago believes this has unique relevance to 
marriage. In our romantic relationships we are 
attracted to those whose early wounding 
matches our own. Marriage wants to heal 
childhood. We don’t   choose   someone   to  make  
us happy, we choose someone to make us 
whole. 
 
Conflict happens when we trigger each other 
on our past hurts. For the therapist it is 
therefore vital to recognise reaction as conflict 
that is necessary. The impulse behind the 
reactivity is always the longing for reconnection 
and   wholeness   and   Imago’s   Intentional  
Dialogue is the process for facilitating the 
necessary emotional attunement. 
 
Intentional Dialogue allows the pre-frontal 
cortex to communicate with the limbic system 
(the amygdala, hippocampus and other 
structures) without setting off the alarm.  It 
regulates reactivity through mirroring, allows 
for the experience of connection, integrates the 
brain and integrates the self. 
The absence of judgement is paramount in 
Intentional Dialogue. Curiosity, compassion and 
empathy are needed instead and with these 
ingredients in place there is a sense of safe 
attachment  that  allows  the  couple  to  ‘cross  the  
bridge’  and  helps  each  other  to  fit  their  present,  
past and future together. 
 

This integration of implicit and explicit 
memories integrates the left and right 
hemispheres of the brain and creates the co-
regulation necessary for healing. New 
integrative pathways in the brain are formed. 
Louis Cozolino describes the healing that comes 
from Dialogue in his   2002   book,   ‘The 
Neuroscience of Psychotherapy: Building and 
Rebuilding   the   Human   Brain’:   “As   we   engage  
and dialogue and cross the bridge in a safe 
environment telling and understanding our 
history, a remarkable number of implicit 
memories surface. By integrating the implicit 
memories into the hippocampus they become 
explicit and integration between the brain 
domains becomes possible. Through the 
dialogue we can start integrating and re-
claiming our lost parts i.e. those parts, which 
were suppressed or repressed through 
socialisation. We learn to identify our 
projections and therefore start owning and 
integrating them. By becoming able to self-
regulate we become more differentiated and 
integrated.” 
 
The   “cure”   for   reactivity   is   essentially   the re-
experience of connection. Reactivity is a protest 
against disconnection and when a therapist is 
able to move clients from a reactive place to a 
connected space, it is possible for conflict to 
dissolve. 
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BREAKING THE DIALOGUE DOWN 
 
If you look closely at the trajectory of the 
Dialogue from mirroring to validation, you can 
see   how   mirroring,   through   the   use   of   ‘I’  
statements, quiets the reactive brain, slows 
events   and   provides   structure.   ‘I’   statements  
limit blame, criticism and provide insight. They 
also promote differentiation and break 
symbiosis and so, through non-judgmental 
mirroring,   the   ‘I’   develops   into   a   differentiated  
self. Validation, in turn, allows for connection 
and integration.   
 
USEFUL TOOLS FOR THE THERAPIST 
Nonetheless, working with reactive clients can 
be challenging. Here are some useful tips: 

 Model breathing – square breathing is a 
useful breathing exercise. 

 Set-up is very important. 
 Coach  clients  to  use  ‘I’  statements. 

 Receive and mirror for them by sitting 
behind them. 

 Keep them in structure. 
 Use positive triangulation – when one 

person cannot mirror, then the therapist 
can mirror for that person. 

 Stop projections early – anything longer 
than three sentences needs stopping. 

 If a partner is unable to contain 
reactivity, give them permission to leave 
the room and allow them to return in a 
couple of minutes. When they do return, 
acknowledge and thank them for their 
intention. 

 Read   ‘The   Mindful   Therapist’   by   Dr  
Daniel Siegel. He discusses the value of 
the Wheel of Awareness exercise which 
cultivates a sense of presence, attuned 
communication, emotional balance, fear 
modulation, response flexibility, bodily 
regulation, empathy and more. 
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Imago parenting is not so much a 
how-to model for parenting as it is a 
model of how to be, shares Hilze Strauss, 
Imago executive committee member.  Rather 
than a set of rules, Imago parenting is conscious 
parenting,   predicated   on   awareness.   “It   helps  
parents to become the best parents they can 
be, while also developing an understanding of 
their  own  reactivity,”  explains  Strauss. 
 

It is also a process of learning to grow the 
parent out of the way by nurturing competence 
rather than compliance.  
This model of how-to-be is informed by four key 
concepts: 

 Keeping the connection 
 Breaking the legacy of wounding 
 Decoding behaviour 
 Growing the parent out of the way 

HARD-WIRED TO CONNECT – KEEPING THE 
CONNECTION 
We are hardwired to connect – our brains need 
deep, empathic connection to stimulate 
development. Keeping the connection is about 
developing deeper emotional attunement with 
your child and entails mirroring over and over 
again, validating and empathising. And, if all 
else fails, keeping the connection! 
 
CHILDHOOD INFLUENCES PARENTING – THE 
LEGACY OF WOUNDING 
To break the legacy of wounding, parents need 
to unearth their own childhood wounding and 
explore the parenting imprint that they got 
from  their  parents.  “The  single  most   important  
predictor of how you will behave as a parent is 
how   you   were   parented   as   a   child,”   write   Dr  
Harville Hendrix and Dr Helen LaKelly Hunt in 
their   book,   ‘Giving   the   love   that   heals’   – the 
book that forms the very fabric of Imago 
parenting. 

 
 
 

PARENTING COMPETENCE 
Growing ourselves out the way means embracing the understanding that 

our child is a unique other person. 
. 

Imago Parenting (by Hilze Strauss & Francois Esterhuizen) 
 

SYNOPSIS WRITTEN BY: Francoise Gallet 
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This process entails profiling our own childhood caretakers so as to create new patterns of responding. 
For  instance,  shares  Strauss,  “parents  learn  to  change behaviours that stem from the negative aspects 
of their childhood blueprints and to embrace and grow into responding with the positive aspects of 
their  childhood  blueprints”.     
 
“A  parent  can  therefore  change  a  strict  and  critical  parenting  style  with  the knowledge that they can 
provide  their  child  with  the  love  and  support  that  is  also  part  of  their  parenting  print.” 
Crayon journeys are also used as an explorative tool for unearthing implicit childhood memories and 
wounding. Working through key phases of childhood development – attachment, exploration, identity 
formation and competence – with a series of targeted questions can also be a powerful way of 
unearthing the parenting blueprint and breaking the legacy of wounding. 
 
For example, in the competence phase (4-7 years), the questions take the following form: 

 The  way  I  am  dealing  with  a  child  who  is  striving  to  accomplish  things  independently  is  to… 
 The feelings that come up for me when my children try  and fail or when I see them succeed 

are… 

DECODING BEHAVIOUR 
“Decoding  behavior  entails  understanding  that  the  child’s  acting out is the encoded expression of an 
unmet need. Stopping the behaviour is not meeting the need. Decoding the behaviour means that the 
parent learns to attend to the needs and feelings that lie beneath the acting-out  behaviour,”  explains  
Strauss.  
 
“Instead  of  ‘flipping  their  lids’  in  the  face  of  acting-out behaviour, parents are given an action plan that 
is captured  by  the  acronym  HOLD.” 
 

Hear what is being said 

Offer understanding 

Limit with love 

Determine options 

 
What this might look like practically is: The children are running in the house while guests are visiting.  
Mom or dad remind the children that there was an agreement in place that when the visitors arrived 
running games would happen outside. At which point, the parents are greeted with: 
“Ahhh  mom,  we  are  having  so  much  fun.” 
 
To  ‘hear  what  is  being  said’  and  ‘offer  understanding’  would  then  entail  tapping  into  the  child’s  world  
with  statements  like:  Mother:  “Yes,  I  can  see how much fun it is to dodge around the chairs, climb the 
couches  and  find  corners  to  whizz  around.”  Limiting  with  love  and  determining  options  follow  next  and  
they  look  something  like  this:  Mother:  “At  the  same  time,  we  play  running  games  outside.    If  you wish 
to   stay   inside,   you   are   welcome   to   do   some   puzzles   or   take   the   crayons   out   to   draw.” 
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GROWING OURSELVES OUT OF THE WAY 
Growing ourselves out the way means 
embracing the understanding that our child is a 
unique, other person. The Imago tools that 
support parents with the challenges of this 
process include: 
 Parent-Child Reverse Dialogue - where 

parents find another grown-up to role-play 
themselves, while the parent role-plays one 
of their children. 

 Plans for growth. These help the parent 
understand their frustrations, how they are 
currently   responding   and  what   their   child’s  
needs are, with their behavioural milestones 
and consistent need for connection in mind. 

 
 
In particular, Imago therapist Francois 
Esterhuizen coaches parents that Intentional 
Dialogue equips parents in giving away 
responsibility bit by bit and helps make the 
crucial shift from a parent-child relationship 
towards mentorship. 
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“Move   the   mind   towards   integration.”  
That’s   the   key   message   Dr   Daniel   Siegel   left  
South African mental health professionals with 
at the Famsa Western Cape and Imago Africa 
conference held in Cape Town on 29 September 
2013.  
 

 
 
Integration – which means linking differentiated 
elements to each other – turns traditional DSM 
methods of diagnosis on its head. Indeed it 
turns the lens through which we view mental 
health upside down. Instead of classifying 
mental illnesses and their symptoms as the 
primary means of treatment, Siegel offers 
practitioners the starting point for treatment as 
being an understanding of a healthy mind. 
The profundity of this might not necessarily be 
immediately evident until you consider this 
statistic: Across the globe less than five percent 
of mental health practitioners and educators 
have ever been offered a definition of the mind. 
It is a statistic that Siegel has been informally 
working on as he lectures around the world to 
mental health practitioners.  
 

“I've   asked   over   100,000   mental   health  
professionals if they have ever had even a single 
lecture on what the mind is. Over 95 percent 
around the globe have said ‘no’.” 
 
TO TREAT THE MIND, YOU MUST DEFINE THE 
MIND 
Siegel describes his realisation that the field of 
psychiatry   and   psychology   didn’t   have   a  
working definition of the mind as a dive through 
the proverbial rabbit hole. It was like an Alice in 
Wonderland sense of amazement that this 
branch of the sciences could be operating 
without a scientific hypothesis for mental 
health. 
“If  you  don’t  know  what  a  healthy  mind  is,  how  
do   you   treat   an   unhealthy   mind?”   he   asked  
South African delegates. 
The scientific basis on which Siegel offers this 
way of re-looking at mental disease is by 
offering mental-health professionals a definition 
of the mind.  
 
DEFINING THE MIND, REDEFINES THERAPY 
The implications of his definition are profound 
and inspiring. In a nutshell: Through integrative 
therapeutic practices you can support your 
clients in literally changing the structure of their 
brains and developing mental health regardless 
of their genetic predisposition to mental illness.  
The   science   behind   Siegel’s   hypothesis   of   the  
mind and his related therapeutic interventions 
is the field of interpersonal neurobiology – a 
field of science that seeks to a consilient 
framework for the common findings or the 
similar patterns that arise in different branches 
of science. As in the old Indian   fable,   it’s   the  

SIEGEL CHALLENGES THERAPISTS TO THINK 
If  you  don’t  know  what  a  healthy  mind  is,  how  do  you  treat  an  unhealthy  

mind 
 

Mindsight & The Neurobiology of Interpersonal 
Relationships (by Dr Daniel Siegel) 
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‘whole-elephant’   view   of   reality   in   that   the  
theories of each discipline are honoured and 
linked together in a framework that synthesises 
all branches of science into one view. 
 
So, as Siegel discussed his definition, delegates 
were treated to tastes of quantum physics, 
mathematics, anthropology, psychology, 
systems theory (the chaos and complexity 
theory), biological theories on genetics and 
more to give them a consilient understanding of 
how one might use the therapeutic process to 
develop a healthy mind. 
 

 
 
His definition is the yet-to-be-unproved 
hypothesis that the mind is an emergent, self-
organising, embodied and relational process 
that regulates the flow of energy and 
information within us and between us. And he 
breaks his definition down as follows: 
 
YOU  DON’T  KNOW  YOUR  OWN  MIND! 
We know that our mind exists in our bodies 
because all it takes is a few alcoholic drinks to 
reduce our mental functioning. We also know 
that damage to the brain results in changes to 
mental capacity and so accepting that the mind 
exists   within   our   bodies   isn’t   a   challenging  
concept – after all it is where our brains reside. 
But people – or our relationships – affect our 
feelings too and so the mind cannot be 
restricted to the confines of your body. It is 
therefore relational as well as being embodied. 
“You  don’t  own  your  mind,”  Siegel  asserts. 
 

REGULATING THE FLOW – STABILISE THE 
MINDSIGHT LENSE 
The mind is a regulatory process. Just like riding 
a bike entails both pedalling and steering, so 
the mind has two basic components as a 
regulatory process – monitoring and modifying. 
Siegel extends the metaphor: If you should don 
a  blindfold  and  attempt  to  ride  your  bike  you’re  
likely to crash. Likewise regulating the mind 
requires developing the ability to see mental 
activity with greater clarity and to modify it 
more effectively. The use of mindful techniques, 
like  Siegel’s  ‘wheel  of  awareness’  exercise  teach  
clients ways to monitor and modify their 
internal states. 
 
For the therapist the implications are that the 
more attuned we become to our own internal 
states of sensation, the more we could become 
aware of the states of others. In neurobiological 
terms the circuits that are strengthened 
through mindful practices are the same circuits 
needed to tune into the internal states of 
someone else. 
The  process  of  making  a  client  feel  ‘felt’  is  what  
Siegel asserts is a critical ingredient in the 
therapeutic context for healing. 
  
THE FLOW OF ENERGY AND INFORMATION 
To understand the implications of energy flow 
in Siegel’s  definition  of   the  mind,   it   is  useful   to  
hold a few principles of Newtonian mechanics 
in the back of your mind. Mass is just very 
condensed energy – something like a cup or a 
pen. When energy is in a very condensed form it 
has aspects of certainty to it – you know the 
cup you are holding is still a cup a few minutes 
later. The Newtonian rule says that this is a type 
of   inertia  because   to  change   the  cup   it’s  going  
to take quite a great deal of energy. 
 
But  energy  that  is  not  highly  condensed  doesn’t  
have a great deal of certainty to it. We look at 
this energy in probability. Thus, the energy that 
Siegel talks of in his definition of mind flows 
across a range of probability.  
 
And this is where it gets really interesting 
because although this energy flow cannot be 
predicted – there is no inertia – certain things 
can influence probabilities. Awareness 
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influences probability and awareness is most 
often the key ingredient in the therapeutic 
process. 
 
So therapy then becomes the process by which 
you are altering the probability of certain 
patterns of energy flow – which we call 
thoughts, feelings and memories. 
Siegel takes this further by explaining there are 
two sides to this informational flow – the 
subjective side and the neural firing side. Siegel 
uses his notion of a plane of possibility to 
explain the relationship between the two. 
When we are totally open and receptive, 
anything can happen. Here there is a large plane 
of possibility where the probability of what is 
happening is at zero. If, in this open state, 
Siegel   said   the   word   ‘Cape   Town’   then   this  
might activate thoughts about site seeing.  We 
have now risen up to a plateau of possibility. 
You are now priming yourself for action. 
 
Later you might think to find about whether the 
cable car is running.  What has happened is that 
you have been raised up from an open plane of 
possibility to a plateau to a peak of certainty – 
you decide to go up the cable car. 
 
This raising up from the plane to a peak is 
necessary for action – we cannot sit in an open 
plane of possibility our whole lives. Also the 
movement up, can and will be followed by 
drops down back into more open planes of 
possibility. The word Robben Island might be 
mentioned for instance and the decision to go 
up Table Mountain then drops down from a 
peak of certainty. 
 
What is interesting for the therapist is that 
everyone’s   plane   of   possibility   is   the   same.  
Difference arises because of our experience of 
the patterns of plateaus and peaks.  
 
When people experience anxiety or depression 
they are stuck in a plateau. Or they may have 
recurring peaks that constantly bombard them 
with worries or compulsive thoughts or 
traumatic memories. Essentially their neural 
firing patterns are locked into certain high-
probability states that have trapped them like a 
prisoner.  

 
Mental health then is the fluidity with which 
people move from peak of certainty to plateau 
of   probability   to   open   plane   of   possibility.   It’s  
the job of the therapist to alter the probabilities 
of neural firing so that the subjective 
experience of the client can be freed up. 
 
Mindful practices use subjective focus of 
attention to change the structure of the brain – 
this is neuroplasticity. They also develop the 
capacity to move to this open plane of 
possibility. So, a way of understanding 
mindfulness is that it is the skillful movement 
back and forth from peak to plateau to plane – 
to be truly receptive and open to possibility 
rather than being stuck in the filters of 
judgment. 
 
Healing is therefore creating an integrated 
balance between peak, plateau and plane and 
an integrated mind is in harmony – flexible, 
adaptive, coherent, energized and stable.  
 
 
THERAPY WITH THE BRAIN IN MIND 
Siegel is therefore advocating that therapy 
should aim to bring about integration. 
“Integration  is  viewed  as  the  core  mechanism in 
the cultivation of well-being.   In   an   individual’s  
mind, integration involves the linkage of 
separate aspects of mental processes to each 
other, such as thought with feeling, bodily 
sensation with logic. In a relationship, 
integration entails each   person’s   being  
respected for his or her autonomy and 
differentiated self while at the same time being 
linked  to  others  in  empathic  communication.” 
For the therapist, Siegel suggests integration 
across nine specific domains. They are: 
 
 

1. Integration of consciousness 

When patients get stuck in a peak, they cannot 
dis-identify themselves from their thoughts. A 
thought can become everything that they are. 
Here there is a lack of integration of 
consciousness.  
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Integration of consciousness therefore entails 
developing the capacity to have receptive and 
flexible awareness - a purposeful awareness of 
the here-and-now with an attitude of curiosity, 
openness, acceptance and love.  
 
Mindfulness is one of the most powerful ways 
of developing this awareness.  
 

 
 

2. Bilateral integration 

The left side of the brain and right side of the 
brain have a different ways of allowing you to 
be, Siegel explains. The differences break down 
as follows: The left hemisphere develops later 
than the right, is linguistically dominant, likes 
linear processing of information, likes logical 
(cause-effect) reasoning, is literal in the way it 
thinks (black-white, yes-no patterns of thought) 
and finally is the source of factual memory. 
 
The right hemisphere is dominant in non-verbal 
signals. Also the right hemisphere registers 
emotions that come from the body, limbic 
system and brain stem. The interior of the body 
is also represented only on the right side of the 
body. Finally, the right looks at things 
contextually rather than syllogistically. 
 
Impaired bilateral integration results in impaired 
energy information flow between hemispheres. 
Simply put the images and sensations arising 
primarily from the right brain need the left 
hemisphere to put these sensations into words 
that give the feelings meaning.  
 
Sometimes  the  left  hemisphere  is  “too  cocky  to  
realise   it   is   wrong”,   says   Siegel,   and   “as   the  

source   of   our   narratives”,   it   can   trap   us   in   the  
belief of those narratives. 
About twenty percent of adult population, 
argues Siegel, has left-sided dominance and this 
results in a dismissive attachment pattern.  
 

3. Vertical integration 

This refers to awareness of things below the 
cortex. So the body, limbic structures and pre-
frontal cortex need to be wired together 
optimally with lots of connections so that we 
can link input from the differentiated elements 
of our bodies, from our head to our toes.  
Vertical integration is the linkage of the body, 
affective states and conscious thought. The 
result is a strong body awareness that enables 
tolerance of broad range of emotion (being 
receptive) without becoming overwhelmed, 
frozen and reactive. 
 
When working with vertical integration, it is 
useful   to   keep   in   mind   Siegel’s   definition   of  
emotion   as   being   a   “shift   in   degrees   of  
integration”   with   a   positive   emotion   being  
increased integration and negative emotion 
being decreased integration. 
 

4. Memory integration 

 
 

In essence memory integration is memory 
processing, explains Siegel. And true to form, 
before explaining further, Siegel offers 
delegates a definition of memory.  
“When   an   experience   happens   in   your   life,  
energy is flowing into your nervous system. 
Sometimes that activation is encoded so that it 
changes synaptic connections. So memory 
equals an experience at time one that changes 
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the nervous system so that it acts differently at 
time two. Memory is the change in probability 
of how you will act in time two based on what 
happened  at  time  one.” 
 
There are two types of memories – implicit and 
explicit. Implicit memories entail the perceptual, 
emotional, and behavioural neural responses 
activated during an experience. Encoding of 
implicit memory does not require conscious 
attention. Explicit memory on the other hand, 
requires focussed, conscious attention for 
encoding. 
 
The hippocampus is like the puzzle-piece 
assembler integrating implicit memories into 
framed pictures of explicit memory. 
When we experience stress, the adrenaline 
pumping through our bloodstream increases 
our implicit encoding. At the same time the 
rising cortisol levels block the hippocampus. 
The result is impaired memory integration or 
traumatic blockage. 
 
As a therapist you need to check into your 
client’s   access   of   memory   stores   to   ensure  
there is no traumatic blockage, counsels Siegel.  
The hippocampus can be activated by conscious 
attention to reassemble the puzzle pieces of 
implicit memory into the framed pictures of 
explicit memory. 
 
 

5. Narrative integration 

Narrative integration is how we find meaning 
from memory – the narrative linear telling of a 
series   of   events.   It   is   the   left   hemisphere’s  
attempt to make sense of the right hemisphere.  
The implications for the therapist are that with 
narrative reflection, one can choose, with 
consciousness, to detect and then possibly 
change maladaptive patterns. 
 

6. Interpersonal integration 
The most important aspect of psychotherapy is 
to be open, empathic and connecting and then 
to actively seek and receive feedback, Siegel 
counsels. 
 

This requires presence – taking your energy 
curve and dropping it into the field of 
uncertainty – a synonym for receptivity. You 
need to feel comfortable with not knowing 
what is going on and be open to what is 
happening. 
   
This allows for resonance because, in attending 
to the internal state of someone else, you let 
your own body be changed through your 
interaction with the client. 
Therefore the two key ingredients for 
interpersonal integration are presence and 
trust. And as important as they are for the 
therapist and the therapeutic process, so too 
are they critical to our personal sense of 
wellbeing. 
 

7. State integration 
 
This refers to our ability to embrace different 
states of mind. Finding balance in the 
integration of various states of mind allows us 
to find our needs satisfied and to create 
meaning in the pursuit of various dimensions of 
our lives. 
 

8. Temporal integration 

Temporal integration allows us to confront the 
nature of time and come to terms with our own 
finite existence. 
 
It is about holding the opposites of the longing 
for certainty and permanence and embracing 
the fact that life is full of uncertainty and 
impermanence. 
 

9. Transpirational integration 

Transpirational integration is the where people 
get a larger sense of who they are. Instead of 
the self being a singular noun it becomes more 
like a plural verb. 
 
It is the rise of what Siegel calls the "MWe", a 
sense of a larger and more interconnected self 
that embeds a personal self with a we self. 
The result is eudemonia – a contented state of 
being healthy, happy and prosperous. 
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FUSING SCIENCE AND SPIRITUALITY 
And  so  Siegel’s  scientific  approach  to  the  mind  
ultimately fuses science with ancient spiritual 
teachings.  
 
Pursuing eudemonia, a life of meaning, 
connection and equanimity is preferable to a 
hedonic life of purely personal gain. Thanks to 
interpersonal   neurobiology   we   now   know   it’s  
mentally  healthier.  And,  as  Siegel’s  definition  of  
the mind relegates the mind-body duality to the 

dustbin, we can say it is better for our bodies 
too!  
 
The implication for the therapist is that to heal 
the mind, one must mindfully know the mind. 
And so, in defining the mind Siegel has done 
more than offer a new therapeutic paradigm; 
he’s  offered  a  way  of  being.   
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