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The Brain in Your Hand
If we fold our left thumb under our fingers, tucking our nails into our palm to make a fist, we can use our left hand to remind
us of very general brain anatomy. Your spinal cord is your left forearm, and your left wrist represents your brain stem. Your
fingers at the top of your fist, close to the middle joint, represent the sensory cortex where information is gathered from all
over the body, including the sides (auditory) and back (visual) of the brain. Next to the sensory cortex, also at the top of your
fist, is the mortor cortex, which coordinates intentional muscle movement. The back of your hand indicates where out-ofawareness connections are made in your brain, ones that for instance allow us to bring together memories and unconscious
signals to produce an “aha” moment of insight. The brain area represented by your fingers between the first and middle
joints, behind what would be your forehead and eyes, is a front connection area, including the pre-frontal cortex. Open the
fingers of your left hand while keeping your thumb tucked against your palm. Your thumb and the places it touches
represent the limbic area, including the amygdale, hippocampus, and basal ganglia.
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Functions of the Limbic System
Stands on guard, reacts to strong stimuli
Mutually activates autonomic nervous system
Gatekeeper to long-term memory
Can interfere with short-term working memory
More sensitive to negative emotions
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Functions of the mPFC
Physical: brain/body regulation, emotional balance,
fear modulation
Mental: response flexibility (shifting from detail to big
picture, short- to long-term, intuition, self-insight
Social: attuned communication, empathy, morality

Limbic/mPFC Interaction
Simplified, like a see-saw
Limbic activation tends to disrupt PFC functions
Can result in a downward spiral
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mPFC activation (naming,
reframing, taming) tends to calm
limbic reactions
o
Metacognition can interrupt
downward spiral
Further Reading
•

SCARF® Model of
Threats
• STATUS
• CERTAINTY
• AUTONOMY
• RELATEDNESS
• FAIRNESS
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Priorities
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• CONTROL
• AUTONOMY
• PLEASING
• COMFORT

Ballantine.
Brothers, L. (1997). Friday’s footprint: How society shapes the human mind. New York:
Oxford University Press.
Brothers, L. (2001). Mistaken Identity: The mind-brain problem reconsidered. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press.
Doidge, N. (2007). The brain that changes itself: Stories of personal triumph from the frontiers of brain science. New York: Viking.
Fredrickson, B. L. (2009). Positivity: Top-notch research reveals the 3-to-1 ratio that will change your life. New York: Three Rivers
Press.
Kopp, R. R. (1995). Metaphor Therapy: Using client-generated metaphors in psychotherapy. New York: Bruner/Mazel.
Libet, B. (1985) Unconscious cerebral initiative and the role of conscious will in voluntary action. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 8:
529–566.
Lieberman, M. D. (2007) Social Cognitive Neuroscience: A review of core processes, Annual Review of Psychology, 58:259-289.
McGilchrist, I. (2009). The master and his emissary: The divided brain and the making of the western world. New Haven: Yale
University Press.
Ochsner, K. N., & Lieberman, M. D. (2001). The emergence of social cognitive neuroscience. American Psychologist, 56, 717-734.
Rizzolatti, G., & Sinigaglia, C. (2008). Mirrors in the brain: How our minds share actions, emotions, and experience. F. Anderson
(Trans.) New York: Oxford University Press.
Rock, D. (2008). SCARF: A brain-based model for collaborating with and influencing others. NeuroLeadership Journal, 1:44-52.
Rock, D., & Page, L. J. (2009). Coaching with the brain in mind: Foundations for practice. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons.
Schwartz, J. M., & Begley, S. (2002). The mind & the brain: Neuroplasticity and the power of mental force. New York: ReganBooks,
HarperCollins.
Siegel, D. J. (1999). The developing mind: Toward a neurobiology of interpersonal experience. New York: Guilford Press.
Siegel, D. J. (2007). The mindful brain: Reflection and attunement in the cultivation of well-being. New York: W. W. Norton.
Siegel, D. J. (2010). Mindsight: The new science of personal transformation. New York: Bantam.
Stapp, H. P. (2007). Mindful universe: Quantum Mechanics and the participating observer. The Frontiers Collection, A. C. Elitzur, M. P.
Silverman, J. Tuszynski, R. Vaas, & H. D. Zeh, Eds. Berlin: Springer-Verlag.
Zander, R. S., & Zander, B. (2000). The art of possibility: Transforming professional and personal life. Boston: Harvard Business
School Press.

Presentation at Ontario Society for Adlerian Psychology Conference Fall 2012
ljpage@adler.ca

