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BIOLOGY OF THERAPEUTIC RELATIONSHIP

Kim Barthel, OTR/L 2004

“Therapeutic use of self”, is a phrase that is emphasized as a significant component of our occupational therapeutic process.
We inherently recognize this natural and intrinsic aspect of our relationships with clients as essential and profound in our
ability to create change. But, in this current healthcare delivery system of evidence, efficacy and economy, there seems to be
very little time allotted for this fundamental and precious element of our professional identity.

The love of connecting with clients and recognizing the importance of creating safe and open relationships invited me to
investigate possible evidence for the importance of this aspect of what we do. To my surprise, a great deal of current brain
research emphasizes the importance of human relationships on brain development, learning and mental health. There is
support for thisimportant aspect of our process. | would love to share some of my research with you...

The process of human connection begins at birth. That old concept of bonding or developing a relationship is well
documented. But what really happens during this process. Well, Megan Gunnar, a researcher in Seattle, measured the
oxygen flow to the brain using a PET scanner during bonding phases of mothers with their newborns. She provided startling
evidence that relationship is registered by the brain. During bonding moms exhibit excessive PET scan illumination in the right
orbital-frontal cortex when gazing and connecting with their babies. But what was even more startling was the simultaneous
activation of the right orbital-frontal cortex of the baby. An entrainment of brain activation occurs during this important
fundamental relationship.

Gabor Mate in his book “Scattered Minds” describes this attachment as “an inborn system in the brain that evolves in ways
that influence and organize motivational, emotional and memory processes with respect to significant care giving figures.
This inborn system seems to have survival value to the infant, facilitating the necessary connection with the caregiver for its
very survival. This attachment system motivates infants to seek proximity to parents and to establish communication with
them. At the level of the mind, attachment establishes an interpersonal relationship that helps the immature brain use the
mature functions of the parent's brain to organize its own processes. To me this finding was profound. Not only does
relationship teach us about relationships, but it prepares our brain for functions of attention, learning and memory.

For the first seven months the baby primarily communicates with the mother in an unconscious fashion. This is evidenced by
measuring newborn brainwave states. The newborn presents with a predominant delta wave which is like deep sleep or
trance state. Very minimal conscious activity is available. The infant is incapable of deciphering the meaning of words,
receiving messages that are purely emotional. They are conveyed by the mother's gaze, her tone of voice and her body
language, all of which reflect her unconscious internal emotional environment. Anything that threatens the mother's
emotional security may disrupt the developing wiring and chemical supplies of the infant's brain's emotional-regulating and
attention-allocating systems.

Dr. Gunnar then investigated the effects of maternal moods on the electrical activity of the infant's brain to examine the impact
of disconnection on brain activity. Depression in adults is associated with decreased electrical activity in the left hemisphere.
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Dr. Gunnar compared the EEG's of infants whose mom's experienced post-partum depression with the brain waves of mom's
without. As we remember, mom's in a typical connecting phase with their infants exhibit increased activation of the right
orbital-frontal cortex while their infants demonstrated brainwave entrainment with this pattern. The infants of depressed
mothers failed to show this differential hemispheric activation. This means that the brain activity that is anticipated during
positive infant mother exchange did not occur.

Further brain research has indicated that this area of the brain, the orbital-frontal cortex plays a role as a mediator between
emotions and rational thought. The ROFC is helpful in the function of emotional regulation, arousal and attention. Long
term studies have indicated that many children with attention deficit disorder experience challenges with the functioning of
the ROFC. Thus relationship seems to set the stage for many other skills.

Imbedded within this attachment process lies the subtle dance of attunement. This attunement occurs between mom's and
infants as they connect, with mom's initiating engagement, following the lead of the child and allowing intermittent
interruptions in connection. This dance is the earliest form of learning functions of self-regulation. Itis a process necessary for
the normal development of the brain pathways and neurochemical apparatus of attention and emotion.

Dr. Gunnar discovered that infants whose caregivers were too stressed, for whatever reason to give them the necessary
attunement contact grow up with difficulty regulating their emotions. Human connections can create neuronal connections.

Well why am I telling you this? The very same attunement process can be created in the connected relationship. Children who
have experienced trauma or have had insufficient attunement experiences and demonstrate behavioral challenges,
personality disorders, attention deficit disorders are responding to therapeutic relationships that emulate the activation of the
ROFC through relationships that provide attachment, bonding and the dance of attunement. When this preferred state of
relating is available then the brain is better regulated for learning and change. Relationship sets the stage.

Other studies have been done with brainwaves in relationships. One particular study measured the brainwaves of counselors
in a compassion state. They consistently demonstrated a slowed brainwave state (theta-delta). Clients in session with these
counselors, followed suit by entraining with this state of EEG and a subsequent lowering of blood pressure and reduced
galvanicskin response. Relationship can clearly support a relaxed state of being.

The field of psycho-neuro-immunology has also contributed to our understanding of the value of relationship in healing. We
used to believe that the mind and the body were separate entities. A scientist named Candace Pert discovered neuropeptides,
chemicals typically found in the brain located in the capsules of our organs, in the walls of the gut and even in our white blood
cells. There are bits of the brain floating around the body. What this translates into is that emotions live in the body. When we
are out of balance in our emotional self, experiencing trauma, experiencing illness, stress or change, our body responds in
kind. Therapeutic relationships when established create a sense of safety and a state of relax that can facilitate mind/body
reaction of healing. One long term psychoneuroimmunological study found that women with breast cancer demonstrated
increased longevity and shorter durations of treatment when they attended support groups. Men who experienced cardiac
arrest, lived longer when they were in supportive relationships. There seems to be something healing about this state of
connection.

As humans, our body is able to recognize this process of connection. Chemically the body reacts with a release of serotonin
within the nervous system that reflects a state of calm and joy. This neurotransmitter substance has been noted to peak
during intense human connections. Human connection also triggers the autonomic nervous system hormonally into a state
of relaxation providing us with an internal experience of comfort and security.

We perceive connection as a feeling in the heart as warmth, acceptance, validation, reassurance, and support. We recognize
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this quality of interaction through eye gaze, facial expressions, body language, and overall states of being with whom we are
connected. We can feel the intensity and the quality of the connection through the eyes when we “lock on”.

It has been through experience that this form of connection is the magic in therapy. Setting the stage for an open state,

emotionally, learning potential is enhanced. Let's continue to incorporate this critical element in our work with the clients we
love to serve.
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