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The Brain and Relationships Dance Together to Sculpt
Who We Are

Hyun Chan Hwang and Doug Hyun Han
Department of Psychiatry, Chung-Ang University Hospital, Seoul, Korea

Siegel explored how interpersonal relationships, along with the brain’s structure and function, interact to shape mental processes, emo-
tions, behavior, and personality. He integrated neuroscience, psychology, and attachment theory to explain how early relationships shape
both brain development and mental functioning. The central concept of the book, interpersonal neurobiology, integrates insights from
diverse fields, such as psychology, neuroscience, and sociology to explore how relationships and experiences shape brain structures. Sie-
gel emphasized that the brain’s structure and function are dynamic, continuously shaped by social interactions. These influences are es-
pecially pronounced in childhood, when early relationships—especially attachment to caregivers—play a crucial role in brain develop-

ment and emotional regulation.
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The book, The Developing Mind, Third Edition: How Re-
lationships and the Brain Interact to Shape Who We Are [1],
opens with the term “mind,” which psychiatrists find deeply
captivating. As a psychiatrist, I am often profoundly moved
when I hear the words mind and brain. These are not merely
terms from textbooks or clinical charts; they represent the
core of human existence, the mysterious intersection of
thought and biology, of what we feel and who we are. The
mind, with its boundless depth, encompasses delicate intri-
cacies of emotion, memory, identity, and consciousness frag-
ile yet resilient, infinitely complex, and achingly beautiful.
The brain, the three-pound universe of neurons and net-
works, is the vessel through which the miracle of the mind
takes form.

Recently, not only psychiatrists but also some neuroscience
researchers have claimed in media and public lectures that
their approach to the mind through the brain is the defini-
tive one. As a psychiatrist, I sometimes feel a sense of loss,
along with an urge to counter their arguments with equally
compelling reasoning. The knowledge and emotional depth
needed for this are presented in this book.

The definition of the mind does not equate it with the brain;
rather, it begins by recognizing the mind’s relationship to the
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brain. The mind comprises four systems: subjective experi-
ence, consciousness, self-organization, and information pro-
cessing. These systems rest on the following principles: the
mind is an emergent, self-organizing process that regulates
the flow of energy and information. The brain and its rela-
tionships are in constant interaction, and early caregiving ex-
periences physically shape its development. Interpersonal
neurobiology is an interdisciplinary framework that Siegel
used to integrate these insights.

A healthy mental life depends on the integration of the
brain’s neural systems and the flow of energy and informa-
tion between people. Integration, a central theme in Siegel’s
work, refers to the linking of different parts of the brain and
mind. Integration is essential to mental health. Psychologi-
cal disorders often develop when integration fails. Siegel de-
scribed several forms of integration: vertical integration (be-
tween the brainstem, limbic system, and cortex); horizontal
integration (between the left and right hemispheres); memo-
ry integration (linking implicit and explicit memories); and
narrative integration (making sense of life experiences through
coherent storytelling). Integration, a major theme in Siegel’s
work, denotes the coordinated and balanced collaboration
among different brain regions. Siegel argues that mental
health depends on integration, where diverse brain regions
work in harmony. He argues that disintegration or a lack of
integration, marked by rigid or chaotic brain processes, can
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lead to mental health issues. Thus, fostering integration
through positive relationships and emotional experiences is
vital for developing a resilient and adaptable mind.

Emotional integration is closely linked to attachment and
developmental issues. Attachment refers to the formation of
a state of mind through early connections with a caregiver.
Attachment is also closely tied to development, as individu-
als continue to form connections with attachment figures
during adolescence and adulthood. Vertical integration en-
sures effective communication among these parts of the brain.
Strong vertical integration enables individuals to regulate
emotions, respond flexibly to stress, reflect on experiences,
and act with intention rather than impulse. Without vertical
integration, a person may be dominated by raw emotional or
instinctual reactions, lacking the moderating influence of re-
tlective thought.

Siegel emphasizes that integrating memory is essential for
emotional healing and well-being. When past experiences are
woven into a cohesive narrative, they lose their unconscious
power to shape a person’s identity and behavior. This process
fosters resilience, self-understanding, and inner peace.

Strong horizontal integration enables a person to make
sense of their emotional experiences (right brain) through
language and logic (left brain). This enables them to express
their feelings clearly, reflect on their emotional states, and re-
main flexible in their thinking. Without horizontal integra-
tion, one may become overly analytical and detached from
emotions (left-dominant) or overwhelmed by feelings with-
out the ability to understand or express them (right-domi-
nant). Narrative integration is the process of making sense
of experiences and finding meaning in them, allowing indi-
viduals to feel whole, grounded, and connected to themselves
and others.

Secure attachment during childhood (via attuned caregiv-
ing) promotes healthy brain development. Early experiences
influence emotion regulation, resilience, and the ability to
form relationships. Insecure attachment patterns can lead to
difficulties in emotional and interpersonal functioning later
in life.

The organization of neural and emotional systems extends
beyond mere brain activity, offering a perspective that spans
levels from the individual to the synapse. The brain changes
throughout life through experience-dependent plasticity. Re-
lationships, particularly those that are emotionally attuned
and reflective, can reshape neural connections. Ultimately,
emotional and impulse regulation are supported by well-in-
tegrated neural circuits, and mindfulness is believed to sig-
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nificantly enhance self-regulation and mental resilience. The
“Developing Mind” provides a comprehensive framework for
understanding how intricate interconnections among genet-
ics, the environment, and interpersonal experiences shape
the human mind throughout life. Siegel’s insights have sig-
nificant implications for parenting, education, and therapy,
emphasizing the profound influence of nurturing relation-
ships and supportive environments on cognitive and emo-
tional development.

For me, to hear these two words mind and brain is a re-
minder of the wonder and gravity of my profession. It evokes
a sense of respect that transcends language. It is a humbling
experience because within those words lies the essence of
every patient I have ever treated—their fears, dreams, trau-
mas, and triumphs. The emotional resonance I feel is so pro-
found and visceral that no collection of words can fully cap-
ture its depth. It stirs something sacred in me, something that
reminds me why I chose “Developing Mind” in the first place.
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