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OBJECTIVES 

Â Identify the process of mentalization and 

its implications for attachment theory 

Â Understand the mentalization hypothesis 

in regards to the development of dramatic 

personality disorders 

Â Identify the core features of the use of 

mentalization in the treatment of 

personality disorders 
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MINDBLINDNESS 

 Image what your world would be like if you 

were aware of physical things but were 

blind to the existence of mental processes.  

I mean, of course, blind to things like 

thoughts, beliefs, knowledge, desires, and 

intentions, which for most of us self-

evidently underlie behavior 

     Simon Baron-Cohen (1995) 
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How do we understand each otherôs actions? 

 Â Mentalizing: An intuitive ótheoryô of 
human action ï self and other 

üHuman actions are based (ñcausedò) by 

intentional mental states (thoughts, 

feelings, beliefs, attitudes, goals, 

fantasies, desires, wishes, 

misperceptions, delusions) 
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ASPECTS OF MENTALIZING 

Implicit / Automatic vs   Explicit / Controlled 
(non conscious, non-

verbal, non reflective) 

(Conscious ï or potentially cs -, 

verbalizable, reflective) 

  Affective       vs           Cognitive 

External        vs            Internal 

Self             vs             Other 
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The Nature of 

Attachment 
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ATTACHMENT 

ÂInnate disposition to prefer, ñfitò, seek proximity, 

form emotional ties and evoke protection, 

regulation and reciprocity 

Â Attachment is activated by pre-programmed cues 

signaling threats to survival 

ÂThreats to infantôs survival activate a pattern of 

motor / vocal / emotional displays (procedural 

signal) that evokes protective, regulating 

responses from caretakers disposed to 

mentalize, reciprocate and teach 
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ÂAttachment relationship ensures regulation 

and modulation of infantôs nervous system 



11  

 Babyôs brain prewired to recognize 

and seek out a match between 

procedural signal and 

environmental outcome 

(contingent relation: ñAò precedes 

ñBò and ñBò follows ñAò) 

Bigelow & Rochat, 2006 

Gergely & Watson, 1996 

Gergely, 2004 
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ÂEvoking a contingent ñmatchò as the basis 

of the procedural sense of self as agent 

 

ÂEvoking a contingent match as basis of 

internal working models of the self as 

effective and others as responsive, 

underlying secure attachment 
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Secure attachment reflects internal working 

model of traumatic situations as transitory 

and manageable through the effective 

actions of the self (agency) in evoking 

reciprocal responses from others 
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The Mesocorticolimbic Dopaminergic 

Reward Circuit In Addiction Process 

Amygdala/ 

bed nucleus of 

ST 

Caudate  

ÅOxytocine 

ÅBeta Endorphins 
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The eye region can signal specific social information, such as guilt, fear or 

flirtatiousness and a CFP study found that abused children could not read 

these expressions which might predispose to certain PDs. 

 

READING THE MIND IN THE EYES 

Guilt? 
Fear? 

Seductiveness? 
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Mirror Neurons 
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Implicit / Automatic / Procedural Mentalizing 

ÂDisposition to match (imitate) other 
peopleôs procedural displays 

ÂSeeks affective / motoric / perceptual 
(procedural) match between oneôs mental 
states and other peopleôs mental states 

ÂWhat I know, everyone knows, what otherôs 
know, I know  

ÂMatch is achieved through actions 
(manipulation) 

ÂGenerates psychic equivalence 
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Implicit / Automatic / Procedural Mentalizing 

Psychic Equivalence 

ÂStored as patterns of affective / motoric / 

perceptual / physiological activation 

(implicit memory) 

ÂTotal certainty and intolerance of 

alternatives 

ÂNon verbal and non reflective  
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MENTALIZING SELF vs OTHERS 

ÂNeuroimaging studies support the 

assumption that interpreting others mental 

states involves the same brain systems 

recruited to identify oneôs own metal states 

(Dimaggio et al, 2007; Lieberman, 2007; 

Uddin et al, 2007) 
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Â Two distinct  neural networks are shared for self-
mentalizing and mentalizing others. 
üA fronto-pariental mirror-neuron system activated by 

motor simulation mechanisms (Gallese, Keysers, and 
Rizzolatti, 2004; Rizzolatti, and Criaghero, 2004) and 
activation of viscero-motor centers for affect 
understanding 

üKey evolutionary mechanism underpinning social 
empathy: knowing others from the inside by an implicit, 
procedural, automatic system providing other-to-self 
and self-to-other mapping 

üConflates the embodied, procedural self and other 
experiences 

MENTALIZING SELF vs OTHERS 
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THE PROTOTYPE OF 

TRAUMA  

(NARCISSISTIC VULNERABILITY) 
ÂBrain evolved a pre-wired encoding of 

survival of the self as predicated on another 

personôs contingent, procedural, matching 

response. Pre-wired (narcissistic) 

vulnerability triggered by absence of 

contingent response from others 



24  

Lack of reciprocity (non 

contingency) is a signal of threat to 

survival and evokes fight-freeze-

flight 
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Genetic mediation of anxiety, depression or 

aggression in response to trauma:  Low 

levels of Mao A + trauma         violence and 

ASP (Caspi et al, 2002; Widom & 

Brzustowicz, 2006); FKBPS polimorphism  

(   sensitivity of glucocorticoid receptors) + 

trauma         dissociation and PTSD  

(Binder et al, 2008)  
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AN EVOLUTIONARY FRAMEWORK 

ÂHumans are born with the disposition to 
violence (fight-freeze-flight) 

 

Â In most cases, physical aggression 
markedly declines after age 4 

 

Â In some contexts, aggression contributes to 
survival but in others is significantly 
maladaptive 
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Developmental Trajectories of Childhood Disruptive 

Behaviors and Adolescent Delinquency (Broid, Nagin & 

Tremblay et al., 2003) 
Â Data from 6 sites and 3 countries to examine the developmental 

course of physical aggression in childhood and to analyze its linkage 
to violent and nonviolent offending outcomes in adolescence.  

ü Montreal sample (Canada): 1,161 boys recruited at age 6, assessed 
annually from ages 10 to 17 years   

ü Quebec provincial sample (Canada): girls and boys, about 1,000 Yearly 
assessments from 6 to 12 years interviewed at 15  

ü Christchurch Health and Development Study (New Zealand): birth cohort 
of 1,265 children (635 boys and 630 girls) assessed at birth, 4 months, 
annually from age 1 to age 16, and at age 18 

ü Dunedin Multidisciplinary Health and Development Study (New Zealand): 
535 boys and 502 girls, since the children were 3 years old. The latest 
assessment was at age 26  

ü Pittsburgh Youth Study (United States): 1,517 boys who initially were in 
Grades 1, 4, or 7 regularly followed up over 12 years  

ü Child Development Project (CDP; United States): multisite longitudinal 
study of 585 families (52% boys)  a yearly basis, children, parents, and 
teachers  
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NICHD study: Trajectories of physical aggression 

from 24 months to age 9 (n=1,195) 

 

3% 

12% 

15% 

70% 
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF VIOLENCE:  

THE FAILURE OF INHIBITION 

ÂViolent trajectory is established early 

 

ÂEvolution used attachment as a signal of 

the kind of environment to anticipate:  An 

environment offering little reciprocity is 

likely an environment in which violence is 

necessary for survival 
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CONTINGENCY DETECTION, 

NARCISSISTIC WELL BEING, 

MENTALIZATION  
Beginning of  

Mentalizing and 

Subjectivity 
2:  Order Representation of 

Internal State 

Mentalizing 

Resonance 

Temperament 

& 

Innate Basic Emotions 

Baby 

Constitutional Self:  

Attachment-Seeking, 

Contingency-Detecting 

Caretaker 

States 


