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Eating disorders may have 
the highest mortality rate of 
any mental health illness, but 
the pioneering research and 
treatment techniques of two 
leading mental health profes-
sionals are changing the way 
eating disorder programs ap-
proach treatment.

Dr. Dan Siegel, a Harvard 
Medical School graduate 
specializing in the �eld of 
interpersonal neurobiology, 
and Dr. Ed Hamlin, a clini -
cal psychologist and expert 
in applied neuroscience and 
brain mapping techniques, 
visited Utah State University’s 
Eccles Conference Center as 
part of Avalon Hills’ Family 
Week, providing presentations 

on their respective �elds of 
expertise as they apply to the 
treatment of mental illness. 
Avalon Hills provides treat-
ment for girls and women with 
eating disorders.

“The inclusion of both 
Dr. Siegel and Dr. Hamlin’s 
concepts is revolutionizing 
mental health treatment,” said 
Dr. Tera Lensegrav-Benson, 
director of patient services for 
Avalon Hills. “It’s big for Utah 
to be able to bring in their 
expertise and help change the 
way mental health is looked at.”

The two doctors have worked 
together with Avalon Hills for 
over a year, helping the orga-
nization re�ne its approach 
toward not only treating their 
clients’ eating disorders, but 
also empowering the clients 
themselves to take an intuitive, 

multifaceted approach toward 
developing a long-term wellness 
versus a short-term recovery.

INTEGRATION FOR A  
HEALTHY MIND

Siegel brings theoretical and 
conceptual elements to mental 
health treatment through his 
work with interpersonal neu-
robiology, an interdisciplinary 
�eld that blends together ele-
ments of psychiatry, neuro-
science, anthropology and 
more in an e�ort to o�er what 
Siegel calls “a de�nition of the 
healthy mind.” Central to this 
de�nition is the idea of inte-
gration, the linkage of select 
mental processes that a�ect 
the mind’s ability to function 
through synaptic connection.

A full tool kit
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Dr. Dan Siegel talks discusses mental health research with Dr. Ed Hamlin during an interview at the Eccles 
Conference Center on Thursday afternoon.



To Siegel, the integrated 
mind allows for empathy, 
resilience and harmony, 
whereas a non-integrated 
mind creates chaos and 
rigidity. Looked at from 
this perspective, eating 
disorders like anorexia 
and bulimia are the result 
of “integration impair-
ment,” which can be 
recti�ed through the 
introduction of treat-
ments to develop those 
integrations.

The holistic approach of 
interpersonal neurobiology 
allows for a wide range of 
these treatments, including 
equine therapy, yoga and 
martial arts, all as a way for 
the patients to look intrin-
sically and �nd grounded 
support in the world 
around them to help them 
begin healing without the 
need for medication.

“It’s so incredibly grati-
fying as a scientist and 
therapist to see how posi-
tively clients are able to 
grasp at these concepts,” 
Seigel said. “They are able 
to use this framework 
and adapt it to their own 
struggles. It supplies them 
with hope that recovery is 
possible.”

IN CHARGE OF THEIR 
OWN MIND

Siegel’s theoretical ap-
proach is aided by Ham-
lin’s practical treatments. 
Through brain mapping 
— the tracing of energy 
and information �ow 
between communicat-
ing areas of the brain — 
Hamlin can help patients 
identify how precisely the 
brain is a�ected by certain 
activities. In knowing this 
information, neuroplas-
ticity, or changes in the 
brain’s function and even 
its anatomy, may be in-
troduced to help balance 
out the a�ects of a known 
disorder.

“It’s not about brain 
repair, or altering the 
brain’s mechanics in any 
way,” Hamlin explained. 
“Instead, it’s altering the 
energy inside the brain. 
It’s helping patients know 
that they can learn to con

-
trol their brain activity. 
In realizing that energy 
�ow can be altered, they 
are empowered — they 

are in charge of their own 
mind.”

Siegel described their 
approach as supplying a 
full tool kit to a patient 
as opposed to a single 
hammer.

“I don’t feel that it is an 
overstatement to say that 
many psychiatrists today 
aren’t happy with the 
pressure to supply a single 
answer to a disorder,” he 
said. “The mind cannot 
just be reduced to brain 
activity, and treatment 
cannot just be reduced to 
pills.”

Hamlin likewise com-
pared the process to the 
remodeling of a house.

“It takes more than 
carpenters to put together 
a building,” he said. “It 
takes painters, plumbers 
and so on. The better the 
brain can be integrated, 
the better health a patient 
will have.”

Siegel praised Avalon 
Hills for their immersion 
into his and Hamlin’s 
treatments, noting it 
wasn’t only the organi-
zation’s psychologists 
requesting workshops, but 
the full sta� of treatment 
specialists.

“Avalon Hills’ pro -
gram is the �rst time 
a program of this kind 
has really embraced this 
kind of commitment,” he 
said. “More so than any 
other place I’m aware of, 
Avalon Hills is working 
with its full sta� to fully 
embrace the concept of 
integration. It’s not just 
the destination of health, 
but also the journey, and 
the residents in Avalon 
Hills are really responding 
well to that. At one of the 
workshops today, I was 
just so surprised at their 
grasp of things. You can’t 
understand how mean-
ingful this is.”

Hamlin said Avalon 
Hills and other profession-
als in mental health are 
providing encouragement 
for the science of interper-
sonal neurobiology and 
neuroplasticity to become 
more widely accepted.

“This seems to be where 
everything is headed,” 
Hamlin said. “I’m envi -
sioning that when the 
residents talk about this 
Family Week, this program 
will be a topic of conver-
sation and it will really 
succeed with them.”
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