
The Hand Model   
of the Brain

Dan Siegel (2012) uses the hand model of the brain 
to explain the various structures within the brain and 

what happens when we ‘flip our lid’.

Using this model, the wrist is 
representative of the spinal cord, 
which connects to the brain stem 

at the base of the skull.
The brain stem is responsible for 
the body’s autonomic (basic) life 

functions, like breathing, sucking, 
swallowing,heart rate, blood 

pressure and regulating our body 
temperature.

Placing your thumb in 
 the middle of your palm  

represents the limbic system. 
This is also know as the 

‘emotional centre’ of the brain 

and is responsible for the fight, 

flight and freeze response.

Folding your fingers  
over the top represents 

the cortex.
 This is the ‘thinking and 

reasoning’ part of the brain.
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When the limbic system feels 
like we’re in danger, it reacts 

and goes into protection mode.
It takes over and we can ‘flip our 

lid’. The hand model shows that, 

when this happens, the cortex 

is no longer touching the limbic 

system, so it can’t help us stay 

regulated and calm and we lose 

the ability to think clearly and 

control our emotions.

The front of those fingers 
represents the pre-frontal cortex, 

which sits behind the forehead, 
and is responsible for regulating 

the subcortical regions (the 
brainstem and limbic areas). 

This regulation is important as it 

helps us to manage big feelings and 

make good choices. It also allows us 

to be tuned in, balanced, flexible and 

remain socially engaged.

This happens for both children AND adults so it’s important for us to be aware of our own 
‘lids’; as a dysregulated adult cannot teach, and a dysregulated child cannot learn.
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