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Bridging the Gap Between Mind and Brain
—Ecological Validity in Sandplay Research Using NIRS
(Near-infrared Spectroscopy)—

AKIMOTO Michiko

Sandplay therapy as a psychotherapeutic modality has been widely used and is believed
to be effective not only for various psychological problems but also for personality development.
However, research on its therapeutic mechanisms has often met with difficulties, probably
because sandplay involves subjective, emotional, and intuitive factors rather logical and objective
ones. One possibility for offering an explanation for its effectiveness may lie in neuroscientific
research, as was first suggested by the late Professor Hayao Kawai. On the other hand, the recent
development of neuroimaging techniques has enabled researchers in the field of social neuroscience
to investigate real-world social interactions. The focus in the field has been shifting from a single-
brain to a second-person approach, or that of more than two interacting brains.

Inspired by previous studies on social interactions, the author and co-researchers have
attempted to explore the brain mechanisms underlying sandplay therapy, using a NIRS (near-
infrared spectroscopy) hyperscanning technique, which involves the simultaneous measurement of
more than two persons (in this case, client and therapist). In implementing the methodology of our
research, we have faced the problem of ecological validity, which refers to the relationship between
real-world phenomena and the investigation of these phenomena in experimental contexts. Sandplay
therapy as a psychotherapeutic process requires and therefore allows only-one-time occurrences
of emotional interactions and insights. More often than not, unexpected “happenings” lead to the
evolvement or resolution of the therapeutic impasses. On the other hand, strict control of the
nature of the setting and participants” actions are required to obtain objective so-called “evidence.”
It is therefore a major concern for researchers to find a middle ground where it is possible to
obtain valid results from experiments without compromising the real nature of sandplay therapy.

One solution for this conflict may lie in our single study design with a mixed method, in
which both quantitative NIRS data and qualitative videotaped data of a sandplay therapy session
are combined for analysis and interpretation. Future advances in neuroimaging techniques may
eventually resolve this issue, making it possible to examine the client-therapist relationship in
sandplay from the perspective of brain-to-brain interaction and thereby make the most of the
findings for therapists  training.
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