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Summary of the dissertation 

 

There is a high prevalence of mood disorders including depression, anxiety 

and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in society. One way to progress in 

the understanding and treatment of these problems is to identify resilience 

factors which may protect people from such effects past stressful situations. 

One possible resilience factor might be hemispheric lateralization (HL), the 

tendency to activate parts of one cerebral hemisphere versus homologue 

parts in the other one, or the tendency to use functions associated with one 

versus the other hemisphere. Studies show that the left hemisphere is 

predominantly related to positive affect and approach related moods, while 

the right hemisphere is predominantly related to negative affect, and to 

avoidance related moods. The purpose of this thesis was to study the 

moderating role of the left hemisphere in the effects of stress on mental 

health. The thesis included five studies, three correlative and two 

experimental studies, examining this issue.  In Study 1, life events were 

positively correlated with general distress, only in people with right but not 

left HL. In Study 2, life events were positively correlated with anxiety in right 

but not left HL participants. In Study 3, an experimentally induced stressor 

led to increases in perceived stress, only in people with right but not left HL. 

In Study 4, levels of perceived exposure to missile threat were positively 

correlated with PTSD levels, again only in people with right but not left HL. 

Finally, Study 5 examined whether cognitive exercises, aimed to activate the 

left hemisphere, will lead to lower stress and negative affect than a neutral 

task, following a stressor. Results did not confirm a protective role for such 

left-HL activating exercises. Though not perfectly consistent, the majority of 

the studies conducted here did show a resilience and protective effect of left-

HL in stressful situations. Nevertheless, these results reveal a new and 

possibly important neuropsychological resilience factor which could help to 

identify people who are less or more at risk to develop mental health 

disorders following exposure to stress. 
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