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Lateralized behaviour from the prenatal to the postnatal period: Does fetal lateral 
preference develop into postnatal preference? 

Background 

Lateralized behaviour is an indicator of 
mental health. Reduced lateralization 
is associated with impaired cognitive 
function and is related to mixed-
handedness. Fetuses show 
hemispheric asymmetry in utero as 
evidenced by touch (Reissland et al., 
2014) and mouth movements 
(Reissland et al., 2014). We found that 
hand asymmetry varied with maternal 
prenatal stress. Lateralisation of hand 
movements might be developed 
through movement, and research 
suggests that language lateralisation 
may be derived from the gestural 
communication seen in infancy.  

 Aims and Methods 

The PhD aims to create a detailed 
account of development of lateralised 
function from the prenatal to postnatal 
period. 

Mothers with singleton healthy fetuses 
will receive 4D ultrasound scans 
during their 2nd and 3rd trimesters of 
gestation. Based on these scans, fetal 
hand and mouth movement laterality 
will be assessed using an established 
coding system (e.g. Reissland et al., 
2011, 2012, 2014).  

Fetuses will be followed up after birth 
in order to determine postnatal 
handedness and lateralized mouth 
movements.  

 

 

Relevance 

It is expected that the results of this 
research would be of interest to 
psychologists, psychiatrists and 
paediatricians as well as the general 
public. It would the basis for potentially 
developing an assessment tool for 
infant healthy development. 

Research Questions 

Is there is a significant association 
between the lateralisation of 
behaviours from the prenatal to the 
postnatal period?  

Training 

The candidate's research activity will 
be based in Durham, Psychology. In 
addition to training in general research 
skills, the candidate will be trained on 
a specific coding system used in fetal 
behavioral research.  

Suitable for  

PhD 
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