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Neurofeedback:
Information for
Individuals and Families Image credit: Adobe Stock

Summary: Our brains consist of billions of neurons that use electricity to communicate with
each other. When our synapses are firing, they create electrical activity that can be measured
as “brain waves”. In many conditions, our brain waves are disrupted and not functioning
properly. Thus we can have too many of some types of brain waves or not enough of others.
Neurofeedback is a type of therapy that can help individuals to better control their brain waves.

What is Neurofeedback?
Our brains consist of billions of neurons that use electricity to communicate with each other. When our synapses
are firing, they create electrical activity that can be measured as “brain waves”.
 
In many conditions, our brain waves are disrupted and not functioning properly. Thus we can have too many of
some types of brain waves or not enough of others.
 
Neurofeedback is a type of therapy that can help individuals to better control their brain waves, which may thus be
helpful for various brain conditions. 

What is the Evidence for Neurofeedback?
Evidence suggests that neurofeedback may be useful for a variety of brain conditions, including:

Post-traumatic stress disorder (CADT, 2014; Hammond, 2015)   
ADHD (Lofthouse, 2011; Moriyama, 2012) 

Note however, that at this time, although neurofeedback appears to be promising, there is nonetheless a lack of
evidence for neurofeedback, particularly for mood and anxiety disorders (CADT, 2014).  

How Does it Work?
Neurofeedback starts by seeing a professional with expertise in neurofeedback, such as a psychologist, for an
assessment.
 
As part of this assessment, it is usually recommended to do an electroencephalogram (EEG) assessment that
involves placing sensors on the patient’s scalp, and measuring the unique brain wave patterns of the patient.
Based on this EEG assessment, a custom treatment intervention can be developed.
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During treatment, sensors are placed on the patient’s scalp. The patient is encouraged to control a video game or
movie with their minds (through focus and relaxation). Since the brain is very adaptable (through plasticity), it
does not take long for the mind to start regulating itself so that the patient can succeed in the video game. As the
brain develops more normal brainwave patterns, the patient’s symptoms start to improve.

How Many Sessions?
Depending on the issue and what the assessment shows, patients usually train either twice a week for half an
hour, or once weekly for an hour.
 
The number of sessions is really dependent upon the person’s response and the complexity of the training
protocol.
 
Like learning any new skill, it takes time. In general, people should be prepared for 20 hours of treatment at a
minimum. Benefits may appear after just a few sessions, but to make sure that the benefits “stick”, it takes a bit
more time.

What Parents Can Tell their Children/Youth
If you are going to bring your child/youth to neurofeedback, this is what you can tell them:
 
Do you have a moment? We have some really exciting news for you.
 
The bad news is that you’ve been having troubles with ____ (insert issue here, e.g. focusing, feeling anxious, etc.)
 
Here’s the good news. There is a powerful way to help you with this, called neurofeedback.
 
Neurofeedback is a really cool way of helping your brain be able to ____ (insert issue here, e.g. focus better, feel
calmer (i.e. less anxiety), etc.
 
How does it work? There’s this neat video game you can play and as you ‘win’ in the video game it is teaching your
mind how to stay nice and calm. To do this, we will take you to a doctor that does neurofeedback. They will put
little sensors on your scalp using some sticky stuff, and those sensors read your brain waves. Using the readings,
they will make a video game for you. It’s a game that involves things like space ships or boats or a pac man.
What’s really cool is that you will learn to completely control whether or not the spaceship moves and wins. You
don’t have any controllers to play this game. You get to play it with your mind! As you start to win at the game,
your brain is learning how to stay calm so that you feel better.

Other Types of Biofeedback
Neurofeedback is a type of ‘biofeedback’. In addition to neurofeedback, there are other forms of biofeedback, such
as HeartMath (which regulates heart rate variability), thermal biofeedback, muscle biofeedback and other forms.
Some forms of these biofeedbacks can be purchased and delivered at home. A professional with expertise in
biofeedback can help you determine which type of biofeedback might be the best for your child.

Do It Yourself Self-Regulating Activities
You can also incorporate other activities and practices into life which can as a by-product help regulate their brain
and body. These include activities, such as:

Yoga
Meditation
Spiritual practices that focus on mindfulness, and acceptance, including Buddhist practices
Physical exercise
Being in nature
Puzzles, colouring, etc
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All of these activities encourage a mind and body connection which is our healthiest brain state.

Resources in Canada for Neurofeedback
To find a qualified biofeedback provider, visit the website for the Biofeedback Certification International Alliance
(BCIA), and click on “Find a Practitioner”. There you will find board certified practitioners of neurofeedback and
other forms of biofeedback. www.bcia.org 
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Disclaimer
Information in this fact sheet may or may not apply to your child. Your health care provider is the best source of
information about your child’s health.
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