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I am pleased to be here. I am reading Tony Schwarz’s wonderful book, What Really Matters, and recommend it to you highly.

As I begin, I have a small request to make of you. In the next ten minutes, I would like you to suspend all you know, (hold it reserve because you’ll always need it), and then come with me into a whole new paradigm through which we can find a new understanding of emotional illness and emotional health. It is an elegant and exciting paradigm and it may well change the course of our profession and all the lives we touch, including, perhaps most profoundly, our own.

Like Tony and many of you, I too have been walking a path. I didn’t think of myself as seeking wisdom but more as seeking peace. It’s been a winding path with many branches but in the walking I have come to recognize that all paths share one common element: regulation, at the deepest level of being. You will understand what I mean by that by the time I’m through. The implications of this simple recognition are profound.

I am a psychodynamic psychotherapist and I have engaged in my own intensive psychotherapy. I think good therapy is, fundamentally, a process of interpersonal regulation. The patient relies on the state of the therapist and the holding process of the therapy to achieve regulation. (It may be that those whom we consider to be master therapists are those who are fully present with their patients and demand that their patients be present with them, the basis of interpersonal regulation.) The most influential book today in the field of attachment theory is Allan Schore’s Affect Regulation and the Origin of Self. This book persuasively and exhaustively argues that the mother’s regulation of the infant’s affect is the prerequisite for the development of self. Behaviorists are focusing on regulation, too. Affect regulation is the heart of DBT.

Regulation is the foundation of mental health. What we see now as symptoms can be seen instead as indicators of the breakdown in self regulation- explosive disorder as an example- or as faulty attempts to regulate, as is the case with drug abuse. In this construct, ‘dual diagnosis’ could be defined as the manifestation of the breakdown in regulation and the doomed attempt to regain it.

I am a meditator. I love meditation, usually. I sit daily, almost, and I go on extended meditation retreats. Meditation, too, it seems to me, is about finding your way to regulation, through quieting the mind, focusing on your breath and smoothing the rhythms of your heart. But it’s routinely difficult to find regulation this way, I think for two primary reasons. The meditator lacks ‘the other’, the surround of the interpersonal relationship. I think affect regulation is, originally and ultimately, an interpersonal process because we are, by nature, social beings. We are always cueing, and either facilitating or disrupting regulation in ourselves and in the other. And the meditator has no feedback to tell her when she’s got it right. I’ll be getting to feedback in just a moment.

Once one accepts that affect regulation is the central element in the search for peace, which is really no different than the search for mental health, then you start looking for ways to optimize regulation. To be straight with you, I came at this backwards. I discovered the centrality of affect regulation at the deepest level only when I discovered a way to find it. That was my discovery of neurofeedback. I was a skeptic of the highest order until I tried it as a favor to a friend. I did what is called SMR training for 7 hours over a weekend as her first subject. (Don’t try this at home!) The next Monday, she called to find out how I was. I said, “The only way I can describe this to you, is that I live in a different brain than I did on Friday.” From that time hence, I have been anything but skeptical. But there is science here to understand my experiences.

Rudolpho Llineas, the NYU neuroscientist, gave the keynote address at the last International Conference of Neuroscience of the 20th Century and he may have set the agenda on brain function for the 21st. He reported that exemplars of major depression, Parkinson’s disease, chronic pain and tinnitus all exhibited the same problem, a timing fault in the thalamo-cortical loop of the brain. His colleagues who were interviewed after his talk believed that he had found the missing piece of the puzzle of brain function. Now, two and a half years later, ‘timing’ and the functional plasticity of the brain that timing implies have become core concepts in theoretical and experimental neuroscience, and as you will see, timing is taking on clinical saliency as well. Affect regulation is encoded in the timing of the brain and when you can appeal to these timing mechanisms you can change affect. (This is the subject of Dr. Othmer’s chapter that was in press at the time of the Llineas’ address. It is available at the EEG Spectrum booth.)

Neurofeedback is a system that allows you to appeal to the timing of the brain through computer feedback based on the real time EEG. You can, with the rewards of a video game, teach someone to regulate their states of arousal. If high states of arousal have led to self-mutilation, self-harm will stop. Three borderline patients in my practice used exactly the same words to signify this moment. “I never want to be hurt again”. If the overarousal takes its form in road rage, agitated depression, obsessive-compulsive disorder, performance anxiety or manic sprees, when you successfully appeal to timing and lower the arousal, these behaviors drop away. Affect regulation becomes possible and therapy, as distinct from symptom management, also becomes possible. Disorders of overarousal, many of which are those that we find most challenging and disturbing, organize around fear as the core affect and neurofeedback seems particularly effective in calming and ultimately dissolving fear. It appears to be the case, that the end of fear is the beginning of peace.

I am one of the owners of this company only because I am convinced of the importance, in fact the necessity of neurofeedback. Owning a business was never a part of my path. But neurofeedback is. Eighty percent of my patients have had significant positive effects and this is important to me. They no longer suffer the terror of overarousal, the dark depths of underarousal or the wild swings between them. They are finding their paths.
And I too am on the path. I do not know if there is an end point to self-regulation but I doubt it. I have found peace. What will peace yield? My path still includes psychotherapy, bodywork and meditation. They are all very important to me. But I have become convinced that the key element to living in peace is the deepening of affect regulation and that neurofeedback is the fastest, more sure route presently available to that end. 

Today’s take-home keywords are affect regulation, timing and neurofeedback. If I have peaked your curiosity or engaged your skepticism, come and talk with me. We also have a booth in the exhibition hall. There are papers there that I recommend to you as well. 
I think neurofeedback represents the future of our field. Come join it. I have just one last note for those of you who may think (as I once did) that this idea of timing reduces the mystery of our humanness to the firing of neurons. You need not be worried. Nothing, it turns out could be further from the reality. The last line of a dream my patient had the night after her first neurofeedback session speaks to this: “The path to the enigma is now clear”. Thank you.  
Sebern Fisher is a psychodynamic psychotherapist and a practitioner of neurofeedback in Northampton, MA. She teaches her clients how to change their brain states through neurofeedback. She has written several papers and articles discussing the integration of neurofeedback and psychotherapy, and the application of neurofeedback on clients with attachment disorders or trauma. 
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