Biofeedback devices are all the rage for keeping calm 
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Like a stage star with opening-night jitters, Kim Hartley Davies braced for her big entrance at a baby shower thrown in her honor by 50 friends and relatives back East.

“I was incredibly stressed about it,” said Davies, 34, a school social worker in 

Seattle. “I didn’t like people making such a fuss over me.” So her husband, a doctor at the University of Washington, sent her off with a small but potent arsenal of stress-management tools—most notably the StressEraser, a biofeedback device no bigger than an Altoids tin.  

To reap its benefits, all she had to do was place her finger on a blood-flow sensor and exhale slowly, cued by an icon on the display screen. After 15 or 20 minutes, she felt herself relax.

“It was incredibly helpful,” Davies said. “I experienced it as a reset button. I 

felt recentered.”

Biofeedback, a darling of the ‘70s, is back—and smaller than ever, thanks to an exploding array of consumer gadgets that make nervous-system training nearly as easy as shuffling an iPod.

Years ago, biofeedback meant visiting a lab to don goopy, stick-on sensors for use with clunky machinery. Labs still have their place, but now consumers can enjoy some of the same benefits at home or on the go.  Two of the newest products are self-contained systems that fit in your palm.  Several others take the form of software for your Mac or PC, with finger or 

ear-clip sensors that plug right into a USB port.

Whatever the product, they’re most effective with repeated use—at least 10 or 15 minutes several times a week, so relaxation skills become ingrained.  Manufacturers, meanwhile, are getting great feedback of their own, in the form of booming sales. It seems there’s a lot of gut-wrenching, neck-popping tension roiling the populace.

“We’re in perpetual back-order land,” said Rollin McCrady, research director at HeartMath, whose emWave—the newest and smallest such gadget on the market—sold out a projected three-month inventory two weeks after its release in early July. “There’s just far more demand than we anticipated,” he said.  As for the home-based biofeedback industry in general, McCrady said, “I think it’s going to be huge.”

Help in the workplace

If it all sounds a bit woo-woo, rest assured: These devices have a lot of science to back them up. Various products are being used at the University of Washington Counseling Center, the UW Adoption Medicine Clinic and, at least experimentally, in couples therapy at the Gottman Institute.  Even Boeing has used one of the programs—the HeartMath system—with good 

results. 

“It was very, very powerful and effective,” said Steve Stephenson of The Boeing Co., who became a certified HeartMath trainer in 1997, hoping to relieve employees of the stress associated with long hours and heavy deadlines during production of the 767-400ER jetliner.

“We wanted to give them resources commensurate with the challenge,” he said, “rather than just saying, ‘Suck it up.’ “ HeartMath was strictly a workplace trainer back then—it launched the first-ever consumer biofeedback product in early 2000 -- and its biofeedback setup was relatively clunky; users had to open their shirts and stick electrodes on their chests. What’s more, Boeing had only one computer with biofeedback capability, so half the 200 participants got only classroom instruction on HeartMath’s relaxation and positive-emotion techniques.  

Even so, Stephenson saw dramatic results. He recalls one incoming student who said he was“just frozen with fear about this project he had to do, and he only had two weeks to come up with a solution.”

After the two-hour class, the worker went on to solve “in about two hours the problem that he had allotted two weeks for,” Stephenson said. “He just had this creative insight and said, ‘Wow,’ and got it all done.”

After repeated practice, the worker got another nice surprise: His cardiologist stopped bugging him to get on hypertension medicine. “He couldn’t believe my blood pressure was down in a normal range,” the worker reported.

Like riding a bike

There’s nothing particularly mysterious about how it works. Biofeedback is simply an exchange of information between body and mind—one that offers a back door to influencing blood pressure, heart rate and other physiological processes normally outside conscious control.

Making faces in a mirror is a crude form of biofeedback. So is a mood ring, which responds to changes in body temperature. Learning to ride a bike is another example, as novices must heed feedback from eyes, muscles and inner ears to master balance, said Maurice Warner at the University of Washington Counseling Center, where anxious and stressed students 

have free access to HeartMath’s Freeze-Framer software.  While there are many kinds of medical biofeedback, most retail devices focus on stress relief. They use a well-established method that encourages slow breathing in order to create beneficial changes in heart rhythms, which in turn calms the autonomic nervous system.

Meditation and yoga can take you to the same place, but biofeedback is easier to learn, said Warner, adding that “meditation has a very long learning curve, and most people drop out along the way.”

Biofeedback has its own challenge: keeping users engaged enough so they’ll practice regularly.

“People tend to do things like that ... only when they feel they really need 

it,” Warner said. “Then they lose the capacity to self-regulate. It’s use-it-or-lose-it.”

With regular use, however, the results are promising. For kids at the UW Adoption Medicine Clinic, a popular biofeedback game called The Journey to the Wild Divine offers a fun way to learn emotional regulation—something that doesn’t come easily for kids who were adopted after months of neglect in overseas orphanages.

Dr. Julian Davies, who co-directs the clinic, said neglect often impairs development of the brain’s right frontal lobe—an area that promotes “response flexibility.” Kids in that situation tend to have reflexive, primitive responses to frustration, because it’s hard for them to identify their own emotions and respond appropriately.

“We call it the ‘low road,’ “ Davies said, “because it uses the circuits in the brain that are much more based on fight-or-flight.”
The Wild Divine game, launched in 2004, helps by rewarding calmness—and kids as young as 7 or 8 can learn to play.

“The way you accomplish tasks in the game is not with a joystick,” Davies said, “it’s with learning to either activate or calm your autonomic nervous system.”

Doctor, heal thyself

Davies has spent a lot of time checking out consumer biofeedback products that might help his patients. The search has changed his life as well. He now carries the StressEraser in his briefcase and uses it regularly.  “It’s definitely made me more self-aware of when I’m starting to ‘flood’ or to be more stressed,” he said.

And that’s fine with his wife, Kim—the one who dreaded the East Coast baby shower. After trying some of the biofeedback products her husband brought home, she found they offered more than personal relief—they actually took her marriage to a new level of calm. 

“Our friends have noticed that we’re just easier-going,” she said. “And we’re both East Coast and not really laid-back, so we need to make an effort.” That’s just the impact John Gottman, renowned couples therapist, hopes to achieve with the emWave, the hot, new hand-held device made by HeartMath.  “I’m pretty convinced it’s really worth studying and trying,” said Gottman, who has examined the company’s research. He has tried the emWave on himself, his wife and at least a dozen clients. 

“I found it made me feel very calm and very much in control,” he said. “I felt more loving toward my family—less irritable and more loving. It also helped me sleep better.”

Excited by the possibilities, Gottman hopes to use the emWave in a new, federally funded research program that targets domestic violence.  He suspects that biofeedback—which works on biological and emotional levels -- might offer a more direct route to behavior change than standard therapy that tries to change abusers’ ways of thinking.

“A lot of anger happens so fast that people don’t have time to think,” Gottman said. “They’re in a rage state before they know it.”

In a similar vein, others are exploring whether the new biofeedback gadgets could help relieve post-traumatic stress disorder among Iraq war veterans.  But for the typical consumer—harried and overscheduled—just finding a way to loosen the strings of everyday stress is accomplishment enough.  “I think most people with busy jobs these days have issues with stress,” Davies said. “Life stress, relationship stress—it’s all there.”
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