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A few decades ago, biofeedback was considered a ‘non-traditional’ or ‘new-age’ treatment. After decades of research, however, biofeedback has been accepted as an effective treatment for many chronic conditions.  The basic concept of biofeedback is that we can learn to control certain biological functions if we can get feedback as to whether we being successful. It isn’t much different than learning to ride a bicycle: if you lean too much and fall over, you learn not to lean so much; eventually, you notice that you are starting to lean and you correct your position until you feel that you are in the right position. Learning to shoot a basketball is the same: if the ball doesn’t go far enough, you throw further next time; if the ball goes too much to the right, you aim further left. The feedback we receive from every-day activities helps us learn how to perform these activities more accurately. Without feedback, our skill would not improve. 

Biofeedback allows us to get feedback about some bodily process that we can’t normally perceive: skin temperature, muscle activity, heart rate, blood pressure, sweating, or brain-wave activity. Although we don’t consciously know how to control these autonomic processes, such as slowing down our heart-rate, our bodies can learn if we get feedback about how successful we are. Actually, we can learn fairly quickly – within a week or so. Interestingly, other animals can also learn to control bodily processes, such as blood flow: rats can learn to increase blood flow to just one ear if they are given food rewards to help them learn.

Conditions that have been shown to benefit from biofeedback:

· Any stress-related condition such as migraine, tension headache, irritable bowel, anxiety disorder, fibromyalgia or other chronic pain.

· High blood pressure or irregular heartbeats.

· Conditions in which muscles are not working properly, such as stroke or certain injuries.

· Asthma.

· Raynaud’s.

· Conditions with muscle spasticity, such as cerebral palsy.

· Incontinence.
· Nausea and vomiting due to chemotherapy.


A biofeedback session typically involves being hooked up to a device that will measure the process of interest: skin temperature, heart rate, sweating, etc.. The device will provide some sort of feedback – either a digital readout, a sound or blinking light, color, etc.. Next, you think about what you are trying to change, such as warming your hands or relaxing your jaw muscles. It sometimes helps to use imagery. To encourage blood flow into your hands, you might imagine your hand in a bucket of warm water. To relax your shoulder muscles, you might imagine lying in the warm sunshine on a beach. To learn to tighten a muscle (e.g., after a stroke or to treat incontinence) you might imagine the muscle contracting. Just like learning any new skill, you might not be very good at first. But eventually you will see some change one way or the other. You learn to do more of what makes the readout change in the ‘good’ direction and less of what makes it change in the ‘bad’ direction. Eventually, you learn how to produce the desired response without needing the biofeedback. 
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Temperature biofeedback works in a couple of different ways. For Raynaud’s, a disorder in which there isn’t enough blood flow into the hands, improving blood flow has a direct effect. For migraine, where the blood vessels in the head get overstretched, learning to divert blood to your hands decreases the amount going to the overstretched blood vessels in the head. For stress-related disorders, improving blood flow into your hands activates your parasympathetic nervous system (the ‘rest and digest’ system) and decreases activity in the sympathetic nervous system (the ‘fight or flight’ system. By activating the parasympathetic system and deactivating the sympathetic system, you are able to decrease neural hypersensitivity that amplifies pain. Since FMS is a condition based on a hypersensitive central nervous system, the ability to calm down the nervous system can partially reverse the ‘cause’ of FMS symptoms.

Biofeedback can be an important part of managing the chronic illnesses listed above. Since biofeedback has no side-effects, it can’t hurt to try it, especially since it may allow you to decrease use of medications which do have side-effects.


You can try biofeedback in several ways. Many psychologists and physical therapists are able to teach you how to use biofeedback – most often using electromyograms to decrease muscle spasm or monitoring temperature to learn a relaxation response. You can also purchase a variety of biofeedback devices yourself to use at home. For example, a company called FutureHealth sells a ring that accurately measures skin temperature (much more accurately than the old ‘mood rings’) for only $20 (on Amazon.com). Other, fancier devices give sound or digital feedback. 


The January Support Group meeting in Potsdam will discuss biofeedback and allow you to try several different devices. 

January Potsdam Meeting: 

The Potsdam Fibromyalgia Support Group March meeting will be Thursday, January 24th 4:30 pm. Biofeedback to manage pain. There will be a short presentation about biofeedback, followed by practice using temperature biofeedback. All participants will receive a temperature sensor they can use to practice with at home. The meeting is in Clarkson Hall at 59 Main St. For more info, contact Canton-Potsdam Hospital Physical Therapy Department at 261-5460 or email Lnrussek@clarkson.edu. 

February Massena Meeting: 
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The Massena Fibromyalgia Support Group will meet at Massena Memorial Hospital Saturday, February 9th at 1:30 pm. The meeting will be Open discussion and Valentine get-together. For more information, contact facilitator Maxine Dodge, at 769-5778 or maxinesbeach@wmconnect.com. 

Trigger Pointers: Rhomboids 
Upper back pain can be caused by trigger points (TrP) in several different muscles. However, the most common is probably the rhomboids, which lie between your shoulder blades. These muscles may develop TrP if: 

· You have a slouched posture with tight pectoral muscles (in the front of the chest), or you frequently work leaning over a desk or computer,
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You store tension in your shoulders, 

· The middle trapezius muscles (which also lie in the upper back) are weak.  
Pain is located between the shoulder blades, as shown in the TrP diagram, below. Rhomboid TrP can also produce a ‘crunching’ feeling when moving the shoulders. 

Two stretches for the rhomboids are shown below. The cross-arm stretch is more specific for the rhomboids, but may cause shoulder discomfort for some people. The forward lean stretch also gets other upper back muscles that may have TrP. For each stretch, hold the position for 20-30 seconds. (Exercises from: www.mypressureproducts.com) 
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This newsletter is a joint effort of Clarkson University and Canton-Potsdam Hospital. If you would prefer to receive these newsletters electronically, please send your email address to gilberta@clarkson.edu. You can access current and previous Potsdam Fibromyalgia Support Group Newsletters on our web site: www.people.clarkson.edu/~lnrussek/FMSG.          
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