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******UTHSCD researcher applies biofeed
back therapy to nursing home 
residents. 

DALLAS--The skyrocketing costs of health care for the elderly are a 

tremendous burden on today's taxpayer. In the near future that burden will 

increase dramatically as millions of Americans born during the post-Worl n 

War II baby boom reach old age. 

How will the nation bear the cost of caring for so many old people? 

Helen West thinks she may have at least part of the answer. An instruc-

tor and researcher in gerontology at The University of Texas School of Allied 

Health Sciences at Dallas, MS. West is studying the f easibility of using 

"biofeedback" therapy to treat and prevent chronic illness in the aged. 

Biofeedback is the term used to describe certain techniques which enable 

a person to become aware of and control physiologic responses that are ordin-

arily considered involuntary. 

"Previous studies have shown that biofeedback is effective in reducing 

physical symptoms such as migraine headaches, high blood pressure and other 

chronic conditions," MS. West says. 

"But there is very little in the medical literature--one or two isolated 

cases--about biofeedback training being given to older people," she continues. 

"Our study of biofeedback is one of the first to concentrate on a geriatric 

population." 

More than 44 per cent, or approximately eight million, of those over 

65 suffer from chronic disease or disability. And in the next fifty years as 

the nation's demographic pattern shifts, those numbers will more than double. 

Ms. West says she first realized there was a need for a new therapy 

when she began working in nursing homes. "I have been looking for something 

ever since I became aware of the fact that nursing home residents take an 

average of five prescription drugs at a time, in addition to the over-the

counter drugs that they dose themselves with. I've seen more than one case of 

what is known as toxic psychosis caused by the drugs and it's devastating." 
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first add biofeedback 

It was her search for a treatment that did not involve drugs which led 

her to biofeedback. "There is absolutely nothing toxic about biofeedback," 

she says. "You can't overdose on it. The worst thing that can happen to you 

is you don't get any results.'' 

With biofeedback, MS. West explains, a lot of the illnesses that older 

people suffer from can be either prevented or alleviated by teaching them how 

to combat anxiety and depression and to relax physically. 

"I think that a lot of the diseases in our society are psychophysical . 

They are directly related to stress. 

"In the nursing home this is especially true because there stress and 

depression are widespread." 

Through biofeedback therapy, tension levels can be reduced, thereby 

causing a decline in tension-related maladies, she continues. 

"For example, if a person experiences severe tension headaches, he can 

be trained to recognize increasingly lower levels of muscle tension and thus 

learn to control the tension level by relaxation." 

In her study, MS. West is applying biofeedback training to a group of 

Dallas nursing home residents. They will participate in a series of six weekly 

biofeedback training sessions of about 30 minutes duration. 

The research team will first determine the subjects' blood pressure, 

number of headaches, sleep patterns, frequency of physical complaints and their 

psychological state. This data later will be compared with that obtained dur

ing the experimental trial. 

"If the biofeedback is successful, residents who have had the training 

should experience a significant improvement in blood pressure, in tension and 

fatigue, and in the average number of headaches, disturbances of sleep patterns 

and physical complaints," MS. West says. 

In order to assess the effectiveness of biofeedback in disease prevention, 

she will conduct a follow-up investigation a year later to see if those who 

participate have fewer illnesses. 

In a biofeedback tra~ing session, the subject sits in a comfortable 

chair while small electrodes are pasted on the skin over the muscle that is 

to be relaxed. The electrodes detect muscle tension in the form of electrical 

activity. 

--more--
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In the Dallas study, electrodes are placed over the "frontalis" muscle, 

. a muscle that stretches across the forehead. "The frontalis is a good 

indicator muscle because if it is relaxed then it is almost impossible for the 

rest of you to be tense," Ms. West says. 

A series of relaxation exercises is administered verbally by a research 

assistant. As the subject relaxes, the biofeedback machine generates a tone 

that tells him how tense his frontalis nmscle is at that moment. The lower 

the tone, the more relaxed the muscle. 

Research has shown that with such biofeedback techniques, people can 

learn profound relaxation rapidly. 

To reinforce the biofeedback training sessions, there will be daily 

group relaxation exercise sessions conducted by the research assistant. 

Ms. West says her study should demonstrate the effectiveness, or lack 

of effectiveness, of biofeedback therapy for the aged. 

"If the results of this and further studies are positive, the scope of 

care given to older people could be vastly improved," she says. "Biofeedback 

may help provide the preventative measures we need to keep people out of the 

high-cost health delivery system." 
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