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Maureen Haney, right, supervises a biofeedback session with students, from left: 
Scott Moore, Robert Fisher and Minh Pham, in the reclining chair.  Photo by Kelly 
Lacefield

Mind Over Body
Biofeedback Lab Helps Eliminate 
Anxiety, Fear, Pain

 

March 3, 2009
By Mimi Ko Cruz

When 2nd Lt. Jacob Gonzales first boarded an Army CH-47 

Chinook, he got sick with nausea.

With a history of motion sickness, the officer said he had to 

figure out a way to control it to be an effective leader. “When 

you’re in charge of soldiers, it’s not good for them to see their 

leader vomiting in front of them,” he said from Fort Sill in 

Oklahoma, where he is awaiting deployment to Afghanistan.
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Last year, while completing his psychology degree, Gonzales 

signed up for Maureen Haney’s biofeedback class, where he 

learned to control motion sickness.

What is Biofeedback?

 

The term was coined in 1969 to describe 

laboratory procedures that trained research 

subjects to alter brain activity, blood pressure, 

muscle tension, heart rate and other 

physiological responses often thought to be 

beyond voluntary control. Biofeedback helps 

teach people to improve their health and 

performance by observing signals generated 

by their own bodies.

“After I 

learned 

about 

biofeedback 

and 

techniques 

for 

concentrating, 

breathing 

and 

relaxing, I 

was able 

to use it, 

and it 

worked,” 

Gonzales 

said. “I 

also use it when I’m running five miles a day. It helps me with 

the pain so I’m able to push through to the end.”

Haney, lecturer in health science and director of the university's 

Psychophysiology Lab, said biofeedback is a learning process 

in which people are taught to improve their health and 

performance by observing signals generated by their own 

http://calstate.fullerton.edu/news/Inside/2009/biofeedback-lab.html (2 of 8) [3/24/2009 1:13:10 PM]



Biofeedback Lab Helps Eliminate Anxiety, Fear, Pain

bodies. Her students learn to use biofeedback equipment and 

skills — such as deep breathing, relaxation, autogenics (self-

hypnosis of the central and autonomic nervous system) and 

visualization — for changing physiological functions.

Biofeedback involves measuring brain waves, blood pressure, 

heart rate variability, skin temperature, sweat glands and 

muscle tension via sensors, or electrodes, placed on the skin, 

Haney said. The information is conveyed through computerized 

graphs and charts on state-of-the-art biofeedback equipment 

made up of Thought Technology's Infinity units and EmWave 

units by HeartMath.

Biofeedback therapy is used by such agencies as NASA, the 

military, hospitals and alternative medicine clinics.

“It’s very intensive training,” Haney said about the process. Her 

classes, Health Psychophysiology I and Health 

Psychophysiology II, and a related research lab were created in 

2006 and 17, mostly undergrads, have enrolled. The students 

this semester include a couple of registered nurses, a 

psychology major, two health science majors, two kinesiology 

majors and a graduate student majoring in gerontology.

“You can learn to self-regulate with biofeedback by using your 

mind,” Haney said. “It’s not a quick fix, but you can train yourself 

to control physiological responses to such things as anxiety, 

anger, pain or stressful conditions or situations.”

About the Director
Director's 
Drive
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Fibromyalgia is characterized by widespread musculoskeletal aches and chronic pain.

Fighting Fibromyalgia
Campus Center Targets Chronic Pain 
Through Research, Education 
Campaigns and Community 
Partnerships and Services

 

March 3, 2009
By Mimi Ko Cruz

At least 90,000 people in Orange County suffer from 

fibromyalgia, a chronic pain disorder characterized by 

widespread musculoskeletal aches, stiffness, soft tissue 

tenderness, general fatigue and sleep disturbances.

Fighting the illness by researching relief options is the goal of 
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Cal State Fullerton’s Fibromyalgia Research and Education 

Center. Among its current projects is a study on how 

fibromyalgia affects social relationships and what strategies are 

used to manage day-to-day living.

“There is little formal research on such topics,” said Michele 

Mouttapa, assistant professor of health science and one of the 

study’s researchers. “Gathering this information will be helpful in 

determining the types of social support and symptom 

management that may be most beneficial for people with 

fibromyalgia.”

Other research being conducted by the center includes an 

online survey exploring the impact of fibromyalgia on physical 

function, psychosocial aspects of life, medical costs, 

employment status and work productivity; and identifying the 

use and effectiveness of pharmaceutical drugs and other 

interventions, such as over-the-counter remedies, exercise, 

acupuncture and cognitive-behavioral strategies.

Another study is focused on the physical and cognitive status of 

people, ages 50 and older, with and without fibromyalgia.

Additionally, the center is developing assessment tools to 

measure the physical status of fibromyalgia-sufferers.

In the last two years, the campus center has garnered about 

$500,000 in grants for such research projects, said C. Jessie 

Jones, professor of health science and center director.
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Jones said the federal government has designated the next 10 

years as the “decade of pain control and research,” which is 

what the center promotes.

The Fibromyalgia Research and Education Center was created 

in 2007 with this mission: “To advance research, education and 

professional practice related to fibromyalgia. The center’s 

philosophy is based on an integrated approach to symptom 

management, including psychosocial and cognitive-behavioral 

strategies, stress management, physical activity interventions, 

balance and mobility training, nutrition and weight management, 

acupuncture and manual therapies and pharmacological 

therapies.”

The National Fibromyalgia Association has partnered with the 

center on various projects, including research, community 

outreach and education campaigns.

NFA officials and Jones said the center is providing hope and 

answers for those living with fibromyalgia.

“The main objective is to increase the number of trained 

specialists available to treat people with fibromyalgia and to 

improve care for them,” Jones said.

Related Story:

Pain Killer

 Back to Top
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Counseling 
Intervention
Q & A with Veteran Counselor on 
Combating Anxiety, Grief, Depression

 

March 3, 2009
By Mimi Ko Cruz

 

Susan Leavy

Susan 

Leavy, a 

licensed 

counselor 

and 

coordinator 

for the 

Women's 

Center's 

Prevention 

of 

Crimes 

Against 

Women 

program, has helped hundreds of clients overcome great 

anxiety, depression and grief over the years.

She said her specialty is in counseling those who have been 
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sexually abused and raped, but the advice for overcoming the 

mental and emotional anguish her clients suffer often is 

universal.

Leavy earned her bachelor’s degree in psychology in 1974 and 

her master’s degree in counseling in 1981 from Cal State 

Fullerton. She became a licensed marriage and family 

counselor in 1983 and has been practicing at her alma mater 

since 2003.

Q. What are some ways people can cope with pain, such 
as anguish and grief?

People often use survival skills to get through tough times. 

Survival skills include methods such as drug and alcohol abuse, 

eating disorders, self mutilation, harm to others, and anger 

mismanagement, to name a few. That is not healthy. Healthy 

coping skills include exercise, good nutrition, good sleeping 

habits, connection to others, counseling and interaction with 

others who have been through, and survived, a similar sorrow.

Q. Who should seek counseling for such pain?

Most of us will experience pain in our lives at some point. How 

the experience is processed varies.

Some are more resilient than others. They pick themselves up, 

dust themselves off and go on with life. Others are less able to 

integrate the loss. Those are my clients.

They experience pain as a life-changing event that alters their 

worldview for a time, and need outside assistance to recover.
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Resilient people are not better people. They just seem to have a 

built-in strength that allows them to continue forward with less 

angst. It is rare to be a person who has no stress, anxiety or 

loss.

Counseling is not for crazy people. Counseling can help people 

feel more centered and in control. Connections are very 

important. Attempt to meet people who you can relate to and 

who can relate to you.

Q. What tips do you offer people suffering from post-
traumatic stress syndrome and similar problems?

Rape and military action are two experiences that often precede 

post-traumatic stress syndrome. Since my expertise and current 

position is primarily with sexual assault, I am quite familiar with 

the diagnosis.

Symptoms include nightmares and flashbacks that repeat the 

event again and again. They also manifest as a startle response 

that interferes with daily living. Clients might generalize the fear 

associated with the attack to benign daily experiences.

My primary theoretical orientation is existential, 

phenomenological and humanistic counseling. That just means I 

let the client tell me how he or she best recovers. I also use 

cognitive and behavioral techniques to help clients change how 

they think about the attack and replace the running commentary 

in their ruminations to a more empowered position.
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It is important to remove generalizations from the client’s 

thinking. For example, the blame must be placed squarely with 

the perpetrator and not on the cologne the perpetrator was 

wearing.

Q. What do you advise for those suffering with grief 
over the loss of loved ones?

Don’t expect to feel whole for a while. Experts in grief therapy 

suggests that for the first year after the death of a loved one 

there are a succession of losses, the first Christmas, first 

birthday, first Valentine’s Day, etc., without the loved one. The 

first anniversary of the loss is often a dreaded date, but then, 

the real healing can begin.

Q. What do you advise to those suffering from 
depression?

Exercise, exercise, exercise. Studies indicate that exercise is a 

better antidepressant than pharmacology. That alone might not 

be enough, so counseling to aid in understanding the origins of 

depression is important (heritability, loss, anxiety, domestic 

violence, childhood trauma, etc.). Antidepressant medication 

might be indicated for those who are deeply entrenched in their 

depression.

Q. What do you advise to those suffering from anxiety?

Anxiety can be debilitating. It ranges from mild nervousness to 

full-blown panic attacks and everything in between.

College students are rife with anxiety. My advice is to write 

everything down to provide a visual.
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Often, we lump all of our obligations into one big ball. In reality, 

we can only do one thing at a time. Keeping those demands 

separated gives us a better picture of how to manage our time.

When anxiety becomes immobilizing, I recommend talking to a 

professional, some are referred for pharmacological intervention.

Q. Besides counseling, do you know of other ways 
people can address their problems?

There is Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing, 

which is a somewhat controversial therapeutic method. The 

technique requires formal training and experience. It changes 

brain patterns and neural pathways, and thoughts about the 

traumatic event can change.

Other methods are hypnotherapy, biofeedback and systematic 

desensitization.
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