
Neurocounseling: Bridging Brain and Behavior  —  By Lon Ann Russell Chapin 

Sharing the benefits of 
neurocounseling across borders 

This past February, I was a visiting 
professor at Universidad Iberoamericana 
in Mexico City. My job was to teach a 
two-semester-hour graduate-level course 
on neurocounseling to a small group of 
bilingual students who will be graduating 
with CACREP-accredited master's 
degrees in school and clinical mental 
health counseling. 

I was so excited to share information 
about neurocounseling with these 
eager students and faculty. The course 
materials covered reasons for neurological 
dysregulation; basic neuroanatomy 
concepts; definitions of neurotherapy, 
neurocounseling and neurofeedback; 
the head map of brain functions; social 
engagement needs; efficacy ratings of 
interventions; and current research. It was 
an incredible experience, in part because 
I wasn't expecting to learn so much from 
these students in return. 

This month, I'd like to share interview 
excerpts from five of the exceptionally 
talented young Mexican women I met at 
Universidad Iberoamericana. 

o Paola Garcia Malo Campoy is 
a Mexican psychologist and master's 
student in counseling who is nearing 
graduation. She is in love with all 
psychology-related topics and always 
eager to learn new things. 

• Tania Jimenez Garcia is a pedagogue 
working in a nonprofit organization 
dedicated to preventing addictions. She is 
studying for her master's in counseling so 
that she can give specialized attention to 
people in need. 

• Ericka Manoella Pena Vera 
Maldonado is a psychologist in Mexico 
who is earning her master's degree in 
counseling. 

• Veronica de los Angeles Cardenas 
Rivera is a psychologist and master's 
degree student in counseling who wants 
to focus on sports psychology. 
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Mirza Montserrat Trundle is a 
Honduran psychologist who graduated 
from Universidad Nacional Autonoma 
de Honduras. She received a scholarship 
to study for the master's in counseling 
at Universidad Iberoamericana and is 
interested in specializing in work 
with children. 

Question: How can the constructs of 
neurocounseling complement 
your traditional counseling skills? 

Veronica: I think that neurocounseling 
is a new way of integrating human beings' 
mind and body systems with therapy, 
specifically counseling. I personally enjoyed 
the class and learned so many concepts, 
techniques and applications related to 
neurocounseling. I feel renewed and amazed 
in every possible way. This research as well 
has been useful and very valuable for my 
vocational training as a counselor. 

I believe that neurocounseling is the 
beginning of therapy's evolution and, 
in consequence, humans' evolution 
and transformation in biological, 
physiological, cognitive, social and mental 
aspects. It is amazing how with minimal 
stimulus, we can provoke a huge impact. 
We should be aware of the importance 
this impact has over people's lifestyles 
and health. I look forward to learning 
more about this topic in order to be more 
effective with my future clients, as well as 
with myself and my close ones. 

Tania: Who can take care of us if not us? 
Neurotherapy and neurocounseling give 
people the power to change for themselves. 
Nowadays, people think that for every 
ache, physical disease or even a mental 
disease, the only solution is CO go to a 
doctor or psychiatrist and get medication. 
Neurotherapy now shows us other 
paths to get better. Neurotherapy is any 
intervention that modulates neurons. There 
are many examples of that, such as regular 
counseling, daily exercise and eating well. 

Neurocounseling just brings counseling and 
neuroscience together to help explain how 
the brain and body work together. 

The challenge is to convince people 
to invest time in neurotherapy and 
neurocounseling. This is a big challenge 
because we live in a world of hedonism. 
This hedonistic way of living makes people 
want to achieve things with minimal effort 
and fast: "Lose weight in just one week 
and eat whatever you want"; "Learn a new 
language in just a month"; "Strengthen 
your abs without moving." These many 
examples show us how we live in a 
minimal effort culture. 

Another aspect of this challenge is the 
little time people have for taking care of 
themselves. This full-speed style of life 
makes people tired, irritated, sick, alone 
and without any time to change this. This 
is why counselors need to convince their 
clients to search for healthier lifestyles 
that will make a big change in their lives. 
According to [Nicholette] Leanza in a 
2012 Counseling Today article, change 
must first occur at the neurological level 
before we will see it at the behavioral 
level. That is why neurocounseling 
can be life-changing. Neurocounseling 
is the integration of counseling and 
neuroscience in the treatment of 
behavioral and psychological problems, 
helping us change the neurological level, 
plus their [clients'] behavior. 

Question: What neurocounseling 
interventions can you apply 
to your Mexican clients? 

Montserrat: I consider that one 
of our first steps toward this goal of 
integrating brain-based techniques into 
our daily practice should be believing and 
recognizing the importance of integrating 
neurological concepts, and with that 
comes self-psychoeducation. Counselors 
should be familiarized with basic brain 
terms and functions, which sometimes 
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have been forgotten to be the core of 
our daily work. I mean, without all the 

neuronal development, brain processes 

and connections, we wouldn't be able to 
work with our clients and, specifically, we 
couldn't be witnesses of their changes and 
improvements. 

Once counselors have studied and 

understood brain functioning, we can 

propose to our clients to look back from 

the outside to the inside of their own 

brains and bodies. Some ways in which 
we can accomplish that would be sharing 

our knowledge — psychoeducating our 
clients about basic brain functions. 

When doing psychoeducation, I think it's 

important to consider the following aspects: 

a) Choose easy-to-understand terms, 
considering the client's cognitive 

capacities and sociocultural context. 

b) Identify which key aspects of 

the brain's functioning are relevant to 
know for each client, [thus] tailoring 

psychoeducation. 

c) On what purpose are we educating? 

This means, what are we as counselors 
pursuing when we share some brain 

information? 

d) Make psychoeducation as fun as it  

can get. The use of artistic techniques can 
improve the client's attention and interest 

on brain information. 

Fxicka: In Mexico, we normally tend to 
be overaroused. We are anxious, impulsive, 
distracted or angry. For Mexicans, this is 

normal because of what is in the news, 

such as poverty, violence and all the results 

of a bad government. So, we need to talk 
about what is in our hands to control and 

what we can do. 

It is very important to make the future 
work for Mexicans, so we must discover 

how the brain works under so much 
pressure. We need to learn that there 

is so much more of the brain that we 

don't know. For example, we need to 

know how the brain manages to deal and 
work with the parts of the brain that are 

dysregulated. With the population [with 

which] I work, my clients have no time to 

think about organic food, probiotics and 

multivitamins. The exercise that they do 

is using public transportation, needing to 

walk to the subway or things like that. 
I fell in love with neurocounseling, and 

then I thought, how then will I manage 

or integrate this new knowledge into my 

work? With wealthy people, it could be  

easier, especially recommendations about 
exercise, meditation, proper diet and 

multivitamins. But with the ones that are 
not wealthy, how will I make it work? 

When people come to me and tell me 

that everything is wrong, I tell them to stop 
and go to basics. I will ask about sleeping 

hygiene and how many foods you eat in a 

normal day. They have no time to meditate 

as we know it, but I will talk to them about 
mindfulness so that they do their stuff in 

a very relaxed and focused way. I will tell 

them if you go to work, try to think about 
every step you take, try diaphragmatic 
breathing, be aware of what surrounds you, 

but breathe. I will teach them that if the 

body is relaxed, then you can't be anxious. 

Paola: Maybe in our education, especially 

in Mexico, since we were small children, 

we have not learned how important it is 

to listen to our bodies and to take care of 

ourselves. Because of the culture and habit 

of helping each other and listening to others 

in the first place, it might be considered 

"selfish" to listen to our bodies. Speaking 

for myself, and as a psychologist, I think 
that it's necessary to listen to ourselves first 

and help ourselves so then we can listen and 

help others. 
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The author's class in Mexico practices using Resperate, a portable electronic device that helps 

control blood pressure and which Russell-Chapin uses to teach diaphragmatic breathing. 

What I learned the most is to be more 
connected and more aware of what is 

happening with my body in every activity 
or behavior that I am doing. This way, I can 

give my body whatever it needs and also 
improve my health and my brain health as a 
good consequence. 

It's important to use self-regulation 

techniques to achieve allostasis that involves 
all the little and big adjustments that the 

brain and our bodies perform to reach the 

proper balance and maintain it. I think 
neurocounseling is a great option for people 

who are anxious, and in Mexico, that's very 
common because of the insecurity, traffic, 
economic issues and health issues. Also, I 

could teach my clients and practice all the 
new techniques I learned. Maybe the clients 

could start improving their health by taking 

care of themselves and having the power to 
do it by themselves. 

Another great thing is how wonderful it is 

that the treatment of some diseases doesn't 
have to be reduced to a medicine, because I 
have the idea that sometimes a drug can be 
more harmful than helpful because of the 

side effects, especially if the treatment lasts 
many years. On the other hand, with the 
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diaphragmatic breathing, learning how to 

measure the skin temperature and knowing 

the heart rate variability, the clients can 

learn how to control their anxiety without 

always depending on a medicine. 

Sharing knowledge 
There was so much energy in our Ibero 

graduate neurocounseling class. I was 

excited to teach the major constructs, 

and the students and faculty were excited 

to learn this new information. What we 

discovered together was the universality 

and importance of sharing knowledge. 

We learned that regardless of cultures, all 
humans want and need information that 

can assist in the complexities of living. We 

learned additional skills to thrive in our 

difficult and stress-filled lives regardless of 

where we work and play. We also learned 

that understanding essential neuroanatomy 

and corresponding neurocounseling 

interventions for emotional and 

physiological self-regulation do complement 

our traditional counseling skills. 

We also practiced Allen Ivey's Therapeutic 

Lifestyle Change dimensions and the 

neurocounseling skills of diaphragmatic  

breathing, skin temperature control, 

imagery and several entrainment 
instruments. Students commented that they 
felt better immediately. They could feel the 
benefits and the internal locus of control 
that neurocounseling offers, both personally 
and professionally. 

As a visiting professor, I learned much 
more than did my students. Perhaps 
that is always the case. I learned that the 
faculty and students from Universidad 
Iberoamericana are incredibly bright and 
dedicated. I was very impressed that the 

students and faculty spoke English fluently 
and that they could easily translate all 
the neurocounseling, neuroanatomy and 
neurobiological terms. 

When I returned from Ibero, a faculty 
member at Bradley University asked me 
if there were any differences between our 

students and Ibero's students. I learned that 
there are no differences. Both groups have 

been excited to learn about the benefits of 
neurocounseling. My Bradley students are 

always eager to learn, and I found the Ibero 
students equally fascinated and attentive. I 
wonder if translating language makes one 
even more attentive though. 

The bit.t:est implication of sharing 
neurocounseling across borders is that, 
regardless of culture, all counselors want 
what is in our clients' best interests. 

Neurocounseling offers additional tools to 
make that happen. I offer a special thank 
you to the faculty, staff and undergraduate 

and graduate psychology and counseling , 
students at Universidad Iberoamericana 

for such a rewarding and engaging cultural 
exchange. 

Lori Russell-Chapin and Laura K Jones 
serve as co-editors of the Neurocounseling: 
Bridging Brain and Behavior column. 

Contact them at larfsmaiL bradley. edu  and 
Ijones3@unca.edu, respectively. + 

Lori Russell-Chapin is a professor 
of counselor education at 
Bradley University in Peoria, 

Illinois, and co-director of the 
Center for Collaborative Brain 
Research. She is board certified 
in neurofeedback. Contact her at 
larPfsmaiLbradle
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