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Cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT) group training was shown to
achieve the same results as neurofeedback training in treating attention-
deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Both methods led to a comparable
decrease in symptoms. CBT, however, proved to be generally more effi-
cient, concluded Dr. Michael Schdénenberg and his team at the Depart-
ment of Clinical Psychology and Psychotherapy at the University of TU-
bingen. Their statement is based on the results of a comparative study of
different types of therapy carried out with adult test subjects. The results
have been published in the professional journal The Lancet Psychiatry.

Attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) is a mental illness that
already begins in childhood or young adulthood. In sixty percent of the
cases, it continues into adulthood and can lead to difficulties in profes-
sional and private life. Those confronted with it tell of symptoms such as
impulsiveness, low stress tolerance, inner restlessness and compulsion.
Along with these come difficulties in planning and organization as well as
the inability to concentrate on a single task for longer periods and follow it
through to completion. These symptoms can be treated well with medica-
tion, yet similar successes have been reported for non-pharmacological
types of therapy.

One of the most controversial types of therapy is what is known as neu-
rofeedback, in which patients learn to control their brain activity patterns
selectively, and in this way achieve an alleviation of their symptoms. Pre-
vious studies have conclusively shown that ADHD symptoms could actu-
ally be reduced after this type of training. But it is nevertheless debatable
if the improvement was actually attributable to the specific effect of the
training or if it was more likely caused by a non-specific placebo effect.

In the current study, Tibingen psychologists worked in cooperation with
researchers from the Bamberg, Bayreuth and Budapest to compare neu-
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rofeedback training, sham neurofeedback (placebo) training in which the participants did not have
their own brainwaves fed back to them, and a CBT group program, in which, among other things,
specific strategies for planning actions, improved time management and stress mitigation tech-
niques were practiced. During a 15-week period, 118 adults with ADHD symptoms received either
30 neurofeedback sessions or 15 sham neurofeedback sessions followed by 15 neurofeedback
sessions. Over 12 weeks, another group received a total of 12 CBT group therapy sessions.
Changes in the severity of symptoms were compared in objective tests of ability to concentrate and
underlying brain wave patterns. There were four measurement periods ranging from before the start
of intervention to six months after training had ended.

The researchers reported results that indicated neurofeedback intervention was not superior to
sham neurofeedback. Both types of training showed good efficacy, they said, yet it could not be
demonstrated that neurofeedback has a specific effect on brain waves. Project leader Michael
Schoénenberg said that CBT group therapy also led to a comparable reduction in symptoms. He
added, “The method was considerably less involved as well. Among other things, it requires fewer
sessions. And instead of training each individual, group work is possible. Plus there are no addition-
al costs such as creating and maintaining technical equipment.” He summarized, “The results of our
study show that CBT approaches are very effective and efficient in treating ADHD symptoms in
adults. Before other methods for the therapy can be recommended, these must first demonstrate
they are superior to standard, CBT methods.”
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The Lancet Psychiatry Podcast: http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpsy/onlineFirst
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