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Abstract

This study provides a comprehensive examination of BrainWorking Recursive Therapy (BWRT), an in-
novative psychotherapeutic approach that leverages insights from neuroscience and consciousness studies. 
The study traces BWRT’s theoretical foundations in research on neurological processes and the “cognitive 
gap” between stimulus and response. It outlines BWRT’s evolution into a structured therapy model with 
demonstrated effectiveness for trauma, anxiety, depression, and other conditions. The narrative highlights 
BWRT’s adaptability, aligning with digital mental health trends and interdisciplinary research directions. 
While critiquing limitations like lack of longitudinal data, the article situates BWRT as a promising science-
based therapy warranting ongoing empirical scrutiny and innovation. BWRT was developed by drawing on 
concepts like the triune brain and findings on subconscious neural activity. The therapy focuses on target-
ing automatic response patterns mediated by the reptilian complex. BWRT has faced scepticism during its 
evolution but continues to gain recognition through evidence-based research. Further studies on long-term 
outcomes and comparative efficacy can help consolidate BWRT’s position as an innovative psychotherapy 
model. Ongoing advances in neurotechnology present new opportunities for enhancing BWRT methodolo-
gies and expanding its applications.
Keywords: comparative efficacy, digital mental health, evidence-based research, neuroscience

Introduction 

Psychological therapy continuously evolves as researchers and practitioners delve deeper 
into the complexities of the human mind (Fleuridas & Krafcik, 2019; Gilbert, 2020; Hoffman, 
2014). The burgeoning field of neurobiology has paved the way for innovative intersections be-
tween therapeutic methodologies and neurological understanding (Arévalo et al., 2022; King & 
Prada, 2021; Rabeyron & Massicotte, 2020). These intersections have been crucial in developing 
new therapeutic models, including the pioneering BrainWorking Recursive Therapy (BWRT). 
Advances in neuroimaging, genetics, and behavioural science have provided new perspectives 
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on the biological underpinnings of mental health. Integrating these perspectives with clinical 
wisdom gleaned from psychotherapy practice is enriching the “mind-brain connection” frame-
works guiding therapeutic innovation. BWRT exemplifies this integration, leveraging empirical 
neuroscience to refine techniques targeting the cognitive-emotional drivers of psychopathology.

BWRT’s origin is linked to academic discussions on the “fight-flight-freeze” response (Do-
nahue, 2020) and its relation to the reptilian complex of the brain (Naumann et al., 2015). The 
theory was catalysed by Libet’s (1985) discovery of the “cognitive gap,” indicating that human 
free will might not operate conventionally. This insight opened doors for innovative interven-
tions in psychological therapies (Capobianco et al., 2023; Gulnoza et al., 2023; Miller et al., 2023). 
Understanding the automatic nature of threat reactions mediated by primordial brain structures 
led BWRT developer to focus on reshaping those reactions. Libet’s finding of a brief window be-
tween stimulus and conscious response was also pivotal, suggesting an opportunity to intervene 
at the subcortical level. By targeting ingrained response tendencies, BWRT aims to foster more 
intentional, adaptive patterns aligned with long-term well-being (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020).

Throughout its development, BWRT has faced scepticism and challenges but has evolved 
into a promising therapy model, especially for managing trauma and anxiety disorders (Marsay, 
2020; Refvik & Stavland, 2020; Sepeng et al., 2019). This article presents a narrative journey 
from BWRT’s inception to its current status, highlighting its significance in psychotherapeutic 
innovation and robust scientific methodologies. Clinicians were initially sceptical of BWRT’s 
unconventional approach targeting subconscious processes (Relojo-Howell, 2023; Watts, 2023). 
However, growing recognition of the brain’s automatic threat reactions helped overcome this 
resistance over time. Controlled trials demonstrating BWRT’s efficacy built credence, leading 
more practitioners to adopt the method. BWRT’s applicability across diverse client populations 
and issues proved its flexibility as an accessible option. The development of standardised train-
ing and certification programmes has also improved quality control in BWRT implementation. 
While work remains in consolidating its evidence base, BWRT has established itself as a versatile 
new therapy holding great promise for trauma-related conditions. Its journey reflects the value 
of persisting through scepticism when pioneering novel science-based approaches with trans-
formative potential.

BWRT’s theoretical underpinnings are a blend of neuroscientific research and practical 
psychotherapy. The initial stimulus for BWRT’s development was a 2011 article on subconscious 
brain activity, which discussed experiments showing a measurable gap between brain reaction to 
a stimulus and conscious awareness of that reaction (Clarke, 2013; Libet, 1999; William, 2006). 
This gap, often linked to the lack of free will in the conventional sense, was a critical factor in 
shaping BWRT. Research on the “cognitive gap” and automaticity of threat responses emboldened 
BWRT developers to target subcortical processes (e.g., Gonzales et al., 2014). The therapy aims 
to utilise the brief window between stimulus and awareness to establish more helpful associa-
tions. By repeatedly reinforcing these new links, BWRT seeks to override ingrained maladaptive 
reactions mediated by the reptilian brain (Finkelstein, 1992).

The theoretical foundations combined with empirical research catalysed the development 
of BWRT into a structured psychotherapy model. Controlled studies demonstrate BWRT’s ef-
ficacy for treating trauma, anxiety, depression, and other conditions. Qualitative assessments 
also reveal benefits such as improved emotional regulation and post-traumatic growth (Henson 
et al., 2021). While critiques emphasise the lack of longitudinal data, BWRT continues to gain 
recognition as an evidence-based therapy. Further research can consolidate BWRT’s position at 
the intersection of neuroscience, consciousness studies, and clinical psychology.

Theoretical Foundations

Further exploration into neuroscience highlighted a delay in information transfer due to 
the brain’s physical structure and bioelectricity (Farkas et al., 2023; Hawking & Mlodinow, 1988; 
Science.org, 2008). This delay is integral to BWRT’s approach, which targets the cognitive gap 
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between stimulus and conscious response. The propagation time of signals across brain networks 
shapes the nature of cognition and behaviour. Rapid threat reactions mediated by subcortical 
structures precede slower top-down control processes. BWRT leverages this temporal cascade, 
aiming to modify automatic responses before conscious processes override them. Repeated 
practice at installing helpful associations then allows new patterns to persist once conscious 
awareness takes hold.

The concept of the triune brain, proposed by MacLean (Dahlitz, 2015), provided a frame-
work for understanding psychological processes. BWRT leverages this concept, focusing on the 
“reptilian complex” or “lizard brain” (Schutter & Honk, 2004). This part of the brain, primarily 
concerned with survival instincts, is believed to drive many of our automatic responses. The 
triune model elucidates the bottom-up nature of threat reactions, stemming from primordial 
structures. BWRT uses techniques aimed at retraining those reactions at their neurological source. 
By repeatedly accessing the reptilian complex’s pattern recognition function, new associations can 
be forged linking stimuli with adaptive rather than maladaptive reflexes. This top-down recon-
ditioning ultimately seeks to bring intentionality to formerly reflexive responses (Toates, 2006).

The development of BWRT also considered the evolutionary aspects of the brain, hypoth-
esising that modern human brains are still primarily driven by the primitive first responder to 
events (Hublin et al., 2017; MacLean, 1985). This perspective is pivotal in BWRT, as it targets the 
reptilian complex’s inherent responses to stimuli. The notion that our brains retain ancestrally 
programmed reactions shapes BWRT’s focus on automatic threat responses. Despite higher 
cognition, primal defence reactions remain reflexive due to their life-preserving evolutionary 
origins. BWRT providers emphasise this persistence of primitive systems, highlighting the need 
to consciously re-pattern them. By recognising the evolutionary roots of maladaptive responses, 
clients can dis-identify from those reactions and choose more reflective alternatives (Siegel, 2013).

BWRT aligns with the idea that urgency is a prime motivator for learning and adaptation in 
the brain (Goldberg, 2022). This aligns with BWRT’s focus on modifying the immediate, subcon-
scious responses to stimuli, tapping into the brain’s natural learning processes. The brain’s innate 
drive to resolve urgent threats provides an opportunity for BWRT to reshape engrained response 
tendencies. By replacing a distressing automatic reaction with a newly associated adaptive re-
sponse, the urgent novelty of that change grabs the brain’s attention. The reptilian complex’s role 
in appraising threats enables BWRT to target the neural foundations of maladaptive reactions. 
Repeatedly cementing helpful new associations ultimately allows more deliberate, values-based 
responding to supersede reflexive patterns.

Mapping the neurological foundations further legitimised BWRT as a science-based therapy. 
Understanding the triune brain and reptilian complex provided a blueprint for targeting automatic 
cognitive-emotional patterns. The evolutionary lens also explained why these primitive responses 
persist despite higher cognition. By aligning with neuroscience, BWRT gained credibility as an 
evidence-based intervention. Ongoing research continues to reveal neurological correlates of 
BWRT’s therapeutic mechanisms.

Clinical Applications and Methodologies

BWRT’s practical application has evolved considerably since its conception. Initially, the 
therapy targeted the gap identified by Libet, aiming to utilise this brief window to influence 
subconscious responses (Libet, 1999; William, 2006). The therapy’s early stages of development 
involved introspection and thought experiments, heavily relying on the clinician’s experience 
(Clarke, 2013).

As BWRT developed, it became evident that despite scepticism about Libet’s research (2002), 
the gap between reaction and awareness was a consistent neuroscientific finding, supporting the 
therapy’s foundational concept (Farkas et al., 2023; Hawking & Mlodinow, 1988; Science.org, 
2008). The reptilian complex’s role in this process, particularly its pattern-matching function 
to previously encountered situations, became a focal point of BWRT’s methodology (Novak, 
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2008).The therapy has shown effectiveness in managing trauma and anxiety disorders, where 
the reptilian complex’s immediate responses can be pivotal (Marsay, 2020; Refvik & Stavland, 
2020; Sepeng et al., 2019). By focusing on the “freeze response” and introducing a “replacement 
response”, BWRT allows individuals to reframe and process traumatic experiences in a manner 
that reduces associated anxiety and distress, which can also improve their levels of resilience 
(e.g., Relojo-Howell, 2020).

BWRT’s approach is also notable for its adaptability to various psychological conditions. Its 
structured, step-by-step procedure has been applied successfully to a range of issues, including 
phobias, panic attacks, and other anxiety-related disorders. The therapy’s flexibility in craft-
ing individualised ‘replacement responses’ has been key to its effectiveness. BWRT continues 
to evolve through ongoing research and clinical insights. Wider recognition of neurological 
patterns has expanded BWRT’s application to mood disorders, addictions, and relationship 
issues. Advances in neuroimaging have provided biological evidence for BWRT’s mechanisms 
of change. As a responsive, evidence-based therapy, BWRT retains its relevance through incor-
porating new findings.

Mechanisms of Change

In addition to gathering empirical evidence for its clinical effectiveness, research has also 
aimed to elucidate the mechanisms through which BWRT facilitates therapeutic change. Studies 
indicate that BWRT may exert its effects partially through modulating activity in brain regions 
like the amygdala and medial prefrontal cortex that are involved in threat, anxiety, and emotional 
regulation.

Neuroimaging techniques have revealed decreased amygdalar activation following BWRT 
interventions, aligning with reductions in anxiety symptoms. This points to BWRT’s capacity to 
alter threat-response patterns mediated by the amygdala. Changes in prefrontal cortical activity 
and connectivity have also been observed, suggesting improved cognitive control of emotions and 
trauma responses. Enhanced prefrontal regulation likely facilitates the replacement of distressing 
subcortical responses with more adaptive thinking patterns.

Ongoing research aims to further elucidate BWRT’s effects on threat perception, emotional 
regulation, and associated neurological processes. Determining these mechanisms of change 
can strengthen the empirical foundations and optimise the delivery of this promising therapy. 
Specifically, functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) studies indicate BWRT may de-
crease hyperactivity in the amygdala and increase activation of the medial prefrontal cortex. This 
normalisation of threat-processing and emotional regulation circuits likely underlies clinical 
improvements. Critically, changes in brain activity appear sustained at follow-up assessments, 
aligned with durable treatment gains.

BWRT also seems to affect connectivity within and between critical limbic regions. Enhanced 
functional coordination of areas like the amygdala, hippocampus, and prefrontal cortex suggests 
more integrated emotional processing following BWRT. Researchers posit these neural effects are 
initiated by the process of replacing conditioned threat responses with alternative non-distressing 
associations through BWRT procedures. This facilitates reorganisation of maladaptive response 
patterns mediated by subcortical structures. The effects also involve strengthening of top-down 
cognitive control mechanisms supported by the prefrontal cortex.

BWRT’s recursive nature, repeatedly reinforcing helpful associations, may aid in consolidat-
ing the neuroplastic changes underlying successful treatment. While current research is promis-
ing, further studies with larger samples are needed to replicate findings and clarify individual 
differences in neural mechanisms. Combining neuroimaging with behavioural assessments 
and genetic analysis holds promise for identifying biomarkers and profiles to optimise BWRT. 
Translational approaches examining changes from neural circuitry up to symptoms will provide 
a more definitive account of how BWRT reshapes threat perception and emotional reactivity at 
multiple levels.
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Elucidating neuromodulatory effects of BWRT also has implications for novel brain-based 
interventions like neurofeedback, transcranial magnetic stimulation, and targeted pharmaceutical 
agents. Overall, advancing understanding of the neurological changes accompanying BWRT will 
enable finer-grained applications and enhancements, facilitating personalised mental healthcare.

BWRT in Digital Mental Health

The rise of digital mental health solutions has opened new avenues for BWRT’s application. 
As online therapy platforms become more prevalent, BWRT’s principles have shown promising 
adaptability to these formats (Capobianco et al., 2023). This adaptability is particularly relevant 
considering the increasing need for remote mental health support during and following the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Relojo-Howell, 2022).

BWRT’s core technique, which involves working with subconscious responses, is well-suited 
for digital platforms. These platforms can facilitate the structured approach of BWRT, allowing 
therapists to guide clients through the therapy process remotely. This approach aligns with the 
need for innovative and accessible mental health solutions in a digital age.

Furthermore, the potential integration of BWRT into mental health apps presents an excit-
ing opportunity. By leveraging BWRT’s methodologies in app-based formats, users can access 
self-help tools grounded in BWRT principles. This could significantly enhance the reach and 
impact of BWRT, making it accessible to a broader audience who may not have access to tradi-
tional therapy settings.

As digital mental health continues to evolve, BWRT’s place within this domain is poised 
for growth. Its adaptability to online and app-based formats, combined with its effectiveness in 
managing a range of psychological issues, positions BWRT as a valuable tool in the expanding 
landscape of digital mental health. Pilot studies have demonstrated BWRT’s viability in online 
formats across diverse demographics (Mohamed et al., 2023). Widespread adoption still faces 
challenges like clinician training and engagement. However, the promise of increased access 
shows BWRT’s potential to meet rising mental health needs through digital delivery (Watts, 2022).

A particular advantage of BrainWorking Recursive Therapy (BWRT) compared to standard 
therapies is that it does not require Systematic Desensitisation or the discovery of an Initial Sen-
sitising Event (ISE) when addressing complex psychological conditions. These concepts involve 
conscious processing, triggered by the amygdala’s response to neural stimuli from the reptilian 
complex. BWRT disrupts this stimulus, replacing it with a benign or rational process.

Quality control is paramount in BWRT. To this end, the entire training procedure emphasises 
the importance of adhering to the precise protocol structure that has been fundamental to the 
process since its inception. There is no point in the protocol where a practitioner can introduce 
their own therapeutic ideas or innovative processes. Therefore, the implementation should be 
essentially identical, regardless of where or by whom it is delivered.

Future Directions and Research

As BWRT continues to evolve, its intersection with emerging technologies and interdisci-
plinary research presents exciting future prospects. Collaborations between BWRT practition-
ers and neuroscientists could lead to deeper insights into the therapy’s effectiveness and the 
neurobiological basis of its mechanisms (Arévalo et al., 2022; King & Prada, 2021; Rabeyron & 
Massicotte, 2020). Such research could validate and refine BWRT’s methodology, enhancing its 
credibility and applicability in various psychological conditions (e.g., Zhou et al., 2023).

Technological advancements, particularly in artificial intelligence and virtual reality, could 
offer new ways to enhance the BWRT experience (e.g., Das & Relojo-Howell, 2021). These 
technologies could be used to create more immersive and interactive therapeutic environments, 
potentially increasing the therapy’s effectiveness and appeal. Moreover, continued research into 
the long-term efficacy of BWRT is essential. Studies focusing on the sustainability of treatment 
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outcomes will be crucial in establishing BWRT as a reliable therapeutic option in the long run. 
This research could involve longitudinal studies tracking patients’ progress post-therapy, pro-
viding valuable data on the lasting impact of BWRT on mental health. BWRT’s evolution relies 
on ongoing empirical validation and innovation to cement its position amongst evidence-based 
therapies. Its intersectional nature provides opportunities for growth through emerging technolo-
gies and deepening scientific insight. With continued research and development, BWRT aims to 
fulfil its potential as a transformative force in mental healthcare.

Critical Analysis

While BrainWorking Recursive Therapy (BWRT) has shown promising results in various 
clinical settings, it’s important to critically analyse its limitations and challenges. One notable 
limitation, as identified by Refvik & Stavland (2020), is the absence of systematic desensitisation 
or the identification of an Initial Sensitising Event (ISE) in the BWRT model. This could be a 
drawback when dealing with complex psychological conditions, where understanding the root 
cause of symptoms is crucial, as suggested by Borsboom (2017).

Moreover, the efficacy of BrainWorking Recursive Therapy (BWRT) compared to other 
established therapies like cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) and dialectical behaviour therapy 
(DBT) is an area that warrants further exploration. Comparative studies could provide deeper 
insights into BWRT’s effectiveness and applicability in different psychological conditions. Ad-
ditionally, more research is needed on BWRT’s long-term outcomes and preventative capabilities. 
While initial results are positive, data on sustaining benefits over time are limited. Understanding 
BWRT’s potential in relapse prevention could further validate its role in comprehensive mental 
healthcare. Critics also argue that a lack of standardised training and implementation guidelines 
limits quality control over BWRT delivery. Establishing rigorous training protocols and practice 
standards could address inconsistencies in practitioner competency and therapy administration. 
Ongoing scrutiny, coupled with further research, provides important opportunities for BWRT 
to address its limitations. This critical analysis ultimately aims to refine BWRT and position it 
as a viable evidence-based therapy option.

Conclusions

The development of BrainWorking Recursive Therapy (BWRT) marks a significant advance-
ment in the field of psychological therapies. Its foundation on neuroscientific principles, combined 
with its innovative approach to addressing subconscious response mechanisms, positions BWRT 
as a potentially transformative method in treating trauma and anxiety disorders. As BWRT 
continues to evolve, further research and adaptation will undoubtedly refine its methodologies 
and expand its applications. The integration of BWRT into digital mental health platforms also 
presents an exciting avenue for making therapeutic techniques more accessible and adaptable to 
modern lifestyles. BWRT’s journey from its conceptual genesis to its current application under-
scores the importance of innovation and scientific rigor in the evolution of psychotherapeutic 
interventions. It offers a promising approach that aligns with the growing demand for effective, 
science-based, and accessible mental health solutions.

Additionally, BrainWorking Recursive Therapy’s (BWRT’s) reliance on the therapist’s skill in 
guiding the recursive process is another aspect that needs consideration. The therapist’s ability to 
navigate and modify subconscious responses is central to the therapy’s success, which could vary 
significantly among practitioners. Moreover, the therapy’s application in more complex mental 
health conditions, such as severe depression or personality disorders, has yet to be extensively 
studied. Understanding these limitations and adapting the therapy to suit a wider range of condi-
tions would be crucial for its broader application.

As with any novel therapeutic approach, prudent critique coupled with empirical research 
will shape BWRT’s ongoing development. While challenges remain, BWRT demonstrates the 
potential of evidence-based innovation in advancing mental healthcare.
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