
The purpose of this short article is to look at a brief look at how the BWRT® 
process is standing up against the findings of modern neuroscientific research. 
Whilst it is well known that BWRT® had its origins in an idea that occurred to 
it’s creator, Terence Watts, while reviewing the work of Benjamin Libet1 it is 
also worth noting that the field of neuroscience has made great advances since 
his famous experiments back in the early 1980. I do not intend to get involved in 
any of the ongoing debates about free-will, which was the primary motivation 
behind Libet’s work because, as we will see, they are nothing but a sideshow to 
the point Terence Watts picked up on and eventually developed into the 
BWRT® procedure. 

 
Before continuing it is quickly worth noting that one of the main principles 

behind BWRT® is that it is directed at changing the negative emotional 
response a person has in response to a given trigger situation to something 
positive or at least neutral. It is true that BWRT® is not unique in this objective 
but what makes it different is the method adopted and the range of variations of 
this technique (called protocols) that have been, and continue to be, developed 
for a wide range of presenting conditions. So instead of being a ‘one solution fits 
all’ approach the basic BWRT® process can be adapted and modified as new 
information becomes available regarding how the brain behaves in specific 
circumstances by the creation of a new or modification of an existing protocol  

 
The relevance of modern neuroscience to BWRT® can be summed up quite 

perfectly in the introduction to the website of the Schiller Laboratory of 
Affective Neuroscience at the Mount Sinai School of Medicine in New York 
which states that: 

 
“Can we change our emotions? Our lab is interested in discovering the neural 
mechanisms underlying emotional control and flexibility. Because the 
environment we live in is constantly changing, we need to continuously update 
our emotional responses. In extreme situations, when emotional memories 
become traumatic, we might even wish to 'erase' emotional memories altogether. 
Our research team uses neuroimaging, pharmacology and psychophysiology to 



understand the neural mechanisms that make such emotional flexibility. We 
examine emotional processing in the normal brain and in patients with anxiety 
disorders, and hope to promote new forms of treatment.”2 
 
Daniella Schiller, after whom the laboratory is named, is a prolific researcher in 
the field of the neuroscience of emotions and how we experience them. It is, of 
course impractical to perform a detailed summary of her work here but in an 
interview she outlined some of her findings in this manner 
 
“She explained how recent research, including her own, has shown that 
memories are not unchanging physical traces in the brain. Instead, they are 
malleable constructs that may be rebuilt every time they are recalled. The 
research suggests, she said, that doctors (and psychotherapists) might be able to 
use this knowledge to help patients block the fearful emotions they experience 
when recalling a traumatic event, converting chronic sources of debilitating 
anxiety into benign trips down memory lane.”3 
 
You can see Daniella Schiller giving quite a humorous but very much on topic 
talk here https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BnamYnZatjc. 
 
In the article quoted above Schiller also references the work of Karim Nader 
who talks about erasing bad memories and a little bit about the ethics of it in this 
2012 TedX Talk https://www.technologyreview.com/s/515981/repairing-bad-
memories/. 
 
Joseph LeDoux4 who was recently awarded the Jean-Marie Delwart 2016 
International Prize for Molecular and Cellular Mechanisms of Mood runs the 
LeDouxLab5 at the Centre For Neural Science at NYU6. In this short video he 
talks briefly about the 3 biggest discoveries that have recently come out of his 
lab https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n8hpf4dC8H0&t=146s. He cites the 
work by Nader as the first of these breakthroughs specifically stating that the 
work impacts the emotional aspect of the memory rather than the 
conscious/cognitive aspect of it. In other words knowledge of the event is not 



removed from a person’s memory but its emotional impact can be 
reprogrammed. The second breakthroughs he refers to is about memory 
extinction and has no relevance to what we do currently with BWRT®. The 
third breakthrough is of a technological nature and has to do with the use of 
optogenetics7, a methodology that allows light to be used to trigger genetically 
modified neurons. The relevance of this to BWRT® is a little more indirect but 
use of the technique showed that it is possible for a specific memory engram in 
the hippocampus that triggers a negative emotional response in the amygdala to 
be redirected to trigger a positive engram in the amygdala8. This may be an 
alternative to the method of memory reconsolidation as referred to by Schiller, 
Nader, etc. but the work is still in its early stages and has been set back slightly 
by the untimely death of one of its highly acclaimed pioneers, Xu Liu.  Steve 
Ramirez9, who was originally partnered with Liu continues to study this 
relationship. They can be seen presenting together a brief outline of their method 
and early findings in this TedX talk 
https://www.ted.com/talks/steve_ramirez_and_xu_liu_a_mouse_a_laser_beam_a
_manipulated_memory. 
 
From the few examples quoted here it is a very easy process to trac how the 
development of this line of inquiry has accelerated over the past 30 years or so. 
It has seen the overthrow of the old belief that cognitive memories and their 
associated emotional responses are forever fused together as a single 
unchangeable entity. We now know that the cognitive and emotional aspects of 
the memory are stored in different parts of the brain and that the hippocampus is 
responsible for signalling the amygdala to generate the appropriate emotional 
response for a given situation. Experiments have clearly shown that the original 
emotional response can be changed completely whilst leaving the cognitive 
aspect of the memory completely intact.  

 
In summary, current neuroscientific research is clearly showing that an 

upsetting or distressing memory can be reprogrammed to replace a negative 
emotional response without affecting the associated cognitive memory, i.e. the 
knowledge of the event. 



 
Footnote: None of the neuroscientists referred to in this work are a part of or 

connected with the development and use of BWRT® in any way. They have 
been mentioned, and their work cited, only to allow the author to illustrate 
where the principles behind BWRT® are in accordance with their findings. 
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