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At Branch Out, we’re all about making an impact.

We believe funding emerging neuroscientists and the innovative approaches they’re taking to address 
neurological conditions can have life-changing implications. The latest estimates predict that 10% of 
Canadians are living with a neurological condition—almost 4 million people. With this number only expected 
to grow in the coming decades, it’s clear that the status quo approach isn’t enough.

We invite you to keep scrolling and get inspired by the incredible researchers and their ambitious projects 
that Branch Out has had the privilege to fund, which is only possible because of supporters like you.

While looking back at the past two years, we’re overflowing with gratitude toward all our donors, volunteers, 
and incredible supporters who believe in our mission. Thank you for choosing to share your time and 
resources with Branch Out.

We’re eagerly looking forward to the year ahead, which is promising more innovative research, more brains 
at their best, and of course, an epic return to Panorama, BC, for the 11th annual Branch Out Bike Tour.

We hope you’ll join us!

OUR VISION: Accelerating neuroscience for brains at their best.

OUR MISSION: To accelerate tech solutions and non-pharmaceutical approaches to neurological 
disorders by: 

• filling the research funding gap,
• ensuring scientific validity,
• inspiring an entrepreneurial culture in research and academia,
• speeding up the pace it takes ideas to make clinical impact, and
• attracting a critical mass of experts across industries.

.............................................................................
...............................................................................

..............................................................
.............................................................................

................................................................
..................................................................................
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2022 BY THE NUMBERS

2877 45
$337,400

Applications to 
Branch Out grants

Peer-reviewed studies 
published from Branch 

Out funding

Neuroscientists from across 
Canada participating in our 

Scientific Review Panel

Total amount of research funded in 2022

11,940200
$160,000

Riders and volunteers at 
Bike Tour 2022

Kilometres peddled at 
Bike Tour 2022

Total amount raised at Bike Tour 2022

20 400
Companies hosted a Branch Out 

Brainwave Lunch ‘n’ Learn session 
through the Calgary Corporate Challenge

People engaged and educated on Branch 
Out research and initiatives through the 

Calgary Corporate Challenge
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BIKE TOUR 2022

After two years away, our community came 
riding back in droves with an excitement 
and energy that only Branchies could bring. 
Together, riders raised an amazing $160,000 
to support new research into neurological 
disorders! 

Like many things, Bike Tour looked a little 
different this year. We’re incredibly grateful 
to our new friends at Copper Point Resort 
who were a fantastic host and partner. We 
were also proud to introduce a shorter, 
60km route, to ensure everyone who wanted 
to was able to participate.

To everyone who rode or volunteered, 
cheered from the sidelines or set up the 
route signs, we couldn’t be more grateful to 
our incredible community for their support. 
We can’t wait to welcome you back to 
Panorama, BC, next June!

branchoutbiketour.com
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SPECIAL PURPOSE GRANTS

What’s bugging the gut in OCD?

The Gut-Brain Axis has revolutionized our understanding of the tools available 
to impact brain functioning and improve quality of life for people struggling 
with mental health conditions. This project will explore the possibility that a 
fecal transplant could help remediate the symptoms of patients with Obsessive-
Compulsive Disorder (OCD), a mental health condition characterized by extreme 
behavioural and thinking rigidity that has historically been difficult to treat. The 
fecal transplant would introduce new bacteria to the patient’s Gastro-Intestinal 
tract, which would in turn influence the functioning of the brain, but the how of this 
treatment is very much still a mystery. Using the Nimble technology, this project will 
explore how changes in the small intestine contribute to the clinical improvement 
experiences by the patients. As a pilot study, the goal of this project is to establish 
a proof of concept to secure funding for a bigger study and acquire Health Canada 
approval for this novel approach to treating mental health conditions.

A clinical trial to evaluate the safety and efficacy of Fecal 
Microbiota Transplantation

Piloting the clinical use of wearable technology to track 
how exercise can lower inflammation in multiple sclerosis

Exercise has been gaining traction to help manage inflammation across many 
different neurological disorders, but the variability of disease presentation in 
multiple sclerosis challenges adopting this into patient care. This study is piloting 
the use of wearable technology (Hexoskin shirts) to track health outcomes in MS 
as part of a waitlist-control trial of a physical activity intervention. A blood sample 
will be collected from the patients to examine the mechanisms by which exercise 
helps reduce inflammation in the brain and body to reduce MS symptoms. Much of 
this project’s budget is to acquire the technology and develop the clinical expertise 
to offer wearable tech tracking as part of Dr. Schneider’s clinic. 

Dr. Valerie Taylor | University of Calgary
Special partnership with Nimble Science

Dr. Raphael Schneider & Dr. Robert Simpson | University of Toronto

Grant Amount: $120,000

Grant Amount: $50,000

2022
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Factors of risk and resilience in
multiple sclerosis

While there is some preliminary evidence that links experiencing a concussion 
with the subsequent development of multiple sclerosis, we don’t understand why 
or how. This study is not only addressing trying to understand this risk factor, but 
also exploring the role of diet following a concussion. The results from this animal 
study have some direct implications for patient care after pediatric concussions. 

Dr. Shannon Dunn & Dr. Jen Gommerman | University of Toronto
Grant Amount: $44,000

SPECIAL PURPOSE GRANTS
2021

6
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RESEARCH

GRADUATE GRANTS
Exercising away phantom limb pain with prosthetics 

Phantom limb syndrome is a common experience for people who endure an 
amputated limb, in addition to difficulties operating prosthetic limbs. This study will 
investigate if a physical exercise program can reduce the experience of phantom 
limb pain and improve outcomes with prosthetics. The results of this study could 
be readily incorporated into post-amputation care protocols for patients. 

Kamiar Ghoseiri | University of Saskatchewan
Supervisor: Dr. Audrey Zucker-Levin

Re-myelination with focused ultrasound 

Focused ultrasound is a new tool to non-invasively stimulate certain brain regions 
as a potential treatment option for a variety of conditions. This project will examine 
if focused ultrasound can promote the growth of new glial cells that remyelinate 
neurons, which could provide preliminary evidence for a new treatment for 
Multiple Sclerosis. 

Kate Noseworthy | University of Toronto
Supervisor: Dr. Isabelle Aubert

Reducing suicide risk with rTMS

Perhaps the most devastating consequence of depression is the risk it can place for 
suicide. This project aims to test if repetitive transcranial magnetic stimulation (rTMS) 
can be used to lower the risk of suicide when it’s targeted at a particular area of the 
brain called the Anterior Cingulate Cortex. Using brain scans, this project will not only 
test if rTMS is effective at mitigating suicide risk, but also examine if the outcome is 
mediated by structural changes to the Anterior Cingulate Cortex. Maya had previously 
received a Branch Out grant as an undergraduate student. 

Maya Sohn | University of Calgary
Supervisor: Dr. Alexander McGirr
Grant Amount: $13,200 | Year 2

Grant Amount: $13,200 | Year 1

Grant Amount: $22,000 | Year 1

2022
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RESEARCH

Dieting to combat dementia, ketogenic style

Microglia have a critical role in regulating inflammation within the brain, which is a 
major risk factor for different kinds of dementia, such as Alzheimer’s Disease. This 
study will use animal models to examine the metabolic changes imposed by the 
ketogenic diet to mitigate the inflammation caused by infections and subsequent 
effects on cognition. The results of this study could inform dietary approaches to 
promoting healthy brain aging in humans and reduce the growing societal cost of 
dementia.

Eva Simoncicova | University of Victoria
Supervisor: Dr. Marie-Ève Tremblay

Dogging around rehabilitation: animal-based 
physiotherapy for Cerebral Palsy

This study will use both quantitative (e.g., lab stability tests) and qualitative (e.g., 
interviews) to examine the efficacy of an animal based-rehab intervention for gait 
stability in children with Cerebral Palsy. It is hypothesized that the use of “Loki 
the Therapy Dog” could make the physiotherapy process more psycho-socially 
engaging for the children, and thus more effective in helping children with Cerebral 
Palsy meet their developmental milestones to live a fulfilling life. 

Valerie Caron | University of Saskatchewan
Supervisor: Dr. Sarah Donkers

Grant Amount: $13,200 | Year 2

Grant Amount: $13,200 | Year 2

Where in the brain does suicide risk lie?

Suicide is the ultimate negative outcome of severe mental health conditions and 
has been notoriously tricky to anticipate and prevent with fidelity. This study is 
turning to neuroscience to use brain scans (functional magnetic resonance 
imaging) to identify biomarkers for suicide risk. These biomarkers will then be 
used to validate a new suicide risk assessment that could be used by any mental 
health practitioner. 

Jacob Koudys | University of Toronto
Supervisor: Dr. Anthony Ruocco
Grant Amount: $13,200 | Year 1
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Being mindful about mindfulness 
interventions in spinal cord injury patients

Mindfulness meditation has gained a lot of attention as a therapeutic tool to 
improve attention and quality of life across a wide range of conditions. This project 
will use a mixed-methods approach to develop a mindfulness program specifically 
for spinal cord patients and their needs, including input from patients themselves. 
The developed program will then be tested to see if mindfulness is able to help 
spinal cord injury patients better manage their pain and improve their quality of life. 

Vjura Senthilnathan | University of Toronto
Supervisor: Dr. Sarah Munce

Grant Amount: $22,000 | Year 2

An electrically stimulated step in the right
direction for spinal cord injury patients

People with incomplete spinal cord injuries typically have an impaired sense of 
balance, and while they can often walk, are at increased risk of falls. This project 
is exploring the use of a non-invasive stimulation device to “initiate a step” when 
it detects a loss of balance to try to mitigate this outcome. Success in this project 
could lead to the technology being adapted to other populations, such as stroke 
survivors and older adults with mobility issues.

Matthew Heffernan | University of Toronto
Supervisor: Dr. Kristin Musselman
Grant Amount: $22,000 | Year 2

Innovation for Indigenous-led dementia
care to enhance safety (VOICES)

As our society ages, there will be an epidemic of dementia that will strain the health 
care system. This study recognizes the inequity in health outcomes for Indigenous 
people and aims to be proactive in finding culturally sensitive ways to manage 
dementia symptoms for Indigenous people. Using qualitative research methods, this 
project will engage with local Indigenous elders and stakeholders to develop protocols 
to be subsequently tested with empirical methods in Indigenous populations. 

Meagan Ody | University of Calgary
Supervisor: Dr. Pamela Roach

Grant Amount: $13,200 | Year 1

ANNUAL IMPACT REPORT 2021–2022
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Girl power: can menstrual hormones protect 
the female brain after concussion?

Most concussion research happens in male athletes, yet females are often at higher risk 
for complicated recoveries. Since concussions can interfere with hormones, Bradi’s project 
will explore if certain menstrual hormones, such as progesterone, have neuroprotective 
effects that can facilitate recovery. This can inform how concussion treatments can be 
personalized to account for biological differences between men and women.

Bradi Lorenz | University of Toronto
Supervisor: Dr. Lynda Mainwaring

Grant Amount: $22,000 | Year 2

GRADUATE GRANTS
2021

Understanding how electrical stimulation
balances blood pressure in spinal cord injury

The Philips lab has recently published on a form of electrical stimulation applied 
to the spinal cord as a way to mitigate the risk of potentially fatal drops of blood 
pressure in people with spinal cord injury. This project is focused at exploring the 
details of how this treatment works in an animal model to better understand how 
this treatment approach works for subsequent optimization. 

Jan Elaine Soriano | University of Calgary
Supervisor: Dr. Aaron Philips

Grant Amount: $13,200 | Year 1

Can neuroscience inform drug court policy?

People who struggle with substance abuse are often found to have disruptions in their 
dopamine system, potentially explaining their initial risk for addiction. Contingency 
management is a behavioural approach that leverages these people’s sensitivity to 
rewards by offering them a chance to win money in a draw in exchange for clean drug 
tests. This study is trying to support the implementation of this policy in the Drug Courts 
system by linking efficacy with measures of reward sensitivity, adding neuroscience 
evidence to overcome sigma about contingency management approaches.

Ashley Either | University of Calgary
Supervisor: Dr. Dave Hodgins

Grant Amount: $13,200 | Year 2

Also funded five Year 1 grants for
Maya Sohn, Eva Simoncicova, Valerie Caron,
Vjura Senthilnathan and Matthew Heffernan  
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UNDERGRADUATE GRANTS
On the topic of sex: accounting for sex differences 
in multiple sclerosis risk from concussions

There is emerging evidence that concussions could trigger the onset of multiple 
sclerosis (MS) symptoms. However, because of the physiological differences 
between male and female mice, the same protocols can not be used for both 
sexes. This study will adapt the protocol developed for male mice for female mice 
as part of the Seed Grant Branch Out funded to test if dietary interventions could 
mitigate the concussion-related risk for an MS symptom flare up.  

Alishba Afaq | University of Toronto
Supervisor: Dr. Shannon Dunn

Personalized magnets and lights: using 
optical brain scans to personalize repeated 
Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation (rTMS)

Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation (rTMS) is emerging as an effective treatment 
option for many different neurological conditions, including depression. This 
study is using optical brain scans as part of an rTMS clinical trial study to identify 
which brain networks have involved the recovery and how the treatment could be 
personalized with the optical scan to better stimulate those networks.

Mohammad Parsa Oveisi | University of Toronto
Supervisor: Dr. John D. Griffiths

Grant Amount: $7,000

Grant Amount: $7,000

2022

Could blood be a window into the brain? Developing a 
blood test for multiple sclerosis symptom severity

Many people with multiple sclerosis (MS) are unsure about starting immunotherapy 
treatments and lack medical options to inform their decisions. This study is 
developing a blood test based on extracellular vesicles to differentiate MS pathology 
severity. The researchers will use blood samples from an MS clinic to evaluate their 
extracellular vesicle test and its feasibility as a tool for MS patients. 

Milin Patel | University of Toronto
Supervisor: Dr. Raphael Schneider
Grant Amount: $7,000
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Just one joint: neuroinflammation after
acute cannabis exposure

Cannabidiol (CBD) has potent anti-inflammatory effects, but it is not currently known if 
these effects are still present in cannabis with high levels of THC. This study will look 
at the effects of inflammation in the brain by examining the response of microglia, 
the immune cells of the brain, in response to cannabis extracts with different levels of 
CBD and THC. This would inform the use of cannabis as an acute treatment to manage 
neuroinflammation, which increases the risk for autoimmune conditions like multiple 
sclerosis and mental health conditions like anxiety.

Sophia Loewen | University of Victoria
Supervisor: Dr. Marie-Ève Tremblay

Examining the entreruage effect of 
psilobcybin extracts for treating depression

Psychedelic compounds like psilocybin are building up an evidence base as an 
effective treatment for mental health conditions like depression. However, we don’t 
understand the details of how psychedelics work. This study will test the hypothesis 
that psilocybin as an isolated compound will have a weaker antidepressant effect 
compared to extracts of psychedelics (supplied by a Calgary company) that include 
a more holistic set of compounds found in the mushrooms. If successful, this 
would suggest psychedelics are better used in a more “natural form” compared to 
being refined into a pharmaceutical substance.

Nicola Janz | University of Saskatchewan
Supervisor: Dr. Robert Laprairie

Grant Amount: $4,200

Grant Amount: $4,200

RESEARCH
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Tipi-to-the-bench: reconciling how Indigenous 
healing practices support recovery from trauma

Wîwîp’son is a traditional healing practice from the Nehiyaw (Cree) people, where 
children would be rocked in a ceremonial hammock while a healer recites a 
prayer, though this practice has been adapted for adults to assist with recovery 
from experiences in the residential school system. This study is partnering with an 
Indigenous healer to use wearable biosensor devices to investigate what might be 
happening in the brain during this practice. This study is the first in a planned series 
to explore the mechanisms of Wîwîp’son and raise awareness for this practice. 

Regan Wright | University of Alberta
Supervisor: Dr. Kelvin Jones

Learning a new language with the
help of a brain-computer interface

When you learn a new language, you inevitably forget some of the words that are 
part of the lesson. This study is going to develop an app that uses Brain-Computer 
Interfaces to detect whether or not your brain actually encodes each word and 
prompts you to re-learn the missed words. While this app is being developed for 
general language learning, if successful it could have implications for neurological 
disorders, like stroke or traumatic brain injury, where the need to re-learn language 
within a critical window can help restore people’s abilities back to pre-injury levels. 

Eden Redman | University of Alberta
Supervisor: Dr. Jacqueline Cummine

Grant Amount: $4,200

Grant Amount: $4,200

Impact of prenatal cannabis use on brain development

Since the legalization of cannabis, some women have turned to it as a therapeutic 
for morning sickness symptoms experienced during pregnancy. Unfortunately, 
it is unclear how this will impact the brain development of the unborn child. This 
study will expose pregnant rats to commercially available cannabis smoke and 
study the effect this has on the learning and memory abilities. 

Emma Morelli | University of Saskatchewan
Supervisor: Dr. John Howland
Grant Amount: $4,200

UNDERGRADUATE GRANTS
2021
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Could cannabis smoke clear the throat of 
sleep apnea?

Obstructive sleep apnea (OSA) is a relatively common neurological condition where 
one’s airway partially or completely closes during sleep, resulting in disrupted 
sleep and daytime impairment. Prior evidence suggests that the use of cannabis 
can alter sleep dynamics, but it is unknown whether this would result in a benefit 
or present a risk for those struggling with OSA. This study will use a large database 
of medical records, including sleep stage scoring from patients with OSA, to better 
understand this relationship. Because this data is inherently “real-world,” it can 
directly influence public health policy regarding the use of cannabis for OSA.

Patrick Gurges | University of Toronto
Supervisor: Dr. Mark Boulos
Grant Amount: $7,000

A deeper dive into memory brain gains
from a virtual navigation challenge

Branch Out has previously funded a spatial navigation intervention to help address 
memory deficits experienced across a number of different disorders, including 
traumatic brain injury, multiple sclerosis, as well as in healthy aging. While the lab has 
preliminary results suggesting the efficacy of this Google Maps-based intervention, 
the next step for bigger impact is a deeper understanding of the learning dynamics 
experienced by patients. This study will examine the learning patterns of people using 
their intervention to find the areas where it could be optimized towards creating a 
freely available app.

Sonia Persaud | University of Toronto
Supervisor: Dr. Robin Green
Grant Amount: $7,000

Plant-based recovery after stroke: the effect 
of colchicine, on functional outcome after 
intracerebral hemorrhage

Excessive inflammation has emerged as one of the detrimental factors that 
impacts recovery from stroke. Colchicine is a plant hormone that has some 
preliminary evidence as an anti-inflammatory compound. This study is going to 
test in an animal model of stroke if colchicine can reduce inflammation following 
stroke and lead to a more effective recovery.

Noam Sander | University of Alberta
Supervisor: Dr. Frederick Colbourne
Grant Amount: $4,200
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Can diet re-myelinate? The role of dietary fats on 
oligodendrocyte survival

A key component of the myelin sheath that surrounds neurons are fatty acids. 
Since these fatty acids can be obtained by diet, this suggests they could have a 
crucial role in disorders affected by the destruction of Myelin, like multiple sclerosis. 
Unfortunately, this hypothesis has yet to be tested, though this study aims to 
address this question by testing the effect of various fatty acids on promoting the 
growth of the glial cells that form the myelin sheath. 

Winnie Pan | University of Northern British Columbia
Supervisor: Dr. Kendra Furber
Grant Amount: $4,200

Early life stress and the gut-brain axis: efficacy of 
prebiotic and probiotic treatments and
implications for the serotonin signalling

Childhood adversity is unfortunately a common experience and is known to have 
detrimental effects on brain development. Given the Gut-Brain Axis however, it is 
not known if some of these damaging effects can be mitigated by a more healthy 
microbiome. This study will examine the use of pre- and probiotics on (rat) mental 
health outcomes, with a particular focus on serotonin signaling given its crucial role 
for communication in both the brain and the gut, as well as between the two organ 
systems. 

Moriah Edge-Partington | University of Calgary
Supervisor: Dr. Derya Sargin
Grant Amount: $4,200

Speech therapy for sleep apnea

Obstructive sleep apnea (OSA) is a relatively common neurological condition where 
one’s airway partially or completely closes during sleep, resulting in disrupted sleep 
and daytime impairment. While there is a medical device available to treat OSA, it 
is very cumbersome and has low compliance rates. This study is testing the use of 
oropharyngeal exercises (OPEs) as an alternative intervention following stroke. 

Grace Lee | University of Toronto
Supervisor: Dr. Mark Boulos
Grant Amount: $7,000



16

RESEARCH

Musical memories in older adults

As we age, certain memory-related brain networks start to degenerate, with dementia being 
a pathological example of this process. This study proposes that music can help promote 
memory functions in the brain and uses an advanced form of a brainwave scan to examine 
what aspects of music are most critical in this process. This study could lead to new holistic, 
but evidence-based methods of managing memory symptoms in dementia. 

Veronica Vuong | University of Toronto
Supervisor: Dr. Michael Thaut

Science communication podcast at the HBI

Branch Out has long been a supporter of science communication initiatives, so it 
was thrilling to hear that there was a neuroscience-specific podcast being created 
at the Hotchkiss Brain Institute. This podcast will help budding neuroscientists learn 
how to better share the story of their research with a non-academic audience. 
Branch Out will have one episode dedicated to covering NeuroCAM research and 
the challenges of communicating a new field of research. 

Robert Moore | University of Calgary
Supervisor: Dr. Isabelle Aubert

Grant Amount: $2,000

Grant Amount: $2,000

ANNUAL IMPACT REPORT 2021–2022

IMPACT GRANTS
2022

Seeding the Calgary chapter of the
Academy of Neuroscience for Architects

As urbanization increases, the built environment of our cities has an ever-increasing 
impact on our brain health. The Academy of Neuroscience for Architects (ANFA) is looking 
to research this impact and discover how our buildings can be created to optimize brain 
health. This project will support the creation of a Calgary chapter of ANFA and the acquisition 
of wearable neurotech (e.g. mobile EEG hardware, fitbits, etc.) to measure people’s brain 
signals as they explore architectural spaces. The newly created ANFA chapter will host 
workshops and talks for professionals at the intersection of neuroscience, architecture, 
and environmental psychology.

Nooshin Esmaeli | University of Calgary
Grant Amount: $2,000
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HEAR Music Alberta Summit

HEAR (Health Education Advocacy and Research ) Music Alberta is an interdisciplinary 
group of researchers, musicians, and music therapists, and medical professionals 
collaborating to integrate music into the healthcare system. This impact grant 
supported their inaugural summit to bring this diverse group of professionals 
together from across Alberta and build the foundations for their next research 
projects on the impact of music on brain health.

Dr. Stephanie Plamondon | University of Calgary
Grant Amount: $2,000

ANNUAL IMPACT REPORT 2021–2022

IMPACT GRANTS
2021

Train Your Brain Neurocognitive Rehabilitation

This project will use NeuroTracker 3D software to support cognitive rehabilitation 
for traumatic brain injury (TBI) patients. The NeuroTracker program uses an 
adaptive multiple object tracking task to meet TBI patients where they are at and 
gently challenge them to higher cognitive performance. This project is building 
upon previous basic science research from Dr. Brian Christie’s lab and a partnership 
with the Victoria Brain Injury Society to offer this 5-week Train Your Brain program 
for free to 20 TBI patients. 

Jamie Morrison | University of Victoria
Grant Amount: $2,400

Training the community professionals: the 
neuroscience of substance abuse during pregnancy

Using substances such as cannabis or alcohol during pregnancy can have negative 
effects on the unborn child’s brain development. This project is a series of workshops 
to teach mental health and other community wellness professionals about the 
underlying neuroscience and evidence-based strategies to mitigate the risk of 
substance use in pregnant women. Its expected this workshop series could train up 
to 1000 professionals on the most up-to-date research on this critical topic.

Preeti Kar | University of Calgary
Supervisor: Dr. Catherine Lebel
Grant Amount: $2,000



Accelerating neuroscience
for brains at their best


