
emdr preparation checklist
EMDR preparation checklist: Navigating the journey to healing from trauma requires careful
thought and preparation. Understanding what to expect and how to best support yourself is crucial
for a successful EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing) therapy experience. This
comprehensive guide will walk you through essential steps, from selecting the right therapist to
managing post-session integration, ensuring you feel empowered and ready for this transformative
process. We'll delve into understanding EMDR, what to discuss with your therapist, practical tips for
self-care, and what to anticipate after your sessions, all designed to optimize your healing journey
and make your EMDR preparation checklist a valuable resource.

Understanding EMDR Therapy

Your EMDR Preparation Checklist: What to Discuss with Your Therapist

Pre-Session Preparation: Setting Yourself Up for Success

During Your EMDR Sessions: What to Expect and How to Engage

Post-Session Integration: Continuing the Healing Process

Troubleshooting and Additional Support

Understanding EMDR Therapy for Trauma Healing
Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing, commonly known as EMDR, is a highly effective
psychotherapy technique designed to help individuals process and heal from distressing life
experiences and trauma. It's not just about talking through your problems; EMDR utilizes a
structured approach that involves recalling distressing memories while simultaneously experiencing
bilateral stimulation, such as eye movements, tapping, or auditory tones. This process is believed to
facilitate the brain's natural ability to reprocess memories, reducing their emotional intensity and
associated negative beliefs.

The core principle behind EMDR is that traumatic memories can become "stuck" in the brain,
leading to persistent distress, flashbacks, nightmares, and other debilitating symptoms. EMDR
therapy aims to "unstick" these memories, allowing the brain to process them in a way that is no
longer overwhelming or disruptive to daily life. It’s a specialized therapy that requires trained
practitioners and a careful, phased approach to ensure client safety and efficacy.

Your EMDR Preparation Checklist: What to Discuss
with Your Therapist
The initial consultation with your EMDR therapist is a critical component of your preparation. This is
your opportunity to build rapport, understand the therapeutic process, and ensure it's the right fit



for your needs. Having a clear understanding of what to discuss will help you maximize this
important session.

Identifying Your Target Memories
A key aspect of EMDR preparation involves identifying specific distressing memories that you wish
to work on. Your therapist will guide you through this process, helping you pinpoint memories that
are causing the most significant distress or are associated with your current difficulties. It’s
important to be as specific as possible, providing details about the distressing event, the emotions
you experienced, and any negative self-beliefs that arose from it.

Assessing Your Coping Mechanisms
Before diving into reprocessing, your therapist will assess your current coping strategies. This
involves understanding how you currently manage distress and whether your existing skills are
sufficient to navigate the intensity that EMDR therapy might bring up. If your coping skills are
limited, your therapist will work with you to develop and strengthen them. This might include
grounding techniques, mindfulness exercises, or other self-soothing strategies.

Understanding the EMDR Protocol and Phases
Your therapist should explain the eight-phase protocol of EMDR therapy. This includes phases such
as history-taking, preparation, assessment, desensitization, installation, body scan, closure, and
reevaluation. Knowing what to expect in each phase can reduce anxiety and foster a sense of
control. Understanding the purpose of each phase, especially desensitization and installation, will
help you engage more effectively in the process.

Discussing Potential Reactions and Side Effects
It’s essential to have an open conversation about potential emotional and physical reactions you
might experience during and after EMDR sessions. While EMDR is designed to be safe, some
individuals may experience temporary increases in distressing emotions or vivid dreams as the
memories are processed. Discussing these possibilities and how to manage them proactively with
your therapist is vital for a smooth experience.

Setting Realistic Expectations for EMDR
EMDR is a powerful tool, but it’s not a quick fix. It’s important to set realistic expectations about the
timeline for healing and the nature of the process. Discuss with your therapist what a typical course
of treatment might look like for someone with your specific concerns. Understanding that progress
can be non-linear and involve ups and downs is also part of a realistic outlook.



Sharing Your Medical History and Current Medications
A thorough review of your medical history, including any past or present mental health conditions
and current medications, is crucial. This information helps your therapist tailor the treatment to
your specific needs and identify any potential contraindications or considerations. Be prepared to
share details about any other therapies you are currently undergoing or have undergone in the past.

Pre-Session Preparation: Setting Yourself Up for
Success
Beyond the initial discussions with your therapist, there are several practical steps you can take to
prepare yourself for each EMDR session, ensuring you are in the best possible state to engage with
the work.

Prioritizing Self-Care
Consistent self-care is paramount throughout the EMDR process. Before and after your sessions,
engage in activities that promote relaxation and well-being. This might include gentle exercise,
spending time in nature, engaging in hobbies you enjoy, ensuring adequate sleep, and maintaining a
balanced diet. Prioritizing these activities can help build your resilience and support your emotional
regulation.

Establishing a Safe and Comfortable Environment
Creating a physically and emotionally safe space for your sessions is important. If you are attending
in-person, ensure you feel comfortable in the therapist’s office. If you are attending remotely, set up
a private and quiet space in your home where you won’t be interrupted. Having any comfort items
you might like nearby, such as a blanket or a comforting scent, can also be beneficial.

Developing or Reinforcing Coping Skills
As mentioned earlier, your therapist will likely work with you to develop or strengthen your coping
mechanisms. Practice these techniques regularly, even between sessions. This might involve deep
breathing exercises, progressive muscle relaxation, guided imagery, or grounding techniques. The
more proficient you are with these skills, the better equipped you will be to manage any distress that
arises during EMDR.

Journaling and Reflecting
Some individuals find it helpful to journal about their experiences, thoughts, and feelings leading up
to a session. This can help you organize your thoughts and identify specific areas you want to focus
on. However, it's important not to over-process or over-analyze before a session, as this can
sometimes increase anxiety. Your therapist will provide guidance on whether journaling is a helpful
pre-session activity for you.



Managing Expectations for the Session Itself
Before each session, remind yourself that your primary role is to be present and open to the process.
You don't need to "do" anything special other than follow your therapist's instructions and allow your
experiences to unfold. It's okay to feel uncertain or even anxious; this is a natural part of engaging
with difficult material.

Planning for Post-Session Integration
Consider how you will spend your time immediately after a session. It’s often recommended to have
a quiet and restful period to allow for integration. Avoid highly stimulating activities or demanding
social engagements right after an EMDR session. Having a supportive person you can talk to, if
needed, can also be a valuable resource.

During Your EMDR Sessions: What to Expect and How
to Engage
Once your EMDR sessions begin, your active participation and understanding of the process are key
to its effectiveness. Knowing what to expect can help you remain present and engaged.

Following Your Therapist's Guidance
Your therapist will guide you through each step of the EMDR protocol. This typically involves
identifying a target memory, the associated negative belief, a positive belief you’d like to adopt, and
the emotions and body sensations linked to the memory. You will then be asked to focus on these
elements while the therapist initiates bilateral stimulation.

Describing Your Experiences (Briefly)
During the desensitization phase, your therapist will periodically ask you to briefly describe what
you are experiencing. This might include what thoughts, images, feelings, or sensations are coming
up for you. It’s important to keep these descriptions concise, as the focus is on allowing the brain to
process without excessive verbalization or analysis.

Noticing Sensations and Feelings
As the bilateral stimulation continues, you might notice shifts in your emotions, thoughts, or physical
sensations. Some people experience a release of tension, a change in emotional intensity, or new
insights. The goal is to allow these experiences to flow naturally, without trying to control or judge
them.



Using Your Coping Skills When Needed
If at any point you feel overwhelmed, your therapist will instruct you to use the coping skills you’ve
practiced. This might involve stopping the bilateral stimulation momentarily, engaging in a
grounding exercise, or using a "stop signal" you’ve agreed upon with your therapist. Your therapist
is there to ensure your safety and comfort throughout the process.

The Role of Bilateral Stimulation
The eye movements or other forms of bilateral stimulation are a core component of EMDR. You don't
need to force anything; simply follow the therapist's cues. This stimulation is believed to help the
brain move through the unprocessed material in a structured and adaptive way, similar to what
happens during REM sleep.

Post-Session Integration: Continuing the Healing
Process
The work of EMDR therapy doesn't end when the session does. The integration phase in the days
and weeks following a session is crucial for consolidating the progress made.

Allowing for a "Processing Period"
After an EMDR session, your brain continues to process the target memory. It’s common to
experience a range of emotions, vivid dreams, or new insights during this period. Be gentle with
yourself and allow this processing to occur naturally. Avoid putting too much pressure on yourself to
feel instantly "better."

Continuing Self-Care Practices
Maintain and even enhance your self-care routines. Continue with activities that promote relaxation,
grounding, and emotional regulation. This is a time to be particularly mindful of your physical and
emotional needs, ensuring you have adequate rest and support.

Journaling for Integration
Journaling can be a very helpful tool for post-session integration. You can record any dreams,
thoughts, emotions, or physical sensations that arise. This can help you track your progress and
identify any patterns or themes that emerge. However, as with pre-session journaling, avoid over-
analyzing; focus on simple observation.



Communicating with Your Therapist About Experiences
If you have significant or concerning experiences after a session, it’s important to communicate
them to your therapist. They can offer guidance and support, and it can help inform the next steps in
your treatment. You will typically discuss these experiences at the beginning of your next scheduled
session.

Gradual Re-engagement with Life
As you feel more settled, you can gradually re-engage with your usual activities and social life. Pay
attention to how you are feeling and pace yourself accordingly. If certain situations or triggers arise,
you can use the coping skills you have learned and, if necessary, discuss them with your therapist.

Recognizing Progress
It’s important to acknowledge and celebrate the progress you are making, even if it feels subtle at
times. You might notice a decrease in the intensity of distressing memories, a shift in negative self-
beliefs, or an increased sense of calm and well-being. Recognizing these changes, no matter how
small, can be very encouraging.

Troubleshooting and Additional Support
While EMDR is highly effective, there may be times when you encounter challenges or need
additional support. Knowing how to navigate these situations is part of comprehensive preparation.

When to Contact Your Therapist Between Sessions
Your therapist will provide guidelines on when to contact them between scheduled sessions.
Generally, you should reach out if you experience extreme emotional distress that you are unable to
manage with your coping skills, if you have thoughts of harming yourself or others, or if you have
urgent concerns about the therapy process.

Addressing Setbacks or Plateaus
It's normal for healing to be a non-linear process. You might experience periods where progress
seems to slow down or where old feelings resurface. These are not necessarily setbacks but often
part of the deeper processing. Discuss any concerns about plateaus or perceived setbacks with your
therapist; they can help you reframe the experience and adjust the treatment plan if necessary.

The Importance of a Strong Support System
Having a supportive network of friends, family, or a support group can be invaluable during EMDR
therapy. Sharing your experiences with trusted individuals can provide comfort and understanding.



If you don't have a strong personal support system, your therapist might be able to suggest external
resources.

Considering Adjunctive Therapies
In some cases, your therapist might suggest integrating other therapeutic modalities or practices to
complement EMDR. This could include somatic experiencing, mindfulness-based stress reduction, or
even medication, depending on your individual needs and the nature of your trauma. These are
typically discussed and implemented in collaboration with your treatment team.

Maintaining Open Communication
The most crucial element in troubleshooting is maintaining open and honest communication with
your EMDR therapist. They are your guide and partner in this healing journey, and your feedback is
essential for tailoring the therapy to your evolving needs.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is EMDR preparation and why is it important?
EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing) preparation is a crucial phase where your
therapist helps you build coping skills and resources to manage distress during and after EMDR
therapy. It's vital for ensuring your safety and stability, allowing you to process difficult memories
effectively without becoming overwhelmed.

What are the key components of an EMDR preparation
checklist?
A typical EMDR preparation checklist includes establishing a strong therapeutic relationship,
identifying target memories for processing, teaching grounding and self-soothing techniques,
identifying your support system, and establishing a 'safe place' or 'container' visualization.

What kind of coping skills are typically taught during EMDR
preparation?
Common coping skills include breathing exercises, progressive muscle relaxation, mindfulness
techniques, guided imagery for a safe or calm place, and body-based grounding exercises to help you
stay present and manage intense emotions.

Do I need to have my target memories fully identified before
starting EMDR sessions?
While it's helpful to have a general idea of the memories you want to address, you don't necessarily
need to have them fully articulated or perfectly recalled before starting EMDR. Your therapist will



help you identify and access these memories safely during the preparation phase.

What is the 'safe place' or 'container' technique in EMDR
preparation?
The 'safe place' or 'container' technique involves creating a mental image or sanctuary that you can
access when you feel overwhelmed during EMDR processing. It's a resource to help you feel secure
and grounded, allowing you to return to that state if needed.

How long does the EMDR preparation phase typically last?
The duration of the preparation phase varies depending on the individual's needs, the complexity of
their history, and their current coping abilities. It can range from one to several sessions, but it's
essential not to rush this stage.

What should I bring or think about for my EMDR preparation
sessions?
It's helpful to think about any past traumatic experiences you wish to address, identify your current
support system (friends, family), and consider any coping strategies you've found helpful in the past.
Be prepared to discuss your history and your goals for therapy.

Can I start EMDR processing before I feel fully 'prepared'?
While there might be an urge to jump into processing, it's strongly advised to complete the
preparation phase. Skipping this crucial step can increase the risk of distress and hinder the
effectiveness of the EMDR therapy. Your therapist will guide you on when you are adequately
prepared to begin bilateral stimulation.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to EMDR preparation, with descriptions:

1. The Healing Journey: Preparing for Trauma Therapy
This foundational text explores the crucial steps individuals can take to ready themselves for
potentially intense therapeutic work like EMDR. It delves into understanding trauma responses,
building coping mechanisms, and the importance of establishing a strong therapeutic alliance. The
book aims to empower clients by demystifying the preparation phase, fostering a sense of agency
and hope for healing.

2. Grounding Your Mind: Essential Skills for Emotional Resilience
Focusing on practical techniques, this book provides readers with a toolkit of grounding exercises to
manage distress and stay present. It explains how to activate the body's natural calming responses,
which is vital for navigating the emotional landscape of EMDR processing. The emphasis is on
building internal resources that support emotional stability throughout therapy.

3. Building Your Inner Sanctuary: Creating Safety in Trauma Recovery
This title highlights the importance of establishing a sense of internal safety as a prerequisite for



trauma work. It offers guided visualizations and mindfulness practices to help individuals create a
secure mental space where they can feel protected. The book guides readers in cultivating a
personal refuge that can be accessed when emotions become overwhelming during EMDR.

4. Understanding Your Nervous System: A Guide to Trauma and Healing
This book demystifies the physiological impact of trauma on the nervous system, explaining concepts
like the fight-flight-freeze response. It connects this understanding to the therapeutic benefits of
EMDR, illustrating how bilateral stimulation helps to regulate dysregulated nervous system states.
Readers will gain insight into why preparation for EMDR is so critical for nervous system
recalibration.

5. The EMDR Client's Compass: Navigating the Therapeutic Process
Written with the client's perspective in mind, this book serves as a roadmap for understanding the
EMDR journey. It outlines the typical stages of EMDR therapy, including the crucial preparation
phase, and what clients can expect at each step. The aim is to reduce anxiety by providing clear
information and setting realistic expectations for the healing process.

6. Crafting Your Safety Plan: Pre-Therapy Strategies for Emotional Well-being
This practical guide focuses on developing personalized safety plans before embarking on EMDR. It
covers identifying potential triggers, establishing support networks, and pre-emptively creating
strategies for managing difficult emotions that may arise. The book empowers individuals to feel
more in control and prepared for the therapeutic work ahead.

7. The Resilient Mindset: Cultivating Strength Before Trauma Processing
This title explores the psychological preparation needed to engage effectively with EMDR therapy. It
delves into developing a mindset of curiosity, acceptance, and self-compassion, which are essential
for navigating the challenges of trauma reprocessing. The book encourages readers to foster
internal strengths that will support their resilience throughout their healing journey.

8. Connecting with Your Body: Embodied Awareness for Trauma Healing
This book emphasizes the critical role of embodied awareness in preparing for EMDR. It provides
exercises to help individuals reconnect with their physical sensations in a safe and non-judgmental
way. The goal is to improve interoception and body awareness, which can enhance the effectiveness
of EMDR in processing somatic memories of trauma.

9. The Therapeutic Alliance: Building Trust and Rapport for Healing
This title addresses the fundamental importance of the relationship between client and therapist in
the success of EMDR. It outlines how to foster trust, open communication, and a strong therapeutic
alliance during the preparation phase. The book stresses that a solid foundation of rapport is
essential for clients to feel safe enough to engage in deeper trauma processing.
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