
emdr therapy and somatic psychology
EMDR therapy and somatic psychology offer powerful, complementary approaches to healing trauma
and addressing a wide range of psychological distress. This article will delve into the intricate
relationship between these two modalities, exploring how EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and
Reprocessing) targets distressing memories and how somatic psychology emphasizes the body's role
in processing and releasing emotional pain. We will examine the core principles of each, discuss their
synergistic potential, and explore how their integration can lead to deeper, more holistic healing for
individuals struggling with trauma, anxiety, depression, and other mind-body connection issues.
Understanding the interplay of these therapeutic frameworks is crucial for anyone seeking effective,
lasting relief from the impacts of adverse experiences.

What is EMDR Therapy? Core Principles and Mechanisms

Understanding Somatic Psychology: The Body's Wisdom

The Intertwined Nature of Mind and Body in Trauma

How EMDR Therapy Addresses Trauma's Bodily Manifestations

Somatic Psychology's Role in Enhancing EMDR Effectiveness

Integrated Approaches: Combining EMDR and Somatic Techniques

Benefits of Integrating EMDR Therapy and Somatic Psychology

Who Can Benefit from EMDR Therapy and Somatic Psychology?

Finding a Practitioner Trained in Both Modalities

What is EMDR Therapy? Core Principles and
Mechanisms

EMDR therapy is a groundbreaking psychotherapy treatment that has been extensively researched
and proven effective for treating trauma and other impairing conditions. Developed by Dr. Francine
Shapiro, EMDR therapy is based on the Adaptive Information Processing (AIP) model, which posits that
the brain has a natural capacity to process information and experiences. When a traumatic or
distressing event occurs, this processing can become blocked, leading to a range of psychological and
physical symptoms.

The core mechanism of EMDR therapy involves bilateral stimulation (BLS), typically through eye
movements, auditory tones, or tactile tapping. This BLS is believed to mimic the brain's natural REM
(Rapid Eye Movement) sleep state, which is crucial for processing daily experiences and memories.



During an EMDR session, the client focuses on a distressing memory, including associated thoughts,
feelings, and bodily sensations, while simultaneously engaging in bilateral stimulation. This process
helps to reprocess the traumatic memory, reducing its emotional intensity and allowing the brain to
integrate it in a healthier way.

Key components of EMDR therapy include identifying a target memory, activating associated negative
cognitions and emotions, applying bilateral stimulation, and noticing insights or new perspectives that
emerge. The goal is not to forget the past but to neutralize the distressing impact of the memory,
transforming it from a source of ongoing pain into a manageable past event. This can lead to
significant relief from symptoms such as flashbacks, nightmares, anxiety, depression, and physical
pain associated with trauma.

Understanding Somatic Psychology: The Body's
Wisdom

Somatic psychology, in essence, acknowledges that the body is not merely a vessel for the mind but
an integral part of our psychological experience. It operates on the understanding that trauma and
emotional distress are not just cognitive or emotional phenomena; they are also deeply embodied
experiences. The body holds the imprint of our life experiences, particularly traumatic ones, often
manifesting as tension, chronic pain, digestive issues, fatigue, and a range of other physical
symptoms.

The fundamental principle of somatic psychology is that the body possesses an inherent capacity for
healing and regulation. Practitioners of somatic psychology guide individuals to connect with and
understand the sensations within their bodies. This involves cultivating present-moment awareness of
physical experiences, often referred to as interoception. By gently exploring these sensations, clients
can begin to understand how their nervous system has been affected by stress and trauma, and how
to access its innate ability to restore balance and resilience.

Techniques in somatic psychology often involve mindfulness, body awareness exercises, breathwork,
and gentle movement. The aim is to help individuals develop a more harmonious relationship with
their bodies, recognizing them as sources of wisdom and guidance rather than problems to be
overcome. This approach fosters a sense of empowerment, as clients learn to trust their bodily signals
and to actively participate in their own healing process. By bringing awareness to the somatic
experience, individuals can begin to release the stored tension and emotional energy that trauma
leaves behind.

The Intertwined Nature of Mind and Body in Trauma

Trauma is inherently a mind-body phenomenon. When a person experiences a traumatic event, their
nervous system activates the fight-or-flight (or freeze) response. This response is designed to protect
the individual in immediate danger, but if it becomes dysregulated or chronic due to overwhelming
experiences, it can lead to a state of hyper-arousal or hypo-arousal that persists long after the threat
has passed. These states are deeply rooted in the body's physiological responses.



The brain, particularly the amygdala (the brain's threat detection center) and the prefrontal cortex
(involved in executive functions), works in tandem with the body's physiological systems. During
trauma, memories are often fragmented and stored in a way that bypasses the typical narrative
processing centers of the brain. This means that a person might recall sensory details, emotions, and
physical sensations associated with the trauma without a coherent story, leading to flashbacks and
overwhelming emotional reactions.

From a somatic perspective, these physiological responses become ingrained. The body learns to
anticipate danger, leading to chronic tension, a heightened startle reflex, or a feeling of dissociation.
For example, a person who experienced a physically abusive childhood might unknowingly carry a
perpetual state of tension in their shoulders and neck, a physical manifestation of their body's learned
vigilance. Similarly, feelings of shame, fear, or helplessness associated with trauma are not just
abstract concepts; they are felt experiences in the body, often described as a knot in the stomach, a
tightness in the chest, or a racing heart. Understanding this deep connection is crucial for effective
healing, as addressing only the cognitive aspects of trauma often leaves the body's learned responses
untouched.

How EMDR Therapy Addresses Trauma's Bodily
Manifestations

EMDR therapy, while primarily focused on reprocessing memories, inherently addresses the bodily
manifestations of trauma. The AIP model recognizes that memories are stored with their associated
emotions and physiological sensations. When a distressing memory is activated during an EMDR
session, the client is encouraged to notice and report on their physical sensations.

The bilateral stimulation (BLS) in EMDR is believed to facilitate the brain's natural ability to process
these stored, dysregulated experiences. As the BLS progresses, individuals often report shifts not only
in their emotional state and cognitive appraisals of the memory but also in their physical sensations.
What might have been experienced as tightness in the chest, a knot in the stomach, or a racing heart
can begin to dissipate. This suggests that the BLS helps to unlock the physiological component of the
traumatic memory, allowing it to be integrated and neutralized.

For instance, if a client experiences a flashback of a car accident and feels the intense gripping
sensation in their chest, EMDR aims to reduce the intensity of that physical feeling. As the
reprocessing occurs, the client might report the chest tightness loosening, or the racing heart slowing
down. This direct impact on the felt physical experience of trauma is a critical aspect of EMDR's
effectiveness. It demonstrates that EMDR is not just a cognitive therapy; it’s a modality that can
directly influence the nervous system's response to traumatic memories, thereby alleviating many of
the somatic symptoms that plague survivors.

Somatic Psychology's Role in Enhancing EMDR
Effectiveness



Somatic psychology offers valuable complementary techniques that can significantly enhance the
effectiveness of EMDR therapy, particularly for individuals who struggle with intense bodily sensations
or dissociation. Because EMDR works by activating distressing memories and their associated
sensations, it can sometimes lead to an increase in physical discomfort or a feeling of being
overwhelmed in the body during sessions. This is where somatic interventions can be particularly
helpful.

Somatic techniques can be used to prepare clients for EMDR processing by helping them develop
greater body awareness and self-regulation skills. Prior to or between EMDR processing sets, a
therapist might guide a client through exercises that help them to ground themselves in the present
moment, identify and gently track bodily sensations without being overwhelmed, or to create a sense
of safety within their own body. This builds a stronger foundation for processing, making the client
more resilient and better able to tolerate the activation of distressing material.

Furthermore, somatic psychology can help clients understand and make sense of the physical
symptoms that arise during EMDR. By providing psychoeducation about how trauma affects the
nervous system and the body, clients can reframe their physical experiences not as dangerous or a
sign of further harm, but as natural responses that are being processed and healed. This reframing
can reduce fear and anxiety around physical sensations, allowing for deeper and more complete
processing within EMDR.

Some common somatic strategies that can complement EMDR include:

Grounding techniques: Focusing on sensory input (e.g., the feeling of feet on the floor, the
texture of clothing) to anchor in the present.

Body scan meditations: Gently bringing awareness to different parts of the body to observe
sensations without judgment.

Pendulation: Alternating focus between areas of tension or discomfort and areas of ease or
comfort in the body to promote nervous system regulation.

Tracking physical sensations: Learning to notice and observe bodily responses to memories
or emotions without reacting or getting carried away by them.

By integrating these somatic approaches, therapists can help clients feel more secure and capable
during EMDR, leading to more efficient and profound healing.

Integrated Approaches: Combining EMDR and Somatic
Techniques

The synergy between EMDR therapy and somatic psychology lies in their shared recognition of the
mind-body connection and their complementary methods for addressing trauma. Integrating these
approaches allows for a more holistic and comprehensive healing experience, addressing both the
cognitive and the deeply embodied aspects of psychological distress.



An integrated approach might begin with somatic interventions to help clients establish a sense of
safety and regulation within their bodies. This can involve teaching mindfulness practices, body
awareness exercises, or grounding techniques. The goal is to equip the client with tools to manage
the intensity of emotions and physical sensations that may arise during trauma processing. Once a
sufficient level of stability is achieved, the therapist can then introduce EMDR therapy to target
specific traumatic memories.

During EMDR sessions, somatic techniques can be used as needed to support the client. For example,
if a client reports feeling overwhelmed by physical sensations or experiencing dissociation, the
therapist can pause the EMDR processing and guide them through a somatic grounding exercise or a
body scan to help them re-orient and regain a sense of calm before resuming the EMDR protocol. This
ensures that the client remains within their window of tolerance, a crucial factor for effective trauma
processing.

Conversely, EMDR processing can itself facilitate a release of stored somatic tension. As traumatic
memories are reprocessed, clients often report a physical unburdening – a release of tightness, a
feeling of lightness, or a settling of the nervous system. Somatic psychology can then help clients
understand and integrate these new bodily sensations, further enhancing the healing that occurred
during EMDR. This might involve exploring how the body now feels different, what new sensations are
present, and how these changes contribute to an overall sense of well-being.

Examples of integrated techniques include:

Using pendulation (shifting focus between tension and ease) to help clients manage the
physical intensity of a memory during EMDR.

Incorporating breathwork to regulate the nervous system before or after EMDR processing sets.

Guiding clients to notice and gently explore somatic releases that occur during EMDR as a way
to acknowledge and integrate the healing.

Teaching clients how to "track" their bodily sensations during EMDR, allowing them to
participate actively in the processing by noting what shifts occur.

This integrated model offers a powerful pathway to addressing the complex ways trauma affects
individuals, fostering deep healing that encompasses both the mind and the body.

Benefits of Integrating EMDR Therapy and Somatic
Psychology

The combined application of EMDR therapy and somatic psychology offers a wealth of benefits for
individuals seeking to heal from trauma and improve their overall psychological well-being. This
integrated approach targets the multifaceted nature of trauma, acknowledging that distressing
experiences impact not only our thoughts and emotions but also our physical bodies in profound
ways.



One of the primary advantages is enhanced nervous system regulation. Somatic techniques, such as
grounding and mindful body awareness, equip individuals with tools to manage the intensity of
emotions and physiological responses that can be activated during EMDR processing. This ability to
self-regulate makes the EMDR process more tolerable and effective, reducing the likelihood of
overwhelm and facilitating deeper processing of traumatic material. Clients often feel more
empowered and in control of their experience when they have these somatic skills.

Furthermore, integration leads to a more complete and lasting resolution of trauma symptoms. EMDR
effectively desensitizes distressing memories, reducing their emotional charge and impact. Somatic
psychology complements this by addressing the residual physical tension, chronic pain, and
dysregulated bodily states that often accompany trauma. By releasing stored somatic patterns,
individuals can experience a more profound sense of freedom from the past and a greater capacity
for embodied presence and well-being in the present.

The integration also fosters a more embodied sense of self and increased self-awareness. Clients
learn to listen to and trust their bodily signals, understanding them as valuable sources of information
about their emotional state and needs. This deeper connection with the body can lead to improved
intuition, enhanced emotional intelligence, and a greater capacity for self-compassion and self-care. It
helps individuals move from feeling disconnected from or alienated by their bodies to experiencing
them as allies in their healing journey.

Key benefits include:

Improved capacity for emotional and physiological self-regulation.

More complete and enduring resolution of trauma-related symptoms, including physical
discomfort.

Increased sense of safety, agency, and empowerment in one's own healing process.

Enhanced connection to and trust in one's bodily wisdom.

Reduced risk of re-traumatization or overwhelm during therapy.

Greater overall resilience and well-being.

Ultimately, the synergy of EMDR therapy and somatic psychology offers a robust pathway to
reclaiming one's life, fostering healing that resonates at both the mental and physical levels.

Who Can Benefit from EMDR Therapy and Somatic
Psychology?

The combined power of EMDR therapy and somatic psychology makes them beneficial for a broad
spectrum of individuals experiencing psychological distress, particularly those whose difficulties are
rooted in or significantly affect the body. Anyone who has experienced trauma, whether acute (like an
accident or assault) or chronic (like childhood abuse or neglect), can find profound healing through



these integrated approaches.

Individuals struggling with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) are prime candidates. EMDR directly
addresses the intrusive memories, nightmares, and hypervigilance characteristic of PTSD, while
somatic psychology helps to calm the dysregulated nervous system and release the physical tension
that often accompanies this condition. This dual approach offers a comprehensive treatment for the
mind and body's response to traumatic events.

Beyond PTSD, many other mental health challenges can be effectively addressed. Those suffering
from anxiety disorders, panic attacks, and phobias often experience significant bodily symptoms such
as rapid heart rate, shortness of breath, or muscle tension. Somatic techniques can help them
manage these physical manifestations, while EMDR can process the underlying fears or traumatic
experiences that contribute to these conditions. Similarly, individuals dealing with depression,
especially when accompanied by low energy, fatigue, or physical aches, can benefit from the
embodied approach that these therapies offer.

Furthermore, people who experience difficulties related to stress, grief, loss, or relational trauma can
also find significant relief. Chronic stress can manifest in various physical ailments, and somatic
psychology provides tools to manage this ongoing physiological load. For those who feel disconnected
from their bodies, have difficulty identifying their emotions, or experience somatic symptoms without
a clear psychological explanation (sometimes referred to as psychosomatic symptoms), these
therapies can be particularly illuminating.

Consider the following examples of who can benefit:

Survivors of childhood abuse or neglect.

Individuals who have experienced accidents, natural disasters, or military combat.

People who have endured violence, assault, or natural disasters.

Those experiencing chronic pain, fatigue, or digestive issues linked to stress or trauma.

Individuals with anxiety, panic attacks, or phobias.

People struggling with depression, particularly when somatic symptoms are present.

Those dealing with grief and loss.

Individuals who feel disconnected from their emotions or bodies.

The principles of EMDR and somatic psychology are applicable to a wide range of human experiences
that involve distress and the body's response to it.



Finding a Practitioner Trained in Both Modalities

When seeking healing that addresses both the psychological and embodied aspects of trauma, finding
a therapist who is adept in both EMDR therapy and somatic psychology can be exceptionally
beneficial. While some therapists may specialize in one modality, others have integrated training and
experience, allowing them to weave together the strengths of both approaches for a more
comprehensive treatment plan.

When searching for a practitioner, it's important to look for credentials that indicate training in both
EMDR and somatic approaches. For EMDR, therapists might be certified EMDR practitioners, often
indicated by affiliations with EMDRIA (EMDR International Association) or similar professional
organizations. For somatic psychology, look for therapists trained in specific somatic modalities such
as Somatic Experiencing (SE), Sensorimotor Psychotherapy, Hakomi Method, or other body-centered
psychotherapies. Many clinical psychologists, licensed clinical social workers, licensed professional
counselors, and marriage and family therapists may possess this integrated training.

During the initial consultation, it is advisable to ask potential therapists about their experience and
approach to integrating these modalities. You can inquire about:

Their specific training and certifications in both EMDR and somatic therapies.

How they typically combine these approaches in their work.

Their philosophy on the mind-body connection in healing.

How they assess a client's readiness for EMDR processing and use somatic techniques to
support it.

Whether they can provide examples of how these integrated methods have helped clients with
similar concerns.

Many online directories for therapists allow you to filter by specializations, so you can search for
practitioners listing both "EMDR" and "Somatic Therapy" or specific somatic modalities. Reading
therapist profiles and client testimonials can also provide insight into their approach and the
effectiveness of their integrated practice.

Choosing a therapist with a comprehensive understanding of how to leverage the power of both EMDR
therapy and somatic psychology can lead to a more profound and holistic healing experience,
addressing the intricate ways trauma impacts both the mind and the body.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is EMDR therapy and how does it relate to somatic



psychology?
EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing) therapy is a psychotherapy approach
designed to help people heal from trauma and other distressing life experiences. It primarily works by
guiding individuals to reprocess traumatic memories through bilateral stimulation (e.g., eye
movements, tapping). Somatic psychology, on the other hand, emphasizes the connection between
the mind and body, recognizing that emotional experiences are often held and expressed physically.
The relevance lies in EMDR's inherent somatic components: the bilateral stimulation directly engages
the body, and the reprocessing often involves accessing and releasing stored physical sensations
associated with traumatic memories, aligning with somatic principles.

How does EMDR therapy address the physical symptoms of
trauma, a key focus in somatic psychology?
Somatic psychology views trauma as being stored in the body, leading to symptoms like chronic
tension, pain, digestive issues, or altered breathing patterns. EMDR therapy helps address these
physical symptoms by targeting the underlying traumatic memories. As the brain reprocesses these
memories, the associated somatic distress is also often released. This can manifest as a reduction in
physical tension, a normalization of breathing, or a decrease in unexplained pain, demonstrating
EMDR's effectiveness in alleviating the bodily manifestations of trauma.

Can EMDR therapy be considered a somatic intervention, and
why?
Yes, EMDR therapy can be considered a somatic intervention due to its direct engagement with the
body. The core mechanism of bilateral stimulation (eye movements, auditory tones, or tactile tapping)
activates both hemispheres of the brain and influences the nervous system. This process can help
regulate arousal levels and release trapped energy or sensations in the body, which are central
concepts in somatic psychology. The emphasis on body-based sensations during the reprocessing
phase further solidifies its somatic nature.

What are the benefits of integrating EMDR therapy with other
somatic psychology techniques?
Integrating EMDR with other somatic psychology techniques, such as mindfulness, body-based
awareness exercises, or trauma-informed yoga, can enhance the therapeutic process. Somatic
techniques can help clients ground themselves, build body awareness, and regulate their nervous
system before, during, or after EMDR processing. This can make the EMDR experience feel safer and
more manageable, potentially leading to deeper integration and a more holistic healing of both
psychological and physical distress.

How does the 'bottom-up' approach of somatic psychology
complement EMDR therapy's processing of traumatic
memories?
Somatic psychology often employs a 'bottom-up' approach, starting with bodily sensations and
working upwards to emotions and cognitive understanding. EMDR therapy, while having a cognitive
component, also engages with the body's felt sense of the trauma. The bilateral stimulation can be



seen as a 'bottom-up' intervention that helps the nervous system discharge stored trauma. When
combined, the bottom-up processing of EMDR can be supported by explicit somatic techniques that
help regulate the body, creating a more integrated and potent healing experience.

Are there specific somatic experiences clients might report
during EMDR therapy, and how are they understood from a
somatic psychology perspective?
Yes, clients may report a range of somatic experiences during EMDR, such as tingling, warmth, a
sense of release in the chest, changes in breathing, or even the urge to move or cry. From a somatic
psychology perspective, these are seen as the body's natural way of releasing trapped emotional and
physiological energy associated with the traumatic memory. These sensations are not necessarily a
sign of re-traumatization but rather evidence of the nervous system processing and discharging the
stored stress, indicating progress in the healing journey.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to EMDR therapy and somatic psychology, with descriptions:

1. The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of Trauma. This seminal work
explores the profound impact of trauma on the brain and body, detailing how traumatic experiences
can become "stuck" within our physiology. The author, Bessel van der Kolk, presents a compelling
argument for integrating somatic therapies with psychological approaches like EMDR to help
individuals reprocess traumatic memories and reclaim their lives. It provides a foundational
understanding of why somatic approaches are crucial for trauma healing.

2. Somatic Experiencing: Integrated Trauma and Stress Management. This book delves into the
principles and practices of Somatic Experiencing (SE), a therapeutic modality developed by Peter
Levine that focuses on the body's innate capacity for healing trauma. It explains how SE works by
gently releasing stored trauma energy through mindful awareness of bodily sensations. The text
highlights how SE can be a powerful complement or alternative to traditional trauma therapies,
emphasizing the importance of regulating the nervous system.

3. EMDR Therapy: The Definitive Guide. This comprehensive guide offers an in-depth look at EMDR
(Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing) therapy, a well-established treatment for trauma
and other distressing experiences. It covers the theoretical underpinnings, the eight-phase protocol,
and various applications of EMDR. The book provides clear explanations of how EMDR works to help
the brain reprocess traumatic memories, making them less distressing. It's an essential resource for
understanding the mechanics of EMDR.

4. Trauma and the Body: A Sensorimotor Approach to Psychotherapy. This book presents a framework
for understanding and treating trauma through the lens of the body, drawing from Sensorimotor
Psychotherapy. It emphasizes how traumatic experiences are often held in the body, manifesting as
physical sensations, postural changes, and emotional dysregulation. The authors explain how to work
with these somatic experiences in therapy to facilitate integration and healing, offering practical
techniques for practitioners.

5. The Body as a Window to the Soul: Understanding and Experiencing the Embodied Self. While not



exclusively focused on trauma, this book explores the deep connection between the body and our
inner emotional and spiritual landscape. It encourages readers to develop greater awareness of their
bodily sensations and how they reflect their inner states. This heightened somatic awareness is
fundamental to both EMDR and somatic psychology, fostering a more integrated sense of self and
facilitating the processing of stored emotions.

6. The Neurobiology of Trauma: An Introduction to the Effects of Trauma on the Brain and Nervous
System. This book provides a scientific foundation for understanding how trauma impacts the brain
and nervous system, explaining concepts like the amygdala hijack and the role of the vagus nerve. It
details the physiological responses to stress and trauma, offering insights into why somatic
interventions and EMDR's bilateral stimulation can be so effective in regulating the nervous system.
The book bridges the gap between neuroscience and therapeutic practice.

7. Healing Trauma with EMDR: The Power of Bilateral Stimulation. This title specifically focuses on the
core mechanism of EMDR therapy – bilateral stimulation (BLS). It explains how the alternating sensory
input, whether through eye movements, tapping, or auditory tones, helps the brain to access and
process traumatic memories. The book provides a clear and accessible explanation of this key
component, making the effectiveness of EMDR more understandable for both clinicians and clients.

8. From Tantrum to Trauma: How to Heal Childhood Trauma Through Somatic Psychology and
Attachment-Based Therapies. This book addresses childhood trauma and its long-lasting effects,
advocating for a combined approach of somatic psychology and attachment theory. It explains how
early adverse experiences can disrupt a child's developing nervous system and sense of self, leading
to later difficulties. The book outlines how somatic interventions can help re-regulate the nervous
system and how understanding attachment patterns can foster secure connections.

9. EMDR and Beyond: Advanced Techniques for Complex Trauma. This advanced text explores
specialized applications of EMDR therapy for individuals with complex trauma, dissociative disorders,
and other challenging presentations. It delves into more nuanced EMDR protocols and adjunct
techniques that integrate somatic awareness and regulation strategies. The book offers practitioners
sophisticated tools to address deeply ingrained trauma patterns, often requiring a careful blend of
EMDR's processing power with somatic grounding.
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