
what to expect from emdr therapy
what to expect from emdr therapy is a common question among individuals considering
this innovative form of psychotherapy. Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing
(EMDR) therapy is a structured, evidence-based approach designed to alleviate distress
associated with traumatic memories and emotional difficulties. This article explores the
process, benefits, and typical experiences involved in EMDR therapy. By understanding
what EMDR entails, patients can better prepare for their sessions and set realistic
expectations for outcomes. The discussion will cover the therapy’s phases, the techniques
used, typical emotional responses, and the overall therapeutic journey. Additionally,
practical insights into session structure and therapist roles will be addressed to provide a
comprehensive overview. Below is a detailed outline of what to expect from EMDR
therapy.
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Understanding EMDR Therapy
EMDR therapy is a psychotherapeutic treatment that was originally developed to alleviate
symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). It has since been applied to various
mental health conditions, including anxiety, depression, phobias, and grief. The therapy
focuses on processing disturbing memories and reducing their emotional impact. Unlike
traditional talk therapy, EMDR employs bilateral stimulation, such as guided eye
movements, to facilitate the brain’s natural healing processes. Clients often seek EMDR
therapy to overcome unresolved trauma, intrusive thoughts, and emotional distress that
have not improved through other therapeutic methods.

Origins and Development
Developed in the late 1980s by psychologist Francine Shapiro, EMDR therapy is grounded
in the adaptive information processing model. This model suggests that mental health
disorders stem from unprocessed traumatic memories that are improperly stored in the



brain. EMDR aims to reprocess these memories, enabling individuals to integrate them in
a healthier way and diminish their disruptive influence on daily life.

Conditions Treated with EMDR
EMDR therapy is effective for a range of psychological conditions, such as:

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)

Anxiety disorders

Depression

Phobias and panic attacks

Grief and loss

Stress related to chronic illness

Substance abuse and addiction recovery

The EMDR Therapy Process
Understanding the step-by-step process of EMDR therapy helps clients know what to
expect from each session. The therapy is typically divided into eight distinct phases, each
serving a specific purpose in the healing journey. The initial phases involve history-taking
and preparation, while later phases focus on the core reprocessing work and integration.

Phase 1: Client History and Treatment Planning
The therapist conducts a thorough assessment to identify the client’s traumatic memories
and current symptoms. This phase establishes the foundation for customized treatment
goals and ensures the client is suitable for EMDR therapy.

Phase 2: Preparation
During preparation, the therapist explains the EMDR process and teaches coping skills to
manage emotional distress that might arise during sessions. This phase builds a trusting
therapeutic relationship and ensures the client feels safe and supported.



Phases 3 to 6: Assessment, Desensitization, Installation,
and Body Scan
These middle phases involve identifying specific traumatic memories, processing them
through bilateral stimulation, strengthening positive beliefs, and checking for residual
physical tension. The therapist guides the client through these stages with structured
interventions.

Phases 7 and 8: Closure and Reevaluation
Each session concludes with closure to ensure emotional stability, and subsequent
sessions begin with reevaluation to assess progress and plan future work. This cyclical
process continues until treatment goals are met.

Techniques Used in EMDR Therapy
The hallmark technique in EMDR therapy is bilateral stimulation, which can take various
forms. This stimulation is believed to activate the brain’s information processing system,
allowing for effective integration of traumatic memories.

Bilateral Eye Movements
Clients follow the therapist’s fingers moving back and forth across their field of vision.
These eye movements are intended to mimic the natural rapid eye movement (REM) that
occurs during sleep, facilitating memory processing.

Alternative Bilateral Stimulation Methods
When eye movements are not suitable, therapists may use other forms of bilateral
stimulation, such as:

Tactile stimulation (e.g., tapping alternating hands)

Auditory stimulation (e.g., alternating sounds in each ear)

Focus on Memory and Cognition
Throughout the session, clients are asked to focus on specific traumatic memories,
associated emotions, and negative beliefs while simultaneously engaging in bilateral
stimulation. This dual attention enables reprocessing and cognitive restructuring.



Emotional and Physical Responses During EMDR
Clients can expect a range of emotional and physical reactions during and after EMDR
therapy sessions. These responses are normal and often indicate that processing is
occurring.

Common Emotional Reactions
Clients may experience:

Fluctuations in mood, including sadness, anger, or relief

Heightened emotional awareness or unexpected memories

Temporary distress as painful memories are revisited

Physical Sensations
Physical sensations such as tingling, tightness, or relaxation in the body are commonly
reported. Some clients experience fatigue or mild headaches after sessions, which
typically resolve quickly.

Managing Intense Reactions
Therapists are trained to help clients manage strong emotional or physical responses.
Techniques such as grounding exercises and paced breathing are often employed to
maintain client safety and comfort.

Typical Duration and Frequency of EMDR
Sessions
The length and frequency of EMDR therapy vary depending on individual needs, severity
of symptoms, and treatment goals. Understanding what to expect from EMDR therapy
includes knowing how sessions are structured over time.

Session Length
Sessions typically last between 60 and 90 minutes. The actual reprocessing phase may
take a portion of the session, with the remainder devoted to preparation and closure.



Frequency of Sessions
Many clients attend weekly sessions, though some may have more frequent meetings
during intensive treatment phases. The total number of sessions can range widely, from
fewer than ten to several dozen, based on progress and complexity of issues.

Long-Term Treatment Planning
Therapists periodically review treatment effectiveness and adjust the plan accordingly.
Some clients complete treatment within months, while others engage in longer-term
therapy for comprehensive healing.

Benefits and Potential Outcomes of EMDR
Therapy
EMDR therapy has been extensively researched and is recognized for its effectiveness in
reducing trauma-related symptoms. Understanding the potential benefits helps clients set
realistic expectations about therapy outcomes.

Reduction of PTSD Symptoms
EMDR is particularly effective in diminishing flashbacks, nightmares, and hypervigilance
associated with PTSD. Many clients report significant symptom relief after several
sessions.

Improvement in Emotional Regulation
The therapy helps clients develop healthier responses to stressful triggers, enhancing
emotional stability and resilience.

Positive Cognitive Shifts
Clients often experience a transformation in self-beliefs, replacing negative cognitions
with more adaptive, positive thoughts.

Enhanced Overall Well-Being
Many individuals report improved relationships, increased self-esteem, and better quality
of life following EMDR therapy.



Preparing for EMDR Therapy
Proper preparation can optimize the therapeutic experience and outcomes. Knowing what
to expect from EMDR therapy includes understanding how to get ready before starting
sessions.

Choosing a Qualified Therapist
Selecting a licensed mental health professional trained and certified in EMDR therapy is
essential for safe and effective treatment.

Setting Realistic Goals
Discussing treatment objectives and desired outcomes with the therapist helps tailor the
therapy to individual needs and fosters collaborative progress.

Self-Care and Support
Clients are encouraged to engage in self-care practices and seek support from trusted
friends or family throughout the therapy process.

Openness to the Process
Maintaining an open and committed attitude toward therapy enhances engagement and
facilitates healing.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is EMDR therapy and how does it work?
EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing) therapy is a psychotherapy
treatment designed to alleviate distress associated with traumatic memories. It works by
helping the brain process and integrate traumatic experiences through guided eye
movements or other bilateral stimulation techniques.

What should I expect during an EMDR therapy session?
During an EMDR session, you will discuss a specific traumatic memory with your therapist
while following guided eye movements or other bilateral stimuli. The therapist will help
you process the memory and associated emotions in a safe and controlled environment.



How many EMDR therapy sessions are typically needed?
The number of sessions varies depending on the individual and the complexity of their
trauma, but many people notice significant improvement within 6 to 12 sessions. Some
cases may require more extensive treatment.

Is EMDR therapy painful or emotionally distressing?
EMDR therapy can bring up difficult emotions as it involves revisiting traumatic
memories, but it is conducted in a supportive setting. While some discomfort is normal,
the process aims to reduce distress over time.

Who is a good candidate for EMDR therapy?
EMDR therapy is effective for individuals experiencing PTSD, anxiety, depression,
phobias, and other trauma-related conditions. A trained mental health professional can
assess whether EMDR is appropriate for your needs.

Are there any side effects or risks associated with EMDR
therapy?
Some people may experience temporary emotional distress, vivid dreams, or fatigue after
sessions. These side effects are usually short-lived and manageable with therapist support.

How does EMDR therapy differ from traditional talk
therapy?
Unlike traditional talk therapy, EMDR focuses on processing traumatic memories using
bilateral stimulation rather than extensive verbal analysis. This approach can lead to
faster symptom relief by targeting the underlying brain mechanisms.

Additional Resources
1. Getting Started with EMDR Therapy: A Guide for Clients
This book offers a clear and accessible introduction to Eye Movement Desensitization and
Reprocessing (EMDR) therapy for those considering or beginning treatment. It explains
the therapy process, what clients can expect during sessions, and how EMDR can help
with trauma, anxiety, and other emotional challenges. The author provides practical tips
for preparing for therapy and maximizing its benefits.

2. The EMDR Therapy Workbook: Healing Trauma and Anxiety
Designed as a companion for individuals undergoing EMDR therapy, this workbook
provides exercises and tools to complement therapy sessions. It guides readers through
understanding EMDR principles and offers strategies to manage symptoms between
sessions. The book is particularly helpful for those who want to deepen their engagement
with the therapeutic process.

3. EMDR Made Simple: An Introduction to Eye Movement Desensitization and



Reprocessing
This book breaks down the complex components of EMDR therapy into straightforward
language. It covers the stages of EMDR treatment, common reactions clients might
experience, and expected outcomes. Readers will gain a comprehensive overview of how
EMDR works and what to anticipate throughout their healing journey.

4. What to Expect from EMDR Therapy: A Client’s Guide to Healing
Specifically written for clients, this guide demystifies the EMDR therapy experience. It
addresses common questions and concerns, outlines the typical therapy timeline, and
discusses potential emotional responses during and after sessions. The book aims to
empower clients with knowledge and reduce anxiety about the therapeutic process.

5. EMDR Therapy and Trauma Recovery: Insights and Expectations
Focusing on trauma recovery, this book explores how EMDR therapy facilitates healing
from traumatic experiences. It explains the neurological basis of EMDR and provides case
examples to illustrate typical progress and challenges. Readers will understand what
changes to expect both during therapy and in their daily lives.

6. Healing with EMDR: What You Need to Know Before Starting Therapy
This resource prepares individuals for EMDR therapy by outlining the preparation steps,
what happens during sessions, and the role of the therapist. It also discusses the
emotional and psychological shifts that commonly occur as healing unfolds. The book is
ideal for those wanting to enter therapy with realistic expectations.

7. The EMDR Experience: A Client’s Journey Through Therapy
Through personal stories and professional insights, this book shares the experiences of
clients who have undergone EMDR therapy. It highlights common feelings, breakthroughs,
and obstacles, providing a relatable perspective for new clients. The narrative style helps
readers anticipate what their own therapy journey might entail.

8. Understanding EMDR: What Happens in Therapy and Why It Works
This book delves into the science behind EMDR therapy, explaining how it affects brain
function and emotional processing. It offers a detailed look at each phase of therapy and
clarifies what clients can expect in terms of emotional intensity and progress. The book is
suited for those interested in both the practical and theoretical aspects of EMDR.

9. EMDR for Anxiety and PTSD: Expectations and Outcomes
Targeted at individuals dealing with anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder, this book
outlines how EMDR can address these conditions. It discusses typical therapy trajectories,
potential challenges, and long-term benefits. Readers will find guidance on setting goals
and understanding the healing process through EMDR.
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