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What Is Eye Movement Desensitisation And Reprocessing (EMDR)?
Description
Eye Movement Desensitisation and Reprocessing (EMDR) is a distinct therapeutic approach which uses bilateral 
stimulation (of which eye movements can be one form) to aid the integration (processing) of distressing information. 
EMDR is an evidence-based treatment for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and this is where the majority of its 
research support currently lies, although EMDR is increasingly being used to treat other conditions in which disturbing 
memories play a role. What Is EMDR? is a one-page information handout describing the key principles of EMDR and 
some ingredients of a typical EMDR session. It is helpful to use this as a handout for clients who may want information 
before choosing between EMDR as a treatment modality.

Instructions
This is a Psychology Tools information handout. Suggested uses include:
• Client handout – use as a psychoeducation resource
• Discussion point – use to provoke a discussion and explore client beliefs
• Therapist learning tool – improve your familiarity with a psychological construct
• Teaching resource – use as a learning tool during training

References
Shaprio, F. (2001). Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing: Basic Principles, Protocols, and Procedures (2nd edition). Guilford Press.
Solomon, R. M., Shapiro, F. (2008). EMDR and the Adaptive Information Processing Model. Journal of EMDR Practice and Research, 2(4), 315.

PSYCHOLOGYT     LS Copyright © 2018 Psychology Tools. All rights reserved.



What Is Eye Movement Desensitisation and Reprocessing (EMDR)?

PSYCHOLOGYT     LS ®

Introduction
Eye Movement Desensitisation and Reprocessing (EMDR) is a psychotherapy approach designed for working
with distressing or traumatic memories.  The theory behind EMDR is that many psychological di�culties are the
result of distressing life experiences which have not been stored in memory properly and are said to be
unprocessed or blocked.  These traumatic memories may need some help to become processed, and EMDR is
one way to do this.

What is special about trauma memories?
Normal memories are stored by a part of the brain called the hippocampus.
You can think of the hippocampus as a sort of librarian which catalogues
(processes) events and stores them in the right place.  However, some traumatic
events (such as accidents, abuse, disasters, or violence) are so overwhelming
that the hippocampus doesn’t do its job properly.  When this happens memories
are stored in their raw, unprocessed, form.  These trauma memories are easily
triggered, leading them to replay and cause distress over and again.

What will I be asked to do in an EMDR session?
There are a number of steps to EMDR treatment, but some of the key stages are to:

  • Think of a troubling memory, then identify an image of the worst moment of that memory
  • Identify a negative belief about that worst moment (the therapist may ask “what is the worst
     thing that moment says about you?”)
  • Identify emotions and bodily feelings linked to that moment

  • Think about the image & belief while at the same time making left-to-right eye movements
     (or while paying attention to tapping sensations or sounds that are alternately given from
     left-to-right)
  • To allow your mind to ‘go with’ whatever comes up and just notice what happens
  • This process will be repeated until the memory causes less distress (this may happen in one
     session, or may take more than one session)

Why do I need to make eye movements?
In EMDR you are asked to pay attention from one side to another while
thinking about your memory.  One way to pay attention from left to right
is to follow the therapist’s �nger as they move it from side-to-side in your
line of vision.  Alternative versions of EMDR ask you to pay attention to 
sounds or tapping sensations which occur in sequence from left to right.

This side-to-side motion is called bilateral stimulation.  It has been found to enhance memory processing
and there are a number of theories explaining how it might do this.  The important thing is to be able to �nd
a form of bilateral stimulation that you are comfortable with.

What is EMDR used to treat?
There is very good evidence that EMDR is an e�ective treatment for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). It is
recommended by the American Psychological Association (USA) and the National Institute for Health and Care
Excellence (NICE, UK) as an e�ective treatment for PTSD.  The evidence for using EMDR to treat other disorders is
currently less clear.  EMDR may be an e�ective treatment for other conditions, particularly if they involve trauma
memories or other distressing memories, but more research is needed.

How long does treatment take?
EMDR sessions are sometimes slightly longer than typical therapy sessions (up to 90 minutes).  The number of
sessions needed will depend on the type and severity of trauma which you experienced.  As a rough guideline
NICE estimate that 8-12 sessions may be su�cient to treat simpler traumas, with more sessions necessary for
multiple traumas.
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Contact us
contact@psychologytools.com

Terms & conditions
This document may be used by members of Psychology Tools, and their clients if applicable, in accordance with our 
terms and conditions, which can be found at: https://psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions.html

Disclaimer
Your use of this document is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical 
advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering from any mental health issues we strongly recommend that you 
seek formal medical advice before using our resources. We make no warranties that this information is correct, com-
plete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own com-
petencies, using your own skill and knowledge, and therefore the documents should be used to support good practice, 
not to replace it.
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