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Understanding EMDR Therapy
A gentle guide for you — before, during, and after your healing journey

Starting something new in therapy can bring up all kinds of feelings — curiosity, hope, maybe a little

nervous energy. That is completely normal. EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing) is

one of the most well-researched trauma therapies in the world, and it works differently than traditional talk

therapy. This handout is here to give you a clear, honest picture of what EMDR is, how it works, and what

you can expect — in plain language, no clinical jargon required.

So... what exactly is EMDR?

EMDR stands for Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing. That is a mouthful, but the idea

behind it is actually pretty intuitive. When something painful or frightening happens to us, the memory of it

can get "stuck" in the nervous system in a way that keeps us feeling like the danger is still present — even

when it is not. EMDR uses bilateral stimulation (gentle, alternating left-right movements like eye

movements, tapping, or sounds) to help your brain finish processing those stuck memories so they lose

their emotional charge.

Think of it like a file that never saved correctly. The memory is there, but your brain has not been able to

file it away as "past." EMDR helps your brain do exactly that — so you can recall what happened without

being flooded by it.

The Research Is Clear

EMDR is recognized as a highly effective trauma treatment by the World Health Organization (WHO), the

American Psychological Association (APA), and the Department of Veterans Affairs. Decades of

peer-reviewed research show that EMDR can produce significant reductions in trauma symptoms — often

faster than traditional talk therapy alone. You are not experimenting with something unproven. You are

choosing a therapy with a strong evidence base.

What does EMDR actually look like?

EMDR is not a one-size-fits-all process. Your therapist will pace things based on what your nervous

system needs. But there is a general roadmap — eight phases — that every EMDR therapist follows. Here
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is what those phases look like in everyday terms:

1 History & Planning
Your therapist gets to know you, your history, and

what you want to work on. No pressure to go deep

right away.

5 Installation
You reinforce a positive, true belief about yourself to

replace the painful one the trauma left behind.

2 Preparation
You learn grounding tools and coping skills so you

feel safe and steady before any memory work begins.

6 Body Scan
You check in with your body to notice any remaining

tension or discomfort, and process what is still there.

3 Assessment
Together you identify a specific memory to work on,

and notice what thoughts, feelings, and body

sensations come up.

7 Closure
Every session ends with grounding and stabilization

— you will not leave feeling "opened up" without

support.

4 Desensitization
This is where bilateral stimulation comes in. Your

therapist guides you through sets of eye movements

(or taps/sounds) while you hold the memory loosely in

mind.

8 Re-evaluation
At the start of each new session, you and your

therapist check in on how things have shifted since

last time.

Things people worry about — and the truth about them

It is okay to have questions or hesitations. Here are some of the most common ones, answered honestly.

"Will I have to relive my trauma in detail?"

No. EMDR does not require you to narrate your experience in full or re-live it in graphic detail. You simply

hold the memory in the background of your awareness — almost like watching it from a distance — while

the bilateral stimulation does its work. Many people find that less is more here.

"What if things get worse before they get better?"

Some people notice emotions or memories surfacing between sessions — this is a sign that processing is

happening, not that something has gone wrong. Your therapist will give you tools to manage this, and you

will never be left without a way to stabilize yourself.
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"What if I lose control of my emotions?"

EMDR is paced carefully, especially with a trauma-informed therapist. Phase 2 (preparation) exists

specifically to make sure your window of tolerance is wide enough before any memory work begins. You are

always in control of the pace.

"What if it does not work for me?"

EMDR is not the right fit for every person at every moment, and your therapist will monitor your progress

closely. If adjustments are needed, they will make them. There is no failure in therapy — only information.

What healing can actually look like

Healing is rarely linear, and EMDR is not a quick fix — but it can move faster than you might expect.

Research suggests that many people experience significant symptom reduction in as few as 6 to 12

sessions, though complex or chronic trauma often requires more time and that is completely okay.

You might notice shifts between sessions — a memory that used to make your heart race feels quieter. A

situation that would have sent you spiraling feels more manageable. Sleep improves. The constant

background hum of hypervigilance softens. These are not small things. These are your nervous system

learning, finally, that it is safe.

"You do not have to earn healing by suffering through the retelling of your story. EMDR

works with your brain's own natural capacity to heal — it just needs a little help getting

unstuck."

A simple grounding tool to take with you

Between sessions, if you notice your nervous system getting activated, try this simple butterfly hug

technique — it is one of the most widely used self-administered bilateral stimulation tools in

trauma-informed care.

1. Cross your arms over your chest, placing each hand on the opposite shoulder.

2. Close your eyes or soften your gaze toward the floor.
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3. Alternate tapping each shoulder gently — left, right, left, right — at a slow, comfortable rhythm.

4. Take slow breaths and notice whatever arises without judgment. Continue for 1 to 2 minutes.

You showed up. That already matters.

Healing from trauma takes courage — the kind that does not always look dramatic from the outside but is

happening every single time you choose to show up for yourself. EMDR is a tool, and your therapist is a

guide, but you are the one doing this work. We are honored to walk alongside you.
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This handout is for psychoeducational purposes only and does not constitute clinical advice. Please speak with your therapist about your

individual treatment.


