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How Does EMDR Heal Trauma?

Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR) is a therapy that helps the brain heal from trauma
by facilitating the reprocessing of distressing memories. It's based on the idea that trauma can disrupt the
brain's natural ability to process information, leaving memories "stuck" in a raw, unprocessed state. EMDR
helps to "unstick" these memories and integrate them into a more adaptive and less distressing part of the
brain's memory network.

Here's a breakdown of how EMDR is designed to resolve and heal trauma in the brain:

1. Activating the Brain's Natural Healing Process

EMDR's core principle is the Adaptive Information Processing (AIP) model. This model suggests that the
brain has an innate capacity to process and integrate life experiences. However, a traumatic event can
overwhelm this system, causing the memory to be stored dysfunctionally. EMDR is designed to remove the
"block" that's preventing the memory from being properly processed, allowing the brain's natural healing to
resume.

2. Bilateral Stimulation and Its Effects

A key component of EMDR is bilateral stimulation (BLS). This typically involves a client following a therapist's
fingers with their eyes as they move back and forth, but it can also be done with alternating sounds or taps.
Here are the reasons for using BLS.

« Alternate Stimulation of Brain Hemispheres: Stimulation the brain bilaterally shrinks the Amygdala which
in turn calms the nervous system. The Fight Flight and Freeze that were originally associated with the
traumatic memory are calmed and altered from the way the memory was first experienced. When Fight
Flight or Freeze are removed from the memory it can file away like any normal memory.

Mimicking REM Sleep: BLS is thought to mimic the eye movements that occur during Rapid Eye Movement
(REM) sleep, a phase of sleep where the brain processes and consolidates memories. By engaging in a similar
process while awake, EMDR helps the brain to reconsolidate the traumatic memory in a more adaptive way.

Dual Attention: BLS helps a person maintain "dual attention," meaning they are simultaneously focused on
the distressing memory and a safe, present-moment stimulus (the therapist's moving fingers, etc.). This dual
focus helps to ground the person in the present, preventing them from being completely overwhelmed or
re-traumatized by the memory. It also seems to reduce the emotional intensity and vividness of the memory.

3. Rewiring the Brain's Fear Circuitry

EMDR directly impacts the key brain regions involved in trauma:

Calming the Amygdala: By reprocessing the traumatic memory in a safe and controlled environment, EMDR
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helps to "desensitize" the amygdala. The brain learns that the memory is not an immediate threat, and the
amygdala's hypervigilance and fear response decrease.

Strengthening the Hippocampus and Prefrontal Cortex: As the memory is reprocessed, the hippocampus
can properly file it as a past event. Once it is filed away like any normal memory, flashbacks and intrusive
thoughts are no longer experienced. The prefrontal cortex also becomes more engaged, allowing for more
rational thought and emotional regulation when thinking about the trauma. This shift from a reactive,
fear-driven state to a more regulated, integrated state is a hallmark of successful EMDR treatment.

The Outcome: A "Re-Processed” Memory

Through this process, the traumatic memory doesn't disappear, but its emotional charge is significantly
reduced. The memory becomes less vivid and less distressing, allowing a person to recall the event without
experiencing the intense fear, anxiety, and physical sensations that were once associated with it. The brain
has "re-processed" the memory, transforming it from a debilitating, unprocessed wound into a manageable
part of the individual's life story.

Audra Wallace, LPCC,NCC - 760-571-9862 - audrawallace@audrawallace.org - audrawallace.org 2



