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What  is  Memory  Reconsolidation  and  How  is  it
used in EMDR Therapy?

Memory reconsolidation is a neurobiological process that explains how long-term memories can be modified
and updated. It's a fundamental concept in modern neuroscience and has profound implications for trauma
therapy. For a long time, it was believed that once a memory was "consolidated" (made stable and stored in
long-term memory), it was fixed and unchangeable. However, research has shown that this isn't the case.

The Three-Step Process

Memory reconsolidation is often described as a three-step process:

Reactivation:  An  existing,  long-term  memory  is  recalled,  bringing  it  from  a  stable,  inactive  state  into  a
temporary,  active  state.  In  this  active  state,  the  memory  becomes  "labile,"  or  malleable.  Think  of  it  like  a
computer  file  that  is  opened  and  becomes  editable.  This  reactivation  can  be  triggered  by  a  specific  cue,  a
sensory experience, or even a deliberate effort to recall the memory.

Mismatch  or  Disconfirmation:  While  the  memory  is  in  this  labile  state,  a  new  experience  is  introduced  that
contradicts  the  original  learning.  This  is  the  crucial  step.  For  a  traumatic  memory,  the  "learning"  is  often  a
deep-seated belief like "I am not safe" or "I am helpless." The new experience must be emotionally significant
and  directly  challenge  that  original  belief.  For  example,  a  person  with  social  anxiety  who  believes  "social
situations are dangerous" might have a positive, safe social interaction while their memory of a past negative
social event is active. This creates a "prediction error" in the brain.

Reconsolidation  (The  Rewriting):  Because  the  new  experience  contradicted  the  old  learning,  the  brain  is
forced to resolve the mismatch. It can't simply go back to the old, unhelpful belief. As the memory is stored
again,  or  "reconsolidated,"  it  is  updated  with  the  new,  corrective  information.  The  original  memory  is  not
erased, but its emotional charge is significantly reduced. The brain now has a new, more accurate "map" of
reality that incorporates the new learning. The old, fear-based response is no longer the default.

The Brain's "Cassette Tape" Analogy

A  common  analogy  used  to  explain  memory  reconsolidation  is  a  cassette  tape.  It  was  once  thought  that  a
consolidated  memory  was  like  a  final  recording  on  a  tape—it  could  be  played  back,  but  not  changed.  The
discovery  of  memory  reconsolidation  showed  that  when  you  play  the  tape  (reactivate  the  memory),  it
becomes temporarily ready for a new recording. If you then record a new song (the contradictory experience),
the old one is overwritten. The old song isn't just suppressed; it's gone.

This  is  a  key distinction from other  forms of  memory modification,  such as  extinction.  In  extinction,  a  new,
competing memory is created, but the old memory still exists and can be reactivated. Reconsolidation, on the
other  hand,  is  believed  to  be  a  process  of  truly  overwriting  and  updating  the  memory  at  a  cellular  level,
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leading to more permanent and effortless change.

Applications in Therapy

Memory  reconsolidation  is  the  mechanism  that  underlies  the  effectiveness  of  many  modern  trauma
therapies. Therapies like EMDR, Prolonged Exposure, and other trauma-focused approaches are designed to
intentionally create the conditions for memory reconsolidation to occur. By safely and gently reactivating a
traumatic memory and then introducing a corrective, emotionally salient experience, therapists can help the
brain  update  the  memory,  allowing  the  person  to  move  forward  without  the  intense  fear  and  distress  that
was once associated with the memory
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