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Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR) therapy has gained
popularity in recent years as a treatment for trauma and various
psychological disorders, including post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).
While many clients have reported positive outcomes, it is essential to
acknowledge that EMDR is not without its risks and potential dangers. This
article aims to explore the less-discussed aspects of EMDR therapy, providing
a comprehensive overview of its potential dangers and side effects, as well
as guidelines for mitigating those risks.

Understanding EMDR Therapy

EMDR therapy involves a structured eight-phase approach that helps
individuals process traumatic memories and reduce the distress associated
with them. The core component of EMDR is bilateral stimulation, which
typically involves the therapist guiding the client through eye movements
while recalling distressing memories. This method is believed to help
reprocess traumatic experiences, allowing individuals to integrate them into
their narrative more effectively.

However, the efficacy of EMDR is accompanied by several potential dangers
that clients should be aware of before undergoing treatment.

Potential Dangers of EMDR Therapy



1. Emotional Distress and Overwhelm

During EMDR sessions, clients may revisit traumatic memories that can evoke
intense feelings of sadness, anger, or fear. This emotional distress can be
overwhelming, particularly for those with severe trauma histories or comorbid
conditions. Some potential consequences include:

- Increased Anxiety: Recalling traumatic events may heighten feelings of
anxiety or panic attacks, making it challenging for clients to cope.

- Emotional Numbing: Some individuals may experience emotional numbing as a
defense mechanism, which can hinder the therapeutic process.

- Dissociation: In some cases, clients may dissociate during sessions,
leading to a disconnection from their thoughts, feelings, or surroundings.

2. Unprocessed Trauma

While EMDR aims to help individuals process traumatic memories, there is a
risk that some clients may not fully process their trauma during therapy.
This can happen if:

- The client is not adequately prepared for the emotional intensity of the
sessions.

- The therapist lacks sufficient experience or training to manage complex
trauma cases.

- The client has multiple traumatic experiences that complicate the treatment
process.

Unprocessed trauma can lead to ongoing psychological issues, including
persistent PTSD symptoms, depression, and anxiety.

3. Inadequate Support Systems

EMDR therapy can be intense, and clients may require additional support
outside of their therapy sessions. If individuals lack a robust support
system, they may struggle to cope with the emotions and thoughts that arise
during treatment. Key concerns include:

- Isolation: Clients may feel isolated in their experiences, leading to
increased distress.

- Lack of Aftercare: Without proper aftercare or follow-up, clients may find
it challenging to integrate the insights gained during therapy into their
daily lives.



4. Re-traumatization

One of the most significant dangers of EMDR is the potential for re-
traumatization. Revisiting traumatic memories can reinstate feelings of
distress and helplessness, particularly if:

- The therapist does not create a safe and supportive environment.

- The client is pushed to confront memories too quickly without adequate
preparation.

- The client lacks coping strategies to manage the distressing emotions that
arise.

Re-traumatization can lead to a worsening of symptoms and may deter clients
from seeking further treatment.

5. Misdiagnosis and Inappropriate Use

EMDR is primarily used for PTSD, but it has been applied to various other
psychological conditions. Misdiagnosis or inappropriate use of EMDR can pose
significant risks, including:

- Exacerbating Symptoms: If EMDR is used for conditions it is not suited for,
such as certain personality disorders, it can worsen symptoms or create new
challenges.

- Skipping Essential Treatments: Some clients may forego other necessary
treatments, believing EMDR alone will resolve their issues.

Guidelines for Safe EMDR Therapy

To minimize the dangers associated with EMDR therapy, both therapists and
clients should adhere to specific guidelines:

1. Choose a Qualified Therapist

Selecting a therapist trained and certified in EMDR is crucial. Look for
professionals who have:

- Credentials in mental health, such as psychology, social work, or
counseling.

- Specialized training in EMDR therapy.

- Experience working with trauma and related disorders.



2. Establish a Supportive Environment

Creating a safe and supportive therapeutic environment is essential for
effective EMDR. This includes:

- Building a trusting relationship between the therapist and client.

- Encouraging open communication about feelings and experiences.

- Ensuring the client feels comfortable expressing distress or discomfort
during sessions.

3. Prepare for Emotional Intensity

Clients should be adequately prepared for the emotional intensity of EMDR
therapy. This can involve:

- Discussing potential emotional reactions with the therapist before
starting.

- Developing coping strategies and grounding techniques to manage distress.
- Setting realistic expectations regarding the therapy process and outcomes.

4. Implement Aftercare Strategies

Aftercare is vital for integrating the experiences and insights gained during
EMDR therapy. Clients should consider:

- Scheduling follow-up sessions to discuss progress and challenges.

- Engaging in self-care practices, such as mindfulness, exercise, and
journaling.

- Seeking support from friends, family, or support groups.

5. Monitor Progress and Adjust Treatment

Regularly assessing progress is key to ensuring that EMDR therapy is
effective and safe. Therapists should:

- Conduct ongoing evaluations of the client's emotional state and symptoms.
- Be prepared to modify the treatment plan if the client is experiencing
significant distress or re-traumatization.

- Encourage clients to voice any concerns or issues that arise during
therapy.



Conclusion

While EMDR therapy has shown promise in helping individuals heal from trauma,
it is essential to recognize and address the potential dangers associated
with this treatment. Emotional distress, the risk of re-traumatization, and
the need for adequate support systems are crucial factors to consider. By
choosing a qualified therapist, establishing a supportive environment, and
implementing effective aftercare strategies, clients can navigate the
complexities of EMDR therapy more safely and effectively. Ultimately,
understanding the potential risks allows individuals to make informed
decisions about their mental health treatment.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the common side effects of EMDR therapy?

Common side effects of EMDR therapy can include increased emotional distress,
vivid memories, and physical sensations. It's important to discuss any
discomfort with your therapist.

Can EMDR therapy worsen symptoms for some
individuals?

Yes, for some individuals, EMDR therapy can initially exacerbate symptoms,
particularly if they are not adequately prepared or if they have unresolved
trauma.

Is EMDR therapy suitable for everyone?

No, EMDR therapy may not be suitable for individuals with certain conditions,
such as severe dissociative disorders or those who are currently unstable due
to acute crises.

What precautions should be taken when starting EMDR
therapy?

It's crucial to work with a trained and licensed therapist, establish a
strong therapeutic alliance, and ensure adequate preparation and grounding
techniques are used.

Can EMDR therapy trigger traumatic memories?

Yes, EMDR therapy involves processing traumatic memories, which can sometimes
lead to the resurfacing of painful emotions or memories that were previously
suppressed.



How can clients manage distress during EMDR
sessions?

Clients can manage distress by using coping strategies discussed with their
therapist, such as grounding techniques, deep breathing, and self-soothing
methods.

What is the risk of false memories with EMDR
therapy?

There is a potential risk of developing false memories during EMDR therapy,
as the process encourages the recall of traumatic events. It's essential to
approach the therapy with caution and awareness.

Are there any contraindications for EMDR therapy?

Yes, contraindications include active substance abuse, severe mental health
conditions such as psychosis, or lack of support systems, which can hinder
the therapy's effectiveness.
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