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EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and 

Reprocessing) therapy has been declared an effective 

form of trauma treatment by a wide range of 

organizations. In the United States these include the 

American Psychiatric Association, the International 

Society for Traumatic Stress Studies, and the 

Departments of Defense and Veterans Affairs. 

Those suffering from major traumas such as sexual or 

physical assault, combat experiences, accidents or the 

sudden death of a loved one can be diagnosed with post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) if certain symptoms 

exist. These include intrusive thoughts of the event; 

nightmares or flashbacks; avoidance of reminders of the 

incident and increased arousal, which can include 

problems such as sleep difficulties; angry outbursts; 

being easily startled or having difficulty concentrating. 

Research has also indicated that medically unexplained physical symptoms, including fatigue, 

gastrointestinal problems and pain can also go along with this disorder. Anyone suffering from 

PTSD can benefit from EMDR therapy. 

In order to be officially diagnosed with PTSD it is necessary to have experienced a major 

trauma. However, recent research has also revealed that other, less dramatic life experiences 

can cause even more symptoms of PTSD than major traumas. Many of these disturbing life 

experiences take place throughout childhood and can include hurtful experiences with parents 

or peers. The negative impact on the person’s sense of self takes place since, just as with 

diagnosed PTSD, “unprocessed memories” are running the show. 

This happens because the experience was so disturbing that it disrupted the information 

processing system of the brain. One of the functions of this system is to take disturbing 

experiences to mental adaptation. So if something happens to us that is disturbing, the 

processing system “digests” the experience and the appropriate connections are made, while 

the reactions that are no longer useful — such as the negative self-talk, emotions and physical 

sensations — are let go. 

However, if an experience is too disturbing, it disrupts the system, causing the memory to be 

stored with the negative emotions, physical sensations and beliefs. Current experiences must 

link with the memory networks in our brain to be interpreted. If there is an unprocessed 

memory, the negative emotions and sensations can emerge and color our perception of this 

current situation. In short, the past is present. 

That’s where EMDR therapy can help. While EMDR cannot remove a problem caused by 

genetics or organic injury, the research indicates that even in these cases negative life 

experiences can exacerbate problems. When a person is held back from doing things he or she 

would like to do by feelings of insecurity, anxiety, fear, or unremitting sadness, or is pushed 
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into doing things that are not useful — such as overreacting to people or situations — the reason 

can generally be found in the memory networks. Many times, the problems are unprocessed 

memories from the past that are poisoning the present. 

In my new book, Getting Past Your Past: Take Control of Your Life with 

Self-Help Techniques from EMDR Therapy, I provide numerous 

procedures that will allow the reader to identify the earlier memories 

that are at the root of their problems, and ways to change their emotions, 

physical sensations and negative thoughts. There are also techniques to 

help achieve desired goals in work and social relationships. These self-

control techniques can make life more manageable and understanding 

why we are doing things that don’t serve us can often help to bring 

things into perspective. 

But if the techniques aren’t sufficient to give you a good feeling about your life, or you feel 

better for a while but the old feelings continue to come back, then it would be useful to read the 

stories in the book that illustrate why different kinds of problems emerge, and decide if EMDR 

therapy would be a good choice for you. 

Part of that evaluation involves taking stock of both your personal and professional 

relationships. Do you feel happy and fulfilled? Do you have a good support system? Or do you 

feel frustrated and troubled by disturbing thoughts and emotions? 

Generally, there are three categories of negative feelings and beliefs that can emerge. These are 

the feelings of not being good enough, not being safe, or not being in control. If we often feel 

insecure, fearful or anxious — or notice that these feelings arise intensely in certain situations 

— we have the tendency to blame ourselves. Friends aren’t able to reassure us no matter how 

hard they try, because the problem is generally caused by the unprocessed memories associated 

with the negative emotions, physical sensations and beliefs. 

When certain things happen in the present — even minor ones, like the expression on someone’s 

face — the memories can get triggered and the emotions, beliefs and accompanying sensations 

(like a tightness in stomach or chest) surface. We don’t get an image that goes along with it, so 

we don’t realize it’s really the “old stuff.” Then, since our distress can debilitate us, we may 

have problems interacting with people in the present, causing new memories of “failures” to be 

stored and thus increase the problem. That’s how depressions can also increase: our new 

negative experiences just dig the hole more deeply. 

So, the bottom line is that we deserve to have happiness and fulfilling relationships. Problems 

involving negative thoughts and emotions are generally the result of negative past experiences 

that are improperly stored in our brains. The negative feelings may appear to be true to us, but 

they are actually the result of physiologically stored memories. This makes it not a “mental 

problem,” but rather a physical problem that can be remedied. If you break your leg, you would 

not just hobble along. You’d have no question about going to a doctor to align your bones 

properly so that healing can take place. 

Likewise, if you go to an EMDR therapist for assistance, a good history will be taken, and you 

will be prepared for memory processing. Then the memory will be accessed and aligned in a 

certain way, while the information processing system of the brain is stimulated so the memory 

can be transformed into an adaptive learning experience. The negative emotions, physical 

sensations and beliefs can be discarded, and a positive sense of self can emerge. 

EMDR therapy is not limited to simply taking symptoms away. It addresses the past, present 

and future. The goal is to allow the person to achieve a complete state of emotional health. It 



3 

 

has also been used to help athletes, performers and executives to achieve a state of “peak 

performance.” 

If you feel stuck personally, or in your relationships, and the self-help techniques provided 

in Getting Past Your Past are not sufficient, then consider fully addressing the problem with 

EMDR therapy. Ultimately, the goal is to liberate you from the confines of the past into a happy 

and productive present and a fulfilling future. 
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