emdr and play therapy

emdr and play therapy are two therapeutic approaches that have gained
significant attention for their effectiveness in treating trauma and
emotional disturbances in children and adults. EMDR, or Eye Movement
Desensitization and Reprocessing, is primarily used for trauma processing,
while play therapy provides children a medium to express their feelings and
experiences through play. This article delves into the integration of EMDR
and play therapy, exploring their principles, methodologies, and the
potential benefits of combining them in a therapeutic setting. The discussion
will also cover the importance of training and the role of the therapist in
employing these techniques effectively.
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Understanding EMDR Therapy

EMDR therapy is a structured approach that helps individuals process and
recover from traumatic experiences. Developed by Francine Shapiro in the late
1980s, it involves a series of eight phases where clients revisit traumatic
memories while simultaneously engaging in bilateral stimulation, typically
through guided eye movements. This dual focus helps to desensitize the
emotional charge associated with these memories and allows for more adaptive
processing.

The Phases of EMDR

The EMDR process is divided into eight distinct phases:

1. History Taking: The therapist gathers information about the client’s
history and identifies target memories for processing.



2. Preparation: The therapist explains the EMDR process and establishes a
safe environment for the client.

3. Assessment: The client identifies specific negative beliefs related to
the traumatic event.

4. Desensitization: The client engages in bilateral stimulation while
focusing on the trauma.

5. Installation: Positive beliefs are reinforced through further bilateral
stimulation.

6. Body Scan: The therapist helps the client notice any residual tension
related to the memories.

7. Closure: The session concludes with the client returning to a state of
equilibrium.

8. Re-evaluation: In subsequent sessions, the therapist assesses the
client’s progress and processes remaining issues.

EMDR has been extensively researched and is recognized as an effective
treatment for PTSD and other trauma-related disorders, making it a valuable
tool in therapeutic settings.

The Role of Play Therapy

Play therapy, on the other hand, is a method primarily used with children,
allowing them to express their emotions and experiences through play. This
form of therapy recognizes that children may struggle to articulate their
feelings verbally. Instead, they use toys, games, and creative activities to
communicate their inner thoughts and emotions. This therapeutic approach is
grounded in the belief that play is a child’s natural medium for expression.

Types of Play Therapy

There are several types of play therapy, including:

e Directive Play Therapy: The therapist leads the play sessions and guides
the child toward specific therapeutic goals.

* Non-Directive Play Therapy: The child leads the play, with the therapist
providing a supportive environment without directing the process.



e Filial Play Therapy: This approach involves training parents to engage
in play therapy techniques with their children to enhance the parent-
child relationship.

Through play therapy, children can process traumatic events, develop problem-
solving skills, and improve emotional regulation, making it a potent
intervention for young clients.

Integrating EMDR and Play Therapy

The integration of EMDR and play therapy is an innovative approach that
combines the strengths of both modalities to address trauma in children
effectively. By incorporating play into the EMDR framework, therapists can
create a more engaging and accessible experience for young clients who may
find traditional talk therapy challenging.

Strategies for Integration

When integrating EMDR and play therapy, therapists may employ various
strategies, such as:

e Using Play as a Tool for Desensitization: Incorporating toys and games
that reflect the traumatic themes can help children process their
experiences in a safe and controlled manner.

e Creative Visualization: Therapists can use imaginative play to help
children visualize and reprocess traumatic memories, making the EMDR

process more relatable.

e Storytelling: Encouraging children to create stories around their
experiences can serve as a narrative framework for EMDR processing.

These strategies not only facilitate emotional expression but also enhance
engagement, making the therapeutic process more effective for children.

Benefits of Combining EMDR and Play Therapy

The combination of EMDR and play therapy offers numerous benefits,
particularly for children dealing with trauma. One significant advantage is



that it provides a safe space for children to confront their feelings and
experiences without overwhelming anxiety. The playful context of play therapy
can reduce resistance and increase a child’s willingness to engage with
challenging memories.

Specific Advantages

Some of the key advantages of this integrative approach include:

* Enhanced Emotional Expression: Children often find it easier to express
emotions through play, allowing for deeper processing of traumatic
experiences.

e Increased Engagement: The playful nature of the sessions can help
maintain the child's interest and participation.

e Development of Coping Skills: Integrating EMDR with play therapy can

help children develop essential coping strategies while processing
trauma.

Overall, this combination can lead to more profound therapeutic outcomes and
a greater sense of safety and trust within the therapeutic relationship.

Considerations for Practitioners

While integrating EMDR and play therapy can be beneficial, therapists must
consider several factors before employing these techniques. First and
foremost, practitioners should receive proper training in both modalities to
ensure they can effectively navigate the complexities of trauma treatment.

Key Considerations

Some important considerations include:

e Competence in Both Modalities: Therapists should be well-versed in the
principles and techniques of both EMDR and play therapy.

e Child-Centered Approach: Practitioners must prioritize the child’s needs
and comfort levels throughout the therapeutic process.



e Ethical Guidelines: Adhering to ethical standards is crucial when
working with vulnerable populations, such as children.

By maintaining these considerations, therapists can provide effective and
ethical care to their clients.

Future Directions in Therapy

The future of therapy involving EMDR and play therapy appears promising, with
ongoing research exploring the efficacy of integrated approaches for various
populations. As practitioners continue to innovate and adapt these
modalities, there is potential for developing new techniques that can enhance
treatment outcomes for children and adults alike.

Continued training and professional development will also play a crucial role
in ensuring that therapists are equipped to provide the best care possible,
adapting to the evolving landscape of mental health treatment.

Conclusion

In summary, the integration of EMDR and play therapy presents a comprehensive
approach to addressing trauma in children. By combining the structured
processing of EMDR with the expressive nature of play therapy, therapists can
create a powerful therapeutic experience that promotes healing and emotional
growth. As the field evolves, ongoing research and training will be essential
to maximize the benefits of these therapeutic modalities.

Q: What is EMDR therapy?

A: EMDR therapy, or Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing, is a
therapeutic approach designed to help individuals process traumatic memories
by using bilateral stimulation, typically through guided eye movements, to
alleviate distress associated with those memories.

Q: How does play therapy help children?

A: Play therapy allows children to express their emotions and experiences
through play, using toys and games as a medium to communicate their feelings,
process trauma, and develop problem-solving skills in a safe environment.



Q: Can EMDR be used with children?

A: Yes, EMDR can be adapted for children, and when combined with play
therapy, it can be an effective approach for helping young clients address
trauma and emotional difficulties.

Q: What are the key phases of EMDR?

A: The key phases of EMDR therapy include history taking, preparation,
assessment, desensitization, installation, body scan, closure, and re-
evaluation, each serving a specific purpose in the therapeutic process.

Q: What types of play therapy exist?

A: The main types of play therapy include directive play therapy, non-
directive play therapy, and filial play therapy, each differing in the level
of guidance provided by the therapist.

Q: What are the benefits of combining EMDR and play
therapy?

A: Combining EMDR and play therapy enhances emotional expression, increases
engagement, and helps children develop coping skills while processing
traumatic experiences in a playful and supportive environment.

Q: What should therapists consider when integrating
EMDR and play therapy?

A: Therapists should ensure they are competent in both modalities, prioritize
a child-centered approach, and adhere to ethical guidelines when integrating
EMDR and play therapy.

Q: Is there ongoing research on EMDR and play
therapy?
A: Yes, ongoing research is being conducted to explore the efficacy of

integrating EMDR and play therapy, focusing on improving treatment outcomes
for various populations, particularly children.
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