emdr therapy for panic attacks

emdr therapy for panic attacks is an innovative and effective approach to treating individuals
who experience intense anxiety and panic disorders. Eye Movement Desensitization and
Reprocessing (EMDR) therapy has gained recognition for its ability to help patients process
traumatic memories that often contribute to their panic attacks. This comprehensive article will
delve into the intricacies of EMDR therapy, explaining how it works, its benefits for those suffering
from panic attacks, the process involved, and what to expect during treatment. Additionally, we will
explore the scientific backing behind EMDR, how it compares to other therapies, and answer
common questions related to this transformative therapeutic approach.
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Understanding EMDR Therapy

EMDR therapy, developed by Francine Shapiro in the late 1980s, is a psychotherapy technique
designed to alleviate distress associated with traumatic memories. It involves a structured eight-
phase approach that includes the client’s history, preparation, assessment, desensitization,
installation, body scan, closure, and reevaluation. This methodology targets the memories that are
causing emotional distress, facilitating a new understanding and integration of these experiences.

During EMDR sessions, the therapist guides the client in recalling distressing events while
simultaneously directing bilateral stimulation, typically through guided eye movements. This dual
tasking helps the brain to reprocess the memories, reducing their emotional charge and allowing the
individual to engage with their experiences in a more balanced way. For those suffering from panic
attacks, EMDR can be especially beneficial as it addresses the root of the anxiety rather than merely
treating the symptoms.



The Connection Between Panic Attacks and Trauma

Panic attacks can often be linked to unresolved trauma or distressing life experiences. Individuals
may experience sudden feelings of terror or physical symptoms such as heart palpitations, shortness
of breath, and dizziness, which can be overwhelming. Understanding the connection between panic
attacks and trauma is crucial in determining the most effective treatment strategy.

Trauma can manifest in various forms, including emotional abuse, accidents, or significant losses.
When these events remain unprocessed, they can lead to heightened anxiety and panic. Research
indicates that individuals who have experienced trauma are more likely to develop anxiety disorders,
including panic disorder. Therefore, addressing these traumatic memories through EMDR therapy
can significantly reduce the frequency and intensity of panic attacks.

How EMDR Therapy Works

The EMDR therapy process is broken down into several phases, each designed to prepare the
individual for effective healing. Understanding these phases can help demystify the treatment and
provide clarity on what to expect.

Phase 1: History Taking

The initial phase involves gathering the individual’s history, including their experiences with panic
attacks and any relevant traumatic events. This phase establishes a foundation for therapy and helps
the therapist understand the client's specific needs.

Phase 2: Preparation

In this phase, the therapist educates the client about the EMDR process and establishes a safe
environment. Techniques for relaxation and coping are introduced to help manage anxiety during
sessions.

Phase 3: Assessment

The therapist helps the client identify specific memories related to their panic attacks. This involves
identifying negative beliefs and emotions associated with these memories, as well as positive beliefs
they wish to adopt.



Phase 4: Desensitization

During desensitization, the client focuses on the identified traumatic memory while engaging in
bilateral stimulation. This process can lead to a reduction in the emotional intensity of the memory.

Phase 5: Installation

This phase focuses on replacing negative beliefs with positive ones. The therapist guides the client in
visualizing a positive state of being related to the traumatic memory.

Phase 6: Body Scan

The client is asked to focus on physical sensations associated with the memory. This allows any
residual tension or discomfort to be addressed and processed.

Phase 7: Closure

Closure involves returning to a state of equilibrium. The therapist ensures that the client feels safe
and secure before concluding the session.

Phase 8: Reevaluation

In subsequent sessions, the therapist checks in on the progress made and evaluates the effects of
the previous sessions on the client’s panic attacks.

Benefits of EMDR Therapy for Panic Attacks

EMDR therapy offers a range of benefits for individuals suffering from panic attacks. Some of the
key advantages include:

e Reduces the Frequency of Panic Attacks: By addressing the underlying trauma, EMDR can
help decrease the occurrence of panic attacks.

e Provides Long-Lasting Relief: EMDR has been shown to lead to long-term improvements in
anxiety and panic symptoms.

e« Empowers the Individual: Clients often report feeling more in control and less fearful of



their panic attacks after EMDR therapy.

e Holistic Approach: EMDR addresses both cognitive and emotional aspects of trauma,
promoting comprehensive healing.

 Efficient Use of Time: Many clients experience significant improvements in a relatively short
number of sessions.

What to Expect During EMDR Therapy Sessions

Individuals considering EMDR therapy for panic attacks may wonder what a typical session looks
like. Sessions generally last between 60 to 90 minutes and follow a structured format. Initially, the
therapist will engage in conversation to understand the client’s current state and any immediate
concerns.

As therapy progresses, the client will begin the desensitization phase, where they will focus on
specific traumatic memories while participating in bilateral stimulation. This process may evoke
strong emotions, but the therapist will provide support and coping strategies to help manage these
feelings.

Clients often report feeling a sense of relief and clarity after sessions, as unresolved memories are
processed, leading to a decrease in anxiety and panic symptoms. The therapist will also encourage
clients to practice grounding techniques between sessions to further enhance their coping skills.

Comparing EMDR Therapy with Other Treatments

When considering treatments for panic attacks, it is essential to compare EMDR therapy with other
common approaches, such as cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) and medication.

Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT)

CBT is a widely used approach that focuses on identifying and changing negative thought patterns.
While effective for many, it can take longer to see results, as it primarily addresses cognitive
processes without directly processing traumatic memories.

Medication

Medications such as antidepressants or anti-anxiety drugs can provide relief for panic attacks.
However, they often come with side effects and do not address the underlying trauma. EMDR



therapy, in contrast, aims to heal the root cause of anxiety without reliance on medication.

Scientific Evidence Supporting EMDR Therapy

Numerous studies and clinical trials support the efficacy of EMDR therapy for treating panic attacks
and other anxiety disorders. The American Psychological Association recognizes EMDR as an
effective treatment for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and its application extends to panic
disorders. Research indicates that EMDR can lead to significant reductions in anxiety symptoms,
with many clients reporting improvements after just a few sessions.

Furthermore, studies show that EMDR can lead to changes in brain activity related to emotional
processing, suggesting that it helps rewire the brain’s response to trauma and anxiety. This
scientific backing reinforces EMDR therapy as a viable option for those seeking relief from panic
attacks.

Q: What is EMDR therapy?

A: EMDR therapy, or Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing, is a psychotherapy technique
designed to help individuals process traumatic memories, reducing their emotional charge and
alleviating symptoms of anxiety and panic.

Q: How long does EMDR therapy take to work for panic
attacks?

A: Many individuals start to notice improvements within a few sessions, but the total duration of
therapy can vary based on individual needs and the complexity of the trauma being addressed.

Q: Is EMDR therapy suitable for everyone?

A: While EMDR therapy is effective for many, it may not be suitable for individuals with certain
conditions, such as severe dissociation or active substance abuse. A qualified therapist can help
determine the best course of treatment.

Q: Are there any side effects associated with EMDR therapy?

A: EMDR therapy is generally considered safe and well-tolerated. However, some clients may
experience temporary emotional distress as they process traumatic memories. This is typically
managed with the therapist's support.



Q: How does EMDR compare to medication for panic attacks?

A: EMDR addresses the root causes of panic attacks through processing traumatic memories, while
medication often alleviates symptoms without addressing underlying issues. EMDR may provide
more long-term relief without the side effects associated with medication.

Q: Can EMDR therapy be combined with other treatments?

A: Yes, EMDR therapy can be effectively combined with other treatment modalities, such as
cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) or medication, depending on the individual's needs and
treatment goals.

Q: How do I find a qualified EMDR therapist?

A: To find a qualified EMDR therapist, consider looking for professionals who are certified in EMDR
therapy through organizations such as EMDR International Association (EMDRIA) or seeking
referrals from mental health professionals.

Q: What should I expect in my first EMDR session?

A: In your first EMDR session, the therapist will take your history and explain the EMDR process.
You will also learn relaxation techniques and establish a safe space to facilitate your healing journey.

Q: Can EMDR therapy help with other anxiety disorders?

A: Yes, EMDR therapy has been shown to be effective for various anxiety disorders beyond panic
attacks, including generalized anxiety disorder (GAD) and social anxiety disorder (SAD).

Q: Is EMDR therapy evidence-based?

A: Yes, EMDR therapy is evidence-based, with numerous studies supporting its effectiveness in
treating PTSD and anxiety disorders, including panic attacks.
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