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EMDR and Somatic Therapy: A Powerful Partnership for Healing Trauma

Trauma can leave deep imprints on our physical and emotional selves, often manifesting in ways that
are difficult to access through traditional talk therapy alone. Fortunately, innovative approaches like
EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing) and somatic therapy are increasingly
recognized for their profound ability to address these complex effects. This article delves into the
synergistic relationship between EMDR and somatic therapy, exploring how these modalities work
independently and, more importantly, in concert, to facilitate deep healing from trauma. We will
uncover the underlying principles of each, discuss how they complement each other, and provide
insights into their effectiveness for a range of trauma-related conditions. Understanding the nuances
of EMDR and somatic therapy can empower individuals seeking a more holistic path to recovery,
offering a roadmap to reclaim their well-being.
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Understanding EMDR Therapy for Trauma

EMDR therapy is a well-established psychotherapy approach designed to help individuals process
distressing memories and experiences that contribute to trauma and other mental health conditions.
Developed by Francine Shapiro, EMDR is built on the premise that the brain has a natural healing
mechanism, similar to how it processes REM sleep. When trauma occurs, this natural process can
become overwhelmed, leading to the storage of traumatic memories in an unprocessed state. These
unprocessed memories can continue to trigger intense emotional and physical reactions when
encountered later.



The Eight Phases of EMDR Therapy

EMDR therapy typically follows a structured, eight-phase protocol. Each phase serves a specific
purpose in guiding the client through the processing of traumatic material. This systematic approach
ensures that the therapy is conducted in a safe and controlled manner, allowing for gradual
desensitization and reprocessing of distressing memories.

Phase 1: History Taking and Treatment Planning

Phase 2: Preparation

Phase 3: Assessment

Phase 4: Desensitization

Phase 5: Installation

Phase 6: Body Scan

Phase 7: Closure

Phase 8: Reevaluation

During the desensitization phase, clients are asked to focus on the traumatic memory while
simultaneously engaging in bilateral stimulation, most commonly through eye movements. This
bilateral stimulation is thought to help the brain reprocess the memory as if it were happening in the
present, but in a way that allows for integration and resolution. The goal is to reduce the emotional
and physiological intensity associated with the memory.

The Role of Bilateral Stimulation in EMDR

Bilateral stimulation is the hallmark of EMDR therapy. This can involve following a therapist's
moving fingers, listening to alternating tones, or feeling alternating tactile sensations on either side
of the body. Research suggests that this stimulation can mimic the brain activity during REM sleep,
a phase where the brain naturally processes and consolidates memories. By engaging the brain in
this way, EMDR aims to facilitate the desensitization and reintegration of traumatic memories,
allowing them to be stored in a less distressing way.

The Core Principles of Somatic Therapy

Somatic therapy, also known as body-centered psychotherapy, operates on the principle that the
body and mind are interconnected and that trauma is not just a psychological event but also a



physiological one. This approach recognizes that traumatic experiences can become "stuck" in the
body, leading to a range of physical symptoms, including chronic pain, anxiety, digestive issues, and
fatigue, even if the psychological distress has lessened. Somatic therapy aims to release this stored
tension and promote healing by working directly with the body's sensations and responses.

The Mind-Body Connection in Trauma

Trauma profoundly impacts the nervous system, often leading to a state of hyperarousal (fight or
flight) or hypoarousal (freeze or shutdown). These physiological responses can become chronic, even
after the initial threat has passed. Somatic therapy acknowledges this ingrained physiological
response and works to help individuals regain a sense of regulation and safety within their own
bodies. It emphasizes that healing trauma involves addressing the embodied experiences of the
event, not just the cognitive recall.

Key Techniques in Somatic Therapy

Somatic therapy utilizes a variety of techniques to engage with the body's wisdom and facilitate
healing. These techniques are gentle and focus on increasing body awareness, releasing stored
tension, and building resourcing. Common methods include:

Mindfulness and body scan meditations

Gentle movement and yoga

Breathwork exercises

Somatic experiencing (SE) techniques

Sensorimotor psychotherapy

Trauma-informed yoga

These techniques help individuals to become more attuned to their bodily sensations, to understand
how these sensations are linked to their emotional states and past experiences, and to develop new,
more adaptive responses. The focus is on helping the client feel safe and empowered in their own
body, which is often the first step in processing overwhelming experiences.

How EMDR and Somatic Therapy Complement Each
Other



The power of combining EMDR and somatic therapy lies in their complementary strengths. While
EMDR excels at reprocessing distressing memories and the associated negative cognitions, somatic
therapy provides a vital foundation for emotional regulation and interoceptive awareness, which are
crucial for safely accessing and processing trauma. Somatic techniques can help prepare individuals
for EMDR by grounding them and building their capacity to tolerate challenging sensations and
emotions that may arise during the processing of traumatic memories.

Preparing the Body for Trauma Processing

Before engaging in EMDR's desensitization phase, many individuals find it beneficial to utilize
somatic techniques to build their "window of tolerance." The window of tolerance is the optimal zone
in which an individual can manage their emotions and physiological states without becoming
overwhelmed or shutting down. Somatic therapy helps clients identify and cultivate internal
resources—feelings of safety, strength, and calm—that they can access when intense emotions or
sensations emerge during EMDR. This preparation phase is critical for preventing re-traumatization
and ensuring a more effective processing experience.

Integrating Somatic Awareness into EMDR Processing

During EMDR, clients are often encouraged to notice bodily sensations as they arise in relation to
the traumatic memory. Somatic therapy's emphasis on interoception—the awareness of internal
bodily states—enhances this aspect of EMDR. By being more attuned to their physical experiences,
individuals can more effectively identify and track the shifts in their nervous system as the memory
is being processed. This somatic awareness can provide valuable information to both the client and
the therapist, guiding the reprocessing and ensuring that the body's responses are integrated into
the healing process.

For instance, a client might experience a tightening in their chest when recalling a specific aspect of
a traumatic event during EMDR. A somatic approach would encourage them to gently explore this
sensation, perhaps by noticing its qualities, its location, and any associated urges (e.g., to sigh, to
shrink away). This exploration, combined with bilateral stimulation, allows the body to release stored
tension and reprocess the memory from a place of greater safety and integration. The bilateral
stimulation can help the body "complete" the physiological responses that were interrupted during
the original trauma.

Addressing the Embodied Impact of Trauma

Trauma often leaves residual somatic symptoms, such as chronic muscle tension, hypervigilance, or
a sense of numbness. While EMDR can address the underlying memories, somatic therapy directly
targets these embodied manifestations. By releasing trapped energy and teaching the body new
patterns of response, somatic techniques can help alleviate physical discomfort and restore a sense
of embodied well-being. This can lead to a more complete and integrated healing experience, where
both the psychological and physical remnants of trauma are addressed.



EMDR and Somatic Therapy: A Deeper Dive into
Mechanisms

The synergy between EMDR and somatic therapy can be understood through their shared impact on
the nervous system and memory consolidation. Both modalities, in their own ways, aim to help the
brain and body move from a state of dysregulation to one of regulation and integration.
Understanding the neurological and physiological underpinnings of these approaches can illuminate
their powerful combination.

Neurobiological Impact of EMDR

Research using neuroimaging techniques has provided insights into how EMDR works. It is believed
that EMDR's bilateral stimulation facilitates the reprocessing of traumatic memories by activating
neural pathways in the brain, particularly those involved in memory retrieval, emotional processing,
and self-regulation. The amygdala, the brain's fear center, is thought to become less reactive to
traumatic memories, while the prefrontal cortex, responsible for rational thought and emotional
regulation, becomes more engaged. This shift allows individuals to experience traumatic memories
with less distress and to integrate them into their life narrative more effectively.

The Polyvagal Theory and Somatic Practices

Somatic therapy often draws upon principles from the Polyvagal Theory, developed by Dr. Stephen
Porges. This theory highlights the role of the vagus nerve and its different branches in regulating
our physiological and emotional states. It proposes that trauma can lead to a dysregulated
autonomic nervous system, trapping individuals in fight-or-flight (sympathetic activation) or freeze
responses (dorsal vagal shutdown). Somatic practices, such as breathwork, gentle movement, and
mindful touch, can help to activate the ventral vagal nerve, promoting feelings of safety, connection,
and regulation. This ability to access a state of ventral vagal activation is crucial for both tolerating
difficult emotions and for the successful reprocessing of trauma.

Bridging the Gap Between Cognitive and Embodied Processing

EMDR primarily targets the cognitive and emotional components of trauma, while somatic therapy
focuses on the embodied experience. By integrating somatic techniques into the EMDR process,
therapists can create a bridge between these two crucial aspects of healing. For example, if EMDR
processing brings up a sensation of constriction in the chest, a somatic intervention might involve
guiding the client to gently explore that sensation, notice any protective urges, and then use
bilateral stimulation to help the body release that constriction. This integrated approach ensures
that the entire self—mind, body, and emotions—is involved in the healing process.



Benefits of Combining EMDR and Somatic Therapy

The combined application of EMDR and somatic therapy offers a wealth of benefits for individuals
struggling with the lingering effects of trauma. This integrated approach addresses trauma on
multiple levels, promoting deeper and more sustainable healing. The synergistic effects often lead to
a more comprehensive recovery than either modality might achieve on its own.

Enhanced Emotional Regulation

One of the primary benefits of combining these therapies is the significant improvement in emotional
regulation. Somatic practices build the capacity to tolerate and manage intense emotions, while
EMDR helps to desensitize the triggers that lead to emotional overwhelm. This dual approach equips
individuals with a greater sense of control over their emotional responses, reducing the frequency
and intensity of anxiety, panic, and mood swings associated with trauma.

Reduced Somatic Symptoms

Trauma can manifest physically, leading to chronic pain, fatigue, digestive issues, and muscle
tension. By addressing the stored trauma in the body, somatic therapy can alleviate these
debilitating symptoms. When integrated with EMDR, which processes the underlying traumatic
memories, individuals can experience a profound reduction in both the emotional and physical
distress stemming from their past experiences. This can translate to improved physical health and
overall quality of life.

Increased Embodied Safety and Presence

A common consequence of trauma is a feeling of being disconnected from one's body, leading to a
sense of unease or being unsafe within oneself. Somatic therapy, with its focus on interoception and
resourcing, helps individuals reclaim a sense of embodied safety and presence. They learn to feel
more grounded, centered, and at home in their bodies. This increased sense of embodied safety is
invaluable when engaging in EMDR, as it provides a secure foundation from which to explore and
process challenging material.

Deeper and More Integrated Healing

By working with both the unprocessed memories (EMDR) and the residual bodily responses (somatic
therapy), this combined approach fosters a more comprehensive and integrated form of healing. It
addresses the cognitive, emotional, and physiological aspects of trauma, leading to a more complete
resolution. Individuals often report feeling more whole, more connected to themselves, and more
capable of navigating life's challenges after undergoing this integrated treatment.



Who Can Benefit from EMDR and Somatic Therapy?

The comprehensive nature of EMDR and somatic therapy makes them beneficial for a wide range of
individuals experiencing the effects of trauma and overwhelming life events. Their ability to address
both the psychological and physical dimensions of distress opens doors to healing for many who may
not have found adequate relief through traditional talk therapy alone. The flexibility of these
approaches allows for adaptation to individual needs and specific types of trauma.

Individuals with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)

EMDR is a highly recognized and evidence-based treatment for PTSD. When combined with somatic
therapy, it can be particularly effective for individuals whose PTSD symptoms are deeply rooted in
physical sensations and the body's stress response. Somatic techniques can help manage
hypervigilance, dissociation, and the physical manifestations of anxiety often present in PTSD,
creating a stable base for EMDR processing.

Survivors of Various Trauma Types

This combined approach is suitable for survivors of diverse traumatic experiences, including:

Childhood abuse (physical, sexual, emotional)

Accidents and natural disasters

Combat trauma

Medical trauma

Grief and loss

Interpersonal violence

Attachment trauma

The ability of somatic therapy to help individuals feel safe in their bodies is especially crucial for
those who have experienced relational trauma or boundary violations, as it helps to re-establish a
sense of personal safety and autonomy.

People Experiencing Anxiety and Depression with Somatic



Components

Beyond acute trauma, individuals struggling with chronic anxiety, depression, or stress-related
disorders that have a significant somatic component can also find relief. The body-centered
approach of somatic therapy, combined with EMDR's processing capabilities, can help to address the
underlying physiological dysregulation that often fuels these conditions. This can lead to a reduction
in physical symptoms like fatigue, sleep disturbances, and tension headaches, alongside
improvements in mood and overall well-being.

Individuals Struggling with Dissociation

Dissociation, a common response to overwhelming trauma where one feels detached from their body
or reality, can be a significant barrier to therapy. Somatic therapy excels at gently re-engaging
individuals with their physical experience and building interoceptive awareness, which can be
crucial for individuals who dissociate. This grounding in the body can make it safer and more
feasible to engage with EMDR's processing techniques, allowing for a more connected and
integrated healing journey.

Finding a Practitioner Skilled in EMDR and Somatic
Therapy

The effectiveness of EMDR and somatic therapy hinges significantly on the skill and experience of
the practitioner. Given the delicate nature of trauma work, it is essential to find a therapist who is
not only trained in both modalities but also understands how to integrate them effectively and safely
for your unique needs. A skilled therapist will create a therapeutic environment that fosters trust,
safety, and a sense of empowerment.

Qualifications and Training

When seeking a therapist, inquire about their specific training and certifications in both EMDR and
at least one somatic therapy modality (e.g., Somatic Experiencing, Sensorimotor Psychotherapy,
Trauma-Informed Yoga Therapy). Reputable EMDR training is typically offered through EMDRIA-
approved programs. For somatic therapies, look for practitioners who have completed
comprehensive training in recognized body-centered approaches.

Therapeutic Alliance and Trust

Beyond formal training, the therapeutic alliance—the relationship between you and your
therapist—is paramount. You should feel seen, heard, and safe with your therapist. Trust your
intuition; if something feels off, it's okay to seek a second opinion or a different therapist. A therapist



skilled in both EMDR and somatic therapy will prioritize building this foundation of safety, often
beginning with somatic grounding techniques before delving into deeper trauma processing.

Experience with Complex Trauma

For those who have experienced complex trauma or have a history of multiple adverse events,
seeking a therapist with experience in treating complex trauma is highly recommended. Such
therapists often have a deeper understanding of the intricate ways trauma can affect the nervous
system and the body, and they can tailor the integration of EMDR and somatic therapy to address
these complexities with sensitivity and precision.

Conclusion: The Synergistic Power of EMDR and
Somatic Therapy

In conclusion, the integration of EMDR and somatic therapy represents a powerful and holistic
approach to healing trauma. By addressing both the unprocessed memories and the embodied
responses that trauma leaves behind, these modalities offer a pathway to profound and lasting
recovery. EMDR's ability to reprocess distressing material, coupled with somatic therapy's capacity
to regulate the nervous system and release stored tension, creates a synergistic effect that can lead
to significant improvements in emotional well-being, physical health, and overall quality of life. For
individuals seeking a comprehensive and embodied path to healing from trauma, exploring the
combined strengths of EMDR and somatic therapy can be a truly transformative journey towards
wholeness and resilience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is EMDR therapy and how does it differ from somatic
therapy?
EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing) is a psychotherapy that helps people heal
from trauma or other distressing life experiences. Somatic therapy focuses on the body's physical
responses to psychological distress. While EMDR can incorporate somatic elements, somatic
therapy's primary focus is on the mind-body connection, using body-centered techniques.

Can EMDR and somatic therapy be used together effectively?
Yes, many practitioners find combining EMDR and somatic therapy to be highly effective. EMDR
addresses the cognitive and emotional processing of traumatic memories, while somatic therapy
helps release trapped physical tension and regulate the nervous system, creating a more
comprehensive healing experience.



What kind of issues can EMDR and somatic therapy help with?
Both modalities are effective for a range of issues including trauma, PTSD, anxiety, depression,
phobias, grief, and stress-related disorders. Somatic therapy can be particularly beneficial for
chronic pain, eating disorders, and body image issues.

How does the body play a role in trauma processing according
to somatic therapy?
Somatic therapy posits that traumatic experiences are not just stored in the mind but also in the
body as physical sensations and dysregulation of the nervous system. It aims to help individuals
become aware of these sensations and gradually release them.

What are some common somatic therapy techniques used
alongside EMDR?
Common techniques include body awareness exercises, breathwork, mindfulness, gentle movement,
grounding techniques, and tracking physiological responses. These help clients connect with their
bodies and regulate their nervous system.

Is EMDR always a gentle process, or can it be intense?
EMDR can be intense as it involves processing distressing memories. However, trained EMDR
therapists are skilled in pacing the processing and using containment strategies to ensure the client
remains regulated and can tolerate the experience.

How does EMDR help 'desensitize' a distressing memory?
EMDR uses bilateral stimulation (like eye movements, tapping, or auditory tones) to help the brain
reprocess traumatic memories, making them less emotionally charged and intrusive. It's thought to
mimic the brain's natural processing during REM sleep.

What should I look for in a therapist who offers both EMDR
and somatic therapy?
Seek a therapist who is certified or has extensive training in both EMDR and a recognized somatic
therapy modality. They should be able to explain how they integrate the approaches and create a
safe, collaborative therapeutic environment.

What is the typical duration of treatment for EMDR and
somatic therapy?
Treatment duration varies greatly depending on the individual, the complexity of the issues, and the
number of target memories. Some issues might be resolved in a few sessions, while more complex
trauma can take longer, often months or even a year or more.



Are there any potential side effects or contraindications for
EMDR or somatic therapy?
Some people may experience temporary increased emotional or physical sensations after EMDR
sessions as the brain processes information. For somatic therapy, it's important to work with a
therapist who can guide you safely through any intense physical or emotional releases. Certain
medical conditions might require careful consideration, and it's crucial to discuss your health history
with your therapist.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to EMDR and Somatic Therapy, with descriptions:

1. The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of Trauma by Bessel van der
Kolk
This seminal work explores how traumatic experiences are stored in the body and affect the brain.
Van der Kolk discusses various therapeutic approaches, including somatic therapies, that help
individuals process trauma and regain a sense of safety and control. It's essential reading for
understanding the embodied nature of trauma.

2. EMDR Therapy: Art and Science of the Visual Field by Phil Manfield
This book delves into the theoretical underpinnings and practical application of EMDR therapy,
specifically focusing on the visual processing aspect. Manfield provides clear explanations and case
examples of how targeting visual memories can be a powerful tool for healing. It's a valuable
resource for both EMDR practitioners and those seeking to understand its mechanisms.

3. The Neurobiology of Trauma: An Introduction to the Neurosequential Model of Therapeutics by
Daniel Siegel and Bonnie Badenoch
While not exclusively EMDR or somatic, this book provides a crucial foundation by explaining how
trauma impacts brain development and function. It introduces the Neurosequential Model, which
emphasizes the importance of addressing early trauma through embodied and developmental
approaches. Understanding this neurobiological context is vital for effective somatic and EMDR
interventions.

4. Trauma-Informed Stabilization, Treatment, and Resource Manual for Therapists by Lisa
Danylchuk
This practical manual offers guidance for therapists working with trauma survivors, integrating
principles of stabilization and resource-building. It highlights how EMDR and somatic techniques
can be used to create a sense of safety and resilience in clients. The book provides actionable
strategies for both managing symptoms and promoting healing.

5. Polyvagal Theory in Therapy: Transforming the Vagal Nerve for the Treatment of Trauma,
Anxiety, and Mood Disorders by Stephen W. Porges (as a foundational concept)
While Porges' work isn't a direct "how-to" for EMDR or somatic therapy, Polyvagal Theory is
foundational to understanding the physiological responses to trauma and how to regulate the
nervous system. Therapists utilizing EMDR and somatic approaches often draw upon these
principles to help clients shift from states of fight, flight, or freeze to connection and safety. This
book explains the science behind these crucial bodily states.



6. The Somatic Experiencing® Primer by Stephen W. Porges and Peter A. Levine
This primer introduces the core principles of Somatic Experiencing (SE), a body-oriented approach
to trauma resolution developed by Peter Levine. It explains how SE helps release stored traumatic
energy from the body, thereby alleviating symptoms. The book emphasizes the innate capacity of the
body to heal and the importance of working with these natural processes.

7. EMDR Made Simple: Four Approaches to Using EMDR with Children by Jamie Marich
This resource focuses on adapting EMDR techniques for pediatric populations, offering simplified
explanations and practical strategies. It addresses how to engage children in the EMDR process,
making it accessible and effective for younger clients. The book demonstrates the versatility of
EMDR in different age groups and contexts.

8. Mind-Body Trauma Healing: Transformative Ways to Heal Trauma and Stress by Jessica Baker
This book explores various mind-body approaches to trauma healing, including somatic techniques
and mindfulness practices. It guides readers on how to reconnect with their bodies and regulate
their nervous systems after experiencing trauma. The book offers a holistic perspective on recovery,
emphasizing the integration of mental and physical well-being.

9. EMDR and the Therapeutic Dialogue: Utilizing the Pacing and Processing Components of EMDR
by Howard Lipke and Roy van der Veen
This title delves into the nuanced aspects of EMDR, specifically focusing on the therapeutic dialogue
and how to effectively pace and process traumatic memories. It highlights the collaborative nature of
EMDR and the importance of attuned communication between therapist and client. The book
provides insights into optimizing the EMDR experience for deeper healing.
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