
physical side effects after emdr

physical side effects after emdr therapy are an important consideration for individuals
undergoing this evidence-based treatment for trauma and other psychological conditions.
Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR) is widely recognized for its
effectiveness in reducing distress associated with traumatic memories, but like many
therapeutic interventions, it can sometimes lead to temporary physical reactions.
Understanding these physical side effects after EMDR is crucial for both therapists and
clients to manage expectations and ensure a safe therapeutic process. This article explores
the common physical responses, their causes, and strategies for coping with them during
and after EMDR sessions. Moreover, it examines the physiological impact of EMDR, helping
readers gain a comprehensive view of what to anticipate beyond emotional and cognitive
changes.
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Common Physical Side Effects After EMDR
Individuals undergoing EMDR therapy may experience a range of physical side effects
immediately during or following treatment sessions. These side effects are generally
temporary and vary in intensity depending on the individual’s unique response to therapy.
Recognizing the typical physical manifestations can help clients prepare and understand
their body's reactions during the processing of traumatic memories.

Fatigue and Tiredness
One of the most commonly reported physical side effects after EMDR is a profound sense of
fatigue. The intense mental and emotional processing that occurs during sessions can lead
to physical exhaustion. Clients often feel drained, as the brain works hard to reprocess
traumatic memories and integrate new perspectives.

Muscle Tension and Aches
Muscle tension, stiffness, or generalized aches can develop during or after EMDR therapy.
This physical response is linked to the body’s stress response being activated during



trauma recall. Areas such as the neck, shoulders, and back are frequently affected,
reflecting the body's attempt to cope with emotional distress.

Dizziness and Lightheadedness
Dizziness or lightheaded sensations may occur as a side effect, particularly in the
immediate aftermath of a session. This can result from changes in breathing patterns,
blood pressure fluctuations, or the brain's adjustment to new neural pathways formed
during EMDR processing.

Headaches
Some clients report headaches following EMDR sessions. These headaches are often
tension-related and may be due to the combined mental effort and stress response elicited
during therapy. Hydration and rest are commonly recommended to alleviate this symptom.

Other Physical Reactions

Nausea or gastrointestinal discomfort

Increased heart rate or palpitations

Changes in body temperature, such as sweating or chills

Tingling or numbness in extremities

These side effects are typically transient and diminish as the therapy progresses or with
appropriate post-session care.

Physiological Mechanisms Behind EMDR Side
Effects
Understanding the physiological basis for physical side effects after EMDR helps clarify why
these reactions occur and supports effective management strategies. EMDR therapy
involves bilateral stimulation, most commonly through guided eye movements, which
activates specific brain regions involved in processing traumatic information.

Activation of the Autonomic Nervous System
The autonomic nervous system (ANS), which controls involuntary bodily functions, plays a
significant role during EMDR. Trauma recall can trigger the sympathetic nervous system,
leading to "fight or flight" responses. This activation explains symptoms such as increased



heart rate, muscle tension, and sweating.

Neurobiological Changes During EMDR
EMDR facilitates the reprocessing of traumatic memories by promoting communication
between the amygdala, hippocampus, and prefrontal cortex. These neurobiological changes
can temporarily disrupt homeostasis, leading to physical manifestations such as dizziness
or headaches as the brain adjusts to new patterns of memory integration.

Psychophysiological Stress Response
The brain-body connection means emotional distress often manifests physically. The
psychophysiological stress response during EMDR can cause gastrointestinal upset, fatigue,
and muscle discomfort as the body reacts to the psychological work being undertaken.

Managing and Coping with Physical Side Effects
Proper management of physical side effects after EMDR is essential to promote client well-
being and encourage continued participation in therapy. Both therapists and clients can
employ strategies to minimize discomfort and support recovery.

Pre-Session Preparation
Clients should be encouraged to engage in relaxation techniques prior to sessions, such as
deep breathing or mindfulness exercises, to reduce baseline stress levels. Staying well-
hydrated and ensuring adequate nutrition also supports physical resilience.

Post-Session Self-Care Practices
After EMDR sessions, clients may benefit from:

Resting or taking short naps to recover from fatigue

Engaging in gentle stretching or light physical activity to relieve muscle tension

Hydrating sufficiently to prevent headache and dizziness

Using heat or cold packs on tense muscles

Practicing grounding techniques to ease nervous system activation



Therapist Support and Monitoring
Therapists should monitor clients’ physical responses closely throughout treatment and
provide guidance on managing side effects. Adjusting the intensity or duration of sessions
may be necessary to minimize adverse physical reactions.

When to Seek Medical or Therapeutic Help
While most physical side effects after EMDR are mild and transient, certain symptoms
warrant professional attention. Awareness of red flags can ensure timely intervention and
prevent complications.

Persistent or Severe Symptoms
If physical symptoms such as severe headaches, prolonged dizziness, chest pain, or
significant gastrointestinal distress persist beyond the typical post-session period, clients
should consult a healthcare provider. These may indicate underlying medical conditions or
require specialized care.

Exacerbation of Existing Health Issues
Clients with pre-existing cardiovascular, neurological, or metabolic conditions should inform
their therapist before beginning EMDR. Any physical side effects that exacerbate these
conditions require prompt evaluation by medical professionals.

Psychological Distress Manifesting Physically
In some cases, intense emotional distress during EMDR may lead to physical symptoms
indicative of panic attacks or dissociation. Therapeutic adjustments and possible referral to
psychiatric care might be necessary for comprehensive management.

Long-Term Physical Implications of EMDR
Research and clinical experience suggest that physical side effects after EMDR are
generally short-lived and do not result in long-term adverse effects. On the contrary,
successful EMDR therapy often leads to reduced physiological arousal associated with
trauma, promoting overall physical and mental health.

Reduction in Chronic Stress Symptoms
By resolving traumatic memories, EMDR can decrease chronic activation of the body's
stress systems, leading to improvements in conditions like chronic pain, tension headaches,
and gastrointestinal issues linked to stress.



Enhanced Somatic Awareness
Clients may develop better awareness of bodily sensations and their connection to
emotions, facilitating healthier coping mechanisms and greater mind-body integration after
treatment.

Improved Quality of Life
With diminished trauma-related physical symptoms, many individuals experience enhanced
sleep quality, increased energy levels, and overall improved physical well-being following
EMDR therapy.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are common physical side effects after an EMDR
session?
Common physical side effects after an EMDR session include fatigue, headache, muscle
tension, dizziness, and sometimes mild nausea. These symptoms are generally temporary
and subside within a day or two.

Why do people experience physical side effects after
EMDR therapy?
Physical side effects occur because EMDR therapy activates emotional and neurological
processes that can trigger bodily responses. The brain and body are closely connected, so
processing traumatic memories can lead to physical sensations such as tension or fatigue.

How long do physical side effects usually last after
EMDR?
Physical side effects typically last from a few hours up to a couple of days after an EMDR
session. If symptoms persist longer or worsen, it is important to consult with your therapist
or healthcare provider.

Are physical side effects after EMDR a sign that the
therapy is working?
Physical side effects can indicate that the body is processing stored trauma and emotions,
which is part of the therapeutic process. However, not everyone experiences physical
symptoms, and their presence or absence does not necessarily reflect the effectiveness of
the therapy.



What can I do to manage physical side effects following
EMDR sessions?
To manage physical side effects, it is helpful to rest adequately, stay hydrated, practice
gentle stretching or relaxation techniques, and communicate openly with your therapist
about your experiences. Taking care of your physical health supports emotional healing.

Should I be concerned about severe physical symptoms
after EMDR therapy?
Severe or persistent physical symptoms after EMDR therapy are uncommon but should not
be ignored. If you experience intense pain, prolonged dizziness, or other concerning
symptoms, contact your therapist or a medical professional promptly for evaluation and
support.

Additional Resources
1. Understanding EMDR: Physical Responses and Recovery
This book offers a comprehensive overview of the physical side effects commonly
experienced after EMDR therapy sessions. It explains why these bodily reactions occur and
provides practical strategies for managing symptoms such as fatigue, headaches, and
muscle tension. The author combines clinical insights with client testimonials to help
readers navigate the post-EMDR healing process.

2. The Body Remembers: Navigating Physical Symptoms After EMDR
Focusing on the mind-body connection, this book explores how EMDR can trigger physical
sensations and reactions as part of trauma processing. It guides readers through
recognizing and interpreting these bodily cues and offers techniques such as grounding and
mindfulness to alleviate discomfort. The book is a valuable resource for both therapists and
clients.

3. Healing Beyond the Mind: Physical Side Effects of EMDR Therapy
This title delves into the less discussed physical impacts of EMDR therapy, including muscle
soreness, dizziness, and changes in sleep patterns. It discusses the physiological
mechanisms behind these effects and suggests holistic methods to support the body during
recovery. Readers will gain a better understanding of how to balance emotional and
physical healing.

4. After EMDR: Managing Physical and Emotional Aftershocks
Providing a dual focus on emotional and physical aftereffects, this book helps readers
anticipate and cope with the common side effects following EMDR sessions. It includes case
studies and expert advice on self-care routines, nutrition, and gentle exercise to promote
overall well-being. The guidance is aimed at enhancing post-therapy resilience.

5. EMDR and the Body: Recognizing and Relieving Physical Side Effects
This resource highlights the importance of bodily awareness in EMDR therapy outcomes. It
explains typical physical symptoms such as nausea, muscle tightness, and sensory
sensitivity, and offers practical approaches to relieve these issues. Therapists and clients



alike will find useful tools to foster a smoother healing journey.

6. Trauma Therapy Side Effects: Physical Symptoms After EMDR Explained
This book provides an in-depth explanation of how trauma processing through EMDR can
lead to various physical symptoms. It emphasizes the temporary nature of these effects
and presents coping strategies to reduce discomfort. The straightforward language makes
it accessible for readers without a clinical background.

7. Body and Mind Integration Post-EMDR: A Guide to Physical Symptom Relief
Offering a holistic approach, this guide focuses on integrating bodily care with psychological
healing after EMDR therapy. It discusses common side effects like tension headaches and
gastrointestinal disturbances and recommends complementary therapies such as yoga and
massage. The book encourages a compassionate approach to self-care.

8. Physical Aftereffects of EMDR: What to Expect and How to Heal
Designed to prepare clients for the physical experiences that may follow EMDR sessions,
this book outlines typical side effects and their duration. It provides practical advice on
monitoring symptoms and when to seek professional help. The author emphasizes the
importance of patient education in successful therapy outcomes.

9. EMDR Side Effects: Understanding and Managing Physical Reactions
This concise guide focuses specifically on the physical side effects that can arise during
EMDR therapy. It includes tips for recognizing symptoms early and implementing strategies
to mitigate their impact on daily life. The book is an essential companion for anyone
undergoing EMDR treatment.
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