
EMDR AND DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
HOW CAN EMDR HELP?

An EMDR intervention with perpetrators, survivors, and 
victims, including the children, can be a helpful approach 
to interrupt the cycle of abuse and prevent the 
transmission of dysfunctional behavioral models 
throughout generations. 

EMDR therapy fosters the reprocessing of the traumatic 
memories from the past, as well as enhances personal 
skills and resources in the of face everyday life 
challenges, hence fostering posttraumatic growth. 
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INTRODUCTION

According to the WHO (World Health Organization), domestic violence is one of the 
most common forms of violence against women and includes physical, sexual, and 
emotional abuse and refers to behaviour by an intimate partner or ex-partner that 
causes physical, sexual or psychological harm, including physical aggression, 
sexual coercion, psychological abuse and controlling behaviours. 

Domestic violence is a major public health problem and violates women’s human 
rights: 34,5% of women declared that the violence they underwent was severe, 
while 29.7% refers to it as quite severe. During the violence, 21.3% of women felt 
that their life was in danger, but only 18.2% considered the violence a felony, for 
44% it was something wrong, for 36% it was only something that happened. 

Domestic violence seems to be widespread in every country of the world and is a 
burden on numerous sectors of the social system; perpetrators are to be found in 
every racial, ethnic, religious, and age group; at every income level; and in rural, 
suburban, and urban communities. Victims can be men, women and children, who 
often do not report what happened out of fear or shame. 

Domestic violence takes a number of forms, including physical aggression (kicking, 
biting, pushing, slapping, object throwing) or repression, threatening, sexual 
abuse, psychological abuse, intimidation, stalking, neglect and economic 
deprivation. It causes physical harm and numerous severe mental health 
consequences leading to  depressive syndromes, somatic problems, anxiety 
symptoms, guilt and shame, low self-esteem, PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder). 

Domestic violence has a negative impact on the victim's own physical and emotional 
distress, leading them also to lose their job or opportunities for career advancements, 
lose their friends and home.  These forms of violence can lead to depression, 
post-traumatic stress and other anxiety disorders, sleep dif�culties, eating disorders, 
and suicide attempts. Health effects can also include headaches, back pain, 
abdominal pain, gastrointestinal disorders, limited mobility and poor overall health.

WITNESSED VIOLENCE

Traumatic experiences – when perpetrated within the family by signi�cant adults – 
in�uence the psychological development and mental health of the children, as 
well as their ability to establish ful�lling interpersonal relationships, once they 
become adults. 

Furthermore, childhood trauma compromises the functioning of the nervous 
system, the neuroendocrine system and of the physical well-being throughout the 
entire life span. Ongoing exposure to violence and abuse during childhood, is a 
crucial risk factor for becoming an abusing adult. 

HOW DOES EMDR WORK?

One major focus during an EMDR treatment, is identifying the client’s speci�c 
problem. The client will be asked to think about a disturbing event, from a 
perceptive and cognitive level what he saw, heard, thought, and the present 
thoughts and beliefs he has about that situation.

The therapist guides the client in moving their eyes or uses other types of alternate 
stimulation, while the client is concentrating  on the disturbing material, just simply 
noticing what comes to mind (images, thoughts, sounds, smells, etc). These 
bilateral stimuli and the guidance of the therapist allow the survivor to tap into the 
biological mechanisms that come into play during Rapid Eye Movement (REM) 
sleep. It is believed that this allows the individual to naturally process their 
memories – effectively removing those “foreign objects” so their mind can heal.

SYMPTOMS AND CONSEQUENCES

Injuries, fear and stress associated with violence from a partner, can cause 
longterm heallth issues such as chronic pain (e.g. , headache, backache) or 
re-occurring abnormal nervous system reaction, such as fainting. 
Many victims  may suffer from gastrointestinal symptoms (e.g.loss of appetite loss, 
eating disorders, irritable bowel syndrome). They may also develop cardiac 
symptoms, such as hypertension and precordial pain. Chronic stress, depression 
and anxiety weakens the immune system dramatically.

WHAT IS EMDR?

EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing) is a therapy that has 
proven to be effective in the treatment of trauma of various nature. This therapy 
utilizes alternate bilateral stimulation of eye movements to enable the desensi-
tization and reprocessing the memory of disturbing traumatic events. Recom-
mended by many international guidelines for the treatment of  PTSD, EMDR has 
gradually evolved into a sophisticated, complex and all-embracing approach, 
effective in the treatment of the most diverse psychological disorders.




