The therapeutic relationship in EMDR therapy -
What to gain by a relational perspective and
practice

The therapeutic relationship is a pivotal element in
psychotherapy. EMDR therapy is no exception. Francine Shapiro
stressed the importance of the therapeutic relationship.

Francine described therapist behavior in EMDR therapy, like being
supportive, staying out of the way, and paying attention the safe
therapeutic environment. However, she did not describe the
therapeutic relationship in detail.
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Integrating relational aspects in EMDR therapy enhances

effectiveness in many ways. This has implications for treatment Michael Hase, MD,
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DA-BLS have differential impact that can be observed through non-
verbal behavior as well as verbal feedback to maximize processing.

EMDR therapy can also be understood and applied through the lens of Attachment Theory. Attachment
is safety, which is fundamental in the therapeutic relationship. The therapist can provide the client the
sensitivity missing in childhood, communicated through calm and reassuring presence, dyadic
regulation, accurate and respectful mentalization, mirroring, and eye contact. Further, contrary to the
misattuned parent, the therapist can perceive the client’s signals while not misinterpreting them, and
react immediately, appropriately, and reliably. When memory processing is intense, decision points of
when to “go with that”, stay out of the way, and accompany the client through the difficult moments; or
when to interweave; or when to slow things down, have as much to do with the security of the
relationship and therapeutic presence as it does with BLS. The way EMDR procedures are laid out
contribute to a great extent to the development of the therapeutic relationship and in consequence to
an excellent outcome. But integrating attachment theory enhances EMDR therapy.

Teaching points include:

e Attachment theory and its intersection to EMDR therapy
e Fine tuning BLS to the client

e Decision points during intense memory processing

e Optimizing processing through therapeutic presence

e Relational resources for stabilization and integration

Videos of EMDR client sessions will illustrate important relational aspects that facilitate safety, moving
through difficult emotional material, and integration.
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e The therapeutic relationship in EMDR therapy—A survey
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