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Many people struggle with sexual dysfunctions or intimacy difficulties and feel stuck or
discouraged. These challenges often have roots in past experiences, trauma, or negative beliefs. The
good news is that there are effective, trauma-informed therapies to help you heal and enjoy a
fulfilling sex life.

One such approach is Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR) therapy.
EMDR is an evidence-based method originally developed to treat trauma. EMDR has since been
used to help with a wide range of issues and is recognized by health organizations (including the
World Health Organization) as an effective treatment for post-traumatic stress. This handout
explains what EMDR is and how it can support your sexual well-being, in clear, empowering
terms.

EMDR is a psychotherapy approach that helps the mind heal from distressing experiences,

much like the body naturally heals from injury. It was developed by psychologist Dr. Francine
Shapiro in 1987 as a way to help people process difficult experiences. EMDR uses bilateral
stimulation, such as guided eye movements, gentle tapping, or sound while you briefly focus on
aspects of a difficult memory or thought. This process harnesses your brain’s natural healing
mechanisms (similar to what happens during the REM stage of sleep) to “digest” or reprocess
experiences without you having to relive them in detail. As the experience gets properly
processed, its emotional-charge, or automatic response diminishes and it becomes stored more
like an ordinary past event rather than a trigger.

Why do memories matter in sexual problems? When you experience shame, trauma, anxiety, or
other overwhelming events, your normal coping system can get overloaded. The upsetting
memory and its associated feelings and body sensations may become “stuck” or unprocessed in
the brain’s emotional centers. Years later, those unprocessed experiences can be triggered by
new situations that even vaguely resemble the old experience causing your body and emotions to
react as if it’s happening again.
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For example someone who once felt unsafe or shamed may now experience intense anxiety,
numbness, desensitization or panic during sexual intimacy, even if they consciously know they are
safe. These unprocessed responses are essentially stuck patterns that can disrupt your sexual
enjoyment. EMDR therapy helps by creating new connections in the brain to finally process those
memories and feelings in a natural way. In an EMDR session, the therapist will guide you to recall
or notice a target memory or feeling for a brief moment while engaging in the bilateral stimulation.
You remain present and in control as you do this. With repeated sets of eye movements or other
bilateral input, people often find the disturbing memory loses its painful intensity and becomes
more neutral or distant. In other words, EMDR helps free you from the past, relieving the emotional
and physical grip that experience or negative memories have on your present life.
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A supportive, trauma-informed therapeutic approach can help individuals overcome intimacy
difficulties and sexual trauma.

Sexual issues are not “all in your head” — but the mind and body are deeply connected when it
comes to sexual functioning. Factors like anxiety, past trauma, shame, or negative self-beliefs can
create real barriers to arousal, pleasure, and intimacy.

For instance, performance anxiety (fears about sexual “failure” or not pleasing your partner) can
lead to problems like erectile dysfunction or delayed ejaculation, as racing thoughts and stress
hormones interfere with the body’s arousal.

Similarly, someone who grew up with negative messages about sex may feel guilt or discomfort
with self-pleasure or have trouble becoming fully aroused. EMDR can help by targeting the root
causes — the memories, emotions, and ingrained beliefs behind these sexual concerns — and allowing
your mind and body to finally release them.
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Reducing Performance Anxiety:

Releasing Shame and Negative Beliefs:

Easing Physical Symptoms (Somatic Responses):
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e Overcoming Avoidance and Intimacy Fears:

Healing Sexual Trauma:

Overall, EMDR works holistically to break the negative cycles that keep sexual problems in place.
By clearing out distressing memories, experiences, and emotions, EMDR allows healthier reactions
to take root — you can become more present during sex rather than trapped in your head or
paralyzed by fear. Many individuals find that as their trauma and anxieties resolve, intimacy and
physical pleasure increase. In fact, research on trauma-focused therapy (including EMDR) has
shown beneficial effects on sexual satisfaction and desire in both men and women undergoing
treatment. Likewise, therapists report that when clients replace negative sexual beliefs with positive
ones, they often experience greater sexual functioning and confidence going forward. In short, by
healing the psychological and emotional barriers, EMDR can help you enjoy sex again — with
enhanced trust, bodily ease, and satisfaction.
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EMDR is a collaborative and client-centered therapy. From the very start, your therapist will ensure
you feel safe and heard. You won’t be forced to discuss anything you’re not ready to.

Here are a few key points about the process to reassure you:

e You Are in Control: During EMDR sessions, you remain fully alert, awake, and in charge of
what happens. This therapy is not a form of hypnosis — you can stop or pause the process at any
time if you feel uncomfortable. The therapist will check in frequently and follow your lead.
Knowing you have this control helps create a sense of safety throughout the therapy.

e A Safe, Supportive Process: EMDR treatment is conducted at your own pace. A trained EMDR
therapist prioritize establishing a trusting therapeutic relationship and will “attune” to your
needs, especially if you have dissociation or complex trauma symptoms. While EMDR can
bring up strong emotions or sensations, these reactions are temporary and will fade as
processing continues, usually within the session. Your therapist is there to support you and
make sure you are never overwhelmed — you might feel some discomfort as things come up,
but you will also experience relief as those feelings move through and diminish. Many clients
describe feeling safe, supported, and respected during EMDR, even when working on very
sensitive issues.

e An Empowering Experience: EMDR is designed to activate your mind’s natural healing
abilities, which means you are actually doing the healing — the therapist is a guide or facilitator.
Often, insights and new perspectives arise spontaneously during EMDR, as your brain makes
new connections. People commonly find that memories which once felt hopelessly painful
become much more manageable or even neutral. This can give you a profound sense of strength
and empowerment. In fact, most people experience EMDR as a surprisingly natural and
empowering therapy, as they see themselves overcoming what once held them back. You’ll
learn that you have the inner capacity to heal and move forward, which can be incredibly
confidence-building.
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EMDR is an evidence-based approach, and you can feel confident that you’re in good hands.
It has helped over a million individuals worldwide and has been validated by extensive research.

For example, the UK’s National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) recommends
EMDR as an effective treatment for PTSD due to its strong track record. Its principles are now
being applied to sexual health concerns with promising results, as discussed above.

In summary, you do not have to live with sexual dissatisfaction, pain, or fear forever. The reactions
and difficulties you're experiencing are often the result of understandable responses to stress or
trauma — and they can be healed. EMDR offers a path to gently work through barriers affecting
your sexual life, all while keeping you feeling safe and in control. With the support of a skilled,
sex-positive and trauma-informed therapist, you can release the blocks that have been holding
you back. Over time, EMDR therapy can help you embrace intimacy and sexual pleasure with a
new sense of freedom, confidence, and joy. Remember, you're not alone, and recovery is possible
— many people have reclaimed a satisfying, healthy sexual life through this process, and you
deserve the same opportunity for healing.

Deserve

To be
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