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Background: Traumatic experiences can lead to impaired insight by disrupting cognitive processing and
reducing self-awareness. Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR) therapy has the potential
to enhance insight through cognitive reprocessing and reducing the emotional burden of traumatic memories.
Despite extensive evidence on the effectiveness of EMDR in alleviating clinical symptoms in traumatized
individuals, its direct relationship with improving insight has been less explored.

Aims: This study aimed to investigate the impact of eye movement desensitization and reprocessing therapy on
psychological insight and self-awareness in trauma-affected individuals.

Methods: This research was conducted as a systematic narrative review. A literature search was performed in
PubMed, PsycINFO, ScienceDirect, Google Scholar, and Scopus using keywords such as “EMDR”, “insight”,
“self-awareness”, and “trauma”, limited to English articles published between 2017 and October 2023.
Following the PRISMA framework, 42 articles were identified, and after screening, 7 studies (quantitative,
qualitative, and mixed-methods) were selected. Study quality was assessed using RoB2 and CASP tools, and
data were analyzed using a narrative synthesis approach.

Results: The results showed that Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR) therapy had a
significant positive effect on psychological insight and self-awareness in affected individuals. The findings were
organized into four main themes: improved emotional self-awareness, reconstruction of personal narratives,
increased cognitive coherence, and demographic differences. Cultural factors influenced treatment response, but
age and gender differences were not significant.

Conclusion: The present study demonstrated that Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR)
therapy has a significant positive effect on psychological insight and self-awareness in trauma-affected
individuals. These findings can be utilized in designing EMDR-based treatment programs for individuals with
trauma. Additionally, these findings can assist psychotherapists in enhancing the effectiveness of interventions
on the psychological insight of trauma-affected individuals by focusing on improving emotional self-awareness
and reconstructing personal narratives.
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Introduction

Trauma-related mental disorders are significant
challenges in mental health, profoundly impacting
individuals' quality of life. These disorders manifest
as symptoms such as severe anxiety, depression,
nightmares, and reduced insight into oneself and the
environment (American Psychiatric Association,
2013). Trauma and adverse experiences can deeply
affect cognition, emotions, and behavior, often
leading to impaired information processing, reduced
self-awareness, and distorted perceptions of reality,
all contributing to diminished insight (Yildiz et al.,
2023). Insight, as a multidimensional psychological
construct, encompasses self-awareness,
understanding the causes and consequences of mental
health issues, and accepting the need for treatment
(Amador et al., 1991). In individuals with post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), reduced insight can
hinder the identification of triggers, symptom
management, and treatment adherence (Lysaker et al.,
2020). This is particularly pronounced in those with
complex or chronic trauma, such as survivors of
prolonged abuse or natural disasters (Cloitre et al.,
2019). Insight plays a pivotal role in trauma
treatment, enabling individuals to recognize and
modify maladaptive thought and behavior patterns
(Lysaker et al., 2020). Lack of insight can perpetuate
symptoms, reduce treatment adherence, and increase
the risk of relapse (Amador et al., 1991). For instance,
individuals unable to connect their traumatic
experiences to current symptoms may be less likely
to seek treatment or may resist interventions (Morris
et al., 2022). Conversely, improved insight can
enhance self-efficacy, reduce psychological distress,
and improve interpersonal relationships (David,
2004). Reduced insight impairs an individual’s ability
to process traumatic experiences, manage symptoms,
and actively engage in treatment (Lysaker et al.,
2020). In this context, innovative therapeutic
approaches like Eye Movement Desensitization and
Reprocessing (EMDR) have gained attention as
effective methods for treating trauma and improving
psychological outcomes (Shapiro, 2017).
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EMDR, developed by Francine Shapiro in the late
1980s, is a structured psychotherapy that uses
bilateral stimulation (e.g., eye movements, physical
taps, or auditory stimuli) to facilitate the processing
of traumatic memories and reduce their negative
impact (Shapiro, 2017). It is particularly endorsed for
PTSD treatment by organizations like the American
Psychological Association and the World Health
Organization (World Health Organization, 2020).
Despite extensive evidence supporting EMDR’s
effectiveness in reducing trauma symptoms, its
impact on improving insight in trauma-affected
individuals, a critical aspect of mental health, has
been less systematically explored (Lee & Cuijpers,
2019). This study aims to examine the effect of
EMDR on insight in trauma-affected individuals
through a systematic narrative review, identifying
knowledge gaps and providing directions for future
research and clinical interventions.

Most EMDR studies have focused on reducing
emotional symptoms like anxiety, depression, and
flashbacks (Bisson et al., 2013; Cuijpers et al., 2020).
For example, a 2020 meta-analysis found that EMDR
significantly outperforms standard treatments in
reducing PTSD symptoms but did not specifically
address its impact on insight (Bisson et al., 2013). A
2022 study reviewing 30 randomized controlled trials
highlighted EMDR’s superiority over cognitive-
behavioral therapy in improving trauma symptoms
but did not directly explore insight (Lewis et al.,
2020). Research has largely focused on specific
populations, such as war veterans or sexual violence
survivors, with less attention to non-combat traumas
(e.g., car accidents or complicated grief) or co-
occurring disorders (e.g., depression or generalized
anxiety) (Cloitre et al., 2019; Matthijssen et al.,
2021). These limitations underscore the need for a
systematic narrative review to examine EMDR’s
impact on insight across a broader range of
populations and disorders. Mediating and moderating
factors, such as trauma type, symptom severity,
number of treatment sessions, and demographic
characteristics, have also received limited attention
(Moreno-Alcazar et al., 2017). Given EMDR’s focus
on processing traumatic memories, it may improve
insight by altering how these memories are stored and



Journal of

retrieved (Hase et al., 2017). A 2023 study showed
that EMDR reduces amygdala activity and enhances
functional connectivity in the prefrontal cortex,
improving cognitive processing and self-awareness
(Rousseau et al., 2019). However, this study did not
specifically address insight as an independent
outcome. This gap highlights the need for a
systematic examination of EMDR’s impact on
various aspects of insight, including self-awareness,
understanding trauma causes, and treatment
acceptance. Recent research suggests that EMDR,
using the Adaptive Information Processing (AIP)
model, reduces PTSD symptoms and enhances
psychological functioning (Shapiro, 2017). By
facilitating the integration of traumatic memories into
an individual’s life narrative, EMDR reduces the
emotional and physical intensity of these memories
(Hase et al., 2017). This study seeks to answer
whether EMDR can improve self-awareness,
understanding of trauma causes and consequences,
and acceptance of treatment needs in trauma-affected
individuals.

Method

This study employed a systematic narrative review
based on the PRISMA framework to ensure a
transparent, replicable, and valid process for article
search, selection, and analysis. Articles were sourced
from databases including PubMed, PsycINFO,
ScienceDirect, Google Scholar, and Scopus, with key
EMDR journals also reviewed to identify relevant
studies. Keywords included “EMDR”, “Eye
Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing”,
“insight”, “self-awareness,” “trauma,” and “post-
traumatic stress disorder”, combined using Boolean
operators (AND, OR, NOT). The search was limited
to peer-reviewed English-language articles published
between 2017 and October 2023 to include recent
advancements. A total of 42 articles were identified
(38 from databases, 4 from manual searches).
Inclusion criteria encompassed studies examining
EMDR’s impact on psychological insight, self-
awareness, or emotional processing in trauma-
affected individuals (e.g., PTSD patients, trauma
survivors, or refugees), studies with empirical data,
and those using EMDR as the primary intervention.
Exclusion criteria included studies on combined

Vol. 24, No. 154, 2025

treatments, non-traumatic disorders (e.g., grief or
anorexia), theoretical reviews, or studies with
inadequate methodology. The PRISMA screening
process involved identifying 42 articles, removing 6
duplicates, screening 36 articles (20 excluded for
irrelevance to insight), and reviewing 16 full texts.
Seven articles were excluded for lack of focus on
insight (4), combined treatments or non-traumatic
disorders (2), or weak methodology (1). Ultimately, 7
articles were selected for analysis. Study quality was
assessed using the Cochrane Risk of Bias tool for
quantitative studies and the Critical Appraisal Skills
Programme for qualitative studies. Five studies
(Shapiro & Laliotis, 2015; van der Kolk &
McFarlane, 2019; Lee & Cuijpers, 2013; Rothbaum
et al., 2005; Zheng et al., 2025) were high quality,
while two (Wilson et al., 1995; ter Heide et al., 2011)
showed moderate bias risk due to small samples and
lack of controls. Data analysis used a narrative
synthesis approach, involving initial coding (themes
like emotional self-awareness, narrative
reconstruction, and cognitive coherence), theme
synthesis, and interpretation of relationships. Inter-
coder agreement was confirmed with a Cohen’s
kappa of 0.89. No ethics approval was required, as no
primary data were collected, but selected articles
were reviewed for ethical compliance.

Results

Analysis of the 7 selected studies revealed that
EMDR has a significant positive impact on
psychological insight and self-awareness. Findings
were organized into four themes: Emotional Self-
Awareness: Shapiro and Laliotis (2015) reported
significant improvement in emotional self-awareness
in 45 PTSD patients after 8 EMDR sessions (p<0.01,
effect size=0.82). Lee and Cuijpers (2013) found
deeper understanding of emotional responses in 12
PTSD patients after 6-8 sessions. Wilson et al. (1995)
noted that 78% of 30 participants improved emotion
management  after 6  sessions.  Narrative
Reconstruction: Rothbaum et al. (2005) reported that
50 PTSD patients developed more coherent trauma
narratives after 10 sessions (p<0.01, effect
size=0.65). Van der Kolk and McFarlane (2019) and
ter Heide et al. (2011) confirmed EMDR’s role in
reducing emotional intensity and enhancing life
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narrative coherence. Cognitive Coherence: Zheng et
al. (2025) found that 30 patients showed improved
self-reflection and logical analysis after 2 sessions
(p<0.01, effect size=0.78). Demographic Differences:

Vol. 24, No. 154, 2025

Ter Heide et al. (2011) noted cultural factors
influenced treatment response, while Lee and
Cuijpers (2013) found no significant age or gender
differences.

Table 1. Summary of Selected Studies on the Impact of EMDR on Insight in Trauma-Affected Individuals

. . . Key Findings .
Author & Year Study Type  Sample Size  Target Population EMDR Sessions (Insight-Related) Study Quality
Improved emotional
Shapiro & Laliotis A . self-awareness .
(2015) Quantitative 45 PTSD patients 8 (p<0.01, effect High
size=0.82)
van der Kolk & . - . L Narrative .
McFarlane (2019) Mixed Unspecified Trauma survivors Unspecified reconstruction High
Lee & Cuiipers Deeper emotional
1P Qualitative 12 PTSD patients 6-8 response High
(2013) .
understanding
Rothbaum et al Coherent narratives
‘ Quantitative 50 PTSD patients 10 (p<0.01, effect High
(2005) o
size=0.65)
Increased cognitive
Zheng et al. (2025) Quantitative 30 Deprsisri/eiii/ct)rrzuma 2 coherence (p<0.01, High
effect size=0.78)
. I Psychologically Improved emotion
Wilson et al. (1995)  Quantitative 30 traumatized 6 management (78%) Moderate
ter Heide et al. . - Cultural factors
(2011) Pilot 15 PTSD refugees Unspecified influenced response
2017). This is supported by neuroimaging evidence
Conclusion indicating reduced amygdala activity and enhanced

The systematic narrative review of seven selected
studies underscores the potential of Eye Movement
Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR) therapy
to significantly enhance psychological insight and
self-awareness among trauma-affected individuals.
Key findings reveal improvements in emotional self-
awareness, as evidenced by reduced avoidance and
better identification of trauma-related emotions
(Shapiro & Laliotis, 2015; Lee & Cuijpers, 2013),
narrative reconstruction leading to more coherent life
stories and diminished guilt or shame (Rothbaum et
al., 2005; van der Kolk & McFarlane, 2019), and
cognitive coherence through refined self-reflection
and logical analysis of experiences (Zheng et al.,
2025). Cultural factors emerged as moderators
influencing treatment response, while age and gender
showed no significant differences (ter Heide et al.,
2011). These outcomes align with EMDR's Adaptive
Information Processing (AIP) model, which posits
that bilateral stimulation facilitates the reprocessing
of dysfunctional memories, integrating them into
adaptive networks and fostering insight (Shapiro,
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prefrontal connectivity, promoting cognitive and
emotional processing (Rousseau et al., 2019).

Comparisons with prior research affirm EMDR's
equivalence to trauma-focused cognitive-behavioral
therapies (TF-CBT) in alleviating PTSD symptoms,
as noted in meta-analyses (Bisson et al., 2013; Lewis
et al., 2020). However, this review uniquely
highlights EMDR's role in insight-related outcomes,
extending beyond symptom reduction to cognitive
restructuring, which may explain its utility in
comorbid conditions like depression and anxiety
(Cuijpers etal., 2020). Limitations include the modest
number of studies (n=7), predominant focus on PTSD
populations, and methodological variances (e.g.,
small samples in two studies, risking bias). Evidence
for non-combat traumas remains sparse, and long-
term sustainability of insight gains is underexplored.
Future investigations should prioritize longitudinal
designs to assess enduring effects on insight,
diversify samples to include non-PTSD traumas and
comorbidities, and incorporate advanced
neuroimaging (e.g., fMRI) to elucidate neural
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mechanisms  (Landin-Romero et al., 2018).
Clinically, tailoring EMDR protocols to cultural
contexts and integrating them into inpatient settings
could amplify benefits (Perlini et al., 2020). Overall,
EMDR emerges as a promising intervention for
fostering insight in trauma recovery, warranting
stronger endorsement in guidelines, such as
upgrading from "conditionally recommended™ by the
American Psychological Association (2017) to a
primary option, based on accumulating evidence.
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