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Description

The EMDR Standard Protocol worksheet is an 
information-gathering and prompt sheet for completing 
the standard EMDR protocol. Treatment according to the 
EMDR model is three-pronged (addressing past, present, 
and future), and involves 8 phases. This prompt sheet 
addresses the assessment, desensitization, installation, 
body scan and closure phases (phases 3-7).

Instructions

To gather information about a specific memory on 
which to begin work the therapist can ask a client:

1. To choose a specific memory, event, or symptom.

2. To choose a target image representing the worst part 
of that event.

3. To identify a negative cognition associated with that 
event.

4. To identify a positive cognition associated with that 
event.

References

Shapiro, F. (2001). Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing: Basic Principles, Protocols, and Procedures (2nd 
edition). New York: Guilford Press.

5. To rate the validity of the positive cognition (VoC, 
rated 1 – 7).

6. To identify emotions associated with the target 
image.

7. To rate the distress associated with the target image 
and negative cognition (SUDs, rated 0 – 10).

8. To identify any body sensations associated with the 
target image.

Protocol instructions are then given for the stages 
of desensitization, including rules for managing 
incomplete sessions, and closure.
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EMDR – Standard Protocol

PSYCHOLOGYT     LS ®

Target issue, memory, event, or symptom
“What issue would you like to begin working on?”

Target image
“What image represents the worst part of this event?”
“Which part of this memory bothers you most?”

Negative cognition
“When you think of that incident, what negative thought or belief 
do you have about yourself now?”
“What negative thing does that incident say about you now?”
(”I” statement)

Positive cognition
“When you think of that incident and those negative words
[negative cognition] what would you prefer to believe about
yourself now? “
(”I” statement)

VoC (Validity of Cognition)
“When you think of that incident how true do those words
[positive cognition] feel to you now on a scale of 1 to 7?”

(Completely false)  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  (Completely true) 

Emotions
“When you think of that incident and those words [negative
cognition] what emotions do you feel now?”

SUDs (Subjective Units of Distress)
“How disturbing does it feel to you now, on a scale from 0 to 10?”

(No disturbance)  0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  (Highest disturbance)

Location of body sensation
“Where do you feel that in your body?”  

Preliminary instructions
• “I will tune you in to the target image.  We will do sets of bilateral stimulation
  (BLS) to help you process your experiences.”  
• “I just want you to notice whatever comes up.  You may or may not experience
  images, memories, emotions, or body sensations.”
• “Whatever happens is ok. There is no ‘right way’ to do EMDR.”
• “I won‘t stop if you say ‘stop’ incase that’s part of what you are experiencing.
  Give the stop signal if you want to stop. If you do become distressed it is
  normally better if we carry on processing - I want you to try to tolerate as much
  emotion as you can.”
• “After each set of stimulation I will ask you to give a brief report of what you
  were aware of.”

Desensitization
• “Bring the target image & negative cognition to mind, notice where you are
  feeling it in your body.”
• Set of BLS as fast a client can tolerate comfortably
• If client becomes distressed: “Just notice it”, “Just observe”, “It’s old stu�”
• After a set:  “What do you get now?”, “What are you noticing?”
• If client reports new material: “Go with that”, “Notice that”

Decision tree
• If client is reporting new material continue with sets of BLS.
• If SUDS are greater than 0 or 1 further processing is normally necessary.
• When client reports SUDS of 0 or 1 move to installation of the positive
  cognition.
• End of a channel: If client reports the same content after two sets of BLS
  then return to target.
• If client is stuck or looping: Use unblocking or interweaves (overleaf )
• Do not proceed to installation until: You have returned to target, completed
  another set of stimulation, no new material has emerged,  and SUDS are 0
 (or 1).

Installation of positive cognition
• “Do the words [positive cognition] still �t, or would another positive statement
  be more suitable?”
• Check VoC:  “Think about the original incident and the words [positive
  cognition].  How true do they feel now (1-7)?”
• “Bring the target image & positive cognition together in your mind”.
  Complete sets of BLS until no change. (Continue installation as long as long
  as adaptive material is emerging)
• If client reports a VoC of 6 or less continue sets of BLS.
• If client reports a VoC of 6 or 7 continue until no further material emerges
  then proceed to body scan.

Body scan
• “Close your eyes & concentrate on the incident and the positive cognition.
  Mentally scan your entire body.  Tell me if you feel anything.”
• If positive sensations are reported do a short set of slow BLS, if more positive
  sensations are reported give more slow sets of BLS.
• If any discomfort reported process (”go with that”) with fast sets of BLS until
  no further negative sensations reported.

Post-session processing
• “You might �nd that the processing we have done today continues after the
  session.  You might become aware of memories, thoughts, sensations or dreams. 
 Just notice what you experience.”

Closure of an incomplete session
• An incomplete session is where material remains unresolved and no positive
  cognition installed (i.e. SUDs > 1, or any other distress). 
• Explain the need to stop.
• Consider using:
   • Safe place exercise to end with a positive felt sense.
   • Metaphor / imagery of putting issues in a container until the next session.
   • Lightstream exercise to reduce any remaining distress

Copyright © 2020 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.
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About us
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Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in accordance with our terms and conditions which 
can be found at: https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering 
from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is 
correct, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own competencies, using your own skill and 
knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2023 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Psychology Tools develops and publishes evidence-based psychotherapy resources. We support mental health 
professionals to deliver effective therapy, whatever their theoretical orientation or level of experience.

Our digital library encompasses information handouts, worksheets, workbooks, exercises, guides, and audio skills-
development resources. 

Our tools are flexible enough to be used both in-session and between-session, and during all stages of assessment, 
formulation, and intervention. Written by highly qualified clinicians and academics, materials are available in digital and 
printable formats across a wide range of languages.
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