
As an EMDR therapist, I frequently encounter questions about the relationship between trauma and
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). While the two are closely connected, it’s important to
understand their differences to better address and heal from their impacts.

What Is Trauma?

Trauma refers to an event or series of events that overwhelm your ability to cope. It may result from
situations like abuse, accidents, natural disasters, or other life-altering experiences. 

Trauma affects everyone differently, depending on factors such as personal resilience, available
support systems, and the nature of the event itself.

Trauma is not inherently a mental health condition but rather an experience that can disrupt
emotional, cognitive, and physical well-being. Common effects of trauma include feelings of fear,
helplessness, shame, or anger, as well as physical symptoms such as headaches, fatigue, or tension.

 While many people recover naturally over time, others may find that the trauma leaves a lasting
imprint.

What Is PTSD?

PTSD is a clinical disorder that develops when the effects of trauma persist and significantly interfere
with daily life. It is diagnosed by a qualified mental health professional and involves a specific set of
symptoms, including:

Re-experiencing the trauma through intrusive thoughts, flashbacks, or nightmares.

Avoidance behaviors, such as steering clear of places, people, or situations that remind you of
the traumatic event.

Negative changes in mood and cognition, such as feelings of detachment, persistent negative
emotions, or distorted beliefs about yourself and the world.

Heightened arousal and reactivity, such as being easily startled, hypervigilant, or having difficulty
sleeping or concentrating.

The Distinction Between Trauma and PTSD



How Trauma and PTSD Differ

While trauma is an experience, PTSD is a disorder. Trauma can impact a person temporarily or lead
to long-term challenges, but PTSD involves chronic and severe symptoms that disrupt a person’s
ability to function. Understanding this distinction can help you determine the type of support and
intervention you might need

Your past experiences shape your brain’s memory networks, influencing how you respond to future
situations. These experiences also play a key role in forming your belief system, self-esteem, and
self-worth (Shapiro, 2018). 

However, confronting these memories and the pain they carry can feel overwhelming or even
hopeless. The fear of reliving past trauma often keeps people stuck, unsure of how to move forward.

This is where EMDR comes in. EMDR helps reduce the emotional intensity of painful memories by
enabling your brain to process and resolve them. It works by decreasing your rain’s response to
unnecessary triggers, helping distressing memories become "unstuck." 

Think of EMDR as a tool that activates your brain's natural healing process, allowing you to move
past the pain and regain control of your life (Shapiro, 2018). 

EMDR techniques confront and process trauma. You’ll gain clarity about your past, understand the
fears and perceptions that shape your behavior, and recognise the survival strategies you’ve relied on
to protect yourself emotionally and physically. 

EMDR is based on the rapid eye movements (REM) that occur during sleep. During REM sleep, your
brain processes daily experiences, storing important memories and discarding irrelevant ones. 

This natural filtering system helps your brain repair and heal itself. Traumatic memories, however,
often remain stuck in a trauma memory network, preventing this natural resolution. Researchers
discovered that by mimicking the brain's natural REM process while focusing on a traumatic
memory, EMDR enables the brain to access, process, and resolve these memories.

 Studies show that EMDR reduces PTSD symptoms, lowers stress, improves self-esteem, restores
confidence, and enhances overall brain function (Shapiro, 2018). EMDR offers a powerful, evidence-
based way to heal from trauma and reclaim your life.

Final Thoughts: Whether you identify with the effects of trauma or have been diagnosed with PTSD,
it’s important to remember that your experiences matter, and healing is possible. 


