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CASE REPORT 
 

Intervention with Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR) to 
Test Anxiety: A Case Report 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Abstract: Test anxiety is a condition that affects an individual's 
performance in evaluating their skills. There are various treatment 
options for test anxiety, however there is still no consensus on these 
treatment options yet. There are a considerable number of studies in 
the literature showing that Eye Movement Desensitization and 
Reprocessing (EMDR) is effective in the treatment of test anxiety. 
However, as in the case we will present, comorbidities are frequently 
seen as a confounding factor. In our case report, our 19-year-old 
patient had comorbid PTSD (Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder) along 
with test anxiety as a confounding factor. EMDR was applied to the 
patient for test anxiety and 1-year follow-up results were described. 
Our report recommends EMDR therapy as a new treatment 
alternative for the successful treatment and follow-up of test anxiety. 
Verbal and written consent was obtained from the patient for the case 
report. 
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Introduction 

In Turkey, national exams that start in 
primary school have become an indispensable 
part of student life. In Turkey, an average of 
3.5 million people apply for university exams 
every year, and the number of students 
accepted to the university they want is less 
than 1 million. Students struggle with 
numerous exams focused on success from the 
beginning to the end of their school life. In 
addition to many factors such as illness, social 
support, and intelligence that affect exam  

Citation: Özcan Çetin K., Varlı MR., Yavuz Ataşlar E. Intervention with Eye Movement Desensitization and 
Reprocessing (EMDR) to Test Anxiety: A Case Report. Turkish Journal of Traumatic Stress 2025;1(1):55-59.  
Doi: https://doi.org/10.63175/tjts.5 
 

Content of this journal is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License. 

 

success, another important factor that affects 
success is thought to be test anxiety.1,2 Test 
anxiety is defined as anxiety that leads to poor 
performance on tests and other formal 
assessment skills.1,3  In other words, this 
anxiety is a feeling of uneasiness along with 
fear that is felt when an individual's skills are 
being evaluated, although there is no obvious 
concern in normal times.2,3 However, this 
amount of anxiety can increase depending on 
the negative life events experienced by the 
individual. Although pharmacological 
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approaches, especially selective serotonin 
reuptake inhibitors, can be preferred in the 
treatment of anxiety disorders, 
psychotherapies such as cognitive behavioral 
therapy have also become the first choice 
today.4 

Eye Movement Desensitization and 
Reprocessing (EMDR) treatment was 
discovered by Shapiro and was initially seen as 
a desensitization treatment. It was observed 
that when both hemispheres of the brain were 
stimulated sequentially with bilateral eye 
movements, the discomfort caused by 
traumatic memories and negative experiences 
disappeared. EMDR is a relatively new method 
that uses a combination of important different 
approaches such as psychodynamic, cognitive 
and behavioral approaches and is becoming 
increasingly widespread.5, 6 Scientific research 
shows that EMDR reduces the vividness of 
emotions and images related to the memory, 
and the resulting desensitization allows the 
memory to be viewed more calmly and 
consciously.6, 7, 8 Although studies have shown 
that EMDR is effective in the treatment of Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), researchers 
have investigated the effectiveness of EMDR in 
psychiatric and related disorders such as 
depression, anxiety disorder, vaginismus, 
fibromyalgia, and specific phobia.6,7,8,9,10 

However, there are few reports investigating 
the effects of EMDR on test anxiety.11, 12 
Although it has been shown to be effective, its 
application in clinical practice is still limited.11, 

13 

Assuming that EMDR is not preferred in the 
treatment of test anxiety, our case reports the 
intervention of EMDR to the excessive anxiety 

experienced by a student before and during the 
exam. 

Case 

A nineteen-year-old female medical student 
with no previous psychiatric history applied to 
the psychiatry outpatient clinic with 
complaints of excessive excitement, sweating, 
and tremors before and during exams. In the 
interview conducted before the session with 
the patient, who had previously used 
anxiolytic and antidepressant medications, it 
was learned that her complaints began after a 
negative incident she experienced with her 
teacher in front of her friends at school when 
she was 16 years old. It was understood that the 
patient began to have anxiety about school and 
her lessons after this incident, but she was able 
to cope with it and did not have any anxiety 
complaints about exams. The patient's 
complaints about exams began after she started 
medical school. The patient did not want to use 
medication due to its side effects. Beck 
Depression Inventory14 and Beck Anxiety 
Inventory15 were 11 and 15. EMDR was 
suggested as it was thought to be beneficial to 
the patient and written consent was obtained 
after the necessary information was provided. 

The stages of EMDR consist of 8 stages. In the 
first stage, a detailed anamnesis was taken to 
assess whether the patient was suitable for 
EMDR treatment. Since the traumatic memory 
recalled was likely to cause intense distress in 
the patient, the patient was given extensive 
information and worked on self-soothing 
skills. In order to ensure patient safety for the 
second stage of EMDR treatment, relaxation, 
relaxation and self-soothing techniques were 
shown for 1-2 sessions before starting the  
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treatment. A place that would give the patient 
a sense of security and comfort was chosen. 
After the safe place study with the patient, the 
third stage was passed and the event that the 
patient experienced in high school was studied. 
The patient was asked to visualize the 
traumatic event. After the visualization, the 
"picture" was chosen as the "the look of her 
friends". The patient stated that he felt 
ashamed and humiliated during the traumatic 
event. The negative cognition created by the 
traumatic event was chosen as 'I am 
incompetent'. Instead of the negative cognition, 
the positive cognition of 'I can succeed' was 
considered. The emotion was 'anxiety and fear'. 
The SUD (numerical value of the feeling of 
discomfort created by the moment when 
EMDR will be applied) value was '10' and the 
VoC (numerical value given to the validity of 
positive cognition) value was '2'. 

Tightness and sweating in the chest area were 
also considered as body sensations. The EMDR 
stages were followed and the sensitization 
stage was applied in the fourth stage. In the 
fifth stage, the establishment of positive belief 
was attempted. In the sixth stage, physical 
symptoms related to the traumatic event were 
scanned. In the seventh stage, the patient was 
ensured to leave the session safely and relaxed. 
After the session, the SUD value was '3' and the 
VoC value was '7'. In the patient's examinations 
1 week after the first EMDR session, the 
complaints had partially regressed. The eighth 
stage of EMDR therapy, the re-evaluation 
stage, was applied at the beginning of the new 
session. In the patient's second EMDR session 
a month later, the same picture was used and it 
was observed that the patient's complaints had 
regressed to a level where she could cope. Since 
the patient had no additional complaints and 
no recurrences in the monthly meetings, the 

Table 1:  Terms used in the EMDR Protocol and their equivalents in our case. 
The image that comes to mind along with the 
moment when EMDR will be applied 

Image ‘the look of her friends’ 

The feeling that comes with the image   Emotion ‘anxiety and fear’ 

The negative cognition created by the image. Negative 
Cognition 

‘I am incompetent’ 

The desired cognition instead of negative cognition 
after EMDR 

Positive 
Cognition 

‘I can succeed’ 

The numerical value given to the validity of 
positive cognition. 

VoC  2/7 (Start of treatment)          
7/7 (End of treatment) 

The numerical value of the feeling of discomfort 
created by the moment when EMDR will be 
applied 

SUD 10/10 (Start of treatment)  
3/10 (End of treatment) 

The area and sensation of the image felt on the 
patient's body. 

Bodily 
sensation 

chest tightness and sweating 

SUD:  Subjective Units of Disturbance, VoC: validity of positive cognition. 
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patient's treatment was completed at the end of 
one year.  

Discussion 

Although test anxiety is a frequently 
encountered medical condition in daily 
practice, there is no consensus on its treatment. 
In our report, a patient who developed test 
anxiety after a negative life event and whose 
complaints rapidly regressed after EMDR 
intervention is presented. Our report shows 
that EMDR can be an important alternative in 
combating test anxiety, especially in cases 
where a psychopharmacological approach is 
considered to be avoided. 

There are a considerable number of EMDR 
interventions in the literature, especially in the 
treatment of test anxiety, which causes poor 
academic performance during school years.11,12 
According to Kavakcı et al.'s recent report; 
EMDR intervention has been shown to be 
effective in a 17-year-old patient with PTSD 
and test anxiety. Although the case's one-year 
follow-up period was reported, the presence of 
PTSD can be considered a confounding factor.11 
On the other hand, the effectiveness of EMDR 
on test anxiety has also been shown by clinical 
studies.12, 16, 17 However, there are no follow-up 
studies. In our report, in line with the literature, 
our patient who applied with test anxiety 
benefited from the EMDR session. Moreover, 
there was no recurrence in the patient's 
complaints in the one-year follow-ups. Our 
study is important because it shows that EMDR 
has a permanent effect on test anxiety. In 
addition, our report is important because 
EMDR is an effective treatment method in 
cases who cannot be diagnosed with PTSD 
according to the diagnostic system but who 

develop negative cognitions about themselves 
after a traumatic memory and cause a decrease 
in functionality. On the other hand, EMDR is 
an approach that should be considered in the 
treatment of test anxiety because it provides a 
faster response to test anxiety compared to 
other psychotherapy and pharmacological 
treatment approaches. Moreover, it is 
important that EMDR has almost no side 
effects, especially when compared to 
pharmacotherapy methods. In addition, EMDR 
can be considered more economical because it 
provides a faster response compared to other 
non-pharmacological therapeutic methods. 
Therefore, EMDR can be considered a faster, 
more economical, better tolerated and effective 
method when compared to other 
psychotherapy and pharmacotherapy 
treatments in the treatment of test anxiety. 

In conclusion, EMDR; It should be considered 
as an effective and rapid treatment method that 
should be preferred in reducing or controlling 
anxiety, especially in the treatment of test 
anxiety, which can affect people's life-shaping 
periods and beyond. Especially in countries 
like ours, where exams gain more value than 
just exams, the treatment of test anxiety is 
gaining importance. Clinicians should see 
EMDR as an important alternative in the 
treatment of patients who apply with test 
anxiety. Large-sample and controlled studies 
on test anxiety will be useful in demonstrating 
the effectiveness of EMDR. 
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