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the last 24 months, three separate practice guidelines for posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) have
emerged from well-respected organizations that differed in the degree to which they recommend eye
movement desensitization and reprocessing (EMDR) as a treatment. An international guideline was pub-
lished by the International Society for Traumatic Stress Studies (ISTSS), and national guidelines were
published by the American Psychological Association (APA) and the National Institute for Health Care
Excellence (NICE). ISTSS reported that EMDR was effective and as potent as the best available thera-
pies we can currently provide. NICE was more circumspect, and APA suggested other treatments had a
stronger evidence base. In this review we focus on how these differences emerged and highlight the role
of the time when the analysis was conducted, differences in inclusion criteria, and errors in determining
appropriate measures. The 2017 APA guidelines were found to have the least validity when all these fac-
tors were considered. However, the fact that evaluating EMDR research is susceptible to such variations
in methodology highlights certain research priorities that are then discussed.
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clinical guidelines for treatment of men-
tal health conditions are designed to ensure
that practitioners are able to easily navigate

the evidence base and make an informed clinical
decision. While cross-cultural differences are always
acknowledged, psychology is an international com-
munity, and studies that are included, and the con-
clusions of these guidelines, are not limited to the
continent where they originate. Therefore, we would
expect evaluations of research outcomes conducted
in different parts of the world to concur. A brief
glance at recent recommendations from the Interna-
tional Society of Traumatic Stress Studies (ISTSS), the
American Psychological Association (APA), and the
National Institute for Health Care Excellence (NICE)

for the use of eye movement desensitization and
reprocessing (EMDR) for posttraumatic stress disor-
der (PTSD) seems to meet these expectations (Cour-
tois et al., 2017; International Society of Traumatic
Stress Studies, 2019; National Institute for Health
Care Excellence, 2018). The three guidelines appear to
correspond in that they propose that the research to
date supports EMDR as an intervention for adults with
PTSD. However, while the ISTSS offered strong sup-
port for the use of EMDR, the APA reported that the
strength of the evidence was currently conditional but
offered that it could possibly be upgraded to strong. In
addition, while the NICE guidelines for the most part
align with the ISTSS, they also identify caveats that
were not identified in other guidelines, with regard to
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individuals who have experienced combat trauma and
to children and adolescents.

The

ID:p0085

recommendations of each guideline are based
primarily on meta-analyses. Prior to analysis, research
questions are generated based on a predetermined
population, intervention, comparison, and outcome
(PICO) (Moher et al., 2015). This guides the inclu-
sion and exclusion criteria that determine the available
evidence that will be analyzed and how those studies
will be examined. Most simply, meta-analyses are the
pooled effectiveness of relevant studies with regard to
the research questions (Borenstein, Hedges, Higgins,
& Rothstein, 2011). In addition to the parameters in
the PICO, studies are typically also evaluated for any
methodical concerns that may increase the risk of bias,
and studies that are seen to fall short are excluded.
Risk of bias looks at the likelihood that a study may
not be reporting on an actual treatment effect and may
be influenced by another factor (Higgins et al., 2011).
Such factors include poor randomization, failure to
blind assessors, inappropriate assessment tools, selec-
tive reporting, and incomplete outcome data (Guyatt
et al., 2011).

When

ID:p0090

the analysis is conducted, the strength of the
evidence is evaluated as to the level of confidence that
the estimated effect size of the intervention is cor-
rect. Analyses that included studies with poor design
or with medium to high risk of bias are likely to have
a lower strength of evidence rating (Higgins et al.,
2011). A lower strength of evidence rating can also be
given if the effect size from the analysis lacks preci-
sion (i.e., has a large confidence interval) or consis-
tency (includes studies with conflicting results and a
high unexplained heterogeneity), or are indirect (not
directly related to the population in questions) (Puhan
et al., 2014). Heterogeneity refers to differences in the
intervention’s outcomes across the included studies
(Higgins & Green, 2008).

Therefore

ID:p0095

, some of the differences between the
guidelines might be explained by differences in the
PICO and related constraints for inclusion of studies,
or other parameters calculated such as the risk of bias.
A brief summary of the inclusion and/or exclusion cri-
teria pertaining to the PICO for each guideline is pre-
sented in the next section.

Exclusion

ID:ti0015

, Inclusion, and Population Studied
in Each Guideline

All

ID:p0100

guidelines included only randomized controlled
trials (RCTs) that compared the trauma interven-
tion with active controls, such as another trauma
treatment, or inactive controls, such as wait-list or a

placebo. Each review identified the psychological and
pharmacological interventions that that were included
in their analysis. In all three reviews, each interven-
tion could to be delivered in conjunction with another
intervention or as a stand-alone. Further, inclusions
and exclusion criteria, as detailed in the relevant guide
lines or accompanying documents, are outlined
below.

American

ID:ti0020

Psychological Association

The

ID:p0105

APA based their guidelines on a review conducted
by the University of North Carolina Evidence Prac-
tice Center (UNCEPC) ( Jonas et al., 2013). Their arti-
cle included analysis only of adult participants who
had been diagnosed with PTSD for more than 3
months. Further, the UNCEPC article was published
in 2012 and therefore only articles available prior to
this were included in their analysis. In addition, each
study had to meet the following inclusion criteria:

• All

ID:p0110

participants must have a diagnosis of PTSD.
• Outcomes

ID:p0115

included PTSD symptom reduction,
remission, prevention or reduction of comorbid
symptoms, loss of PTSD diagnosis, quality of
life, disability or functional impairment, return
to work, and overall aversive effects of the
intervention.

• Time

ID:p0120

period from 1980 to time of publication,
to be updated after draft review.

• Any

ID:p0125

primary care, community, or military
settings.

• Study

ID:p0130

duration greater than 4 weeks.
• Original

ID:p0135

research using randomized controlled
trails design. No limits on sample size.

Exclusion

ID:p0140

criteria
• Children

ID:p0145

, risk of PTSD or subclinical
populations.

• Interventions

ID:p0150

not identified prior to the analysis,
including complementary or alternative
approaches.

• All

ID:p0155

languages other than English.
• All

ID:p0160

non-RCTs, or studies deemed to have a high
risk of bias.

APA

ID:p0165

Recommendations. The

ID:p0165

APA panel strongly
recommended cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT),
cognitive processing therapy (CPT), cognitive therapy
(CT), and prolonged exposure therapy (PE). Addition-
ally, the panel offered conditional recommendation
for use of brief eclectic psychotherapy (BEP), EMDR,
and narrative exposure therapy (NET). However, they
also stated that when the guidelines were updated
beyond the current 2012 literature review, it was
possible that the recommendations for EMDR and
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BEP would change to a strong rating. A summary of
the recommendations is presented in Table 1.

National

ID:ti0030

Institute for Health Care Excellence

The

ID:p0180

inclusion data for NICE was identical for adults
and children. Studies with the mean age of participants
over 18 were considered an adult study, while those
with a mean age under 18 were considered to be stud-
ies on child and adolescents. The studies considered
for analyses were based on the following inclusion cri-
teria:

• Clinically

ID:p0185

important posttraumatic stress
symptoms for more than 1 month after a
traumatic event, defined by a diagnosis of PTSD
according to Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders ( DSM), International
Classification of Diseases (ICD), or similar criteria
or clinically significant PTSD symptoms as
indicated by baseline scores above threshold on
a validated scale.

• At

ID:p0190

least 80% of the participants meet the
diagnostic eligibility criteria.

• Studies

ID:p0195

are differentiated as early intervention
(< 3 months) or delayed intervention
(> 3 months).

• Outcomes
ID:p0200

include efficacy; PTSD
symptomology; PTSD diagnosis, remission,
response, or relapse; and other important but
not critical outcome measures.

• All

ID:p0205

RCTs are included. Unpublished data is
included if risk of bias was assessed as adequate.

• Sample

ID:p0210

size at assessment point must be n ≥ 10.
• Primary

ID:p0215

, secondary, tertiary, social care, or
community settings.

Exclusion

ID:p0220

criteria
• Trials

ID:p0225

of people with adjustment disorders,
traumatic grief, psychosis as a coexisting
condition, learning disabilities, women with
PTSD during pregnancy or in the first year
following childbirth, or adults in contact with
the criminal justice system (not solely as a result
of being a witness or victim).

• Inoculation

ID:p0230

interventions for people who may
be at risk of experiencing but have not
experienced a traumatic event.

• Interventions

ID:p0235

that are not targeted at PTSD
symptoms.

• Treatment

ID:p0240

provided to troops on operational
deployment or exercise.

• Non

ID:p0245

-English articles, unless data can be
obtained from an existing review.

• Studies

ID:p0250

with < 50% completion data.

TABLE 1. S

ID:p0170

ummary of Guideline Recommendations

APA NICE ISTSS

Adults

ID:t0005

PTSD Strong
recommendations:
CBT, CPT, CT, and PE.

Conditional for BEP,
EMDR, and NET.

Recommendations

ID:t0015

: TF-CBT
(CPT, CT for PTSD, NET, and PE)
for presentations after 1 month;
EMDR for non-combat related
trauma after 3 months

Strong recommendations—CPT, CT,
EMDR, Individual TF-CBT, and PE.

Standard recommendations—CBT,
Group TF-CBT, Guided Internet-based
TF-CBT, NET, and PCT.

Adults

ID:t0025

early
intervention

Not assessed Recommendations: TF-CBT
(CPT, CT for PTSD, NET, and PE)
for presentations before 1 month;

Conditional recommendation:
EMDR for non-combat trauma
(1–3 months post trauma)

Standard

ID:t0040

recommendations—TF-CBT,
CT, and EMDR

Children

ID:t0045

early
intervention

Not assessed Recommendation: TF-CBT Standard recommendation: TF-CBT

Children

ID:t0065

PTSD Not assessed Recommendation: TF-CBT
Conditional recommendation:
EMDR

Strong

ID:t0080

recommendations for TF-CBT
and EMDR

Note

ID:p0175

. APA = American Psychological Association; BEP = brief eclectic psychotherapy; CBT = cognitive behavioral therapy;
CPT = cognitive processing therapy; CT = cognitive therapy; ISTSS = International Society for Traumatic Stress Studies;
NET = narrative exposure therapy; NICE = National Institute for Health Care Excellence; PCT = present-centered therapy;
PE = prolonged exposure; TF-CBT; trauma-focused cognitive behavioral therapy.
Pdf_Folio:249

Journal of EMDR Practice and Research, Volume 13, Number 4, 2019 249
Differences in International Guidelines Regarding EMDR for Posttraumatic Stress Disorder



NICE
ID:p0255

Recommendations. For children who pre-
sented up to 3 months following a trauma, NICE
recommended considering trauma-focused CBT (TF-
CBT) as an early intervention but stated that this was
based on consensus clinical opinion, as there was not
sufficient evidence to support this intervention against
a control. For children with PTSD more than 3 months
post trauma, NICE recommended TF-CBT, and con-
sidering EMDR only if children did not respond to or
engage with TF-CBT. For early intervention for adults,
NICE recommended offering TF-CBT (CPT, CT for
PTSD, NET, and PE). For presentations after 1 month
but before 3 months, NICE recommended consider-
ing EMDR for non-combat trauma if client has a pref-
erence for this, and otherwise to provide TF-CBT. For
adults with PTSD for more than 3 months, NICE rec-
ommended TF-CBT or EMDR, unless it was com-
bat related trauma, in which case offering TF-CBT
was recommended. Finally, the NICE panel stated
when TF-CBT was compared with EMDR directly for
adult trauma, there was a non-significant trend toward
EMDR being more efficacious and cost-effective
(p. 37).

International

ID:ti0040

Society for Traumatic Stress
Studies

ISTSS

ID:p0260

did not identify any specific exclusion criteria.
For the analysis ISTSS included the following:

• Any

ID:p0265

RCT (including cluster and crossover trials)
evaluating the efficacy of interventions aimed
at preventing, treating, or reducing symptoms
of PTSD.

• The

ID:p0270

RCT is not solely a dismantling study.
• Individual

ID:p0275

, group, and couple interventions.
• No

ID:p0280

minimum sample size.
• Unpublished

ID:p0285

studies eligible.
Early

ID:p0290

interventions additional inclusions:
• Study

ID:p0295

participants have been exposed to a
traumatic event as specified by PTSD diagnostic
criteria for DSM-III, DSM-III-R, DSM-IV, DSM-5,
ICD-9, ICD-10, or ICD-11.

• Intervention

ID:p0300

is not provided pre-trauma.
• Intervention

ID:p0305

begins no later than 3 months after
the traumatic event.

• Study

ID:p0310

outcomes include a standardized measure
of PTSD symptoms (either
clinician-administered or self-report).

Treatment

ID:p0315

studies additional inclusions:
• At

ID:p0320

least 70% of participants required to be
diagnosed with PTSD according to DSM or ICD
criteria by means of a structured interview or
diagnosis by a clinician. For children only, this

can include partial PTSD (as defined as at least
one symptom per cluster and presence of
impairment), or score above a standard cutoff of
a validated self-report measure.

• No

ID:p0325

restrictions on the basis of comorbidity, but
PTSD required to be the primary diagnosis.

• Duration

ID:p0330

of PTSD symptoms required to be 3
months or more.

ISTSS

ID:p0335

Recommendations. For children, the ISTSS
offered a standard recommendation for TF-CBT for
early interventions. For children with PTSD, ISTSS
gave a strong recommendation for TF-CBT (Child
and Parent), TF-CBT Child, and EMDR. For early
interventions with adults, TF-CBT, CT, and EMDR
received standard recommendations. With regard to
adults with PTSD, the ISTSS offered a strong recom-
mendation for CPT, CT, EMDR, TF-CBT, and PE and
standard recommendation for CBT without a trauma
focus, group TF-CBT, guided internet-based TF-CBT,
NET, and present-centered therapy. For a summary of
all three reviews see Table 1.

Comparison

ID:ti0050

of the Guidelines

As

ID:p0340

mentioned, while the APA guidelines provided rec-
ommendations only for adults with PTSD, NICE and
ISTSS expanded their analysis to differentiate between
established PTSD (3 or more months post trauma)
and early treatment interventions (1–3 months post
trauma) and prevention interventions (< 1 month
post trauma) for both adults and children. In addi-
tion to the differences in recommendations men-
tioned previously for adults with PTSD, disparities
are evident in the conclusions about these more
specific domains. For example, for early treatment
interventions with adults, NICE offered support to
several TF-CBT interventions and conditional support
for the use of EMDR, while the ISTSS guidelines sug-
gest that there is only standard evidence to support all
interventions for this time period. In addition, within
the recommendations for children with PTSD, ISTSS
has strong recommendations for TF-CBT and EMDR,
while NICE recommended TF-CBT and suggested
considering EMDR only if the child does not respond
or engage with TF-CBT.

Evaluation

ID:ti0055

of the Guidelines and Difference
Between Them

Tables

ID:p0345

2–4 show all included studies in each guideline.
For studies that have not been included in the organi-
zation’s analysis, the reason for this is recorded if it was
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given or if easily deduced from the inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria. Based on this analysis, there are several
main factors that differ across the guidelines that con-
tribute to the discord within the recommendations.
A summary of these key points of difference are listed
below.

Time

ID:ti0060

Frames for Literature Search

It

ID:p0375

is obvious that some studies were excluded, as they
were not available to the organizations at the time of

the analysis. or leading up to the publication.
Although APA, NICE, and ISTSS share publication
date of their findings within 24 months of each other,
the literature they survey varies considerably. NICE
and ISTSS include articles published as recently as
2018, whereas the 2017 APA guidelines are restricted
to articles published in 2012 or before. As shown in
Table 2, this can account for why 11 studies could not
be included in the APA analyses. This is important
with regard to the findings of the APA, particularly
in regard to the article by Van den Berg et al. (2015),

TABLE 2. I

ID:p0350

ncluded and Excluded Studies of Adult PTSD by Review Organization, With Reason for Exclusion

Adults Study APA NICE ISTSS

Acarturk

ID:t0085

2015a Published after analysis Included Fell short of diagnostic
criteria

Acarturk et al. (2016) Published

ID:t0110

after analysis Included Included

Ahmadi

ID:t0125

(2015) Published after analysis Population outside
scope: Trials of soldiers
on active service

Included

Aldahadha (2012) Published

ID:t0150

after analysis Included Fell short of diagnostic
criteria

Capezzani et al. (2013) Published

ID:t0170

after analysis Included Included

Carletto (2016) Published

ID:t0190

after analysis Included Included

Carlson (1998) Included Partially

ID:t0215

excluded due
to sample size
(N < 10/arm)

Included

Devilly (1998)a Fell

ID:t0230

short of diagnostic
criteria

Non-randomized group
assignment

Included

Devilly (1999) High

ID:t0250

risk of bias Non-randomized group
assignment

Included

Edmond (1999) /
Edmond and Rubin
(2004)a

Fell

ID:t0270

short of diagnostic
criteria

Included Fell short of diagnostic
criteria

Himmerich et al. (2016) Published

ID:t0290

after analysis Included Comparison not clear
Hogberg

ID:t0305

(2007) Included Sample size
(N < 10/arm)

Included

Ironson, Freund, Strauss,
and Williams (2002)

High

ID:t0330

risk of bias Sample size
(N < 10/arm)

Included

Jensen (1994)a Intervention

ID:t0350

too brief Included Intervention too brief
Karatzias et al. (2011) High

ID:t0370

risk of bias Included Included

Laugharne et al. (2016); Published

ID:t0390

after analysis Included Included

Lee (2002) High

ID:t0410

risk of bias Non-randomized group
assignment

Included

Marcus (1997) High

ID:t0430

risk of bias Problems extracting data Included

Nijdam (2012) Reported

ID:t0450

in included studies
but not included in analysis

Included Included

(Continued)
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TABLE 2. IID:p0350 ncluded and Excluded Studies of Adult PTSD by Review Organization, With Reason for Exclusion
(Continued)

Adults Study APA NICE ISTSS

Power et al. (2002)a High

ID:t0470

risk of bias Included Included

Rothbaum (1997) Included Sample

ID:t0495

size
(N < 10/arm)

Included

Rothbaum

ID:t0505

(2005) Included Included Included

Scheck

ID:t0525

et al. (1998)* Fell short of diagnostic
criteria

Included Included

Taylor et al. (2003) Included Included Included

Ter Heide, Mooren, V

ID:t0565

an
de Schoot, De Jongh, and
Kleber (2016)

Published after analysis Included Not mentioned

Van den Berg et al. (2015) Published

ID:t0590

after analysis PTSD not primary
diagnosis

PTSD not primary
diagnosis

Van der Kolk et al. (2007) Included

ID:t0610

but not analyzed Included Placebo control not
accepted

Vaughan (1994)* Fell

ID:t0630

short of diagnostic
criteria

Crossover study and first
phase data not available

Included

Yurtsever et al. (2018)* Published

ID:t0650

after analysis Included Fell short of diagnostic
criteria

Note

ID:p0355

. APA = American Psychological Association; ISTSS = International Society for Traumatic Stress Studies; NICE = National
Institute for Health Care Excellence; PTSD = posttraumatic stress disorder.
a

ID:p0355

Included participants with clinically important trauma symptoms. In other studies all participants had to meet full diagnostic criteria
for PTSD.

 

TABLE 3. Included and Excluded Studies of Early Interventions for Trauma by Review Organization, With
Reason for Exclusion

Early Intervention Study NICE ISTSS

Gil-Jardiné et al. (2018) Included

ID:t0670

in first month “prevention”
category

Included

Jarero, Artigas, and Luber (2011) Sample

ID:t0685

size (N < 10/arm) Included

Jarero, Amaya, Givaudan, and
Miranda (2013)

Included Not

ID:t0705

mentioned

Jarero, Uribe, Artigas, and
Givaudan (2015)

Not

ID:t0715

mentioned Included

Shapiro and Laub (2015) Sample

ID:t0730

size (N < 10/arm) Included

Shapiro, Laub, and Rosenblat
(2018)

Published

ID:t0745

after analysis Included

Tarquinio et al. (2016) Not

ID:t0760

mentioned Included

Note. ISTSS = International Society for Traumatic Stress Studies; NICE = National Institute for Health Care Excellence.

which is the largest randomized controlled trial ever
published involving EMDR. This article was pub-
lished 3 years prior to the APA publication yet was
not included in the analysis. The APA authors identify

that they were aware of the article and that it met
their criteria. They did concede in the appendix, “The
panel also concluded that, based on studies published
between 2012 and June 2016, the recommendations
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TABLE 4. IncludedID:p0365 and Excluded Studies of Child and Adolescent PTSD by Review Organization, With Reason
for Exclusion

Children Study NICE ISTSS

Ahmad (2007) Included Included

Chemtob, Nakashima, and Carlson (2002) Not

ID:t0790

mentioned Included

De Roos (2017)a Included Included

Diehle (2015)a Not

ID:t0820

mentioned for EMDR; included for
other interventions

Included

Jaberghaderi, Greenwald, Rubin, Zand, and
Dolatabadi (2004)a

Sample

ID:t0835

size (N < 10/arm) Included

Kemp (2010)a Data

ID:t0850

could not be extracted Included

Soberman (2002)a Included PTSD

ID:t0870

not primary
diagnosis

Note

ID:p0370

. ISTSS = International Society for Traumatic Stress Studies; NICE = National Institute for Health Care Excellence;
PTSD = posttraumatic stress disorder.
a

ID:p0370

Included participants with clinically important trauma symptoms. In other studies all participants had to meet full diagnostic criteria
for PTSD.

for EMDR… may change from conditional (’the panel
suggests’) to strong (’the panel recommends.)” (Cour-
tois et al., 2017, p. ii); however, this is not part of the
main body of the report.

Further

ID:p0380

evidence to support the argument that this
time lag between analysis and publication accounts for
the differences in the reviews comes from an updated
analysis by UNCEPC (Forman-Hoffman et al.,
2018). UNCEPC reviewed their 2012 analysis, which
formed the basis for the APA’s 2017 guidelines, and
then updated this with more recent published arti-
cles and articles that had previously been omitted.
In the updated review, three more recent stud-
ies were added (Acarturk et al., 2016; Ter Heide
et al., 2016; Van den Berg et al., 2015) as well as an
older study that had not appeared in the original anal-
ysis (Van der Kolk et al., 2007). The inclusion of these
studies lowered the heterogeneity (i.e., the estimated
treatment effect size for EMDR was judged to be more
consistent), which caused a revision to the strength of
evidence from low to moderate. This updated review,
if adopted by the APA, would bring its guidelines on
EMDR closer to those of ISTSS and NICE.

Included

ID:ti0065

Population

While

ID:p0385

all three guidelines purport to investigate adult
PTSD, they differ on the criteria as to what this
means. APA specified that all participants must meet
diagnostic criteria for PTSD. By far this is the most
restrictive criteria and not typical of most interna-
tional guidelines. In contrast, ISTSS specified that a
study would be included if 70% of participants were

required to be diagnosed with PTSD, whereas NICE
specifies that at least 80% have a diagnosis of PTSD or
clinically significant PTSD symptoms as indicated by
diagnosis or baseline scores above threshold on a val-
idated scale. The differences in the inclusion criteria
with regard to PTSD diagnosis account for some of the
discrepancies in the included and excluded studies. For
example, it is why Scheck et al. (1998) is excluded from
APA but included in ISTSS and NICE. Reliance on
participants who have been formally diagnosed with
PTSD ensures the study is directly related to the pop-
ulation of interest. However, more liberal inclusion of
trauma populations such as that used by ISTSS ensures
that as many possible studies that are relevant to the
area of interest are included.

Reliance

ID:p0390

on a binary classification system—that
is, the presence or absence of a PTSD diagnosis—
means more confidence in the interpretation of a
study when clinicians to know if a particular treatment
is applicable to a client who has that diagnosis. How-
ever, clinicians do not only treat people with a clear
diagnosis. Clinicians are likely to treat someone with
PTSD even if they do not meet 100% of the diagnostic
criteria. If, following a trauma event, a client presents
with a combination of the intrusions, avoidance, neg-
ative mood/cognitions, and alterations in arousal and
reactivity, the clinician will treat this symptom cluster.
This is why many clinicians and academics are now
arguing for the adoption of a dimensional rather than
categorical diagnostic system (Brown & Barlow, 2005;
Widiger & Samuel, 2005).

It

ID:p0395

is interesting that in their most recent review,
UNCEPC no longer restricts their analysis to only

Pdf_Folio:253
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studies where all participants meet the PTSD criteria.
In their 2018 update, they amended their inclusion cri-
teria to include any study, provided “”most” partici-
pants met PTSD criteria, which brings them into line
with ISTSS and NICE.

There

ID:p0400

is similar discord with regard to comorbid
conditions. ISTSS stated that PTSD diagnosis had to
be the primary diagnosis, and NICE excluded any
article where psychosis was a comorbid condition.
This accounts for each of these guidelines’ exclusion of
the Van den Berg et al. (2015) article. Again, it appears
that this restriction may support the applicability of
the reviews to the population in question. However,
this restriction may limit the generalizability of the
guidelines to patients typically seen in practice, given
that 80% of individuals with PTSD also meet criteria
for another mental health condition (Galatzer-Levy,
Nickerson, Litz, & Marmar, 2013). Identifying which
is the primary disorder can be complex and is typi-
cally subjective, based on both the patient and clinician
particulars. Further, several studies were included for
analysis when PTSD was clearly a secondary diagno-
sis, such as looking at oncology patients (Capezzani
et al., 2013). Providing information to clinicians about
studies where comorbid conditions are included may
better inform everyday practice.

Number

ID:ti0070

of Participants

As

ID:p0405

can be seen in Tables 2–4, the NICE guidelines
exclude several articles (Högberg et al., 2008; Ironson
et al., 2002; Jaberghaderi et al., 2004; Jarero et al., 2011;
Rothbaum, 1997; Shapiro & Laub, 2015), as the final
number of participants in at least one of the treatment
conditions fell below 10. With regard to studies exam-
ining EMDR, this results in the exclusion of a total
of 104 participants. The exclusion of trials is common
practice when a rapid rather than a comprehensive
review is needed (Turner, Bird, & Higgins, 2013). In
more comprehensive approaches to meta-analysis, all
available valid data is used to gain an overall under-
standing of the current state of evidence, and the num-
ber of participants in each group is taken into consid-
eration in the analysis.

In

ID:p0410

addition to excluding the studies in the above
paragraph, some partial exclusions also occurred in
the NICE analysis with regard to follow-up data. The
Carlson study (1998) examined treatments for combat-
related PTSD and used the Clinician-Administered
PTSD Scale (CAPS) to assess PTSD diagnosis at
follow-up. This assessment was conducted 3 months
post treatment, and only 9 participants attended the
assessment from each treatment group. This data was

ignored because although originally there were more
than 10 participants per cell, by follow-up this was
down to nine. Of the 9 participants who received
biofeedback, 7 continued to meet criteria for PTSD 3
months after treatment had completed, whereas only
of the participants who received EMDR continued to
do so. When the number of studies are few and the
sample sizes small, such restrictions can account for
why treatments are supported in one review but not
in others. It also highlights for EMDR the need to con-
duct further research in this area and with larger sam-
ple sizes.

Unclear

ID:ti0075

/ Erroneous Study Exclusions

Several

ID:p0415

articles were excluded from the NICE arti-
cle with no explanation or insufficient justification.
This is likely to have had a systematic effect on why
the recommendations for EMDR with children were
stronger for the ISTSS guidelines compared to the
NICE guidelines. An example of two studies included
in the ISTSS report but not mentioned in the NICE
article are Chemtob et al. (2002) and Tarquinio et al.
(2016). The Chemtob article reported on the findings
of treating 32 children with PTSD who were randomly
assigned to EMDR or wait-list treatment conditions,
and the Tarquinio article reported on 60 adults who
received early psychological interventions following
workplace trauma. The NICE review does not men-
tion either study on either its exclusion or inclusion
list. The Kemp (2010) article was also excluded from
the NICE analysis, as the NICE researchers reported
they were unable to extract the necessary data. While
this might be true for the published journal article
of the Kemp study, the data is readily available on
an earlier version of the study published via a uni-
versity repository. That is probably why the ISTSS
researchers were able to extract the data. There were
similar issues with some adult studies. Marcus and
colleagues found significant improvement for EMDR
over a wait list for 67 people and that the benefits
were stable at 6 months follow-up (Marcus, Marquis,
& Sakai, 2004). This study was excluded from NICE
analysis. The researchers stated ”efficacy or safety data
cannot be extracted (p. 1225, appendix D) yet the
ISTSS researchers were able to extract this data.

Another

ID:p0420

article that is oddly excluded or partially
excluded from all three guidelines is a 2007 study
by Van der Kolk et al. that examined the difference
between EMDR, SSRI medication, and a placebo con-
trol. This study was included in the analysis in the
APA article in the medication sections, but the data
was inexplicably excluded from the analysis of EMDR
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with a control condition. As outlined in Dominguez
and Lee (2017), the inclusion of this article would have
made a significant difference to final recommendation
for EMDR. Interestingly, this error was rectified in the
revised analysis conducted by UNCEPC. In the NICE
article, the study is analyzed; however, results do not
appear to be considered in their recommendations,
while the ISTSS does not mention the article at all.

Incorrect

ID:ti0080

Measures Chosen

In

ID:p0425

the Carlson et al. (1998) study, all three reviews
used a measure incongruent to the other data in
the study. The Impact of Event Scale (IES) was cho-
sen to assess change; however, the Mississippi Scale
for Combat-Related PTSD (M-PTSD) was the more
appropriate measure (see Dominguez & Lee, 2017 for
more detailed analysis). While the IES results were
not significant, changes in the M-PTSD post treatment
were, and the effect size at follow-up compared to
the other treatment conditions was large (d > 1.01).
At the time of the Carlson publication, the M-PTSD
was recommended above all other self-report mea-
sures for assessing PTSD symptoms in veterans (Wat-
son, 1990). Further, the improvement on the M-PTSD
measure was similar in effect size to the improvement
in the CAPS, providing further validity that the M-
PTSD was the more appropriate measure. Recalculat-
ing the effect size in the meta-analysis has been shown
to change the recommendations for PTSD in the APA
guidelines (Dominguez & Lee, 2017) and so would
also likely change the outcome in the NICE analysis
with respect to combat PTSD.

In

ID:p0430

meta-analyses two researchers typically read a
study and then determined what measure to assess
outcome by and what figures to enter as the results.
While this protects from errors, it does not guarantee
that correct measures and figures are chosen. Another
example of this is in the UNCEPC analysis with regard
to Van der Kolk et al. (2007). As mentioned, this study
was excluded in 2012 but included in 2018, although
in the recent version the authors used the wrong val-
ues to compare EMDR to the placebo, citing the effect
(standard mean difference) as .09 when it should
be .65.

Putting

ID:ti0085

It All Together: What Can We Take
Away for APA, NICE, and ISTSS?

In

ID:p0435

this section we focus on how the above differences
in examining the outcome literature have impacted
the guidelines and what the take-home message is for
clinicians. Beginning with the 2017 APA guidelines, it

is clear from the above that most of the difference in its
recommendations from the other two guidelines can
be accounted for by the restriction of the analysis to
literature published before 2012. A second issue is the
narrow interpretation of what constitutes a study on
PTSD. Of the three guidelines, the APA has the most
restrictive approach to this inclusion criterion. Recent
revisions of the literature by UNCEPC have attempted
to correct this by both broadening the definition of
PTSD and by including more recent studies. Given
these developments, the rating of EMDR as evidence
based was strengthened in the revised analysis, render-
ing the APA 2017 guidelines outdated. There are other
oddities in the APA guidelines that have been identi-
fied in prior articles, such as the inconsistencies in the
way the strength of evidence was assessed across dif-
ferent intervention types and the way that study bias
was assessed (see Dominguez & Lee, 2017 for more
details).

In

ID:p0440

contrast to the APA, the NICE guidelines’ period
of evidence review was closer to the guideline pub-
lication date, and their inclusion criteria meant they
examined studies where PTSD was the major symp-
tom cluster, which probably more typically represents
what clinicians usually are asked to treat. So over-
all, the NICE guidelines are more applicable to clin-
ical practice now compared to the APA. Although
the findings generally line up with ISTSS, they dif-
fer with respect to three subgroups: children, early
intervention, and combat PTSD. The above discussion
of inclusion/exclusion criteria highlights why these
differences occurred. NICE was found to favor stud-
ies with a large sample size, which is an approach suit-
able for quick reviews. The effect of this decision has
particular implications for the evaluation of EMDR,
as many of the studies were clinician-focused research
rather than institution-focused research, which tends
to utilize larger numbers. Secondly, some differences
between the NICE and ISTSS guidelines appeared
because the NICE researchers were not able to calcu-
late effect sizes for some studies favorable to EMDR,
whereas ISTSS researchers were.

With

ID:p0445

respect to early intervention, the ISTSS guide-
lines offer standard support for the use of EMDR for
individuals up to 3 months after the traumatic event,
and the NICE guidelines make a conditional recom-
mendation for its use during the second and third
month. For the NICE analysis, this is based on a single
study ( Jarero et al., 2013). The ISTSS guidelines exam-
ined six studies overall and looked separately at single-
session early intervention (Gil-Jardiné et al., 2018;
Tarquinio et al., 2016) and early treatment inter-
ventions ( Jarero et al., 2015; Shapiro & Laub, 2015;Pdf_Folio:255
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Shapiro et al., 2018), with one study in both analyses
( Jarero et al., 2011). The differences in study inclusions
is partly explicable by considering the NICE exclusion
criteria highlighted above, such as when the guidelines
were published, and excluding studies with less than
10 participants in each arm. The impact of these extra
studies in the ISTSS guidelines led to the finding of a
large effect size for EMDR (standard mean difference
[SMD] = 2.50); however, the variability in the type of
interventions compared led to relatively large hetero-
geneity (I2 = 88%), which decreases the confidence in
the final analysis.

NICE

ID:p0450

guidelines also did not recommend EMDR
for use with combat veterans. This was based on three
studies that were assessed as providing evidence of
EMDR’s ability to change PTSD symptoms (Carlson,
Chemtob, Rusnak, & Hedlund, 1996; Himmerich et
al., 2016; Jensen, 1994). In the analysis each study
showed a non-significant effect for EMDR compared
to the comparison condition. While this may reflect
the current state of evidence for EMDR with combat
veterans, the conclusion may not reflect the suitabil-
ity of EMDR for this population group. The inclusion
of the Jensen (1994) study, which compared EMDR
as an add-on to existing veteran service treatment, is
an issue in that the participants had only two sessions
of EMDR therapy. The ISTSS initially included this
study; however, they then removed it from their anal-
ysis, as they stated administering only two sessions
is not delivering the intervention as intended, thus is
not an accurate measure of the intervention efficacy.
APA also excluded this study for a similar reason. The
second study was Carlson et al. (1998), in which, as
described above, an inappropriate measure was cho-
sen to assess its efficacy, inaccurately suggesting that
the participants did not get better. In the review above,
we point out that rather than EMDR not helping,
the effect size was large for more appropriate mea-
sures such as the CAPS or M-PTSD. Other evidence
to suggest EMDR may yet prove effective for combat
trauma comes from a German study where 40 veter-
ans were randomized to either Imagery Rescripting or
EMDR (Alliger-Horn, Zimmermann, & Mitte, 2015).
Both groups improved with the Reliable Change Index
for EMDR at 77% and 67% for Imagery Rescripting.

The

ID:p0455

NICE meta-analysis’s focus on combat-related
PTSD in a subanalysis is an important initiative, given
the typical lower effect sizes found for this popula-
tion. In the analysis, TF-CBT was found to lead to
a significant improvement compared to treatment as
usual (p. 592, appendix D). This was based on three
studies, but only two of the studies found a signif-
icant difference. TF-CBT performs less well when

compared to an active treatment. The NICE guide-
lines include a fourth study where TF-CBT was com-
pared to present-centered therapy (Schnurr et al.,
2003), and the resultant difference was negligible
(SMD = .07). In an even larger study of 370 veter-
ans published in January 2018 (Foa et al., 2018) but
not included in the NICE guidelines, the differences
between prolonged exposure and present-centered
therapy were also negligible (d = 0.1). Given these
results, there is a clear need for further research on
the effectiveness of TF-CBT in treating veterans with
PTSD; although in many of these studies people expe-
rience some symptom improvement, the actual per-
centage of people still meeting diagnostic criteria for
PTSD at follow-up is 60% (Foa et al., 2018; Monson et
al., 2006).

Conclusions

ID:ti0090

and Future Directions

The

ID:p0460

above review highlighted key differences between
the three guidelines (APA, NICE, and ISTSS) and
the likely basis that resulted in these differences.
While there were clear methodological differences in
the APA analysis, differences within the other two
guidelines have helped to identify important research
gaps. These gaps relate to both research design issues
and the type of trauma populations that need more
research.

Use

ID:ti0095

of Wait-List Comparisons

A

ID:p0465

problem with existing research on EMDR is that it
has focused on comparisons with active treatments.
In the ISTSS guidelines there were 51 studies listed
where TF-CBT was compared to a wait-list control.
However, there were only 24 trials where TF-CBT
was compared to another non-CBT active treatment.
Therefore, 68% of all TF-CBT trials involve a wait list.

Using

ID:p0470

the ISTSS guidelines, the ratio of wait-
list comparisons to active treatments is very dif-
ferent for EMDR. The total number of EMDR
studies where EMDR was compared to wait list was
11, whereas there were 17 trials where EMDR com-
pared to another active treatment. Therefore, only
39% of all EMDR trials involve a wait list. The prob-
lem with this focus on active treatments is that it
is likely to lower the perceived advantage of provid-
ing EMDR. Not surprisingly, meta-analysis of PTSD
research has found that studies involving comparisons
of active treatment to another treatment for PTSD will
show a lower benefit than when an active treatment is
compared to a wait-list control (Karatzias et al., 2019).Pdf_Folio:256
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Additional
ID:ti0100

Research for Children, Early
Interventions, and Combat Veterans

The

ID:p0475

above review also highlighted a difference
between NICE and ISTSS guidelines with respect
to the recommendations for children. While there
is an argument that some studies should have been
included in the NICE guidelines and that this would
likely have resulted in a higher recommendation
equivalent to ISTSS, the fact that two or three miss-
ing studies impact the analysis underscores the impor-
tance of further trials in this area.

An

ID:p0480

identical issue applies for the research for
early interventions where the failure to include some
studies lowered the evidence level for NICE com-
pared to ISTSS. ISTSS found that EMDR was effec-
tive in helping to prevent PTSD symptoms in peo-
ple recently exposed to a traumatic event. NICE did
not include five studies that were in the “ISTSS” anal-
ysis (see Table 4), which explains the discrepancy.
However, the studies in this area used very different
doses and protocols, leading to high variability in the
outcomes. Replications of these studies with larger
samples should enable improved confidence in recom-
mending this type of intervention. In addition, there
is not one single RCT examining the use of EMDR
early intervention with children or adolescents, and
such research should be given high priority.

NICE

ID:p0485

conducted a subanalysis that highlighted
issues with treating combat veterans. EMDR was not
recommended for this group of patients. The number
of studies assessing TF-CBT and EMDR with this pop-
ulation is very small. This highlights the need for fur-
ther research in this area. For this group of patients it
is clear that all treatment approaches need to improve.
Even a therapy that was recommended in the NICE
guidelines (TF-CBT) appears no better than an alter-
native active treatment, and most veterans still have
PTSD at the end of treatment.

Quality of Research Design

Finally

ID:p0490

, a comment on the quality of research design.
This review highlighted the need to further investi-
gate the use of EMDR with a waitlist control designs
and to also focus on special populations such as chil-
dren, veterans, and early interventions. Researchers
that do this need to pay attention to research quality to
ensure that their studies are included in future reviews
and not excluded because they are assessed as possi-
bly biased. This can be done by paying attention to
guidance offered in review articles on methodology
(Maxfield & Hyer, 2002) or by accessing resources such
as CONSORT (Schulz, Altman, & Moher, 2010).
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