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Why Patterns Exist and How to Heal Them 

I have been working as a therapist for more than a decade and have a specialization 

of using EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing) as my main 

approach. I have learned the information I am going to share here from reading 

books on EMDR, reading published articles from trusted sources and from working 

with more than 500 clients. I may not be able to quote the exact place I read these 

things as it has been years since I learned this information, but I hope you can trust 

me and I hope this information helps you. I’m usually pretty good at explaining things 

in a way that is easy to understand and will attempt to continue to do that here. I 

believe the world could be a better place if most people knew the things I am about 

to teach you. My clients usually feel much better about what is going on for them 

after learning this information. 

 

Many therapists will not know this information as I learned most of these things in 

my EMDR trainings and readings as well as from my own experiences working with 

clients using EMDR. Not all therapists or counsellors are trained in EMDR. 

 

DESCRIPTION OF HOW THE BRAIN WORKS 

So our brains are very complex and have a whole lot of stuff going on all the time 

and we have feelings as we go through our days. Our brain is constantly 24/7 filing 

pieces of data into a compartment of the brain on the right hemisphere which we 

normally refer to as our short-term memory. All the separate data files from our 

ears, eyes, nose, mouth, feelings, thoughts, beliefs (about ourselves, others and the 

world), and physical sensations are thrown into short-term memory and memories 

are filed fragmented.   This is also where our emotional centre lies and is connected 

to the short-term memory. The short-term memory compartment or filing cabinet 

is incredibly messy and emotions get stirred up as events happen in our lives. 

 

The normal activity in the brain is to move events from short-term to long-term 

which is on the left hemisphere of our brain. This happens through thinking, feeling, 

talking and dreaming. Sleep (especially REM sleep) has been determined by 
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researchers to be a process that happens when we go into deep sleep and our 

bodies heal themselves – healing from the day before and preparing us for the next 

day and giving us extra help if we are sick or injured. This is why people who are 

struggling from lack of sleep have such a hard time – we need sleep to get through 

life. 

 

Now our brains are always trying to make sense of the world around us – to get a 

sense of ‘mastery’ over events so that we can feel in control (feeling ‘out of control’ 

is something no one wants to feel – trust me on this, it is something that brings 

people into therapy; I work on healing this belief with many of my clients). Also, 

making sense of things brings us more of a sense of calmness – or less emotion. So 

let’s discuss what happens in the brain to make that happen. 

 

When we are able to make sense of an event that is filed in our short-term memory, 

our nervous system (brain) will pull together the pieces of an event that belong 

together (remember the event is first filed fragmented which essentially means the 

pieces are spread out). If it ‘makes sense’, it gets released from the emotional centre 

and the event gets moved across the brain barrier to the left side as a consolidated 

event and filed (properly of you will) in the long-term memory. I like to give the 

image of a nice neat library where everything makes sense to explain long-term 

memory. The main point here is that the event is now filed with no emotion. 

 

The example I like to give to clients in sessions to help make this point clear is to 

imagine your dog dying when you are 5 years old. At that time, you would be very 

upset. These data files go into your short-term memory and the appropriate 

emotions are triggered. 20 years into the future, if you were to think about that 

same event, you probably would not be upset about it anymore. Your nervous 

system was able to make sense of the event and move it to long-term. When you 

think about the dog dying when you are an adult, you are accessing the memory 

from a different part of your brain (long-term) and there are no longer those 

upsetting emotions connected to the memory. It feels as if the memory is in the 

past. You will probably never think about that event in any positive way, but it 

becomes somewhat neutralized.  
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What Getting ‘Triggered’ Means 

When an event is very overwhelming/upsetting or just does not make sense (incest 

for example), the memory files for that event will stay stuck in the short-term 

memory and will remain as fragmented memories. Data files for daily life today will 

keep going into your short-term memory and will get filed depending on what is 

already in there. If some aspect of your life today is similar in some way to an old 

memory that is stuck, the old memory files often open up and this is what we mean 

by getting triggered. Emotions are activated for the current event as well as for the 

past event. So, there are a lot of emotions all at the same time and this is what ‘being 

triggered’ means. 

 

Why Counselling Helps 

In my line of work (counselling psychology), these stuck memories are considered to 

be a type of trauma. Trauma means that your brain could not get a sense of 

‘mastery’ over an event or life experience. This might be smaller events like someone 

consistently giving you negative messages or a more intense experience such as 

getting badly beaten up or being in a bad car accident. 

 

‘Healing’ means going through a process of moving the data files that are stuck in 

short-term over to long-term. Now, for this to happen with trauma files, you need 

to find someone to work with you on an emotion level that you feel can ‘walk with 

you’ and support you while you go through an appropriate healing process of 

opening up the old files and talking about them or feeling your feelings that come 

up for you about them. This process allows your brain to feel supported to look at 

these events in a way where re-filing can happen and events get moved to long-term 

and put in the past. There many approaches to counselling and it is important to find 

the right person. This support is what heals trauma and is also why counselling works 

when you find the right person to work with. 
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Patterns or ‘Repetition Compulsion’ 

I believe ‘repetition compulsion’ to be the main problem that people with emotional 

problems struggle with. Unfortunately, barely anyone understands it. It is commonly 

known that people seem to have repeating problems in their lives.  We hear people 

say things like, “You will keep having the same experience until you learn what you 

are supposed to from it”. We also often hear that people tend to date the same type 

of person - even if it is an unhealthy dynamic, the pattern continues. 

 

After explaining the term ‘repetition compulsion’ to clients, I have many a client 

saying along with me in sessions, “repetition compulsion is a bitch”. I believe this was 

a term coined by Freud. I am not much of a follower of Freudian philosophy, 

however, I do agree with this aspect as I have seen this occurrence with almost all 

of my clients first hand. I believe everyone struggles with this problem to some 

degree. 

 

So, what is repetition compulsion? Why do patterns get created? 

As mentioned earlier, when events are very upsetting, overwhelming, or just do not 

make sense, they get stuck in short-term and thus, are considered to be 'unresolved'.  

‘Repetition compulsion’ is a phenomenon that occurs where events are created later 

in a person’s life that are very similar to, or that seem to mimic, the first unresolved 

event as a way to try to gain a sense of mastery over the event. I personally believe 

that a person’s nervous system is trying to move event(s) to long-term so they can 

get put in the past. The person will then be free of it in a way as it would then be 

filed without any emotion connected to it. Remember: it is the brain’s natural 

process to want to move events from short-term to long-term.  The statement that 

something will happen again and again in a person’s life until they learn whatever 

lesson they are meant to learn is somewhat true. Once a person’s nervous system 

(brain) is able to somehow come to grips with the event or accept it (master it), it 

can then get moved to long-term. As adults we can view events from earlier in life 

with more understanding. 
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 I think it is likely that repetition compulsion may in fact heal some life events for 

some people, therefore, it is a good product of the evolution of our brains. It can, 

however, seem like torture for the people for whom the events stay stuck. This is 

where a counsellor or some other type of trusted person comes in to help provide 

the necessary emotional support. At some point, given the right set of 

circumstances, the brain will eventually be able to say to itself something like, “It is 

obvious that having this data stuck in short-term is distressing to this individual and 

thus, to provide the necessary plan for feeling better in the future, moving it across 

the brain barrier to long-term is the right thing to do.” Believe it or not, our brains 

actually want to help us always move towards feeling as good as we can. If you get 

a cut or a broken bone, your system will heal it – given the right set of circumstances. 

Repetitive dreams or nightmares are indications of things that are stuck in short-

term. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Repetition_compulsion 
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HOW DO YOU KNOW IF YOU ARE READY 

FOR COUNSELLING? 

In-depth Self-assessment Tool: 

Please read the questions in the appendix below and ask yourself if they might apply 

to you or your situation. 

 

FINDING A COUNSELLOR 

First you will want to ask yourself what kind of counsellor you think would best fit 

your needs. Would you be better suited for a counsellor who is more directive or 

more person-centred (which means they do a lot of listening and reflecting). Are you 

looking for something specific like couples counselling or art therapy? What kinds of 

therapy have you already tried? Is there possibly an approach that might be a better 

fit? 

 

Things to ask a counsellor to find who might be a good fit when looking for someone. 

→ How long have they been a counsellor? 

→ What work experience do they have? 

→ Do they have a specialization? 

→ Can they explain a little about their approach? 

→ Might they be able to listen to what you are dealing with for a moment and then 

help you to decide if they are possibly a good fit? 

→ Where is their office? 

→ What is their fee? 
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FINAL NOTE 
 

Asking for help is not a weakness as we are so often told in our society. It is actually 

a good indication that you have some strength within you because reaching out is 

difficult and it is scary. The people who are suffering and can’t find it within 

themselves to ask for help, I believe, are sadly the weaker type of individual. It is sign 

of very low self-esteem if you are not able to allow yourself to be vulnerable and 

open up to another person to learn new things about yourself and your life and to 

talk about old wounds that need some help to heal. Taking the steps to change your 

life and create something better for yourself is truly a gift you can give yourself. If 

you don’t find the right therapist the first time, that’s ok, sometimes it takes a couple 

of tries to discover the type of counselling approach that is going to work for you or 

to find that one person that is a good fit. Not every dynamic or approach can work 

for everyone 100% of the time. 

 

Please continue reading the next few pages to review the Self-assessment Tool. 

These questions outline many of the types of scenarios that people seek help from 

counselling for. 

 

I hope this eBook has been helpful. 

 

For other helpful emotional management information, please follow my blog, 

facebook.com/hscounselling, or my Twitter @HScounselling. 

 

Good luck on your journey and please never hesitate to contact me: 

Website: www.HealingSolutions.ca 

E-mail: janel@healingsolutions.ca 

Phone number: 604-809-0351 
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In-depth Self-assessment Tool 

Please read the questions below and ask yourself if they might apply to you or your 

situation. There are 9 sections but I recommend you read them all. 

RELATIONSHIPS: 

→ Are you struggling with on-going, persistent relationship troubles at work, with 

family members, with friends which seem serious but you do not know how to 

handle them? 

→ Are these difficulties affecting your sense of self-worth or your confidence? 

→ Are you in, or have you been in, an abusive relationship with someone at work, 

your spouse or significant other, or a friend? This might be emotional, physical, 

or sexual or any combination of these. 

→ Are you feeling trapped in an unhealthy dynamic with a family member (mother, 

father, siblings)? 

→ Do you constantly feel like you are ‘walking on eggshells’ or do others possibly 

feel that way around you? 

→ Are you experiencing regular conflicts with other(s) that seem to usually go 

unresolved? 

→ Are you cheating on your spouse or significant other? 

→ Are you so wrapped up in your own stuff all the time that you can’t see when 

others around you are struggling? 

→ Do you seem to have little to no patience or empathy for others around you? 

→ Do you find yourself generally intolerant, impatient, and judgemental of others 

and sometimes yourself? 

→ Do you sometimes yell at family members? 

→ Is anxiety or major distress of some kind interfering with work, your relationships, 

and your confidence? 

→ In social situations, are you riddled with anxiety and find you can barely talk to 

anyone? 
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LIFE: 

→ Are you experiencing an inability to set or achieve/maintain goals for yourself? 

→ Do you have a general feeling of being unfulfilled in your life or kind of just lost? 

→ Do you sometimes wonder if you are “just lazy”? 

→ Do you try things once and then give up if it doesn’t go well? 

→ Does failing at one thing mean you are failing at life? 

→ Has your ability to deal with life or handle any types of conflict been diminishing 

over the last 3-6 months or longer? 

→ Does life seem generally overwhelming and unmanageable: you become too 

emotional over little things? 

→ Does life feel like it is one crisis after another all the time? 

→ Do you feel like any and all negative situations are a really big deal? 

→ Are you experiencing a general overall distaste for your life? 

→ Are you often judging yourself and your life in a negative manner? 

→ Do you seem to have repeating patterns in life such as always being 

underemployed or usually dating unfaithful people? 

→ Do you have a general feeling or sense of just being stuck in life and not able to 

make any traction? Like something is always holding you back? 

→ Have you, either recently or in the past, experienced a major traumatic life event 

such as a car accident, divorce, parent’s having divorced, getting bullied at 

school, or childhood abuse of any type? 

→ Do you deep down just really wish you could be happier? Other people seem 

happy, why can’t I be too? 

→ Are you about to, in the middle of, or just come out of, a major life transition and 

finding it really difficult to accept or handle? 

→ Are you in a constant state of stress or fear? Is it interfering with your ability to 

function and do the things you want to do? 
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WORK: 

→ Is work stress having a negative effect on your home life or vice versa? 

→ Do you wish you had a more fulfilling career and dread going to work? 

→ Are your emotions getting in the way of your professionalism on the job? 

→ Are you experiencing on-going employment difficulties: can’t get a job or can’t 

keep a job? 

→ Do you often find it difficult to get along with your co-workers? 

 

MOOD/EMOTIONS: 

→ Do you have a really difficult time getting out of bed most days? 

→ Have you been struggling with low-mood, no energy, or mood swings for more 

than 3 months? 

→ Do you feel like you are on an emotional rollercoaster most of the time? 

→ Have you seemed to have lost interest in activities that you would normally find 

interesting or enjoyable? 

→ Are you having a lot of difficulty concentrating or staying focused on specific 

tasks? Your mind seems to be wandering all the time? 

→ Do you have a considerable amount of “chatter” usually going on in your mind?  

→ Are you constantly worrying? Would it feel really amazing to have that stop? 

→ Have you been withdrawing from family, friends, or work engagements? 

→ Are you having persistent crying episodes or panic/anxiety attacks or both? 

→ Are you experiencing severe depressive type thoughts or feelings about suicide 

or wishing you might not wake up? 

→ Is there usually a low level, always in the background, sense of depression and/or 

anxiety? Maybe you have been experiencing this most of your life? You may not 

even know why it’s there, it just always has been? 

→ Do you get nervous when you feel good or happy expecting things aren’t going 

to last or are not meant to be positive for you? You are so used to things being 

negative and difficult that you can’t imagine them being otherwise? 

→ Do you feel ready to physically and/or emotionally collapse? Like you are starting 

to ‘come apart at the seams’?  

http://www.healingsolutions.ca/
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SELF-ESTEEM/CONFIDENCE: 

→ Are you struggling with self-esteem and confidence levels? 

→ Do wish you could have more friends or a significant other? 

→ Are you often wondering what you did to upset others or make them not like 

you? 

→ Are you constantly questioning or second guessing yourself? 

→ Do you often feel painfully lonely? 

→ Do you often find yourself thinking about the situations of the day over and over 

in your head thinking of better ways you could have handled them? 

→ Do you find it extremely difficult to receive any forms of critique or criticism? 

→ Do you find yourself often feeling defensive or taking things too personally? 

→ Are you the type that just can’t take a joke? You take everything so seriously? 

→ Do you often think people are saying things as a way to make a statement about 

you – kind of like thinking everything is about you? 

→ Do you think most people can see and are thinking about your inadequacies and 

shortcomings most of the time? 

→ When you think of your inadequacies, do you feel separate and cut-off from the 

world? 

→ Do you sometimes wish you were invisible? 

→ Are you often feeling jealous or envious of others? 

→ Do you look outwardly to others for your sense of self-esteem and self-worth? 

→ Do you think you are the only one with these kinds of on-going problems? That 

you are maybe even cursed? 

→ Would you say that you can never be loving towards yourself? 

→ Do you feel like you just don’t deserve good things or that a good life just isn’t 

meant for you? 

→ Do you feel like you have to hide your ‘true self’? 

→ Do you feel like you have no idea who your ‘true self’ is? 

→ Do you wish you could ‘find yourself’? 
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LIFE SKILLS: 

→ Do you wish you had more skills to cope with life and your feelings? 

→ Do you tend to read a lot of self-help books or spend time online researching the 

different struggles you are having? 

→ Are you experiencing a significant loss and need a place to grieve maybe the 

death of a loved one(s), the ending of a relationship, or having been dismissed 

from your job? 

→ Are you going through a difficult divorce and need some emotional support? 

→ Are you experiencing a mid-life crisis – wondering where life went and why you 

haven’t achieved the things you wanted to? 

→ Do you often wonder why you used to be able to accomplish your goals but you 

haven’t been able to for some time now? 

→ Do you wish you had better communication skills? 

→ Do you generally have ‘all-or-nothing’ thinking – see everything in black and 

white terms? 
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COMMON SCENARIOS: 

→ Have your sleep patterns changed over the last few months? Are you having 

difficulty falling asleep, staying asleep, or waking up really early? (Waking up 

really early can be a sign of depression.) 

→ Are you experiencing periodic or repetitive nightmares? 

→ Have you had a noticeable change in your diet or appetite?  Significant weight 

gain or loss? 

→ Do you have old memories you wish would go away but seem to haunt you? 

→ Are there situations from your past that are affecting your life today in a negative 

way? 

→ Do you really want to be able to talk about a particular situation or problem but 

find it's too difficult to open up to friends or family? 

→ Do you just want a safe place to talk and feel supported? 

→ Have you had friends or family members telling you they are concerned about 

you and/or your behavior(s)? 

→ Are you concerned about certain behaviors but can’t seem to stop them? 

→ Are you currently involved in any form of self-harming behaviors such as cutting, 

overworking, working out too much, not eating enough, eating too much, 

isolating, or having too much drugs or alcohol? 

→ Do your friends seem to be getting tired of listening to your problems? 

→ Has someone suggested you seek help through counselling? 

→ Have you been considering counselling for some time now? Maybe for months 

or even years? 

→ Do you have unexplained physical problems that your doctor cannot diagnose 

such as headaches or anxiety/panic attacks? 

→ Are you dealing with emotional struggles related to having a chronic long-term 

illness or someone close to you struggling with illness or injury? 

→ Do you have angry outbursts that you regret but cannot seem to stop them or 

control your anger? 

→ Do you find yourself planning revenge on people? 
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ADDICTIONS: 

→ Have you, or someone close to you, been drinking a lot or using drugs too much? 

Does it seem as if it doesn’t bring any sense of enjoyment anymore but stopping 

is too hard? Is it affecting work or other areas of life? 

→ Do you feel like you are too dependent on medications to keep your mind stable 

and would like some other tools or help? 

 

BODY IMAGE/SEXUALITY: 

→ Are you struggling with body image issues? 

→ What about issues around your sexuality? 

→ Do you often use sex as a way to escape life? 

→ Are you having other types of sexual problems that you need to talk to someone 

about? 

 

After working as a therapist for more than a decade, I feel I can honestly say that even 

if only 1 or 2 of these things apply to you, then some help from a counsellor would 

likely be beneficial. If more than 1 or 2 apply, it does not mean you are crazy. It just 

means that you really should consider finding someone to talk to.  

 

If you think you are ready for some help, please don't hesitate to contact me. I can 

see you in person for appointments in my office if you live near Vancouver, BC, 

Canada. If you are further out, we could set up some phone sessions. I offer a free 

15 minute phone consultation if you have some questions. 

 

 

Contact Info: 

Website: www.HealingSolutions.ca 

E-mail: janel@healingsolutions.ca 

Phone number: 604-809-0351 

© 2014 by Janel Ball. All rights reserved. 
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