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Description

Trauma-focused cognitive behavioural therapy (TF-CBT) is one of the most effective treat-
ments for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). This information handout describes
common reactions to trauma, core symptoms of PTSD, and typical components of a TF-CBT
approach to the treatment of PTSD. These components include: grounding and stabilisation,
work with memories, work with beliefs, and reclaiming life. The handout includes a diagram-

matic representation of PTSD maintenance adapted from Ehlers & Clark (2000).

Instructions

This is a Psychology Tools information handout. Suggested uses include:

o Client handout - a psychoeducation resource.

Discussion point - to provoke a discussion and explore your client’s beliefs.

Therapist learning tool — to improve your familiarity with a psychological construct.

Supervision tool - to develop formulations and knowledge.

Teaching resource - a learning tool during training.

References

Ehlers, A., Clark, D. M. (2000). A cognitive model of posttraumatic stress disorder. Behaviour Research and
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What Is Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (TF-CBT)?

TF-CBT is a special type of talking therapy for people who have experienced trauma, and who are suffering from
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

What is trauma?

Many of us will experience trauma at some point in our lives: an experience which is threatening, scary,
overwhelming, or out of our control. Common traumas include: accidents, being a victim of physical or sexual
violence, or being in a life-threatening situation such as a war or natural disaster. Survivors of trauma might feel
shocked, scared, guilty, ashamed, angry, or vulnerable. With time most people get over their experiences
without needing professional help. However in a significant proportion of people the effects of trauma can

last for much longer. Trauma tends to be harder to recover from if it is repeated, or if it happens in childhood.

What is post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)?
PTSD can develop after trauma and has four main groups of symptoms:
« re-experiencing memories or feelings from the trauma

Traumatic

« a heightended sense of threat and vigilance ( event \
« avoidance of reminders
« changes in your beliefs about yourself, the world, other Re-experience
people, or your future e waoma € - youthink about
ke they sre happening How e world
Cognitive-behavioural therapists often use diagrams like the e e
one shown here to think about how these symptoms fit together
and how they affect one another. TF-CBT works to resolve all of \
the symptoms of PTSD.
What will TF-CBT sessions look like? Strong emotions and
Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) is a collaborative form of therapy: asense of threat
you and your therapist will need to form a trusting working
relationship. Components of therapy might include some or all of the
following: Avoidance

. o of reminders
Grounding and stabilisation

Practising techniques to manage the overwhelming feelings PTSD brings.
These might include relaxation exercises, or other techniques to help you
stay grounded in the here-and-now.

Work with memories

You will need to approach your memories of the trauma in order to process them properly. This might involve
talking through what happened, deliberately imagining the events, or writing or drawing about it. This is
called memory processing and is done very carefully and deliberately in TF-CBT.

Work with beliefs

People always try to make sense of what happens to them. Sometimes events happen that are so catastrophic
that we come to see ourselves and the world in a very negative way. Belief work in TF-CBT is about making
sense of what you thought at the time of the trauma, and deciding what is a fair way to think about yourself
and your situation now.

Reclaiming your life

PTSD often has the effect of stealing people’s lives: it is very common after trauma to start avoiding things
which make you uncomfortable, but this can have the effect of shrinking your world. Effective therapy is about
taking back the things that you used to enjoy, or building a new life that you can value.

What is the evidence for TF-CBT?

There is very good evidence that TF-CBT is an effective treatment for PTSD. Research trials have shown that it is
superior to therapies which do not involve talking about the trauma, and it is as effective as other evidence-
based therapies for PTSD such as eye movement desensitisation and reprocessing (EMDR).
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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 med-
ical 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 cor-
rect, 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.
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