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Description

Understanding Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is 
a simple pictorial explanation of the causes and 
maintaining factors in post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD). It is adapted from the Ehlers & Clark (2000) 
cognitive model of PTSD, but uses language clients can 
more readily understand. 

Clients with PTSD often find this simplified formulation 
helpful for understanding critical mechanisms which 
operate in PTSD. These include: ‘unprocessed’ memories 
which lead to re-experiencing; negative beliefs, 
assumptions, and attributions which increase the sense 
of threat, and the adoption of coping strategies such 
as avoidance which results in memories remaining 
unprocessed and beliefs remaining unchallenged.
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Instructions

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

• 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.
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Understanding Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)

PSYCHOLOGYT     LS ®

Traumatic
event

Memories
of the trauma

• ‘nowness’
• vivid

• fragmented
• sensory

Beliefs about:
• the trauma

• your self
• the world

• other people
• your future

Current sense of threat
e.g. fear, shame, disgust

Coping strategies
e.g. avoidance

Avoidance
means that

the memories
remain 

unchanged.

Avoidance
means that

the beliefs go
unchallenged.

Copyright © 2020 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.
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About us
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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 medical 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 
correct, 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.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2023 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Psychology Tools develops and publishes evidence-based psychotherapy resources. We support mental health 
professionals to deliver effective therapy, whatever their theoretical orientation or level of experience.

Our digital library encompasses information handouts, worksheets, workbooks, exercises, guides, and audio skills-
development resources. 

Our tools are flexible enough to be used both in-session and between-session, and during all stages of assessment, 
formulation, and intervention. Written by highly qualified clinicians and academics, materials are available in digital and 
printable formats across a wide range of languages.

Resource details
Title: Understanding PTSD
Type: Information Handout
Language: English (US) 
Translated title: Understanding PTSD
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