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Abstract

Several psychotherapies have been established as effective treatments for posttraumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD) including prolonged exposure, cognitive processing therapy, and cognitive 

therapy for PTSD. Understanding the key mechanisms of these treatments, i.e., how these 

treatments lead to therapeutic benefits, will enable us to maximize the efficacy, effectiveness, and 

efficiency of these therapies. This article provides an overview of the theorized mechanisms for 

each of these treatments, reviews the recent empirical evidence on psychological mechanisms of 

these treatments, discusses the ongoing debates in the field, and provides recommendations for 

future research. Few studies to date have examined whether changes in purported treatment 

mechanisms predict subsequent changes in treatment outcomes. Future clinical trials examining 

treatments for PTSD should use study designs that enable researchers to establish the temporal 

precedence of change in treatment mechanisms prior to symptom reduction. Moreover, further 

research is needed that explores the links between specific treatment components, underlying 

change mechanisms, and treatment outcomes.
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Introduction

Several psychotherapies shown to be effective for posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) are 

recommended by practice guidelines as first-line treatments for this disorder [1–6]. These 

treatments include three trauma-focused cognitive–behavioral therapies1: prolonged 

exposure (PE) [7, 8], cognitive processing therapy (CPT) [9–11], and cognitive therapy for 
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PTSD (CT-PTSD) [12–15]. Two meta-analyses have demonstrated that these treatments 

result in large reductions in PTSD symptoms (g= 1.09–1.44) [16], and on average, 56–70 % 

of those who complete treatment no longer meet the diagnostic criteria for PTSD [17]. 

Moreover, effectiveness research indicates that these treatments not only work in research 

settings but also lead to large improvements in PTSD symptoms in clinical practice [18, 19].

Given the large body of evidence supporting the efficacy of these treatments, the pressing 

question at present is not whether, but how these treatments work. Determining the key 

mechanisms of effective treatments has the potential to improve therapeutic outcomes in 

several ways. Understanding core treatment mechanisms would enable us to refine existing 

protocols and distill treatments to their most essential elements, thereby enhancing the 

efficiency of treatment delivery. This would be particularly beneficial for effective 

treatments in which the purported mechanisms of change are not supported by the empirical 

evidence, as treatment procedures are likely to be optimized for eliciting change in the 

purported mechanism rather than the true mechanism. An understanding of treatment 

mechanisms would also aid in the dissemination of treatments by teaching providers what 

key elements need to be delivered and helping providers understand how to individualize 

treatments in a way that will maximize benefit.

To explore how treatments work, it is first important to understand the factors involved in 

promoting therapeutic improvement. Doss [20] draws a critical distinction between 

treatment components and change mechanisms as the primary elements of therapeutic 

improvement.2 Treatment components refer to the aspects of therapy that occur during the 

treatment session or as a result of homework that creates improvements in the change 

mechanisms. Treatment components can be further divided into therapy techniques and 

patient events. Therapy techniques refer to the intervention characteristics that are the 

“active ingredients” of treatment, and patient events refer to the patient behaviors or 

experiences that result from the therapy techniques. For example, in exposure therapy, a 

therapy technique includes in vivo exposures in which the therapist encourages the patient to 

approach objectively safe, but feared situations in the real world. A patient event that could 

result from this therapy technique is a reduction in the patients’ experience of fear to the 

approached stimulus over repeated trials. Change mechanisms represent changes in patient 

characteristics or skills that have generalized in the patient’s life and are no longer a direct 

result of therapy activities. Returning to the example of exposure therapy, a change 

mechanism could include reductions in the patient’s expected probability of harm in 

previously feared situations. Thus, according to Doss’ framework, treatment components 

(i.e., therapy techniques and patient events) lead to improvements in change mechanisms, 

which lead to therapeutic outcomes.

1Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing has also been established as an effective treatment for PTSD and is recommended 
by practice guidelines. To date, no studies have examined the underlying mechanisms of EMDR; rather, research has focused heavily 
on identifying the importance of specific treatment techniques (i.e., whether bilateral stimulation is a necessary component of 
treatment). Given that there are no empirical studies on the underlying mechanisms of EMDR, this treatment is not discussed in the 
current review.
2Doss refers to treatment components as “change processes,” therapy techniques as “therapy change processes,” and patient events as 
“client change processes” in his article. The terms “process” and “mechanism” are often used interchangeably in the psychotherapy 
literature. Because Doss’ original terms may be confusing for readers, I have modified these terms to more closely reflect the nature of 
these constructs.
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The current review focuses on the psychological change mechanisms that lead to therapeutic 

improvements in PE, CPT, and CT-PTSD. I begin by outlining the purported psychological 

mechanisms that are described by the treatment developers, then describe the current 

empirical evidence highlighting the most recent research. I conclude the review with a 

discussion of the ongoing controversies in this literature and directions for future research. 

Although research examining treatment components and biological mechanisms of treatment 

are equally important, these topics are beyond the scope of this review.

Theorized Psychological Mechanisms of CBT Treatments for PTSD

PE therapy is founded in emotional processing theory (EPT) [21, 22]. According to EPT, a 

fear structure is a representation in memory that serves as a program for escaping danger; 

this structure includes representations of feared stimuli, responses, and the meaning of 

stimuli and responses. EPT proposes that in PTSD, the fear structure associated with the 

trauma memory is pathological in two critical ways [23]. First, the fear structure contains a 

large number of stimulus elements that become erroneously associated with the meaning of 

danger. Second, the person’s reactions during and after the trauma (including PTSD 

symptoms) become erroneously associated with the meaning of self-incompetence. This 

pathological fear structure is maintained through a vicious cycle of avoidance and inaccurate 

perceptions of oneself and the world. Cognitive and behavioral avoidance of trauma 

reminders prevents the individual from learning disconfirming information that the world is 

in fact safe and that they, as individuals, are competent. In turn, erroneous perceptions that 

“the world is completely dangerous” and “I am completely incompetent” further reinforce 

avoidance. The goal of PE is to modify the pathological fear structure and associated 

erroneous perceptions by activating the trauma memory and presenting disconfirming 

information; this process is termed “emotional processing.” Thus, the modification of 

erroneous perceptions is viewed as a key psychological mechanism by which symptom 

reduction occurs in PE. PE aims to achieve emotional processing via the use of in vivo and 

imaginal exposures that promote systematic confrontation with trauma reminders. Table 1 

outlines the purported therapy techniques, patient events, and psychological change 

mechanisms of PE.

CT-PTSD is grounded in Ehlers and Clark’s cognitive model of PTSD [12]. According to 

this theory, PTSD occurs when individuals “process the trauma in a way that leads to a sense 

of current, serious threat” (p. 319). This sense of threat is maintained due to: (1) excessively 

negative appraisals of the trauma and trauma sequelae, (2) disturbances in autobiographical 

memory that provoke re-experiencing symptoms (i.e., poor elaboration and 

contextualization, strong associative memory, and strong perceptual priming), and (3) 

cognitive and behavioral strategies that prevent change in the appraisals and trauma 

memory. Threatening appraisals of the traumatic event typically involve an exaggerated 

probability of future catastrophic events and a sense that the individual cannot trust 

themselves to respond well to future threat. With respect to the consequences of the event, 

PTSD symptoms are often seen as a threat to physical and mental well-being, others’ 

reactions are often viewed as being rejecting or blaming, and changes in other life domains 

are typically interpreted as a sign of permanent damage due to the event. These appraisals 

bias individuals’ recall of traumatic events such that they selectively retrieve information 
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that is consistent with their appraisals and fail to retrieve information that is inconsistent 

with their appraisals. As patients attempt to manage this sense of threat, they often engage in 

maladaptive cognitive and behavioral strategies that ultimately reinforce negative appraisals 

and disturbances in memory including thought suppression, safety behaviors, avoidance of 

trauma reminders, and rumination. Thus, in CT-PTSD, the key psychological change 

mechanisms include the following: (1) modification of problematic appraisals that maintain 

a sense of current threat, (2) elaboration and integration of the trauma memory into 

autobiographical memory, and (3) reduction of the use of dysfunctional behavioral and 

cognitive strategies. These mechanisms are targeted using “reclaiming your life” behavioral 

activation assignments, reconstructing the trauma account through writing or imaginal 

reliving, cognitive restructuring, behavioral experiments, pairing corrective information with 

the trauma memory, and pairing trauma triggers with incompatible thoughts/behaviors. 

Table 1 outlines the purported therapy techniques, patient events, and psychological change 

mechanisms of CT-PTSD.

CPT, founded in social cognitive theory (SCT), focuses on individuals’ cognitions with 

respect to the trauma and how these cognitions affect individuals’ emotions and behavior. 

According to SCT, people reconcile new information (i.e., information from the trauma) and 

prior schemata by doing one of three things: altering the new information to match prior 

beliefs (assimilation), altering prior beliefs enough to incorporate the new information 

(accommodation), or altering one’s prior beliefs completely to match the new information 

(over-accommodation). Both assimilation and over-accommodation lead to erroneous beliefs 

about the trauma, oneself, others, and the world. For example, if an individual previously 

believed that they could keep others safe (schema), then lost a friend in combat (new 

information), they might come to believe “I should have saved him; it’s my fault he’s dead,” 

consistent with their prior beliefs (assimilation). Alternatively, if a person previously 

believed that others could be trusted (schema), then experienced an assault (new 

information), they might come to believe “No one can be trusted,” completely consistent 

with the new information (over-accommodation). CPT aims to reduce PTSD symptoms by 

identifying and directly modifying maladaptive cognitions through the use of cognitive 

restructuring techniques. The goal for therapists is to help patients achieve more accurate 

and balanced accommodated beliefs. Thus, a reduction of maladaptive assimilated and over-

accommodated beliefs and an increase in adaptive accommodated beliefs are viewed as 

central psychological mechanisms of CPT. Table 1 outlines the purported therapy 

techniques, patient events, and psychological change mechanisms of PE.

Current Evidence

When examining treatment mechanisms empirically, two critical issues arise [20]. First, 

investigators must operationalize how change mechanisms will be measured. For example, 

all three therapies emphasize the role of perceptual change as a mechanism of treatment (i.e., 

reduction of erroneous perceptions in PE, maladaptive appraisals in CT-PTSD, and stuck 

points in CPT), but the types of perceptions differ subtly across these treatments. For 

example, in PE, erroneous perceptions include not only those that are within the individuals’ 

awareness but also perceptions that are outside of the individuals’ awareness. The 

developers of PE have operationalized erroneous perceptions as negative cognitions of the 

Zalta Page 4

Curr Psychiatry Rep. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 April 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



self, negative cognitions of the world, and self-blame as measured by the Posttraumatic 

Cognitions Inventory (PTCI) [24]. The developers of CT-PTSD have also used the PTCI to 

operationalize trauma-related appraisals [25••, 26]. In contrast, the developers of CPT have 

designed a coding scheme of patients’ impact statements to identify assimilated, 

accommodated, and over-accommodated statements [27] as well as a measure of 

maladaptive beliefs related to threat of harm, self-worth and judgment, and reliability and 

trustworthiness of others termed the Posttraumatic Maladaptive Beliefs Scale [28]. These 

operationalizations are important as the properties of these metrics may impact research 

findings.

Second, studies must establish that change in the proposed mechanism precedes and predicts 

subsequent symptom change. Without establishing change and temporal precedence, a 

proposed mechanism may merely be a prognostic indicator of treatment success or a 

correlate or consequence of symptom change. To date, only three studies have examined the 

temporal relationship between changes in purported treatment mechanisms and changes in 

PTSD symptoms during PE, CT-PTSD, and CPT.

Zalta and colleagues [29••] examined changes in PTSD-related cognitions as a mechanism 

of PE in 64 female sexual or non-sexual assault survivors. Participants received a typical 

course of PE delivered over 10 sessions. PTSD-related cognitions, assessed with the PTCI 

[24], and PTSD symptoms were assessed weekly during treatment, which allowed for an 

examination of time-lagged associations between cognition change and symptom change. 

Results showed that session-to-session reductions in PTSD-related cognitions significantly 

predicted subsequent reductions in PTSD symptoms. In contrast, the reverse effect of PTSD 

symptom reduction on reductions in PTSD-related cognitions was much smaller and did not 

reach statistical significance. These findings indicate that change in PTSD-related cognitions 

is an important mechanism of PE, consistent with emotional processing theory.

Kleim and colleagues [25••] examined cognition change as a mechanism of CT-PTSD 

among 268 patients who were drawn from an effectiveness study of referrals to a UK 

National Health Service outpatient clinic. Participants received an average of 11.6 sessions 

of CT-PTSD over an average period of 108 days. PTSD-related cognitions, assessed with a 

brief version of the PTCI, and PTSD symptoms were assessed at each session. Results 

showed that weekly reductions in PTSD-related cognitions significantly predicted 

subsequent reductions in PTSD symptoms. Moreover, reductions in PTSD symptom severity 

did not predict subsequent changes in PTSD-related cognitions. These findings are 

consistent with the cognitive model of PTSD and indicate that cognition change is an 

important mechanism of CT-PTSD.

Gilman and colleagues [30] examined changes in hope as a mechanism of CPT treatment 

among 164 veterans in a Veteran’s Administration residential treatment program. The 

patients received 12 group sessions of CPT and 12 to 13 individual sessions of CPT in a 7-

week period. Hope and PTSD symptoms were assessed at pre-treatment, midway through 

treatment (week 4) and at post-treatment (week 7). Hope was assessed using the Hope Scale 

[31], which assesses two facets of hope: pathways (i.e., planning to accomplish goals) and 

agency (i.e., goal-directed energy). Results showed that levels of hope at mid-treatment 
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predicted changes in PTSD symptoms from mid- to posttreatment; however, hope did not 

change from pre-treatment to mid-treatment, as expected. Thus, it is unclear from this study 

whether hope is a mechanism or a prognostic indictor of CPT outcomes.

To date, only one study has compared treatment mechanisms across multiple effective 

treatments. Gallagher and Resick [32•] examined changes in hopelessness as a mechanism 

of treatment for both CPT and PE. One hundred seventy-one rape victims were randomized 

to CPT, PE, or a minimal attention condition. Patients in the active treatments were seen 

twice weekly for a period of 6 weeks resulting in a total of 13 h of treatment. PTSD 

symptoms and hopelessness were assessed at pre- and posttreatment. Results showed that 

both treatments led to significant reductions in hopelessness from pre- to posttreatment, and 

reductions in hopelessness were significantly associated with reductions in PTSD symptoms. 

CPT led to greater changes in hopelessness from pre- to posttreatment than PE, and changes 

in hopelessness mediated the relationship between treatment type and PTSD symptom 

change. This study was unable to establish the temporal precedence of change in 

hopelessness, limiting the extent to which conclusions can be drawn. However, these 

findings are suggestive that changes in hopelessness may serve as a mechanism of both PE 

and CPT, but that CPT leads to larger changes in hopelessness than PE. Given that PE and 

CPT lead to equivalent treatment outcomes, this finding may suggest that PE is more 

effective at targeting other important beliefs that maintain PTSD.

Conclusions from the Current Evidence

Remarkably, few studies have examined the temporal relationship between changes in 

purported mechanisms and outcomes for effective PTSD treatments, indicating that this 

research is still in its infancy. The current evidence suggests that the reduction of PTSD-

related cognitions is a central mechanism of PE and CT-PTSD. Although two recent studies 

have examined cognition change in the context of CPT, the design of these studies did not 

permit firm conclusions. Thus, further research is needed to establish the extent to which 

cognition change is also a core mechanism of CPT.

Notably, the studies on PE and CT-PTSD collected global measures of PTSD-related 

cognitions whereas studies on CPT focused on the role of changes in specific cognitions 

(i.e., hope and hopelessness). The study by Gallagher and Resick [32•] raises the question as 

to whether these three treatments differentially target some beliefs more effectively than 

others. For example, PE may be more likely to change the belief that a person cannot handle 

thinking about the trauma whereas CPT may be more likely to change beliefs related to self-

blame. If these treatments do target different beliefs more effectively, it is possible that 

treatment should be selected to match an individuals’ profile of beliefs to maximize 

treatment benefit. Further research is needed to explore how these treatments lead to 

cognition change and whether certain treatment procedures have a differential impact on 

certain types of cognitions.

Ongoing Controversies

A question that has been a source of confusion and exploration for many years is the role of 

habituation in PE. Foa and Kozak [22] argue that habituation is an indicator that emotional 
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processing is taking place (i.e., pathological elements of the fear structure have been 

modified). If patients are no longer fearful of a given stimulus because the fear structure has 

been modified, we would expect self-reported fear in the presence of the stimulus to 

decrease (i.e., habituation). Additionally, the PE treatment manual highlights how the 

experience of habituation can provide corrective information for specific erroneous 

perceptions such as the fact that anxiety does not last forever and that the person can handle 

a feared situation, thereby facilitating emotional processing. However, habituation is not 

proposed to be a mechanism of PE, as some have suggested.

If habituation is an indicator of emotional processing and not a mechanism of treatment, we 

would expect that habituation is related to treatment outcome but not necessary for treatment 

benefit to occur. Recent evidence by Bluett and colleagues [33•] is consistent with this 

hypothesis. Their study showed that patients who did not experience a reliable change in 

distress during imaginal exposure from pre- to posttreatment had similar rates of PTSD 

remission as those who did experience a reliable change in distress. However, individuals 

who experienced a reliable change in distress showed larger symptom reduction than those 

who did not experience a reliable change in distress. These findings suggest that future 

research should focus on elaborating how habituation promotes emotional processing so that 

therapists can capitalize on the presence of habituation when it occurs during treatment.

Another long-standing debate in the psychotherapy treatment literature is whether treatment 

effects are due to specific or non-specific treatment components and change mechanisms. 

Although this dispute has largely been focused on treatment components, it also has 

important implications for treatment mechanisms research. Specific components refer to the 

therapy techniques that are based on the treatment theory, whereas non-specific components 

refer to the treatment factors that are common virtually to all psychotherapies. For example, 

CPT proposes that symptom reduction occurs because cognitive restructuring leads to 

cognition change; however, it is also possible that symptom reduction occurs because a 

positive therapeutic alliance leads to increased self-worth. Investigators have implied that if 

psychotherapies are equally effective, this means that treatment effects must be due to non-

specific treatment components [34]. Additionally, investigators have proposed that if two 

therapies share the same mechanism (specific or non-specific), then the distinctions between 

the treatment components that contribute to changes in the shared mechanism are 

meaningless and “merely repackaging” (p. 751) [33•].

There are several problems with these arguments. When two treatments achieve an 

equivalent outcome, it does not necessarily imply that the same treatment components and 

mechanisms lead to the outcomes [35]. Moreover, even if two treatments do share the same 

mechanisms, this does not necessarily mean that differences between the treatment 

components are inconsequential. For example, it is possible that important moderators may 

affect whether one therapy technique is superior to another in promoting improvement in the 

treatment mechanism within certain populations or contexts. This is not to deny that non-

specific treatment components likely have a role in treatment outcomes. In fact, it is quite 

likely that non-specific treatment factors and specific treatment components interact to 

produce change in treatment mechanisms (e.g., cognitive restructuring may be more 

effective in producing cognitive changes when the therapeutic alliance is high compared to 
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when the therapeutic alliance is low). Thus, investigators should aim to assess both specific 

and non-specific treatment components and mechanisms to elaborate how these factors lead 

to therapeutic benefit.

Future Directions

As the field continues to develop a better understanding of the underlying mechanisms of 

effective PTSD treatments, it will be important for investigators to explore the links between 

treatment components and change mechanisms. To date, research on treatment components 

and treatment mechanisms has largely been conducted separately with different research 

camps and study methodologies [20]. For example, there is a substantial research literature 

examining the extent to which completion of homework assignments improves treatment 

outcome in cognitive–behavioral therapy [36, 37]. To my knowledge, however, there is no 

research examining the mechanisms that mediate the relationship between homework 

completion and reduction in PTSD symptoms. Understanding how specific therapy 

techniques and patient events lead to improvements in established treatment mechanisms 

will enable clinicians to provide patients with a clear rationale for treatment procedures, 

focus on procedures that lead to maximal benefit, and individualize treatment delivery 

without compromising outcome.

If we hope to truly maximize the efficacy, effectiveness, and efficiency of PTSD treatment, 

we cannot focus solely on how treatment change comes about for the average individual. It 

is well established that certain patient characteristics (i.e., moderator variables) affect the 

extent to which individuals benefit from treatment. These moderators may affect the extent 

to which treatment components in different psychotherapies impact change mechanisms. For 

example, it is possible that for certain patients, exposures may be more effective than 

cognitive restructuring at promoting cognition change or vice versa. Within a given 

treatment, it is also possible that moderating factors may impact which treatment 

components promote the greatest change in the treatment mechanisms. For example, it is 

possible that for certain patients, in vivo exposure may be more effective at promoting 

emotional processing than imaginal exposure or vice versa. Moderator variables may also 

impact the extent to which change mechanisms impact treatment outcomes. For example, it 

is possible that for certain patients, a reduction in self-blame beliefs will lead to greater 

symptom improvement than a reduction in beliefs about distrusting others and vice versa. 

Understanding these important moderators of treatment components and mechanisms (i.e., 

moderated mediation) would aid in treatment selection and delivery. Thus, research on the 

mediators and moderators of treatment must be integrated to maximize treatment benefit.

Conclusions

The research literature on psychological mechanisms of effective treatments for PTSD is 

still nascent. Two recent studies have conducted rigorous examinations of treatment 

mechanisms in PE and CT-PTSD [25••, 29••], indicating that the field is moving in the right 

direction. However, two factors appear to serve as the primary hindrances towards the 

advancement of this field. First, this review highlights the importance of study design when 

conducting clinical trials to facilitate an exploration of how these treatments work to reduce 
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symptoms of PTSD. The National Institute of Mental Health has taken an official stance on 

this issue by promoting an experimental therapeutic paradigm for clinical trials in which an 

intervention must demonstrate an impact on the proposed mechanism of action, not just 

therapeutic benefit [38, 39]. Thus, it will be imperative for researchers to consider and assess 

treatment mechanisms when designing clinical trials in the future. The second key issue is 

that researchers have often overlooked the distinction between treatment components and 

change mechanisms, leading to imprecise conclusions and confusion within the field [20]. 

Researchers should be mindful of the various factors that lead to therapeutic change, be 

precise in their terminology when describing these factors, and work towards the integration 

of treatment component and treatment mechanisms research to best understand how these 

effective treatments lead to therapeutic benefits.
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