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Top 10 Strategies for 
Effective CBT Sessions
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Today's Handouts

Learning Objectives 

Discuss 
within-session 
strategies that 

enhance therapy 
outcomes

Describe 
foundational 
assumptions of all 
CBTs

Identify common 
within-session 
barriers
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What is 
Cognitive 
Behavior 
Therapy?

Behavior Therapy and 
Cognitive Behavior Therapy 
are types of treatment that 
are based firmly on research 
findings.

These approaches aid people 
in achieving specific changes 
or goals.

Association of Behavioral and Cognitive Therapies
ABCT.org

What is Cognitive Behavior Therapy?
ABCT.org

Changes or goals might involve:

 A way of acting: like smoking less or being more
outgoing

 A way of feeling: like helping a person to be less
scared, less depressed, or less anxious

 A way of thinking: like learning to problem-solve or
get rid of self-defeating thoughts

 A way of dealing with physical or medical
problems: like lessening back pain or helping a person
stick to a doctor’s suggestions
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“Think” Rules of CBT
Kanfer & Schefft (1988)

Think Behavior  – Define problems and goals as specific behaviors instead of 

general or abstract concepts; 

Think Solution – Consider what to try before the next session to make the situation 

better; 

Think Positive – Identify personal strengths and the positive aspects of any event or 

change effort, while validating concerns and difficulties; 

Think Small Steps – Break larger goals into smaller pieces to increase likelihood of 

success and reward efforts; 

Think Flexible – Spend time in session preparing for the unexpected and develop 

back-up plans; 

Think Future – Keep therapy focused on future events rather than the past and 

facilitate planning and rehearsal. 
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Strategy #10

Orient to CBT Expectations
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Strategy #10

Orient to CBT Expectations

Steffen et al., 2021
@ Oxford Press

Strategy #9

Set Clear Therapy Goals
(and remind clients of these goals at beginning of each session)
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Strategy #9

Set Clear Therapy Goals
(Bern Inventory – list of 64 possible therapy goals to select from)

Strategy #9

Set Clear Therapy Goals
(and then prioritize!)
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Strategy #8

Start 
Behavioral,

Not 
Cognitive

Strategy #7

Identify Specific CBT Change Strategies
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Strategy #7

Identify Specific CBT Change Strategies

 Self-Regulation
 Behavioral Activation
 Social Skills
 Emotion Regulation
 Communication
 Principles of Positive

Psychology

 Acceptance
 Clinical Functional Analysis
 Skills Training
 Exposure
 Cognitive Reappraisal
 Problem Solving

Focus on no more than 2 at any point in CBT!

Strategy #6

Think of Therapy Skills as Habits
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Strategy #6

Think of Therapy Skills as Habits

CBT is focused on systematically helping 
patients build healthier habits 

⮚ Habit formation and change requires 
repetition, overlearning, development 
of backup plans during high stress

⮚ CBT uses the science of habit 
architecture to help us do this

Strategy #6

Think of Therapy Skills as Habits

Provide education about what emotions are (and are not).
This helps us move away from myth that simply talking about 

upsetting events is enough to produce change
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Strategy #5

Stay Specific, Not Abstract

Strategy #5

Stay Specific, Not Abstract

Abstract discussions create 
problems in targeting 
specific change

Work with specifics/details 
(certain day & time & place)
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Strategy #4

Teach Problem-Solving Skills

When therapy sessions become filled each time with problems of 
the week, focus on problem solving skills

Strategy #4

Teach Problem-Solving Skills

When therapy sessions become filled each time with problems of 
the week, focus on problem solving skills
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Strategy #3

Start Session with Warm Greeting

Strategy #3

Start Each Session with Warm Greeting

Say: 
“It is good to see you! Let’s start by 
reviewing how you are doing & then 
making a short list of topics for our 

time together today”

Instead of: 
“How has your week been? What 

would you like to talk about today?”
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Strategy #2

Use Written Session Preparation & 
Session Summaries

Strategy #2a

Use Written Session Preparation

Date of my next session: Name of person helping me:

My instructions: Either the day before or morning of my next session, I should 
spend no more than 10 minutes to write down a few words or phrases.

1. What did we talk about/work on in our most recent session?

2. Did I have a specific home practice assignment? Something I was supposed to
read, write or do? What was that?

3. Did I have any problems with that? Learn anything new? Did anyone help me
with this?

4. What do I want my therapist to know about the past week? Any major changes
in my condition or life?

5. What would I like to be sure to talk about in this upcoming session?
Steffen et al., 2021
@ Oxford Press
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Strategy #2b

Use Written Session Summaries

Date of session: Name of person helping me:

1. Today we focused on:

2. I'd especially like to remember:

3. Before my next appointment, I am going to specifically work on:

4. Is there anyone in my life who could support me as I work on this?
What do I want to ask them?

5. My next appointment is on _________ at _______ am/pm

Steffen et al., 2021
@ Oxford Press

Strategy #1 
Measurement-Based Care

Bases clinical care on client data collected throughout treatment -
also called Routine Outcome Monitoring

Patient Reported Outcome Measures are most common
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Strategy #1 
Measurement-Based Care

Strategy #1 
Measurement-Based Care
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Strategy #1 
Measurement-Based Care

http://www.psychlops.org.uk/

Strategy #1 
Measurement-Based Care
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Strategy #1 
Measurement-Based Care

Strategy #1 
Measurement-Based Care
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Fact Sheets
abct.org

Q & A Discussion
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