
seeking safety a treatment manual for ptsd
and substance abuse
seeking safety a treatment manual for ptsd and substance abuse is a widely recognized
therapeutic approach designed to address the complex interplay between post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD) and substance abuse disorders. This manual provides structured, evidence-based
strategies that prioritize safety and coping skills, making it an effective treatment for individuals
struggling with both conditions simultaneously. By integrating trauma-informed care with addiction
recovery principles, Seeking Safety helps clients develop healthier behaviors and emotional
regulation techniques. The manual emphasizes present-focused therapy, avoiding retraumatization
while fostering resilience and empowerment. This article explores the core components, therapeutic
techniques, and clinical applications of Seeking Safety, highlighting its significance in mental health
and addiction treatment fields. Below is a detailed overview of the key topics covered.
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Overview of Seeking Safety
Seeking Safety a treatment manual for PTSD and substance abuse was developed to address the
dual diagnosis of trauma and addiction, recognizing that these conditions frequently coexist and
exacerbate one another. The manual was created in the late 1990s by Lisa M. Najavits, a clinical
psychologist who identified the need for a treatment model that simultaneously targets both
disorders without requiring clients to delve into detailed trauma narratives prematurely. Seeking
Safety emphasizes safety, coping skills, and psychoeducation as foundational elements of recovery.

Background and Development
The Seeking Safety model emerged from extensive clinical research and practice, addressing gaps in
traditional treatment approaches that often separated PTSD and substance abuse therapies. It was
designed to be flexible and adaptable across various populations, including women, men,
adolescents, and veterans. The manual incorporates cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) techniques
and motivational interviewing principles, creating a holistic treatment framework that supports
clients in achieving stability and reducing harmful behaviors.



Target Population
This treatment manual is particularly suited for individuals who experience co-occurring PTSD and
substance use disorders. It also provides benefits to those with trauma histories and addictive
behaviors who may not meet full diagnostic criteria for either disorder. The approach is trauma-
informed and recognizes the importance of creating a safe therapeutic environment that respects
the client’s pace and readiness.

Core Principles and Structure
Seeking Safety a treatment manual for PTSD and substance abuse is grounded in several key
principles that guide the therapeutic process. These principles ensure that treatment is safe, client-
centered, and effective in addressing the complex needs of dual-diagnosis clients.

Fundamental Principles

Safety First: Establishing physical and emotional safety is the priority in all sessions to
prevent retraumatization.

Integrated Treatment: PTSD and substance abuse are treated concurrently rather than
separately.

Focus on the Present: Therapy emphasizes current coping skills and stabilization rather than
detailed exploration of trauma memories.

Empowerment: Clients are encouraged to take active roles in their recovery and develop self-
efficacy.

Flexibility: The manual allows adaptation to individual, group, or community settings and
diverse client needs.

Session Structure and Topics
The manual is organized into 25 topics or modules that therapists can select based on client needs.
Each session typically includes a check-in, review of safe coping skills, discussion of the chosen
topic, and practice assignments. Topics cover themes such as grounding techniques, setting
boundaries, managing triggers, and developing healthy relationships. This modular format allows for
customization and pacing aligned with the client’s progress.

Therapeutic Techniques and Session Format
The therapeutic techniques employed in Seeking Safety a treatment manual for PTSD and substance
abuse integrate cognitive-behavioral strategies, psychoeducation, and coping skills training. These



techniques aim to enhance clients’ ability to manage symptoms and reduce reliance on substances.

Cognitive-Behavioral Interventions
Clients learn to identify and modify maladaptive thoughts and behaviors related to trauma and
substance use. Through exercises and discussions, they develop healthier cognitive patterns and
problem-solving skills that support recovery and emotional regulation.

Safety and Coping Skills
A core focus is teaching clients practical skills to maintain emotional and physical safety. Techniques
include mindfulness, grounding exercises, emotional regulation strategies, and relapse prevention
planning. These skills empower clients to handle distressing situations without resorting to
substance use or self-destructive behaviors.

Session Format

Check-in: Clients discuss their current status and any recent challenges.

Topic Introduction: The therapist introduces the selected module and its objectives.

Discussion and Practice: Interactive dialogue and exercises to internalize concepts.

Homework Assignments: Tasks to reinforce skills between sessions.

Feedback and Closure: Review of session content and client reflections.

Effectiveness and Evidence Base
Seeking Safety a treatment manual for PTSD and substance abuse has been extensively studied and
demonstrates strong empirical support as an effective intervention. Research indicates that it
reduces PTSD symptoms, decreases substance use, and improves overall functioning in diverse
populations.

Clinical Research Findings
Multiple randomized controlled trials and outcome studies have validated the model’s efficacy.
Participants often report enhanced coping abilities, fewer relapses, and improvements in mental
health quality of life. The manual’s emphasis on safety and skill-building contributes to its success in
engaging clients who may otherwise struggle with traditional trauma or addiction treatments.



Adaptability and Cultural Competence
The manual has been adapted for use in various cultural contexts, age groups, and service settings,
demonstrating versatility. This adaptability ensures that Seeking Safety remains relevant and
accessible to a broad spectrum of clients, including those in criminal justice, residential treatment,
and outpatient programs.

Applications in Clinical Settings
Seeking Safety a treatment manual for PTSD and substance abuse is utilized in multiple clinical
environments, reflecting its practical and flexible design. It can be implemented in both individual
and group therapy formats.

Group Therapy Implementation
Groups provide peer support and shared learning opportunities. The manual’s structured topics
facilitate consistent delivery while allowing therapists to tailor discussions to group dynamics. Group
settings often enhance motivation and reduce isolation among clients.

Individual Therapy and Integrated Care
Individual sessions allow for personalized attention to a client’s unique trauma and substance use
history. Seeking Safety can be integrated with other treatment modalities such as medication-
assisted treatment, psychiatric care, and holistic therapies to provide comprehensive care.

Settings for Use

Outpatient mental health clinics

Substance abuse rehabilitation centers

Veterans Affairs (VA) facilities

Correctional institutions

Community-based organizations

Challenges and Considerations
While Seeking Safety a treatment manual for PTSD and substance abuse offers many benefits,
certain challenges exist in its implementation and effectiveness that clinicians should consider.



Client Engagement
Maintaining consistent attendance and active participation can be difficult, especially among clients
with severe addiction or unstable living conditions. Therapists may need to employ motivational
strategies and flexible scheduling to enhance engagement.

Limitations in Addressing Complex Trauma
Since Seeking Safety focuses primarily on present coping and safety rather than trauma processing,
clients with complex or prolonged trauma histories may require additional or complementary
therapies to fully address underlying issues.

Training and Fidelity
Effective delivery depends on clinician training and adherence to the manual’s guidelines. Ongoing
supervision and fidelity monitoring help ensure treatment quality and positive outcomes.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Seeking Safety' in the context of PTSD and substance
abuse treatment?
'Seeking Safety' is a present-focused therapy designed to help individuals attain safety from trauma
and/or substance abuse. It is a manualized treatment that addresses both PTSD and substance use
disorders simultaneously.

Who developed the 'Seeking Safety' treatment manual?
'Seeking Safety' was developed by Lisa M. Najavits, a clinical psychologist, to provide a structured
approach for treating co-occurring PTSD and substance abuse.

What are the core principles of the 'Seeking Safety' treatment
model?
The core principles include focusing on safety as the primary goal, integrating treatment for trauma
and substance abuse, emphasizing coping skills, offering a flexible and present-focused approach,
and being trauma-informed and empowerment-based.

How is the 'Seeking Safety' manual structured?
The manual is organized into 25 topics or modules, each addressing specific themes such as
grounding techniques, setting boundaries, and managing triggers. Therapists can select and tailor
sessions based on client needs.



Is 'Seeking Safety' effective for treating co-occurring PTSD
and substance abuse?
Yes, multiple studies have shown that 'Seeking Safety' is effective in reducing PTSD symptoms and
substance use, improving coping skills, and enhancing overall functioning in individuals with co-
occurring disorders.

Can 'Seeking Safety' be used in group therapy settings?
Yes, 'Seeking Safety' is designed to be flexible and can be delivered in individual or group therapy
formats, making it suitable for various treatment settings such as outpatient clinics, residential
programs, and community centers.

What populations can benefit from the 'Seeking Safety'
treatment manual?
'Seeking Safety' is applicable to diverse populations, including adults, adolescents, veterans, women,
and individuals from various cultural backgrounds who experience PTSD and substance abuse.

How does 'Seeking Safety' address relapse prevention in
substance abuse?
'Seeking Safety' incorporates coping skills and safety planning that help clients recognize triggers,
manage cravings, and develop strategies to avoid relapse, thereby promoting long-term recovery.

Additional Resources
1. Seeking Safety: A Treatment Manual for PTSD and Substance Abuse
This foundational manual by Lisa M. Najavits offers a cognitive-behavioral therapy approach
designed specifically for individuals struggling with both post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and
substance abuse. It emphasizes safety as the priority, providing practical coping skills to help clients
attain and maintain sobriety and emotional stability. The manual includes structured sessions that
can be adapted for individual or group therapy settings.

2. Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence—from Domestic Abuse to Political Terror
Judith Herman’s seminal work explores the complex nature of trauma and its impact on mental
health, including PTSD. The book offers insights into the recovery process and the connection
between trauma and substance abuse. It is a crucial read for clinicians working with trauma
survivors, providing a compassionate and comprehensive framework for treatment.

3. The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of Trauma
Bessel van der Kolk integrates neuroscience, psychology, and clinical practice to explain how trauma
reshapes the body and brain. The book highlights innovative treatments for PTSD, including
mindfulness, neurofeedback, and yoga, which complement traditional therapies for substance use
disorders. It serves as a guide for understanding the physiological underpinnings of trauma and
recovery.



4. Integrated Treatment for Co-Occurring Disorders: Treating People, Not Behaviors
This book focuses on the integrated treatment model for individuals with co-occurring mental health
and substance use disorders, including PTSD. It advocates for holistic, person-centered care that
addresses the complexity of dual diagnoses. The authors provide practical strategies and case
examples for improving treatment outcomes.

5. Helping Women Recover: A Program for Treating Addiction
This manual by Stephanie Covington is tailored to women dealing with addiction and trauma,
including PTSD. It emphasizes empowerment, self-care, and healthy relationships as key
components of recovery. The program includes group exercises and discussions designed to build
resilience and coping skills.

6. Substance Abuse Treatment and the Stages of Change: Selecting and Planning Interventions
Prochaska, DiClemente, and Norcross present the Transtheoretical Model of Change, which is
essential for understanding clients’ readiness to address substance use and trauma-related issues.
The book offers tools for clinicians to tailor interventions based on individual stages of change,
improving engagement and treatment success.

7. Trauma-Informed Care in Behavioral Health Services
Published by SAMHSA, this guide provides a comprehensive overview of trauma-informed
approaches in behavioral health settings. It stresses the importance of creating safe environments
and integrating trauma awareness into all aspects of care, particularly for clients with PTSD and
substance use disorders. The resource is valuable for providers seeking to implement best practices.

8. Mindfulness-Oriented Recovery Enhancement for Addiction, Stress, and Pain
This book presents a mindfulness-based intervention designed to address addiction and co-occurring
conditions such as PTSD. It combines mindfulness training with cognitive-behavioral techniques to
reduce cravings, manage stress, and improve emotional regulation. The manual is supported by
research demonstrating its effectiveness in dual-diagnosis populations.

9. Dialectical Behavior Therapy Skills Training Manual
Marsha Linehan’s manual details DBT skills that are effective for individuals with complex trauma
and substance use disorders. The approach focuses on emotion regulation, distress tolerance,
interpersonal effectiveness, and mindfulness. This resource is widely used in treatment programs
aiming to stabilize clients and support long-term recovery.
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