
 

 

CBT / Resilience Therapy and Substance Use 
 

 

Cognitive Restructuring to Address Automatic Thoughts 
• Goal: Identify and challenge cognitive distortions contributing to substance use, such as "I can’t handle 

stress without it" or "It’s not a big deal if I fail again" (Beck et al., 1979; Tolin et al., 2017).  
o Patient's Role: Actively track triggers and negative thoughts in a thought record to recognize 

patterns and challenge maladaptive beliefs. 
o Therapist's Role: Teach the patient how to identify distorted thinking and guide them in 

replacing these thoughts with balanced alternatives. 
 

 
Building Resilience through Strength-Based Problem Solving 

• Goal: Strengthen the patient’s sense of competence (addressing feelings of inferiority) by focusing on past 
successes and problem-solving skills (Richardson, 2002; Southwick & Charney, 2012). 

o Patient's Role: Reflect on and document past instances where they overcame challenges without 
substances, using this as evidence of resilience. Apply problem-solving techniques to current 
challenges in a structured way. 

o Therapist's Role: Guide the patient in setting specific, measurable goals (e.g., reducing substance 
use by 50% in one month) and provide support in developing realistic, step-by-step action plans. 
Reinforce successes to rebuild self-confidence.  
 

 
Behavioral Activation and Replacement Strategies 

• Goal: Replace substance use with healthier coping strategies for stress and boredom (Lejuez et al., 2001; 
McHugh et al., 2010). 

o Patient's Role: Collaborate in creating a plan for engaging in new, meaningful activities (e.g., 
exercise, creative hobbies, or professional skill-building) during high-risk times for relapse. 

o Therapist's Role: Help the patient identify the reinforcement substance use provides and match 
or exceed it with non-drug alternatives. Facilitate behavioral experiments to test how alternative 
activities impact stress levels and mood. 

 

Substance use can often feel like a double-edged sword—providing temporary relief while creating long-term challenges in 

personal and professional life. Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) and Resilience-focused interventions offer effective tools 

to help individuals break the cycle of dependence and regain control. By targeting the thoughts, behaviors, and individual 

strengths that contribute to substance use, these approaches empower individuals to rebuild confidence and develop 
healthier coping mechanisms. Below are three evidence-based strategies:  strength-based problem solving, cognitive 

restructuring, and behavioral activation - each designed to support recovery and foster resilience. 


