
 

An introduction to cognitive analytic therapy  
Hi, I'm here to give you a quick introduction to cognitive analytic therapy or CAT.  

Cognitive analytic therapy is a talking therapy that helps with change by addressing 
repeating patterns which may keep you stuck in life and may have been there for many 
years. CAT is structured, time limited and collaborative. 

It combines the most useful elements from different therapies including cognitive and 
psychodynamic approaches. CAT is used in many settings, but in mental health it's 
particularly helpful for mood and anxiety problems, difficulties in relationships with others, or 
with yourself, and more complex problems like those resulting from childhood and adult 
trauma and adversity. 

Sometimes CAT can help offer a different approach where other therapies have not led to a 
complete recovery. 

How does CAT work? 

CAT typically lasts 16 sessions with variations between 8 and 24 sessions depending on 
what the ends are. It follows a clear structure with three main phases.  

First is the reformulation phase. Here you and your therapist explore your past experiences 
to understand how early relationships and life events shaped your current patterns. Together 
you create a reformulation letter that summarises these patterns and where they came from 
and highlights the challenges you face. This phase is about agreeing a clear problem and 
goal to work on, making sense of how unhelpful coping strategies developed over time, and 
provides a clear focus for understanding and change for the remainder of therapy.  

Second is the recognition phase. Next you work on recognising these patterns in your 
everyday life. You and your therapist create a CAT map, or a diagram, to track how those 
patterns play out day-to-day in the form of thoughts, feelings and actions. The aim is to spot 
those patterns as they happen so that you can pause and give yourself more options. Often 
this also means noticing moments in therapy too, so using the therapeutic relationship to 
help develop your understanding.  

Third is the revision phase where you focus on changing these unhelpful patterns. You 
practice new ways of thinking and relating. The goal is to empower you to continue making 
positive changes even after therapy ends. This phase normally includes a goodbye letter 
reflecting on your journey and preparing you for the future.  

What makes CAT unique is its focus on understanding the roots of your difficulties whilst also 
offering practical tools for change. It's collaborative. Your therapist isn't there to fix you but to 
work alongside you helping you become your own therapist.  

People often find that CAT can go quite deep, especially with problems that have been there 
since childhood, but can be done relatively briefly to help you leave therapy and get on with 
your life.  

Finally, you can find out more about CAT via the CNTW What is CAT? leaflet or via the ACAT 
website - www.acat.org.uk 

https://www.cntw.nhs.uk/resource-library/what-is-cognitive-analytic-therapy-cat-patient-information-leaflet/
http://www.acat.org.uk/
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