
 

 
About the PCL 

What does it measure? 
The Posttraumatic Checklist (PCL) is a self-report instrument that measures 
symptoms of Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). The most recent version of 
the PCL is the PCL-5, which is a 20-item measure based on the DSM-5 symptoms 
of PTSD. Previous versions were based off of the DSM-IV criteria for PTSD. Due to 
changes across versions, the scores of the different versions are not 
interchangeable.  
 
The previous PCL had three versions: PCL-M (military), PCL-C (civilian), and PCL-S 
(specific). The PCL-M asked about stressful military experiences, while the PCL-C 
was meant to be used with any population. The PCL-S was used to narrow down 
to a specific event or type of event, such as a disaster or accident. All of these 
versions had 17 items based off the DSM-IV criteria set for PTSD. While the older 
versions of the PCL (M/C/S) are still widely used, you should consider using the 
PCL-5 if your clinic is using the DSM-5 for diagnosis.  
 
Availability 
The PCL-5 was developed by the National Center for PTSD (NC-PTSD) to address 
the needs of Veterans and other trauma survivors with PTSD. It is available in the public domain and can be accessed 
through the United States Department of Veteran’s Affairs affiliate website for the NC-PTSD at www.ptsd.va.gov. 
The website has a request form to obtain a copy of the PCL-5. The PCL-5 is also included in the battery of measures 
used within the Behavior Health Data Portal (BHDP). The BHDP is a software platform used to measure and examine 
patient-level clinical outcomes in military behavioral health clinics. 
 

Scoring the PCL 

What is the scoring range? 
For the PCL-5, each item is rated on a 5-point scale from 0 to 4, with 0 indicating an absence of symptoms and larger 
numbers indicating greater levels of symptoms. The total overall range for the PCL-5 is 0-80.   
 
DSM-5 symptom cluster severity scores can be obtained by summing the scores for the items within a given cluster, i.e., 
cluster B (items 1-5), cluster C (items 6-7), cluster D (items 8-14), and cluster E (items 15-20). 
 
For the PCL-M/C/S, each item is rated on a 5-point scale from 1 to 5, with smaller numbers indicating lower levels of 
symptoms and larger numbers indicating greater levels. The total overall range for the PCL-M/C/S is 17-85.   
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What are the clinical cutoffs? 
As the DSM-5 was instituted relatively recently, the research evidence is still being accumulated, but preliminary 
clinical guidelines have been recommended for the PCL-5. Research has demonstrated that PCL-5 scores of 31-33 
are optimally efficient for detecting PTSD in military personnel and veterans. The NC-PTSD (2014) recommends 33 
to be the PCL-5 clinical cutoff score until further psychometric work is available. 
 
The older version of the PCL has different suggested cutoff points, depending on the prevalence of PTSD within the 
population or the setting in which it was being administered. More information on cutoffs for the PCL-M/C/S can be 
found on the NC-PTSD website. 
 
How should a provider interpret results? 
The clinical context and purpose for administering the measure should be considered when interpreting results. A less 
stringent approach to cutoffs is indicated when used for screening purposes, whereas a more stringent one is used for 
diagnosis. The PCL-5 should be used along with a clinical interview for initial diagnostic evaluation.  
 
A decrease of 5-10 points on the PCL that corresponded to the DSM-IV was considered a reliable indicator of change with 
10-20 points indicating a clinically significant change. Currently, the NC-PTSD does not offer new definite score ranges for 
the DSM-5.  
 

Using the PCL in Practice 

How should providers use the results in treatment planning? 
The PCL is an excellent measure that can be used in screening, diagnosis and/or ongoing evaluation of treatment 
progress. In addition, it can assess long-term recovery and/or clinical stability. The PCL can be used to establish a baseline 
of PTSD severity and guide a provider’s choice in the type and intensity of therapeutic intervention. In addition, responses 
to single items can inform targeted treatments for specified symptoms (e.g., nightmares, anger management). Similarly, 
higher scores within a particular symptom cluster might indicate that a patient may have more meaningful responses to 
certain treatments over others. 
 
References 
Bovin, M. J., Marx, B. P., Weathers, F. W., Gallagher, M. W., Rodriguez, P., Schnurr, P. P., & Keane, T. M. (2015). Psychometric 

properties of the PTSD Checklist for Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders- Fifth Edition (PCL-5) in veterans. 
Psychological Assessment, 28(11), 1379-1391. doi: 10.1037/pas0000254 

Department of Veterans Affairs. (2014). History of National Center for PTSD. National Center for PTSD. Retrieved from 
http://www.ptsd.va.gov/about/mission/history_of_the_national_center_for_ptsd.asp   

Weathers, F. W., Litz, B. T., Keane, T. M., Palmieri, P. A., Marx, B. P., & Schnurr, P. P. (2013). The PTSD checklist for DSM-5 (PCL-5).  
National Center for PTSD. Retrieved from http://www.ptsd.va.gov/professional/assessment/adult-sr/ptsd-checklist.asp  

Wilkins, K. C., Lang, A. J., & Norman, S. B. (2011). Synthesis of the psychometric properties of the PTSD Checklist (PCL) military, civilian, 
and specific versions. Depression Anxiety, 28(7), 596-606. doi: 10.1002/da.20837 

Wortmann, J. H., Jordan, A. H., Weathers, F. W., Resick, P. A., Dondanville, K. A., Hall-Clark, B.,… & Litz, B. T. (2016). Psychometric 
analysis of the PTSD Checklist-5 (PCL-5) among treatment-seeking military service members. Psychological Assessment, 
28(11), 1392-1403. doi: 10.1037/pas0000260 

 

 

http://www.ptsd.va.gov/about/mission/history_of_the_national_center_for_ptsd.asp
http://www.ptsd.va.gov/professional/assessment/adult-sr/ptsd-checklist.asp

	About the PCL
	What does it measure?
	Availability

	Scoring the PCL
	What is the scoring range?
	What are the clinical cutoffs?
	How should a provider interpret results?

	Using the PCL in Practice
	How should providers use the results in treatment planning?
	References


