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Institution: University of Reading 
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Title of case study: Improving access to evidence-based treatments for children with anxiety 
disorders. 
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Name(s): 
Cathy Creswell  
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Helen Dodd 
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Role(s) (e.g. job title): 
Professor of Developmental 
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Associate Professor 
Clinical Research Fellow 
Professor 
Professor 
Professor 
Doctoral Research Fellow 
Director, AnDY Clinic 
Clinical Research Fellow 

Period(s) employed by submitting HEI: 
Between September 2003 and April 2019 

Between December 2003 and present 
Between February 2009 and present 
Between May 1998 and July 2019 
Between October 1993 and April 2019 
Between September 2013 and present 
Between January 2008 and present 
Between October 2006 and present 
Between October 2008 and November 
2017 

Period when the claimed impact occurred: Between August 2013 and December 2020 
Is this case study continued from a case study submitted in 2014? Yes: The 2014 case 
study showed that guided parent-led cognitive behaviour therapy was the standard first-line 
treatment for children with anxiety disorders across Berkshire, Dorset and Oxfordshire. Now, 
the intervention is being delivered nationally and internationally, and is one of three specialised 
interventions taught to a new national children and young people’s mental health workforce.  

1. Summary of the impact  
Guided parent-led cognitive behaviour therapy (GPD-CBT) is an evidenced-based, brief (<5.5 
hours) treatment for childhood anxiety disorders which was developed by Professor Cathy 
Creswell and colleagues at the University of Reading. Additional studies by the team have 
demonstrated that non-specialist therapists can effectively deliver GPD-CBT. As a result, the 
national curricula have adopted the intervention, underpinning the NHS-funded training of 
thousands of mental health therapists working in schools and clinics across England. The 
therapy has improved access to psychological treatment: more children with anxiety disorders 
can be treated, and they can be treated faster, with evidence indicating that the majority (74%) 
recover following therapy, based on clinical cut-off scores. 

2. Underpinning research  
Phase one: Clarifying parental factors associated with the development and 
maintenance of childhood anxiety disorders  
In a prospective study on the intergenerational transmission of anxiety disorders (which ran 
until 2004), the Reading research team highlighted associations between maternal social 
anxiety and offspring social responsiveness and anxiety, identifying a critical role of maternal 
expressed anxiety and (a lack of) maternal encouragement. In addition, in a series of interview 
and experimental studies, the team found that mothers bringing their children for treatment for 
anxiety disorders also show high rates of anxiety disorders, and that parental intrusive 
behaviours and expressed anxiety led to increased anxiety among temperamentally inhibited 
children [1,2].  
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Phase two: Access, barriers and facilitators to effective treatments  
In a series of studies – incorporating systematic reviews, qualitative interviews, and surveys – 
with parents of children identified as having anxiety disorders in the community and with general 
practitioners, Creswell et al. established that (i) only 2% of children who met diagnostic 
criteria for an anxiety disorder had accessed an evidence-based treatment; (ii) that 
families (and primary care practitioners) face a number of barriers to accessing 
treatments (relating to difficulties identifying anxiety problems and help-seeking knowledge 
and attitudes); and (iii) the limited availability of support [3,4]. 
Evaluating a novel, parent-led brief treatment programme  
The treatment, guided parent-led cognitive behaviour therapy (GPD-CBT), aims to support 
parents in applying cognitive-behavioural principles in their children’s day-to-day life to help 
their children to overcome difficulties with anxiety. The treatment puts particular emphasis on 
addressing parental factors (e.g. anxiety, parenting behaviours) highlighted in the phase one 
research and the barriers identified in phase two research. The feasibility of GPD-CBT was first 
established within two UK primary child and adolescent mental health services. This NIHR-
funded study demonstrated that primary mental health workers delivered the treatment well, 
parents and workers reported high satisfaction, and there were clear improvements in child 
anxiety. The team then conducted a systematic evaluation of GPD-CBT, compared to a waitlist 
control, within a randomised controlled trial (RCT; n=194). Of those who had received the 
novel treatment, 76% were rated by blinded assessors as ‘much’ or ‘very much’ 
improved, compared with 25% in the waiting-list control condition. Furthermore, outcomes 
were unrelated to therapists’ qualifications, suggesting that this approach can be used 
effectively by non-specialist clinicians, thus making it well suited as a first-line intervention in 
primary care [5]. The team subsequently conducted an RCT within routine NHS settings across 
Oxfordshire, in which 136 children were randomised to either GPD-CBT or an alternative brief 
psychological therapy that was commonly used in participating services (brief solution focused 
therapy). This trial established, with 96% certainty, that GPD-CBT was more cost-effective 
than the alternative brief treatment [6]. More recently, the team has co-designed an online 
version of the GPD-CBT intervention with parents, children and tech partners, known as OSI 
(Online Support and Intervention). 

3. References to the research  
Research underpinning this case study was supported by competitively awarded grants from 
the MRC (G9324094, GBP 2,600,000 between 1994 and 2006; G0600990, GBP 875,000 
between 2007 and 2010; and G0601874, GBP 787,000 between 2007 and 2013) and ESRC 
(ES/E025404/1, GBP 230,000 between 2007 and 2010). Clinical studies were supported by an 
NIHR research professorship to Cathy Creswell (RP-2014-04-018, GBP 1,600,000 between 
2014 and 2019), an MRC clinical doctoral fellowship (G0802326, GBP 274,000 between 2009 
and 2016), and two NIHR research for patient benefit grants (PB‐PG‐0107-12042, GBP 
174,000 between 2008 and 2009; and PB-PG-0110-21190, GBP 324,000 between 2011 and 
2015). The Lancet Psychiatry paper, listed below, was chosen by the NIHR to be summarised 
as a Signal for its high-quality design and relevance to UK decision makers, and the research 
featured in the NIHR’s annual report for 2017-18 as an example of impactful research. 
1. Murray, L., Cooper, P., Creswell, C., Schofield, E., and Sack, C. (2007). ‘The effects of 

maternal social phobia on mother-infant interactions and infant social responsiveness’. 
Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 48(1), 45-52.  
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2006.01657.x.  

2. Murray, L., De Rosnay, M., Pearson, J., Bergeron, C., Schofield, E., Royal-Lawson, M., 
and Cooper, P. (2008). ‘Intergenerational transmission of maternal social anxiety: the role 
of the social referencing process’. Child Development, 79, 1049-1064.  
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2008.01175.x.  

3. Reardon, T., Harvey, K. & Creswell, C. (2019). ‘Seeking and accessing professional 
support for child anxiety in a community sample’. Eur Child Adolesc Psychiatry, 29, 649–
664. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1007/s00787-019-01388-4.   

https://gtr.ukri.org/projects?ref=G9324094
https://gtr.ukri.org/projects?ref=G0600990
https://gtr.ukri.org/projects?ref=G0601874
https://gtr.ukri.org/projects?ref=ES%2FE025404%2F1
https://fundingawards.nihr.ac.uk/award/RP_2014-04-018
https://gtr.ukri.org/projects?ref=G0802326
https://fundingawards.nihr.ac.uk/award/PB-PG-0110-21190
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2006.01657.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2008.01175.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00787-019-01388-4
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4. O’Brien, D., Harvey, K. & Creswell C. (2019). ‘Barriers to and facilitators of the 
identification, management and referral of childhood anxiety disorders in primary care: a 
survey of general practitioners in England’. BMJ Open, 9(4), 1-8.  
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2018-023876.   

5. Thirlwall, K., Cooper, P., Karalus, J., Voysey, M., Willetts, L., and Creswell, C. (2013). 
‘Treatment of child anxiety disorders via guided parent-delivered cognitive–behavioural  
therapy: Randomised controlled trial’. British Journal of Psychiatry, 203(6), 436-444. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.bp.113.126698.   

6. Creswell, C., Violato, M., Fairbanks, H., White, E., Parkinson, M., Abitabile, G., Leidi, A., 
and Cooper, P. (2017). ‘Clinical outcomes and cost-effectiveness of brief guided parent-
delivered cognitive behavioural therapy and solution-focused brief therapy for treatment of 
childhood anxiety disorders: a randomised controlled trial’. Lancet Psychiatry, 4(7), 529-
539. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(17)30149-9.  

4. Details of the impact  
Anxiety disorders are the most common mental health disorders in children and young people. 
They have a negative impact on educational, social and health functioning, create a risk for 
ongoing mental health disorders in adulthood, and create substantial economic burden. For 
over 30 years, the ‘gold standard’ treatment for childhood anxiety disorders has been nine to 
16 weekly sessions of individual cognitive-behavioural treatment (CBT) with children, but this 
requires specialist therapists and involves more sessions than is often feasible in the NHS. 
Indeed, research from the University of Reading has shown that less than 2% of children with 
an anxiety disorder access evidence-based treatment [3,4]. The body of research described in 
this case study has led to the development and provision of an evidence-based, brief (<5.5 
hours) treatment for childhood anxiety disorders that can be delivered effectively by non-
specialists. This provides a means to improve access to psychological treatments for children 
with anxiety disorders.  
Training non-specialist mental health practitioners 
GPD-CBT is one of three specialised interventions taught to child and adolescent wellbeing 
practitioner (CWPs), and also to a new cohort of education mental health practitioners 
(EMHPs). From the inception of the CWP (2017) and EMHP cohorts (from 2019), the team has 
provided skills training directly to four of the (then) six national CWP courses as well as the 
initial (EMHP), courses. Furthermore, in February 2020, the team ran a ‘train the trainer’ course, 
which was attended by 67 course tutors from across all the national CWP/EMHP courses. As 
such, thousands of low intensity psychological therapists who work in youth settings have been 
trained to use the GPD-CBT approach [E1, E2]. In addition, the team has provided training on 
request to several organisations, including to NHS Education for Scotland (34 practitioners, 
with 10 of 14 Boards across Scotland represented); and to Anxiety UK who have, since August 
2019, offered GPD-CBT as part of their standard offer to families seeking support (46 therapists 
trained). Training has also been provided to practitioners in countries including China, Iceland, 
Ireland, and Japan. 
Uptake and further development of resources for parents and clinicians 
On the basis of the team’s phase one research and her clinical expertise in psychological 
interventions for children and families, Creswell co-wrote two books for parents with an NHS 
colleague (Willetts). ‘Overcoming your child’s fears and worries’ and ‘Overcoming your child’s 
shyness and social anxiety’ were published in 2007 by Constable Robinson. The first book was 
updated in April 2019 (‘Helping Your Child with Fears and Worries’, Little Brown). Collectively, 
these three books have sold more than 52,000 copies between August 2013 and December 
2020. Sales have been predominantly in the UK where the first book is widely available on 
prescription [E3], but there have also been translations into Norwegian, Polish, Hebrew, 
Icelandic and Russian. Creswell also produced a manual to accompany the books on fears and 
worries, which guides clinicians to provide a brief treatment with families. The University of 
Reading has made the manual freely available via its repository, along with a slide pack for 
administration in a group format [E4]. The manual has been downloaded over 1,300 times 

https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2018-023876
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.bp.113.126698
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(17)30149-9
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between May 2016 and June 2020. Creswell et al. have also produced a more detailed clinician 
guide, ‘Parent-led CBT for Child Anxiety: Helping Parents help their Kids’ (published by Guilford 
Press). Over 3,700 copies have been sold since the clinician’s guide was published in 2016 
and it has also been translated into Dutch. Furthermore:  
• Users have produced summaries of GPD-CBT materials to increase access (e.g. Tower 

Hamlets NHS Trust produced audio versions in English and Sylheti). 
• Creswell and colleagues set up an NHS future collaboration workspace for clinicians to 

share their experiences with GPD-CBT. This currently has 116 members. 
• Based on the team’s findings that highlighted particular barriers faced by GPs in the 

management of childhood anxiety disorders, Creswell and colleagues produced a set of 
Top Tips for the Royal College of General Practitioners, in collaboration with two GPs and 
a parent representative [E5]  

• The team has developed and disseminated webinars and podcasts through third sector and 
professional organisations (e.g. ACAMH, Anxiety UK) to raise awareness of their research 
and practice to a wider number of practitioners [E6]. 

Establishment of the AnDY Clinic 
The team has also directly influenced local clinical practice through the development of the 
University of Reading run Anxiety and Depression in Young people (AnDY) research clinic 
which was established in 2017 to complement existing local NHS childhood and adolescent 
mental health service (CAMHS) provision. The AnDY research clinic provides brief evidence-
based treatments for children and young people before they reach CAMHS, as well as providing 
a high-quality research and training environment. Between January 2017 and September 2020, 
the AnDY Clinic assessed over 600 children and young people from across Berkshire, providing 
treatment to 427. Furthermore, the AnDY Clinic has provided clinical placements for over 60 
trainee practitioners, undergraduate and postgraduate students.  
Evidence of effectiveness of GPD-CBT in routine settings 
Data compiled from CAMHS teams from five NHS Trusts who had independently applied the 
approach showed that 75% did not need to be ‘stepped up’ to more intensive services after the 
brief treatment [E7]. This is supported by routine data from the AnDY Research Clinic, which 
indicated that 74% of children (n=49) treated by CWPs between April 2018 and June 2019 
recovered after receiving GPD-CBT, defined as being below clinical cut off (t-score below 70).  
Wider influence on children’s mental health policy and practice  
Between February 2016 and November 2017, Creswell was a member of the children and 
young people working group which supported the development of the Department of Health’s 
Framework for Mental Health Research. Creswell subsequently worked with the Chief Medical 
Officer’s team to build on the framework, developing a series of goals to set the agenda for 
mental health research in the UK over the next decade (from 2020 to 2030); she led the 
development of goals relating to children and young people’s mental health [E8]. In addition:  
• The team’s research was cited in the 2017 economic case for the UK Government green 

paper ‘Transforming children and young people’s mental health provision’ [E9]. 
• In 2019, Waite was a clinical advisor to Public Health England (PHE) during the 

development of online resources to promote good mental health among secondary school 
students.  

• In 2019, PHE extended their ‘Every Mind Matters’ campaign to include support for parents 
of children and young people with mental health concerns, broadening the campaign’s 
existing focus on adult mental health problems. Waite also consulted on the development 
of the relevant mental health sections of the ‘Every Mind Matters’ website [E10].  

• Creswell has acted as a clinical advisor to Anxiety UK since May 2017. 
• In September 2017, Creswell was invited to produce an evidence note for the Cabinet 

Office, for presentation to the Prime Minister, describing the impact that child and 
adolescent mental health problems have on families. As a result, in November 2017 
Creswell contributed to a roundtable discussion, hosted by the Cabinet Office, to explore 
opportunities on how best to support families, which included representatives from major 
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charities, NHS England, NHS Foundation Trusts, the Department of Health, PHE, and the 
Department of Work and Pensions.  

Increasing access through the provision of e-therapies  
Creswell was a member of the expert advisory panel which guided the National Collaborating 
Centre for Mental Health’s systematic review of e-therapies in CAMHS. The 2014 report from 
the review stated that “Evidence-based therapies for children and young people with mental 
health conditions can be delivered in computerised formats effectively and can be beneficial”. 
The report also recommended that the government and other funding bodies invest in the 
development and evaluation of a range of e-therapies for children and young people with 
mental health conditions. Creswell and colleagues are also helping to deliver online therapies: 

• Creswell and team worked with parents, clinicians and a tech partner to develop online 
support and intervention (OSI), an online version of the GPD-CBT approach, funded by the 
NIHR. The AnDY Clinic has provided OSI alongside its GPD-CBT provision since February 
2020, which has enabled AnDY’s clinicians to provide ongoing, flexible support for families 
throughout the Covid pandemic.  

• As part of their rapid response to Covid, the NIHR funded a trial of OSI. Between October 
2020 and December 2020, 243 therapists from 41 clinical teams across 20 NHS trusts and 
Local Authorities in England had enrolled on the trial to implement OSI within their service.  

• Healios, a provider of online mental health services, consulted with Creswell on ThinkNinja. 
This app was launched in December 2018 to provide early support in schools and is 
available via the NHS app library. 

Summary: A new, cost-effective treatment for childhood anxiety, developed from University of 
Reading research, is enabling families to access the help that they need more quickly and in 
greater numbers. This increased access is underpinned by the research team’s active role in 
training a new workforce of CYP mental health workers, the publication of valuable resources 
used by thousands of parents and clinicians, as well as their influence at a national level, and 
direct service delivery at a local level.   

5. Sources to corroborate the impact  
[E1] CYP-IAPT – where next? Association for Child and Adolescent Mental Health. 
[E2] EMHP/CWP curriculum  
[E3] Booklists from NHS Trusts and schools which include Creswell and Willetts’ 2007 

book  
[E4] Willetts, L., Creswell, C., Thirlwall, K. and Parkinson, M. (2016) ‘Overcoming your 

child’s fears and worries: GPD-CBT treatment manual for therapists, and for therapists 
working in groups’.  

[E5] Royal College of General Practitioners Mental Health Toolkit. Top tips: Anxiety 
disorders in children and young people 

[E6] ACAMH podcast: In conversation… Anxiety, November 2018 
[E7] Evans, R., Hill, C., O’Brien, D., and Creswell, C. (2019). ‘Evaluation of a group 

format of clinician‐guided, parent‐delivered cognitive behavioural therapy for child 
anxiety in routine clinical practice: a pilot‐implementation study’. Child and Adolescent 
Mental Health 24(1) 36-43 DOI: https://doi.org/10.1111/camh.12274 

[E8] Mental health research goals blog by Chief Medical Officer Professor Chris Whitty, 
October 2020 

[E9] Impact assessment for ‘Transforming children and young people’s mental health 
provision: a green paper’, July 2018, Department of Health and Social Care 

[E10] Every Mind Matters webpages on Children’s and young people’s mental health. 
Links to examples of the team’s resources 
Clinicians’ guide: Parent-led CBT for child anxiety, Guilford, 2016. ISBN 9781462540808 
Book for parents: Helping your child with fears and worries 2nd edition, Little Brown Book Group, 
April 2019. ISBN-13: 9781845290863 

 

https://www.acamh.org/research-digest/cyp-iapt/
http://centaur.reading.ac.uk/65537/
http://centaur.reading.ac.uk/65533/
http://centaur.reading.ac.uk/65533/
https://www.rcgp.org.uk/clinical-and-research/resources/toolkits/%7E/link.aspx?_id=9865FF76A0CA43199A77A156E2B0A3BA&_z=z
https://www.rcgp.org.uk/clinical-and-research/resources/toolkits/%7E/link.aspx?_id=9865FF76A0CA43199A77A156E2B0A3BA&_z=z
https://www.acamh.org/podcasts/in-conversation-anxiety/
https://doi.org/10.1111/camh.12274
https://www.nihr.ac.uk/blog/mental-health-research-goals/25856
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/728894/impact-assessment-for-tranforming-cy-mental-health-provision-green-paper.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/728894/impact-assessment-for-tranforming-cy-mental-health-provision-green-paper.pdf
https://www.nhs.uk/oneyou/every-mind-matters/childrens-mental-health/
https://www.nhs.uk/oneyou/every-mind-matters/youth-mental-health/
https://www.guilford.com/books/Parent-Led-CBT-for-Child-Anxiety/Creswell-Parkinson-Thirlwall-Willetts/9781462540808
https://www.littlebrown.co.uk/titles/cathy-creswell/helping-your-child-with-fears-and-worries-2nd-edition/9781472138606/
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