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ABSTRACT

Introduction. Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD) is common in general

population. Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) is proven to be efficacious as

treatment of GAD, with large effects on worrying as well as on anxiety and

depression. However, traditional CBT for GAD usually incurs substantial resources

and long waiting time. Low-intensity CBT (LiCBT) in the form of self-help program

accessed through the internet can be a less costly option. This study aims at evaluating

the efficacy of a LiCBT program, delivered in a self-help format with non-therapist

minimal support, in reducing anxiety and depressive symptoms as well as functional

impairment.

Methods. In this randomized controlled trial, a total of 109 participants (mean

age: 39.9 years (SD:10.56); 84.4% female) fulfilling the diagnostic criteria of GAD

were recruited between May 2020 and February 2021 and subsequently randomized

into either treatment group (n=54) or waitlist control group (n=55). The treatment

program consisted of six 1-hour sessions of internet-based cognitive behavioral

therapy (1ICBT) program with minimal non-therapist support, with between-session

homework assigned after each session. The primary outcome measures were

Generalized Anxiety Disorder 7-item Scale (GAD-7) and Penn State Worry
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Questionnaire (PSWQ). The secondary outcomes were Patient Health Questionnaire

9-Item (PHQ-9) and Work and Social Adjustment Scale (WSAS). Adapted version of

Credibility / Expectancy Questionnaire (CEQ) was used to examine post-treatment

satisfaction.

Results. The treatment group displayed significant improvement on GAD-7 and

PSWQ scores with large within-group effect size (GAD-7: d=1.0; PSWQ: d=0.97)

and a medium to large between-group effect size on post-treatment scores (GAD-7:

d=0.74; PSWQ: d=0.78) compared to waitlist controls. For secondary outcomes,

significant reduction of depressive features with medium within-group effect size

(d=0.48) and medium between-group effect size (d=0.62) compared to control group

were found. No significant between-group differences were found on the rate of

improvement for measure on functional impairment (p=0.062, CI: -6.7 to 0.16). The

ratings on post-treatment satisfaction were positive.

Conclusion. Initial clinical efficacy for iCBT program with minimal non-therapist

support was demonstrated in local community individuals displaying clinical anxiety

features. Outcome studies with follow-up data should be carried out to examine the

effects at longer intervals. Local service providers may apply this treatment program
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to community patients especially those who are unready to receive routine mental

health service. (368 words)
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