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TAKE-HOME NOTES: 

Computer-aided cognitive behaviour therapy (cCBT) 

Dr Lina Gega and Professor Isaac Marks 

 
Background on cCBT 

 cCBT is computer-guided self-help based on cognitive behaviour therapy (CBT). It allows patients to work 
through a therapy program by themselves without major help from a professional. 

 Computer-aided self-help has been introduced as a way of improving the convenient supply of effective CBT.  

 cCBT systems have been developed for problems such as phobia/panic and obsessive-compulsive disorders, 
depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, general anxiety, smoking, bulimia/binge-eating, headaches. 

 cCBT facilitates the disclosure of sensitive information and is a convenient de-stigmatising approach to 
psychological help. 

 cCBT systems lack a clinician’s intuition and some patients prefer a live therapist, though others prefer cCBT.  
 
Evidence-base for cCBT 

 Certain cCBT systems effectively improved some problems with outcomes resembling those for face-to-face 
therapy, while other systems yielded little or no benefit to patients.  

 Some cCBT systems cost less to use for treating a given population than it would cost to train and employ 
enough therapists to treat the same population with similar effectiveness.  

 Patients are more likely to take up cCBT if they expect it to be helpful for their problems. 

 Better education, more improvement and greater satisfaction are associated with higher completion rates. 

 Although patients with more severe symptoms at baseline benefited more from cCBT, they were less likely to 
adhere to it.  

 GP-referrals improved more with cCBT than referrals from mental health professionals. 
 
Role of clinician and brief ‘human’ support in cCBT 

 Brief human support increased adherence to and completion of cCBT and improved clinical outcome. 

 Regular brief support scheduled by a clinician made cCBT for obsessive-compulsive disorder more effective 
than did ad-hoc support at the patient’s request.  

 Support can be personalised or standardised and can be given by phone, face-to-face, email,  SMS (short 
messaging service), or by post. 

 Across cCBT systems, duration of brief personal support varies from none at all to several hours given weekly, 
fortnightly or at other specific time-points. For NICE-recommended cCBT systems support is about one hour 
spread over three months. 

 Staff giving brief support could be any of a wide variety of staff who have, as a pretend patient, worked 
completely through the cCBT system whose users they will support, and who have had brief training in 
answering common questions.  

 
Using cCBT in routine clinical practice 

 The National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence (NICE, 2006) recommends the use of two commercial 
cCBT systems: FearFighter for phobia/panic and Beating the Blues for mild-moderate depression.   

 Open-access free-of-charge cCBT systems are available on the internet but support is needed as an adjunct to 
using these systems to reduce attrition. 

 Suitability criteria for cCBT reflect criteria for therapist-delivered CBT: i.e. current symptoms, no suicide plans, 
no excessive alcohol, drug or sedative, no serious physical or mental illness that might worsen with some 
forms of CBT, an age-11 ability to read or better. 

 Therapist-delivered CBT is more appropriate for patients who are at high risk of suicide or deliberate self-harm, 
have specific problems for which cCBT has no proof of effect e.g. PTSD, health anxiety, severe depression, 
and strong preference to see a therapist. 

 Screening for suitability can be brief and be done with a self-rated questionnaire by pen-and-paper or 
electronically.  

 cCBT is best as an early step  in primary care but can also help patients on therapists’ waiting lists or in 
general psychiatric services.  

 Set-up, maintenance and population-wide availability of cCBT requires it to be efficiently integrated into existing 
services. 
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Reflection 

(1.4) Do you know any non-cCBT uses of computers in therapy?  
 
(1.7) Do some mental health problems lend themselves better to treatment with cCBT self-help? List some 
conditions for which you think cCBT systems have been developed. 
 
(1.17) What are the advantages and disadvantages of cCBT over therapist-guided CBT? 
 
(2.2) As a health professional, what do you need to know in order to decide whether to recommend or use a cCBT 
system for your patients? 
 
(2.7) What factors do you think may influence whether patients take up, use and improve with cCBT? 
 
 
Further reading 
Details and outcomes for 97 cCBT systems are reviewed in 175 studies across nine countries in the authors' recent 
monograph: 
  
Marks IM, Cavanagh K & Gega L (2007) Hands-on Help: Computer-aided Psychotherapy. Maudsley Monograph – 
No. 49. Psychology Press, Hove. 
  
Other reviews of cCBT 
For alcohol misuse: 
Bewick BM, Trusler K, Barkham M, Hill et al (2008) The effectiveness of web-based interventions designed to 
decrease alcohol consumption – a systematic review. Preventive Medicine; 47: 17–26. [abstract] 
  
For anxiety disorders: 
Cuijpers P, Marks IM, van Straten A, et al (2009) Computer-aided psychotherapy for anxiety disorders: A meta-
analytic review. Cognitive Behaviour Therapy; 38: 2, 66-82. [abstract] 
  
For depression/anxiety: 
Spek V, Cuijpers P, Nyklícek I, et al (2007) Internet-based cognitive behaviour therapy for symptoms of depression 
and anxiety: a meta-analysis. Psychological Medicine; 37: 319–328. [abstract] 
  
Kaltenthaler E, Brazier J, De Nigris E, et al (2006) Computerised cognitive behaviour therapy for depression and 
anxiety update: a systematic review and economic evaluation. Health Technology Assessment; 10(33). 
  
On patient satisfaction: 
Kaltenthaler E, Sutcliffe P, Parry G, et al 2008) The acceptability to patients of computerized cognitive behaviour 
therapy for depression: a systematic review. Psychological Medicine; 38:1521–1530. [abstract] 
  
On free-to-access cCBT 
Gournay K (2006) Review of free to access computerised cognitive behaviour therapy websites. British Association 
for Behavioural and Cognitive Psychotherapies (www.babcp.org.uk). [PDF] 
 
Useful resources 
 
Screening questionnaire from the University of East Anglia website: 
http://www.ioh.uea.ac.uk/ccbt/cCBT%20Study%20Screening%20Questionnaire_posted19May2010.pdf 
 
Examples of cCBT:  
 Beating the Blues (Ultrasis Plc) www.beatingtheblues.co.uk   
 FearFighter (CCBT Ltd) http://www.fearfighter.com  
 Living Life to the Full (LLTTF; Glasgow, UK) www.livinglifetothefull.com  
 MoodGYM (Canberra, Australia)  www.moodgym.anu.edu.au  

 
 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=ArticleURL&_udi=B6WPG-4RP0MFV-6&_user=10&_coverDate=07%2F31%2F2008&_rdoc=1&_fmt=high&_orig=search&_sort=d&_docanchor=&view=c&_acct=C000050221&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=10&md5=58632d97d4e5f12c57644d52e945f04f
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/content~db=all?content=10.1080/16506070802694776
http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?fromPage=online&aid=729516
http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?fromPage=online&aid=2428540
http://www.babcp.com/silo/files/cbt-review-of-free-to-access-resources.pdf
http://www.ioh.uea.ac.uk/ccbt/cCBT%20Study%20Screening%20Questionnaire_posted19May2010.pdf
http://www.beatingtheblues.co.uk/
http://www.fearfighter.com/
http://www.fearfighter.com/
http://www.livinglifetothefull.com/
http://www.moodgym.anu.edu.au/


   

 

© Royal College of Psychiatrists, 10/06/2010 Computer-aided cognitive behaviour therapy (cCBT)            3                

References 
Andersson G, Bergstrom J, Hollandare F, et  al (2004) Delivering CBT for mild to moderate depression via the internet: 
Predicting outcome at 6-month follow-up. Verhaltenstherapie; 14: 185–189. [abstract]  

  
Bewick BM, Trusler K, Barkham M, Hill et  al (2008) The effectiveness of web-based interventions designed to decrease alcohol 
consumption – a systematic review. Preventive Medicine; 47: 17–26. [abstract] 

  
Bower P, Gilbody S. (2005) Stepped care in psychological therapies: access, effectiveness and efficiency: narrative literature 
review. British Journal of Psychiatry; 186: 11–17. [abstract] 

  
Cavanagh K, Shapiro D, Van den Berg S, et  al (2006) Effectiveness of CCBT in routine primary care. British Journal of Clinical 
Psychology; 45: 499–514. [abstract] 

  
Carlbring P, Bohman S, Brunt S, et  al (2006) Remote treatment of panic disorder: A randomized trial of internet-based CBT 
supplemented with telephone calls. American Journal of Psychiatry; 163: 2119–2125. [abstract] 

  
Christensen H, Griffiths KM (2002) Prevention of depression using the internet. Medical Journal of Australia; 177: S122–S125. 

  
Christensen H, Griffiths K, Groves C, et  al (2006a) Free Range Users and One Hit Wonders: Community users of an internet 
based cognitive behaviour therapy programme. Australian and New Zealand Journal of Psychiatry; 40: 59–62. 

  
Christensen H, Griffiths K, Mackinnon et  al (2006c) Online randomised controlled trial of brief and full cognitive behaviour 
therapy for depression. Psychological Medicine; 36: 1737–1746. [abstract] 

  
Christensen H, Griffiths KM, and Jorm AF (2004a) Delivering interventions for depression by using the internet: Randomised 
controlled trial. British Medical Journal; 328: 265–269. [abstract] 

  
Christensen H, Griffiths KM, and Korten A (2002) Web-based CBT: Analysis of site usage and changes in depression and 
anxiety scores. Journal of Medical Internet Research; 4: 3. [abstract] 

  
Christensen H, Griffiths KM, Korten A, et  al (2004b) Comparison of changes in anxiety and depression symptoms of 
spontaneous users and trial participants of a CBT website. Journal of Medical Internet Research; 6 (4): e46. [abstract] 

  
Christensen H, Leach L, Barney L, et  al (2006b) The Effect of Web-Based Depression Interventions on Self Reported Help 
Seeking: Randomised controlled trial. BNC Psychiatry; 13. 

  
Clarke G, Reid E, Eubanks D, et  al (2002) Overcoming depression on the Internet (ODIN): a randomized controlled trial of an 
Internet depression skills intervention program. Journal of Medical Internet Research; 4: 14. [abstract] 

  
Cuijpers P, Marks IM, van Straten A, et  al (2009) Computer-aided psychotherapy for anxiety disorders: A meta-analytic review. 
Cognitive Behaviour Therapy; 38: 2, 66-82. [abstract] 

  
Department of Health (DH) (2007) Improving access to psychological therapies (IAPT) programme: computerised cognitive 
behavioural therapy (CCBT) implementation guidance. The Stationery Office, London. 
  
Donker T, van Straten A, Marks I, et  al (2009) A quick web screening questionnaire for common mental disorders: development 
and validation (manuscript submitted) 
  
Eysenbach G (2005) The law of attrition. J Medical Internet Research; 7(1):e11. [abstract] 

  
Farvolden P, Denissof E, Selby P et  al (2005) Usage and longitudinal effectiveness of a web-based self-help CBT behavioural 
therapy program for panic disorder. Journal of Medical Internet Research; 7, 7. 6(4):e46 
  
Fox E, Acton T, Wilding B, et  al (2004) Service development report: An assistant psychologist's perspective on the use of 
computerised CBT in a GP practice in Barnet. Quality in Primary Care; 12: 161–165. 

  
Gega L, Kenwright M, Mataix-Cols D, et  al (2005) Screening people with anxiety/depression for suitability for guided self–help. 
Cognitive Behaviour Therapy; 34(1): 16–21. [abstract] 

  
Gega L, Marks IM, Mataix-Cols D (2004) Computer-Aided CBT Self-Help for Anxiety and Depressive Disorders: Experience of a 
London Clinic and Future Directions. Journal of Clinical Psychology / In Session, 60, 147–157.[abstract] 
  
Gournay K (2006) Review of free to access computerised cognitive behaviour therapy websites. British Association for 
Behavioural and Cognitive Psychotherapies (www.babcp.org.uk). [PDF] 
  
Greist J H, Klein M H, VanCura L J (1973) A computer interview by psychiatric patient target symptoms. Archives of General 
Psychiatry; 29: 247–253. 

http://content.karger.com/ProdukteDB/produkte.asp?doi=10.1159/000080914
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=ArticleURL&_udi=B6WPG-4RP0MFV-6&_user=10&_coverDate=07%2F31%2F2008&_rdoc=1&_fmt=high&_orig=search&_sort=d&_docanchor=&view=c&_acct=C000050221&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=10&md5=58632d97d4e5f12c57644d52e945f04f
http://bjp.rcpsych.org/cgi/content/abstract/186/1/11
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/bpsoc/bjcp/2006/00000045/00000004/art00005?token=004c1553e80865c5f3b3b47465d486b34447b6e4a452a6c4f582a2f433e402c3568263c2bbd2
http://ajp.psychiatryonline.org/cgi/content/abstract/163/12/2119
http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?fromPage=online&aid=556600
http://www.bmj.com/cgi/content/abstract/328/7434/265
http://www.jmir.org/2002/1/e3/
http://ajp.psychiatryonline.org/cgi/content/abstract/163/12/2119
http://www.jmir.org/2002/3/e14/
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/content~db=all?content=10.1080/16506070802694776
http://www.jmir.org/2005/1/e11/
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/content~db=all?content=10.1080/16506070410015031
http://www3.interscience.wiley.com/journal/106570983/abstract
http://www.babcp.com/silo/files/cbt-review-of-free-to-access-resources.pdf


   

 

© Royal College of Psychiatrists, 10/06/2010 Computer-aided cognitive behaviour therapy (cCBT)            4                

  
Greist JH, Marks IM, Baer L, et  al (2002) Behaviour therapy for obsessive compulsive disorder guided by a computer or by a 
clinician compared with relaxation as a control. Journal of Clinical Psychiatry; 63: 138–145. 

  
Griffiths KM, Christensen H, Jorm AF, et  al (2004) Effect of web-based depression literacy and CBT interventions on 
stigmatising attitudes to depression. British Journal of Psychiatry; 185: 342–349. [abstract] 

  
Grime P (2003) Computerised CBT at work: A randomized controlled trial in employees with recent stress-related absenteeism. 
Occupational Medicine; 53: 538. 

  
Hayward L, McGregor A, Peck DF, et  al (2007) The Feasibility and Effectiveness of Computer-Guided CBT (FearFighter) in a 
Rural Area. Behavioural and Cognitive Psychotherapy; 35: 409–419. [abstract] 

  
Kaltenthaler E, Brazier J, De Nigris E, et al (2006) Computerised cognitive behaviour therapy for depression and anxiety update: 
a systematic review and economic evaluation. Health Technology Assessment; 10(33). 

  
Kaltenthaler E, Sutcliffe P, Parry G, et al 2008) The acceptability to patients of computerized cognitive behaviour therapy for 
depression: a systematic review. Psychological Medicine; 38:1521–1530. [abstract] 

  
Kenardy J, McCafferty K, Rosa V (2003) Internet-delivered indicated prevention for anxiety disorders: A RCT. Behavioural & 
Cognitive Psychotherapy; 31: 279–289. [abstract] 

  
Kenwright M (2006) Preference trial in a CBT specialist service: Beating the Blues versus bibiotherapy. Unpublished 
manuscript. 
  
Kenwright M, Marks IM, Graham C, et al (2005) Brief scheduled phone support from a clinician to enhance computer-aided self-
help for OCD: RCT. Journal of Clinical Psychology; 61: 1499–1508. [abstract] 

  
Marks IM, Cavanagh K & Gega L (2007a) Hands-on Help: Computer-aided Psychotherapy. Maudsley Monograph – No. 49. 
Psychology Press, Hove.  
  
Marks IM, Cavanagh K & Gega L (2007b) Computer-aided psychotherapy: revolution or bubble? British Journal of Psychiatry; 
191: 47–473. [abstract] 

  
Marks IM, Kenwright M, McDonough M, et  al (2004) Saving clinicians' time by delegating routine aspects of therapy to a 
computer: a randomised controlled trial in phobia/panic disorder.  Psychological Medicine; 33: 9–18.  

  
Marks IM, Mataix-Cols D, Kenwright M, et  al (2003) Pragmatic evaluation of computer-aided self-help for anxiety and 
depression. British Journal of Psychiatry; 183: 57–65. [abstract] 

  
Mataix-Cols D, Cameron R, Gega L, et  al (2006) Effect of referral source on outcome with cognitive-behavior therapy self-help. 
Comprehensive Psychiatry; 47: 241–245. [abstract] 

  
McCrone P, Knapp M, Proudfoot J, et  al (2004) Cost-effectiveness of computerised CBT for anxiety and depression in primary 
care. British Journal of Psychiatry; 185: 55–62. [abstract] 

  
McCrone P, Marks IM, Greist JH, Baer et  al (2007) Cost-effectiveness of computer-aided behavior therapy for OCD. 
Psychotherapy & Psychosomatics; 76: 249–250. 

  
Murray K, Pombo-Carril MG, Bara-Carril N, et  al (2003) Factors Determining Uptake of a CD-ROM-based CBT Self-help 
Treatment for Bulimia: Patient Characteristics and Subjective Appraisals of Self-help Treatment. European Eating Disorders 
Review; 11: 243–260. [abstract] 

  
Newman MG, Erickson T, Przeworski A, et  al (2003) Self-help and minimal contact therapies for anxiety disorders: Is human 
contact necessary for therapeutic efficacy? Journal of Clinical Psychology; 59: 251–274. [abstract] 
  
NICE (2006) Computerised cognitive behavioural therapy (cCBT) for the treatment of depression and anxiety: Technology 
Appraisal No. 97. NICE, London. 
  
NICE (2007) Depression: management of depression in primary and secondary care: Clinical Guideline 23, Quick reference 
guide (amended) [PDF]  
  
Osgood-Hynes DJ, Greist JH, Marks IM, et  al (1998) Self-administered psychotherapy for depression using a telephone-
accessed computer system plus booklets: An open US-UK study. Journal of Clinical Psychiatry; 58; 358–365. 

  

http://bjp.rcpsych.org/cgi/content/abstract/185/4/342
http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?aid=1116764
http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?fromPage=online&aid=2428540
http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?aid=167945
http://www3.interscience.wiley.com/journal/112093710/abstract
http://bjp.rcpsych.org/cgi/content/abstract/191/6/471
http://bjp.rcpsych.org/cgi/content/abstract/191/6/471
http://bjp.rcpsych.org/cgi/reprint/191/6/471
http://bjp.rcpsych.org/cgi/content/abstract/183/1/57
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=ArticleURL&_udi=B6WCV-4JS1N0B-C&_user=10&_coverDate=08%2F31%2F2006&_rdoc=1&_fmt=high&_orig=search&_sort=d&_docanchor=&view=c&_acct=C000050221&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=10&md5=a589bf9e5f1e3ce65bc09844a18ac014
http://bjp.rcpsych.org/cgi/content/abstract/185/1/55
http://www3.interscience.wiley.com/journal/104528311/abstract
http://www3.interscience.wiley.com/journal/102530379/abstract
http://www.nice.org.uk/CG023quickrefguide


   

 

© Royal College of Psychiatrists, 10/06/2010 Computer-aided cognitive behaviour therapy (cCBT)            5                

O’Kearney R, Gibson M, Christensen H, et  al (2006) Effects of a cognitive-behavioural internet program on depression, 
vulnerability to depression and stigma in adolescent males: A school based controlled trial. Cognitive Behaviour Therapy; 35(1): 

43–54. [abstract] 
  
Palmqvist B, Carlbring P, Andersson G (2007) Internet-delivered treatments with or without therapist input: does the therapist 
factor have implications for efficacy and cost? Expert Review of Pharmacoeconomics and Outcomes Research; 7: 291–297. 

[abstract] 
  
Pier C, Austin DW, Klein B, et  al (2008) Controlled trial of internet-based CBT for panic disorder with face-to-face support from 
a GP or email support from a psychologist. Mental Health in Family Medicine; 5: In Press. 

  
Proudfoot J, Goldberg D, Mann A, et  al (2003b) Computerized, interactive, multimedia cognitive behavioural therapy reduces 
anxiety and depression in general practice: A RCT. Psychological Medicine; 33: 217–227. [abstract] 

  
Proudfoot J, Ryden C, Everitt B, et  al (2004) Clinical effectiveness of computerized cognitive behavioural therapy for anxiety 
and depression in primary care. British Journal of Psychiatry; 185: 46–54. [abstract] 

  
Richards JC, Alvarenga ME (2002) Extension and replication of an internet-based treatment programme for panic disorder. 
Scandinavian Journal of Behaviour Therapy; 30: 41–47. 

  
Ritterband LM, Andersson G, Christensen HM, et  al (2006) Directions for the International Society for Research on Internet 
Interventions (ISRII). Journal for Medical Internet Research; 8(3): e23. [abstract] 

  
Robinson R & West R (1992) A comparison of computer and questionnaire methods of history-taking in a genitourinary clinic. 
Psychology and Health; 6: 77–84. [abstract] 

  
Spek V, Cuijpers P, Nyklícek I, et  al (2007) Internet-based cognitive behaviour therapy for symptoms of depression and anxiety: 
a meta-analysis. Psychological Medicine; 37: 319–328. [abstract] 

  
Wright JH, Wright AS, Salmon P, et  al (2002) Development and initial testing of a multimedia program for computer-assisted 
cognitive therapy. American Journal of Psychotherapy; 56: 76–86. 

 
 

http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/content~db=all?content=10.1080/16506070500303456
http://www.expert-reviews.com/doi/abs/10.1586/14737167.7.3.291
http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?fromPage=online&aid=142257
http://bjp.rcpsych.org/cgi/content/abstract/185/1/46
http://www.jmir.org/2006/3/e23/
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/content~db=all?content=10.1080/08870449208402024
http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?fromPage=online&aid=729516

