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1. Is psychotherapy effective?

2. Is one kind of therapy better than others?

3. What counts as improvement?

4. What timescale should be adopted?

5. If psychotherapy works, what are the key 
mechanisms?



} Born in Germany, moved to 
England in 1930s

} Studied psychology at
University College London, 
PhD 1940

} Professor of Psychology at 
the Institute of Psychiatry
from 1955 to 1983. 

} Authored over 50 books
and over 900 academic
articles . 

} Controversial
} Famous for his study of 

personality



ÁFirst evaluation of the effectiveness of 
psychotherapy

ÁComparison between patients who have
received psychotherapy and patients who
have been diagnosed with neurosis but have
only received basic , nonspecific medical care

ÁBaseline obtained from Landis (1938) and 
Denker (1946)

ÁAnalysis of 19 studies , covering over seven
thousand cases

ÁPsychoanalytic and eclectic treatment



Outcomes of psychotherapy reported in those
studies were classified as follows :
ÁCured / much improved
ÁImproved
ÁSlightly improved
ÁNot improved , died , discontinued treatment , etc

Criteria for recovery
Áreturn to work and ability to carry on well in

economic adjustments for at least 5 years
Ácomplaints of no further difficulties
Ámaking successful social adjustments



āPatients treated by means of psychoanalysis
improve to the extent of 44%; patients treated
eclectically improve to the extent of 64%; 
patients treated only custodially or by general 
practicioners improve to the extent of 72%. 
There thus appears to be an inverse
correlation between recovery and 
psychotherapy ; the more psychotherapy , the
smaller the recovery rateó



ÁTo what extent can we compare patients in 
the control group with the experimental 
group?
ÁSeverity of disorders

ÁCriteria for recovery

ÁAre the criteria for recovery adequate?

ÁIs the categorisation of outcomes 
appropriate?



Á Smith & Glass (1977)
Meta- analysis of 400 studies . Showed that treatment is better than

no treatment at all , but no differences between therapeutic
methods were found . 

Á Smith et al. (1980)
Meta- analysis extended to 475 studies . The average client was 

better off than 80% of the control group on the outcome
measures . Also , no effect of duration and therapists õ experience .

*Meta - analysis combines the results of several studies that
address the same questions . Requires a common , standardised
measure of effect size . The sample size is substantially
increased , allowing for more powerful data analysis . Variations in
sampling , definition of variables , measurements etc need to be 
considered . 
The term was first used by Glass in 1976. 



ÁRachman & Wilson (1980)
ÁUphold Eysenckõs conclusions

ÁBergin & Lambert (1978)
ÁObtained a 43% recovery rate

ÁWittmann & Matt (1986)
ÁReplication of Smith et al. 1980 in German -

language studies. The effectiveness figure smaller 
by 50%. Artefact of meta - analytic techniques?



òEven now, 30 years after the article in which I 
pointed out the lack of evidence for therapeutic 
effectiveness, and some 500 extensive 
investigations later, the conclusion must still be 
that there is no substantial evidence that 
psychoanalysis or psychotherapy have any positive 
effect on the course of neurotic disorders, over and 
above what is contributed by meaningless placebo 
treatmentó 

Eysenck (1985)



Placebo effect
- inactive treatment that causes a genuine effect

- necessary condition : the patient must be aware he is receiving the treatment

} opioid antagonist naloxone could block placebo painkillers, suggesting that endogenous 
opioids are involved (Levine et al., 1978)

} Changes can be observed in neuroimaging

} Placebos have been shown to work in relieving pain , muscle relaxation , can even fake
alcohol intoxication

} Even the effectiveness of ārealó drugs might be attentuated by the patients õ awareness , 
e.g. if you donõttell people they are getting an injection of morphine , you have to inject
a larger dose than if you do, in order to relieve their pain

} Placebo effect depends on the form of sham treatment (capsules>tablets ; many 
pills>one pill ; brand ; price ; injections>pill é)

} Placebo and clinical trials

} Placebo and mind /body

} Effect still not well understood , but almost universally accepted

} But Hrobjartsson & Gotzsche (2001) - meta - analysis suggets placebo effect only if
patient self - report


