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Although cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) has demonstrated efficacy as a therapy
for acute phase depression and anxiety disorders,1–4 as with any psychological inter-
vention, it only works when a patient actually adheres to the treatment recommenda-
tions and completes treatment.5,6 In research studies of CBT, there is increasing
concern that adherence with psychological therapies are misunderstood and inaccu-
rately measured.7–11

CBT requires significant behavior, cognitive, and lifestyle changes that are often
difficult for patients to implement. For example, the behavioral activation component
of CBT for depression typically requires patients to keep a diary of their emotions and
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KEY POINTS

� Significant attention has been directed toward adherence with CBT homework for anxiety
and depressive disorders, and adherence assessment methods have diversified.

� There remains a large component of the adherence process not assessed, with patient
effort, engagement, and the known role for treatment appraisals and beliefs necessitating
the pursuit of improved adherence assessment methods.

� In CBT, the homework intervention varies across sessions and patients, and tailored as-
sessments that consider both the in-session procedures in discussing the homework, and
the patient feedback on its benefits are important for understanding adherence.
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rate the impact of scheduling more activities than typical. Keeping a diary builds
emotional awareness, because it requires increased attention to undesirable mood
states, making adherence increasingly difficult over the first few weeks (ie, with a focus
on sadness, guilt, annoyance, it is harder to stay motivated and engage in activities
designed to lift mood). Cognitive restructuring requires a patient to keep a written
log of distressing thoughts when low mood occurs, something many loathe doing
shortly after a distressing event.
Although these difficulties are typically overcome in tightly controlled trials, because

of added support provided by the study and the typically homogeneous sample, they
pose a challenge for the practicing clinician without those added resources and re-
strictions on patient load.12

The related issue of treatment attrition also dilutes the benefits of CBT, especially in
clinical settings, where dropout rates are as high as 26%.6 A recent study on nation-
wide dissemination of CBT in England reported that 48% of patients dropped out dur-
ing therapy.13 Taken together, these studies suggest a substantial portion of patients
are not receiving the full benefit of CBT, and there is a need for further research on
treatment adherence in this context.

HOMEWORK ADHERENCE EFFECTS

The necessity and potential for negative impact of asking patients to complete thera-
peutic strategies in order to receive the full treatment effect of CBT have been noted.14

This view is, in part, due to the terminology used to refer to this practice: “homework”
clearly stems from the educational model and to refer to “homework assignments” in
therapy does not immediately convey the necessarily collaborative nature of this ther-
apeutic process. Furthermore, although various terminologies have been used in
treatment studies, the term “homework” is most consistently used andmay be defined
as “planned activities the patient carries out between sessions, selected together with
the therapist, in order to progress toward therapy goals.”15

It is not surprising that even modest improvements in homework adherence can
enhance CBT outcomes. Findings from 2 independent meta-analyses spanning
1980 to 199816 and 2000 to 200817 of 1702 and 2183 patients, respectively, found
that those with anxiety and depression who completed treatment with higher levels
of adherence improved significantly more than completers with low adherence (effect
size r5 .22 for depression, and r5 .24 for anxiety16; and overall r5 .2617). In addition,
adherence with treatment strategies is a strong predictor of long-term (ie, 1 year) out-
comes.16 A later meta-analysis of studies spanning 1980 to 2007 of 1072 patients in
CBT conditions with and without homework reported that effect sizes for CBT with
homework were significantly greater than CBT comprising entirely of in-session
work for anxiety and depression (d 5 0.48).18

Conversely, a study by Burns and Spangler19 observed that there was evidence of
a bidirectional relationship between homework adherence and symptom change in
CBT for depression.20 Because the observation of sudden gains has recently been
replicated in CBT for depression, the importance of understanding the trajectories
of symptom change in CBT cannot be understated.21 It is possible that homework
adherence has a central role in determining sudden symptomatic changes, and
therefore, future hypothesis testing to explore the homework adherence-outcome
relationship is indicated. The consistent finding that greater homework compliance
is associated with positive therapeutic outcomes in interventions for anxiety and
depression is itself evidence that homework compliance assessment is important
for CBT.
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