
Effects of a Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy on 
Anxiety in Children with Autism Spectrum 
Disorders: A Randomized Controlled Trial

What you need to know:

A cognitive behavioral therapy program and a social 
recreational program both helped to reduce anxiety 
symptoms in children and adolescents with ASD.

What is this research about?

Many children and adolescents with autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD) have high levels of anxiety. Cognitive 
Behavior Therapy (CBT) has been shown to be 
an effective treatment of anxiety for children with 
ASD. Interventions that include social recreational 
activities may also be beneficial for children with ASD 
by teaching social skills and creating opportunities 
for social interaction. At the time this study was 
published there were no other studies that compared 
CBT to other forms of non-CBT based treatment. The 
purpose of this study was to compare CBT to a non-
CBT based treatment for treating anxiety in children 
with ASD.

What did the researchers do?

Seventy children diagnosed with ASD and anxiety-
related issues, aged 9-16 (66 boys and 4 girls) 
participated in the study. They were randomly 
assigned to a CBT program or a Social Recreational 
(SR) program.

The CBT program consisted of sixteen 90-minute 
weekly sessions led by two psychologists in groups 
of 3-4 participants. The first three sessions focused 
on the recognition and understanding of emotions. 
The following six sessions focused on anxiety 
management techniques. The final seven sessions 
focused on problem-solving strategies based on the 
“Stop, Think, Act, and Reflect” strategy.

The Social Recreation program (SR) also consisted 
of sessions led by two psychologists in groups of 3-4 
participants. The SR program was comprised of age 
appropriate individual and group activities fostering 
self-development skills.

Researchers assessed the child’s anxiety using 
the Spence Child Anxiety Scale-Child (SCAS-C), 
which is a self-report measure, and the severity of 
the participants’ anxiety using the Clinical Global 
Impression-Severity (CGI-S), which is based on 
clinician ratings. Assessments were given before 
treatment, immediately after the treatment, and at 
three and six month follow-ups. 

What did the researchers find?

The results indicated that children from both groups 
reported significantly fewer generalized anxiety 
and total anxiety symptoms at the six month follow-
up.  Children who participated in the SR program 
reported fewer total anxiety symptoms at the end of 
the treatment and significantly fewer panic attack 
symptoms at the 6 month time point. There were 
no significant differences in child reports of anxiety 
between the two groups at any of the time points. The 
proportion of participants who improved based on 



child reports of anxiety was 44% for the CBT group 
and 55% for the SR group. There were no significant 
differences between the two groups. Clinician reports 
of anxiety revealed no significant differences between 
the CBT group and the SR group at different time 
points. 

How can you use this research?

Regular sessions in a positive structured 
environment, social exposure and the use of autism-
related strategies serve as an effective framework in 
the treatment of anxiety for children and adolescents 
with ASD. 
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This research summary was written by Jennifer 
MacMullin for the Chair in Autism Spectrum Disorders 
Treatment and Care Research. This research 
summary, along with other summaries, can be found 
on our blog and at asdmentalhealth.ca/research-
summaries

About the Chair

The Chair in Autism Spectrum Disorders Treatment 
and Care Research is dedicated to studying ways to 
improve the mental health and well-being of people 
with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) and their 
families in Canada.

The Chair is funded by the Canadian Institutes of 
Health Research in partnership with Autism Speaks 
Canada, the Canadian Autism Spectrum Disorders 
Alliance, Health Canada, NeuroDevNet and 
the Sinneave Family Foundation. Additional funds 
from the Spectrum of Hope Autism Foundation and 
support from York University. 

For more information, visit the Chair in Autism 
Spectrum Disorders Treatment and Care Research 
website at asdmentalhealth.ca

Partners

2014This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 2.5 Canada 
License.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.5/ca/
http://asdmentalhealth.blog.yorku.ca/
http://asdmentalhealth.ca/research-summaries
http://asdmentalhealth.ca/research-summaries
http://asdmentalhealth.ca

	Effects of a Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy on Anxiety in Children with Autism Spectrum Disorders: A Randomized Controlled Trial
	What you need to know:
	What is this research about? 
	What did the researcher do?
	What did the researcher find?
	How can you use this research?
	About the Researchers
	Citation
	Keywords
	About the Chair
	Partners
	2013
	This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 2.5 C



