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Executive Summary
Background

There is an increasing burden on the NHS and the Department of Work and Pensions
from those individuals who are unable to work because of mental illness. Layard et al
(2006) identified that over 50% of individuals who are in receipt of incapacity benefit
have mental illness as a primary or secondary cause. There are also increasing pressures
on the NHS to provide effective treatments that are evidence based. Currently Cognitive
Behavioural Therapy is the preferred treatment of choice identified by the National
Institute for Clinical Excellence, because of its brevity and demonstrable effectiveness
through randomised controlled trials. Most other approaches to psychotherapy involve
long term care, which has an increased level of cost to the NHS. This paper reports on the
evidence base for a similar form of psychological therapy to Cognitive Behavioural
Therapy, neurolinguistic psychotherapy and makes recommendations for research into
the effectiveness of this approach.

Question

The question posed in this critical review is whether neurolinguistic psychotherapy or
NLP is an effective treatment choice of psychotherapeutic change in individuals with
depression or anxiety.
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Findings

There is limited evidence of the effectiveness of NLP as a methodology in psychological
intervention and only two studies that demonstrate it’s effectiveness as a psychotherapy.
A meta-analysis has been conducted that demonstrates the flawed nature of most of the
research in this area, and the researchers then utilise these findings to conduct an
empirically sound study that does demonstrate it’s effectiveness in individuals who have
a diagnosis of phobia. Further research was then conducted with a group of 55 patients
with a DSM diagnosis of mental disorder, and this demonstrated a marked improvement
in symptoms in 76% of the group compared to a control group, using empirically sound
assessment tools. The research had some flaws when using research evaluation criteria;
however it does provide a starting point for further research.

Recommendations

The report concludes with recommendations for a specific research project to assess the
effectiveness of neurolinguistic psychotherapy in an NHS setting which includes an
evaluation of the economic benefit of the approach.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Introduction

This report critically reviews a brief outcome oriented model of psychotherapy,
neurolinguistic psychotherapy, as an effective psychotherapy in individuals with
depression or anxiety. The report makes recommendations on further research that is
required in this area of psychotherapy with regard to measuring outcomes and patient
benefit. The report concludes with an action plan of how change can be implemented into
clinical practice.

1.2 Background

The Depression Report (Layard et al 2006) identified up to 50% of all people in receipt of
incapacity benefit is due to mental illness as either a primary or secondary factor. There
are over a million people in receipt of benefit and not working, yet the Depression Report
identifies that the cost of treatment for those suffering anxiety or depression is £750 per
person. Layard continues to note that there are insufficient numbers of therapists,
proposing a total of ‘ten thousand more therapists’ be trained and employed to resolve
this problem (p. 3). The report highlights that 5,000 psychological therapists would need
to be trained from amongst the clinicians already working within Mental Health in the
NHS, yet Layard does not consider the existing 6,000 psychotherapists already trained,
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experienced and accredited through the voluntary regulatory body for psychotherapy, the
UK Council for Psychotherapy.

The Depression Report has now been adopted by the Department of Health, Care
Services Improvement Partnership (CSIP), and a business case has been submitted to the
Treasury for the national roll-out of local Psychological Therapy Services (Pilling and
Burbeck 2006).

1.3 Evidence Based Practice

The Nice guidelines (2004) identified that Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) is the
preferred treatment of choice as this is the only modality of psychological therapy that
has an evidence base for effectiveness using randomised control trials (Dobson 1989,
Hollon et al 2002, Hollon & Beck 2004, Westbrook & Kirk 2005). Yet research
conducted by Stiles et al (2006) demonstrates that theoretically different psychotherapy
approaches tend to have equivalent outcomes. Hamer & Collinson (1999) suggest that
there are a number of factors that influence the drive towards evidence based practice
within the health service, not least those of cost pressures. CBT is a brief model of
psychotherapy that typically lasts between 6 and 20 sessions, therefore fulfilling the
Department of Health’s aim of providing brief psychotherapeutic interventions at limited
cost. Within the wider field of psychotherapy, most other approaches require a prolonged
time in therapy, often between 1 and 5 years, yet there are other psychotherapy
approaches that are closely related to CBT, such as neurolinguistic psychotherapy, which,
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if proved effective, would fulfil a realistic economic aim of an effective psychotherapy
that is brief and time limited.

Sackett et al (2000) states that evidence based practice consists of 5 stages:

-

Step 1 – Formulating an answerable question

-

Step 2 – Finding the evidence

-

Step 3 – Evaluating the Evidence

-

Step 4 – Implementing the Evidence

-

Step 5 – Evaluating the Effectiveness of Change

McLeod (2001) highlights the difficulty that psychotherapy faces in that it is based within
the field of social science, and the specific approach taken within psychotherapy means
that new phenomena often arise in practice rather than through empirical research. This
has implications for the field of psychotherapy in general, particularly that of verification.
McLeod proposes that there are three reasons why verification in psychotherapy is
important:

-

Verificationist research is an effective strategy for building legitimacy

-

The academic disciplines of psychology and psychiatry, that have hosted the bulk
of therapy research have been dominated by hypothesis testing, experimental
research design
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-

The majority of therapists have received training that does not encourage or
prepare the therapist to become involved in research.

2. Formulation of Question

In considering the agenda of IAPT, it is essential that any evidence for equivalent brief
psychotherapy interventions to that offered by CBT has an effective evidence base.
Neurolinguistic psychotherapy is a relatively new model of therapy, compared to CBT,
Psychodynamic and Family Therapy approaches. It is essential therefore that the wider
body of literature of neurolinguistic programming (NLP) as well as the therapeutic
applications is considered. The initial question to be considered is:

What existing evidence is there of the effectiveness of neurolinguistic psychotherapy as a
method of intervention in clinical conditions?

In using the model proposed by Fleming (1998) and Sackett et al, (1996), the question is
divided into 4 components:

-

Population

-

Intervention

-

Comparison

-

Outcomes
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Population – the population to be considered is that identified within the Depression
Report (Layard 2006), those individuals who have a clinical diagnosis of anxiety or
depression.

Intervention – the intervention to be critically evaluated is neurolinguistic psychotherapy.
In recognition of the relative short history of neurolinguistic psychotherapy, which has
only been established as a modality since 1992, the wider body of research that exists
within the field of NLP will also be evaluated.

Comparison – it is anticipated that there are no comparative studies of neurolinguistic
psychotherapy compared to other therapeutic approaches; therefore this will not be
considered as part of this report.

Outcomes – the report will consider the effectiveness of neurolinguistic psychotherapy as
an effective modality using the CASP (Critical Skills Appraisal Programme 2006) as the
measurement tool.

Question

Is NLP an effective treatment choice of psychotherapeutic change in individuals
with depression or anxiety?
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3. Finding the Evidence

A search strategy (Palmer & Brice, 1999, in Hamer & Collinson, 1999) was developed
that included the search of recognised academic research databases Psycinfo, Medline,
CINAHL, Embase, Ovid, as well as the National Electronic Library, the NHS Research
web database for the Cochrane Study of Systematic Reviews. Three NLP research
specific database reviews were also undertaken and a systematic review of the NLP
psychotherapy literature – see appendix 1. A total of 21 research articles were identified
as being potentially of interest to this report, of which 12 were considered to be
sufficiently robust in their research design, methodology and evaluation to be of use to
this study. Each of these will be reviewed using the CASP method. A summary of this
process is evidenced in appendix 2.

4. Evaluation of Evidence / Findings

As the above section has demonstrated, there is little evidence for the effectiveness of
neurolinguistic psychotherapy as a treatment of choice for the disorders of anxiety and
depression. Of the 12 papers that do demonstrate a credible source of research, 8 of the
papers provide evidence of effectiveness of intervention with context specific anxiety or
phobia disorders. Koziey et al (1992) considers the effectiveness of neurolinguistic
psychotherapy with individuals who are experiencing anxiety following being raped.
Ferguson (1987), Krugman et al (1985) and Hale (1986) review the application of NLP in
anxiety related to public speaking. The resolution of phobias, which is a context specific
Evidence Based Practice – A critical review of NLPt in depression & anxiety Lisa Wake
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form of anxiety disorder, is reviewed by Einspruch and Forman (1985), Kammer et al
(1997) and Liberman (1984). Allen (1982) reviews the effectiveness of NLP with
individuals who have a phobia of snakes. Each of these studies is discounted using the
CASP methodology as they are not directly relevant to the question asked.

Einspruch and Forman (1985) reviewed 39 studies on NLP as a generic psychological
intervention that had taken place between 1975 and 1984. Their study identified a number
of components that questioned the validity of the research that had been undertaken
previously.

-

There was a lack of understanding of concepts of pattern recognition and none or
limited consideration of the context for the study. (Gumm et al 1982, Beale 1981,
Birholtz 1981, Cole-Hitchcock 1980, Fromme and Daniell 1984, Hernandez 1981,
Johannsen 1982, Kraft 1982, Lange 1981, Mattar 1981, Owens 1978, Radosta
1982, Shaw 1978, Talone 1983, and Thomason et al 1980.)

-

Most researchers had used NLP as a methodology rather than an approach to
therapy (Hammer 1983, Yapko 1981a,b)

-

Where the linguistic components of NLP had been used, the users were unfamiliar
with these elements. (Ellickson 1983, Frieden 1981 and Pantin 1982.)
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-

There was a failure to consider the role of existing associations through the use of
stimulus response or operant conditioning (Dorn 1983a)

-

There was inadequate interviewer training (Dowd and Hingst 1983, Brockman
1981, Cody 1983, Ellickson 1983, Dorn 1983b, Dowd and Pety 1982,
Ehrmantraut 1983, Falzett 1981, Green 1981, Hammer 1983, and Paxton 1981.

-

There were logical mistakes made (Mercier and Johnson 1984, Ellis 1981 and
Frye 1980.)

Einspruch and Forman identified that although NLP is testable and verifiable, that any
previous research was methodological inadequate. They concluded that it was not
possible to determine the validity of either NLP concepts or whether NLP-based
therapeutic procedures are effective for achieving therapeutic outcomes. They made
recommendations that empirical investigations were conducted to test the validity of NLP
as a model of psychotherapy.

Two pieces of research emerged from this original review by Einspruch and Forman, one
by the researchers themselves, who in 1988 were able to demonstrate marked
improvement in a group of 31 phobic patients within a multifaceted treatment programme
using NLP and Ericksonian approaches. Measurement instruments used were ‘Mark’s
phobia questionnaire’ and ‘fear inventory’, and the ‘beck depression inventory’ pre and
post treatment. The researchers concluded that NLP holds promise for becoming an
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important set of therapeutic techniques for treating phobias. In using the CASP (2006)
evaluation methodology, this piece of research meets the initial screening criteria, and
also meets the criterion of credibility, dependability and confirmability. The research
does not however address the issue of transferability, nor does it address one of the
fundamental rationales for evidence based practice, that of economic benefit.

A further piece of research was conducted by Genser-Medlitsch and Schütz (1997). This
study demonstrated through a comprehensive evaluation of 55 patients that
neurolinguistic psychotherapy is an effective modality of therapy in accordance with its
therapeutic objective. The clients all had severe DSM conditions, such as schizo-affective
disorder, psychosis, psychosomatic tendencies, depression or dependency problems, most
of who were also on medication. Patients in the control group all had milder symptoms.
Measurements were conducted at three points in time of changes in individual
complaints, clinical psychological symptoms, individual coping strategies, and locus of
control tendencies, using the linear rating scale model (LRSM) and the linear partial
credit model (LPCM).

After therapy, the clients who had received NLP scored

significantly higher (76%) in each of the measured areas and experienced a reduction in
clinical symptoms. The researchers concluded that ‘It could be established that, in
principle, NLP is effective in accordance with the therapeutic objective’. As the only
robust piece of research that specifically uses neurolinguistic psychotherapy, there are a
number of flaws within the study when assessed against the CASP (2006) criterion. The
study lacks confirmability by not providing a definitive description of the therapeutic
process. Norcross (2002) suggests that most therapeutic are often the result of common
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factors in the therapeutic relationship, such as the therapeutic alliance, empathy of the
therapist and a collaborative relationship. The study lacks credibility as it is impossible to
determine if there are contributing factors to the validity of this study such as the history
of the patients or whether the patients had been in receipt of therapy before. The study is
transferable, and it would benefit ongoing research to include a longitudinal follow up
study of this group of patients in demonstrating effects of therapy over time and whether
there is any recurrence of symptoms. This study also does not address the economic
benefit.

4.1 Summary of the findings

It is clear from the limited evidence that exists, that it is not possible to generalise on the
four studies (Einspruch & Forman 1988, Genser-Medlitsch & Schütz 1997, Hossack
1993, and Konnefal et al 1992) that been conducted. Hossack (1993) used a descriptive
case study to evidence the effectiveness of guided imagery in managing depression in one
case. The study by Konnefal et al (1992) lacked clear selection criteria of the study
subjects and did not focus specifically on those with a clinical diagnosis of anxiety.
Einspruch and Forman (1988) have been able to demonstrate the effectiveness of NLP for
phobia disorders that result in anxiety states using recognised psychological assessment
tools. Genser-Medlitsch and Schütz (1997) were also able to demonstrate clinical
effectiveness, yet the study lacks credibility as the study subjects were not selected
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clearly enough, nor were the possible variables considered. None of the studies
considered an economic evaluation or the longer term effects of the interventions.

In conclusion it is not possible for these studies to contribute fully to existing
psychotherapy practice; however it is possible to make recommendations for future
research into this area including the development of empirical research of the
methodology.

5. Recommendations

It is recommended that research is conducted to assess the effectiveness of
neurolinguistic psychotherapy as a psychological intervention. The research should
include:

-

Clear criteria for inclusion in the study

-

Clear definition of the process of neurolinguistic psychotherapy

-

Utilisation of the Clinical Outcomes in Routine Evaluation-Outcome Measure
(CORE-OM) (Barkham et al 1998, 2005) at the beginning and end of treatment

-

Economic evaluation of the cost of treatment, the numbers of clients returning to
work, and the reduction in payment in incapacity benefit. (Barkham et al 2001)
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6. Implementation of change.

Garland and Corfield (1999) propose that research is appropriate when best practice is
not defined, as presented in the findings of this report.

Rogers (1962) proposes that change can occur best through diffusion of innovations, and
in considering the place of neurolinguistic psychotherapy in the NHS, it is apparent
through the literature that the change process with regard to the use of NLP within the
medical model is at stage 2, that of interest.

Rogers

1

2

3

4

5

Interest

Evaluation Trial Adoption

Stages
Process

of Awareness

Innovation
Medical

Henwood & GPs,

Nurses,

Model

Lister

Psychotherapists

and

(2007)

Counsellors

now

are

receiving training in NLP
(Wake 2006, Mental Health
Foundation 2006)
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The next steps are to develop evaluation processes for the methodology in a clinical
setting. It is proposed that the process outlined in appendix 3 is followed.

7. Conclusion

The purpose of this report was to critically review the use of neurolinguistic
psychotherapy as an effective treatment choice of psychotherapeutic change in
individuals with depression or anxiety. In reviewing the literature, there is limited
evidence base for the approach in psychotherapy. Four research studies exist that do
support its use and effectiveness, however each of these are flawed in research
methodology. It is proposed that a research project is undertaken with local NHS
providers to determine if neurolinguistic psychotherapy is an effective methodology of
psychological intervention for patients who are unable to work because of anxiety or
depressive illness.
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Appendix 1 – Search Strategy

Database

Words/Phrases Used

Documents
retrieved

National Electronic Library for Health: Cochrane Neurolinguistic
Library

Psychotherapy;

All Dates

Neurolinguistic;

1

NLP;
Anxiety;
Depression;

Combination of 1&4;
1&5; 2&4, 2&5, 3&4,
3&5.
Psycinfo: All Dates

Neurolinguistic

1

Psychotherapy;
Neurolinguistic;
NLP;
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Anxiety;
Depression;

Combination of 1&4;
1&5; 2&4, 2&5, 3&4,
3&5.
Ovid Medline

Neurolinguistic

1

Psychotherapy;
Neurolinguistic;
NLP;
Anxiety;
Depression;

Combination of 1&4;
1&5; 2&4, 2&5, 3&4,
3&5.
Embase

Neurolinguistic

2

Psychotherapy;
Neurolinguistic;
NLP;
Anxiety;
Depression;
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Combination of 1&4;
1&5; 2&4, 2&5, 3&4,
3&5.
CINAHL

Neurolinguistic

1

Psychotherapy;
Neurolinguistic;
NLP;
Anxiety;
Depression;

Combination of 1&4;
1&5; 2&4, 2&5, 3&4,
3&5.
Ovid

Neurolinguistic

4

Psychotherapy;
Neurolinguistic;
NLP;
Anxiety;
Depression;

Combination of 1&4;
1&5; 2&4, 2&5, 3&4,
3&5.
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http://www.nlp.de/cgi-bin/research/nlp-rdb.cgi

Anxiety

7

Depression
Combination of 1&2
http://www.nlpco.com/pages/research/index.php

Anxiety

3

Depression
Combination of 1&2
http://www.nlpiash.org

Anxiety

14

Depression
Combination of 1&2
Resolve: A New Model of Therapy, Bolstad

Anxiety
Depression
Psychotherapy
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Appendix 2 – CASP Analysis of Research Papers

Research Paper

Allen, K.L.

Screening

Screening

Aims

Methodology

Yes

Yes

Rigour Credibility Relevance

Yes

Yes

No

–

Phobia

specific
Einspruch

& Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Forman 1985
Einspruch

No

–

Phobia

specific
& Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

Forman 1988
Ferguson D. M.

Yes

–

Phobia

specific
Field E.S.

No

No

Genser-

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

Medlitsch,

&

Schutz
Hale, R.

–

Anxiety

context specific
Hossack,

A. Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

Standidge, K
Kammer et al

–

Phobia

specific
Konefal et al

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes
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Koziey et al

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

–

Anxiety

context specific
Krugman et al

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

–

Anxiety

context specific
Liberman

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

–

Phobia

specific
Rogers S

No

No

Rosa N

No

No

Selley A

No

No

Stanton H 1988

No

No

Stanton J 1996

No

No

Yapko, M.

No

No

Young, G.

No

No

Zika B.

No

No
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Appendix 3 – Developing Research Evidence

Month Month Month Month Month Month
1
Meet with Local Medical Committee

2

3

4

5

12

9

(LMC) to discuss findings
Negotiate with LMC to approach local GPs
Consider ethical application to UK Council

9
9

for Psychotherapy and LMC
Identify GP Practices who wish to be

9

involved
Agree protocols for referral

9

Identify client group

9

Commence therapy intervention

9

Evaluate findings

9

Publish findings

9

Make recommendations for ongoing

9

practice
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