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Empirically supported treatments (ESTs) do not cure every patient, and the randomized trial is not a
flawless methodology. Upon these often-noted and widely accepted points, D. Westen, C. M. Novotny,
and H. Thompson-Brenner (2004a) built a critique of ESTs and EST research. However, important work
developing effective, clinically relevant treatments for serious problems was omitted from the Westen et
al. (2004a) review. Little documentation was offered for the purported “assumptions” of EST method-
ology that Westen et al. (2004a) criticized; and different review standards were applied to studies
supporting versus those disagreeing with Westen et al.’s (2004a) views. Finally, the correlational research
designs proposed as a remedy by Westen et al. (2004a) have far more serious weaknesses than
randomized trials, thoughtfully applied to real-world clinical care.
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Over the past 2 decades, a revolution has begun in psychother-
apy research and practice. Researchers, practitioners, policymak-
ers, and consumers have come together to try to understand and
improve the quality of mental health care. Psychotherapy research-
ers have stepped out of their university laboratories and begun to
conduct rigorous applied treatment research in community set-
tings, with clear relevance to everyday clinical practice. Federal
funding has been made available to clinical care providers to build
practice-based research infrastructure and support the training of
community therapists in empirically supported treatments (ESTs;

e.g., U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2004a,
2004b). Policymakers at the national level have endorsed the
importance of evidence-based quality mental health care (National
Institute of Mental Health, 2001; Office of the Surgeon General,
1999; President’s New Freedom Commission on Mental Health,
2003). Family advocacy groups and patient organizations have
become increasingly vocal in advocating not just for access to
mental health care but to interventions with demonstrated effec-
tiveness and high patient satisfaction (Allness & Knoedler, 2003;
Flynn, 2005; Hoagwood, 2003, in press), and states have devel-
oped initiatives to support the use of effective mental health
services (National Association of State Mental Health Program
Directors, 2004). This is a time of great change and, for many,
great excitement. In this context, we were pleased to see a sub-
stantial portion of the August 2004 issue of Psychological Bulletin
devoted to a discussion of EST in mental health. However, we
were disappointed in the inaccurate content, selective reviewing,
and combative tone of the lead article by Westen, Novotny, and
Thompson-Brenner (2004a) critiquing EST research.

To be sure, there were a number of points in the Westen et al.
(2004a) article with which we agree—indeed, which we and our
colleagues have made repeatedly over the past 15 years—and
anyone who has carried out meta-analyses would concur with
Westen et al. that reporting in outcome studies needs to be much
more complete and consistent. However, we do not find that the
comments of Westen et al. (2004a, 2004b) add substantively to
what has already been written or provide a constructive guide for
how to actually improve psychotherapy research. Moreover, the
credibility of the Westen et al. critique is weakened by their
selective review of ESTs (failure to note ESTs that are quite
inconsistent with their arguments), their selective review of the
evidence base (omitting findings inconsistent with their points),
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and their use of shifting standards of evidence (being strict about
findings and methods they critique but lax about findings and
methods that fit their views). We also have concerns about a
primary metamessage of the critique, which seems to be that
because the randomized controlled trial (RCT) design is not a
perfect methodology, the field should shift wholesale to alternative
methodologies (such as correlational survey designs) that have
even more significant limitations than RCTs.

Our Perspective on Clinical Practice, Clinical Science,
and the Search for Best Practices

To establish a conceptual context for our comments, we note
here some general principles that have guided our work and our
thinking about science and practice over the years.

1. We believe that the search for best practices requires
collaborative effort by the research and practice commu-
nities. The ideal outcome of this search is a set of inter-
ventions that meets both standards of evidence and re-
quirements of utility and effectiveness in practice. We
cannot imagine achieving this outcome without active
practice–research collaboration. Our assumption is that
most clinical practitioners and most clinical researchers
are genuinely trying to improve mental health care for
those who seek help. Both deserve respect for their
good-faith efforts.

2. We also believe that the search for best practices requires
methodological triangulation. Each method by which
treatments are studied—including RCTs and correla-
tional approaches—is imperfect and thus relatively easy
to criticize for its specific limitations. The challenge is to
improve methods where possible and otherwise to com-
bine them in ways that ensure the limitations of one
approach are counterbalanced by the strengths of another.
This said, we do hold to the general principle that ma-
nipulating variables experimentally is the best method we
have for establishing cause–effect relationships, and ex-
perimental manipulation and random assignment are
compelling strengths of the RCT design.

3. We also believe that identification of beneficial practices
is an evolving process, each product of which is destined
to be imperfect in various ways. Thus, at this early stage
in the evolving history of treatment development and
testing, most individual treatments and their evidence
base will be easy to criticize for a variety of limitations.

4. This being the case, it seems to us that the usefulness of
any critique is best judged, not by whether it can identify
limitations in methods or products, since such limitations
are evident to many and often noted in the literature, but
by whether the critique (a) provides a fair and accurate
characterization, (b) correctly identifies causes of prob-
lems noted, and (c) proposes new approaches that will
significantly improve the current state of affairs. In our
view, the Westen et al. critique falls short in regard to a,
b, and c. We address these three standards in the follow-
ing sections.

Did Westen et al. Correctly Characterize the Evidence
Base?

First, we do not believe that Westen and colleagues (2004a)
accurately characterized the evidence base they were critiquing.
Our particular expertise is investigating psychotherapy in real-
world settings, and we focus our comments primarily on the
Westen et al. summary of the effects of “treatment as usual”
(TAU) and the relation between evidence-based treatments and
real-world conditions of clinical practice.

We begin by examining the Westen et al. (2004a) critique of the
Weersing and Weisz (2002a) benchmarking investigation. From
the start, Westen et al. appear to have misunderstood the purpose
of the study. The investigation was reviewed under the heading
“Studies Testing the Transportability of ESTs” (Westen et al.,
(2004a, p. 648), when in fact, it was a naturalistic investigation of
everyday clinical care. Weersing and Weisz (2002a) identified
depressed children and adolescents seen for services in community
mental health centers, prospectively followed these youths for 2
years, and measured both the services received and outcomes
achieved using well-validated instruments and assessment meth-
ods. To anchor any observed changes in depression symptoms, the
authors compared the symptom slope of youths treated in the
community with the most stringent benchmark available—the out-
comes of cognitive–behavioral therapy (CBT) for youths with
depression, reported in published clinical trials. This nonexperi-
mental comparison revealed a substantial outcome gap, with
youths in clinical trials improving nearly twice as quickly as
depressed youths treated in the community.

Westen et al. (2004a) criticized the study because the commu-
nity clinic sample had a higher rate of comorbid diagnoses than the
CBT sample; they suggested that this difference might account for
the outcome difference reported. They did not report, however,
that Weersing and Weisz (2002a) had considered this possibility,
tested the effects of comorbidity (both general and specific) on
symptom slope, and found that comorbidity did not impact depres-
sion outcome in this community care sample. Also omitted from
the Westen et al. critique was the finding that there were no
predictors within the community clinic sample that erased the gap
in outcomes between the clinics and the CBT efficacy studies, but
some variables did predict even worse outcome in the community.
Finally, Westen et al. (2004a) suggested that the outcome gap
uncovered by Weersing and Weisz (2002a) could have been due to
differences in the treatments delivered. Indeed, this was precisely
the point. Weersing and Weisz (2002a) were unable to test the
effects of therapy type—CBT versus eclectic/insight-oriented
care—within the community sample because none of the therapists
were providing this evidence-based treatment. However, they did
conclude that differences in therapy type might be a reasonable
explanation for the discrepancy in outcomes between the commu-
nity clinics and the published results of CBT. This conclusion
came with multiple caveats regarding the nonexperimental nature
of the design, other unmeasured variables that might affect out-
come (e.g., maternal depression, socioeconomic status), and the
dearth of data on how CBT would perform in the setting and
sample of the community centers. The recommendation of the
report was that precisely this type of real-world transportability
research was needed to clarify the meaning of the findings.
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We comment on Weersing and Weisz’s (2002a) investigation
not just to correct the misrepresentation of the study in Westen et
al. (2004a) but because the results are in line with a growing body
of research completely omitted from the Westen et al. critique. The
finding that usual clinical care, not guided by empirical evidence,
may not work well is emerging from a number of studies, using a
variety of methods, in the child and adolescent treatment literature.
For more than a decade, Weisz and colleagues have been searching
that literature for studies of psychotherapy in service settings in
which therapists were able to use their clinical judgment to deliver
treatment as they saw fit, unconstrained by evidence-based inter-
ventions or manuals, and in which there was a comparison of this
treatment to a control condition. Meta-analyses of these studies of
usual clinical care have found effect sizes averaging about zero
(see, e.g., Weisz, 2004; Weisz, Donenberg, Han, & Weiss, 1995).
Consistent with this pattern, Weiss, Catron, Harris, and Phung
(1999) found minimal effects of treatment delivered to disturbed
school-aged youths by practitioner therapists hired by a local
community clinic. Therapists were free to use whatever methods
they preferred, and they averaged 60 individual sessions, 18 parent
sessions, and 13 school consults. After all this treatment, guided by
therapists’ own choice of methods, youth outcomes were equiva-
lent (actually, nonsignificantly inferior) to those of the randomly
assigned control group who had received only academic tutoring.
Additional evidence suggests that efforts to link individual TAUs
together within what have been called “systems of care” may not
be helpful either (Bickman, 1996; Bickman et al., 1995; Bickman,
Noser, & Summerfelt, 1999). We are not aware of credible evi-
dence on effects of TAU for adults, but for children and adoles-
cents the evidence is not encouraging regarding the impact of usual
clinical care that has not been derived from empirical treatment
research.

Another aspect of the evidence base selectively reviewed by
Westen et al. (2004a) is that dealing with the dose–response
relationship in psychotherapy. Westen and colleagues argued
(2004a) that studies on this topic “consistently find a dose–
response relationship, such that longer treatments, particularly
those of 1 to 2 years and beyond, are more effective than briefer
treatments” (p. 633). This conclusion, based on research cited from
the 1980s and 1990s, certainly fits Westen and colleagues’ stated
preference for lengthier treatment. However, this conclusion ig-
nores more recent and more rigorous studies (Andrade, Lambert,
& Bickman, 2000; Bickman, Andrade, & Lambert, 2002; Salzer,
Bickman, & Lambert, 1999) with children and adolescents show-
ing no dose–response relationship.

Westen et al. (2004a) also seemed quick to discount the findings
of studies explicitly designed to test the main question of their
review—that is, whether the findings and treatments emerging
from RCTs are generalizable to the settings and samples of active
clinical practice? In their review, they allocated less than a para-
graph to two particularly seminal studies in this area—Wade,
Treat, and Stuart’s (1998; see Westen et al.’s, 2004a, discussion of
Stuart, Treat, & Wade, 2000, which was the 1-year follow-up)
investigation of the transportability of CBT for panic disorder and
Franklin, Abramowitz, Levitt, Kozak, and Foa’s (2000) investiga-
tion of exposure therapy for obsessive–compulsive disorder in a
sample of patients excluded from an RCT. In the words of Westen
and colleagues (2004a), the Stuart et al. (2000) study had “impres-
sively low relapse rates,” and the Franklin et al. sample was

“superb” (p. 649), but Westen et al. (2004a) dismissed the results
out of hand with the suggestion that the clinical assessors would
have known the patients received treatment (and were subject to
bias).

We certainly agree that blind assessment is desirable; however,
we were quite surprised at the short shrift given to this work. Not
only are these studies central to the thesis of Westen et al.’s
(2004a) critique, but the methods of assessment used in Wade et al.
(1998) and Franklin et al. (2000) were substantially more rigorous
than other investigations of “naturalistic” therapy that were fea-
tured in the Westen et al. review, concur with the authors’ argu-
ments, and were presented at length as useful and thought provok-
ing (pp. 647–648; a point we return to later). Furthermore, Westen
et al. did not report a number of additional studies testing the
generalizability/transportability of RCT treatments, including CBT
for social phobia (Lincoln et al., 2003), CBT for panic disorder
(Addis et al., 2004), interpersonal therapy for depression (Mufson
et al., 2004), cognitive therapy for depression (Merrill, Tolbert, &
Wade, 2003), and CBT for bulimia nervosa (Tuschen-Caffier,
Pook, & Frank, 2001). These investigations, too, have generally
demonstrated the robustness of evidence-based treatments across a
variety of patient, provider, and setting parameters. Overall,
Westen et al. appear to have provided a highly selective review of
the evidence base on TAU and the transportability of ESTs,
favoring, highlighting, and readily forgiving flaws in reports that
supported their views and omitting, downplaying, or sharply crit-
icizing reports that disagreed with their views.

Did Westen et al. Correctly Identify Causes of the
Purported Problems (i.e., the “Assumptions”)?

A second question to ask about the Westen et al. (2004a)
critique is whether it correctly identified causes of the purported
problems it presented. To address this question, we need to exam-
ine the four “assumptions” Westen and colleagues (2004a) claimed
are made by those who use “EST methodology” (p. 633). Indeed,
such an examination is crucial because Westen et al.’s critique is
founded largely on their criticism of these purported assumptions
that they believe underlie the development and validation of ESTs.
Some of these assumptions may fit the picture of ESTs drawn by
these authors, reflecting treatments that have not yet been designed
to fit into clinical practice contexts, but the assumptions have little
applicability to the ESTs we know that have been developed for
use by practitioners in practice settings with clinically referred
individuals. In our analysis of the assumptions purportedly under-
lying ESTs, we focus in particular on five EST models that have
considerable empirical support and have addressed a broad range
of serious clinical problems in adults and youths. We have chosen
to focus on these interventions because they clearly violate the first
three purported assumptions of ESTs that form the basis of the
Westen et al. critique and because each one has been successfully
tested using the RCT methods described as inadequate by Westen
et al. (2004a; in their presentation of the fourth assumption).

The community reinforcement approach (CRA; Budney &
Higgins, 1998) is one of the most extensively validated treat-
ments of adult drug abuse (National Institute on Drug Abuse,
1999; Roozen et al., 2004) and has been tested in more than
15 randomized trials.
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The program of assertive community treatment (PACT; Stein
& Santos, 1998), for persons with severe and persistent men-
tal illness, has been the subject of more than 25 randomized
trials (Bond, Drake, Mueser, & Latimer, 2001; U.S. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services, 1999) and has received
broad dissemination to practice settings (Gold et al., 2003).

Multisystemic therapy (MST; Henggeler, Schoenwald, Bor-
duin, Rowland, & Cunningham, 1998), functional family
therapy (Sexton & Alexander, 2004), and multidimensional
treatment foster care (MTFC; Chamberlain, 2003) are the
three effective treatments of juvenile offenders cited in El-
liott’s Blueprints series (Elliott, 1998) and the U.S. Surgeon
General’s report on youth violence (U.S. Public Health Ser-
vice, 2001) and have been tested in more than a dozen RCTs.

Purported Assumption 1: “Psychological processes are highly
malleable” (p. 633). Westen and colleagues (2004a) contended,
“The assumption of malleability is implicit in the treatment lengths
used in virtually all ESTs, which typically range from about 6 to
16 sessions” (p. 633). Obviously, some degree of malleability must
be assumed by anyone embarking on treatment, but the use of
RCTs to study psychological treatments of limited duration does
not imply an assumption that psychological conditions are easy to
change any more than use of RCTs to study cancer treatment of
limited duration implies that cancer is easy to cure. Moreover,
treatment duration in our example EST programs does not look
like the picture Westen et al. (2004a) painted. These ESTs clearly
consider the chronicity of certain types of problems, and their
services are designed accordingly. PACT provides daily 24-hr
availability of services, with no preset time limits. Similarly, MST
is usually provided for at least 4 months, MTFC for 6 to 9 months,
and CRA for 6 months with multiple treatment sessions per week
and daily 24-hr availability of services in many cases. It is impor-
tant to note that treatment completion within these ESTs is gen-
erally not fixed but criterion based—that is, dictated by the extent
to which treatment goals have been attained or improved function-
ing demonstrated. This seems quite consistent with what Westen et
al. (2004a) implied is needed. Good news: It is already being done
within ESTs.

Westen et al. (2004a) suggested that treatments of “1 to 2 years
and beyond” (p. 633) may be essential, and for some chronic and
refractory conditions, this may be the case, as in the PACT
program for persons with persistent mental illness. However, for
the majority of problems and conditions, long-term treatment may
be more consistent with practice decades ago and, perhaps for a
wealthy few today, than with the reality of current clinical care for
most people. As an example, a recent review of a national database
of over 6,000 adult patients in multiple forms of usual clinical care
(e.g., counseling centers, local and national health maintenance
organizations, community mental health centers) showed that the
average number of sessions was less than 5 (see Hansen, Lambert,
& Forman, 2002). Within this context, the Westen et al. estimate
of 6–16 sessions for the average EST seems generous. An argu-
ment could be made that for many problems and conditions de-
signing treatments that require 2 years or more to be effective may
not be so helpful in a practice environment in which very few
people actually receive that much service.

Finally, the notion that most psychological processes and dis-
orders are “highly malleable” would be rejected out of hand by
most of the treatment researchers we know. Most recognize that
change in long-standing patterns is quite difficult, and many who
treat the most severe problems aim not for completely normal
functioning but for an attenuation of the debilitating effects of
conditions that are often quite chronic. Treatment could go on
virtually forever in many cases, but in a practice climate charac-
terized by finite fiscal resources and a philosophy of empowerment
for clients and their families, the potential gains of extended
treatment must be balanced against the efficient and equitable use
of available resources and the value of helping clients develop
robust coping skills and indigenous support networks.

Purported Assumption 2: “Most patients have one primary
problem or can be treated as if they do” (p. 634). Westen and
colleagues (2004a) contended that EST researchers fail to consider
comorbidities in the design and implementation of interventions.
Considerable EST research has indeed used exclusionary criteria,
and we too have been critical of this practice (e.g., Weisz, 2004).
But the purported assumption could not be further from reality for
the index ESTs noted above, which reflect the movement toward
practice relevance. Juvenile offenders, drug abusing adults, and
persons with severe and persistent mental illness present a broad
range of emotional, interpersonal, and psychiatric comorbidities;
and each of these ESTs has been designed with the flexibility to
address possible co-occurring problems directly. The CRA manual
(Budney & Higgins, 1998), for example, includes sections on
improving time management, intimate partner relations, and voca-
tional satisfaction. Likewise, the functional family therapy (Alex-
ander & Parsons, 1982; Sexton & Alexander, 2004), MST
(Henggeler et al., 1998; Henggeler, Schoenwald, Rowland, &
Cunningham, 2002), and MTFC (Chamberlain, 1998, 2003) man-
uals present protocols for intervening at cognitive, family, peer,
school, and community levels for the juvenile offenders and their
families. PACT is similarly comprehensive, with interventions
ranging from medication management to vocational training (Stein
& Santos, 1998). Indeed, the comprehensive and broad-based
nature of these ESTs may be critical to their established effective-
ness with the multiproblem clients they serve.

Purported Assumption 3: “Psychological symptoms can be un-
derstood and treated in isolation from personality dispositions”
(p. 636). We were mystified by this purported assumption. We
find it hard to imagine that people who have actually carried out
psychotherapy—be they researchers or practitioners—would en-
dorse such an odd idea. A very significant part of learning to use
an EST is learning to apply the procedures in ways that fit well
with patient personality and with environmental factors. And some
EST researchers (e.g., Persons & Tompkins, 1997) have strongly
emphasized the need for ESTs to be formulation driven and thus
individualized to fit each patient’s personality, cognitive, affective,
and social characteristics and context. In the five index treatments
noted above, individualizing treatment procedures to fit each in-
dividual’s personality and situation is a core element.

Purported Assumption 4: “Controlled clinical trials provide the
gold standard for assessing therapeutic efficacy” (p. 637). We
would argue that random assignment and experimental control are
indeed optimal methods for establishing causality. However, it
appears to us that Westen et al. (2004a) did not so much critique
experimentation per se as criticize some of the specific ways
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experimental methods have been used in some EST research.
Thus, in this section, we assess whether the Westen et al. descrip-
tion of how RCT methods have been applied (a) accurately char-
acterizes the field and (b) accurately identifies procedures that are
necessary for the conduct of an RCT (e.g., Is it true that to carry
out a controlled trial, one must use a didactic treatment manual?).

Much of the Westen et al. (2004a) critique of RCTs is actually
a discussion of EST treatment manuals. The picture painted by
Westen et al. (2004a) depicts EST manuals as rigidly structured
documents that minimize the patient’s active involvement in the
treatment process, prevent therapists from using clinical judgment,
reduce the therapist to a “research assistant” whose job is to “run
subjects” (p. 639), and are incompatible with an emphasis on broad
principles of change. One can certainly find manuals for which
some of these features are evident. However, as we noted previ-
ously, one can also find examples—in some of the most thor-
oughly evolved and tested ESTs for some of the most serious
real-world problems—of principle-based treatment protocols in
which therapist, client, and the client’s significant others play
active roles in fashioning the specifics of the intervention.

As a careful reading of the manuals for our example ESTs
would reveal, the manuals set the playing field and provide guide-
lines and principles for the design and implementation of inter-
ventions. The manuals do not provide a lock-step description of
therapist behavior in the ways described by Westen et al. By all
means, logical sequencing of interventions is used (e.g., assess-
ment and engagement precede interventions), principles of practice
and suggested techniques are described, and specific procedures
that appear to be ineffective or counterproductive are proscribed
(e.g., MTFC and MST do not allow group therapy with juvenile
offenders, given evidence that such approaches may generate
“delinquency training”; see Arnold & Hughes, 1999; Dishion,
McCord, & Poulin, 1999); but within such logically and empiri-
cally guided frameworks clinicians have considerable flexibility—
indeed, a mandate—to use their own creativity and resources to
achieve desired clinical outcomes.

Equally far from reality is Westen and colleagues’ (2004a)
notion that experimental control requires “that therapy is some-
thing done to a patient—a process in which the therapist applies
interventions—rather than a transactional process in which patient
and therapist collaborate” (p. 639). In each of the aforementioned
ESTs, therapist–client collaboration is viewed as absolutely essen-
tial to the specification of treatment goals and the development and
implementation of plans to achieve those goals. As further evi-
dence of the emphasis that many ESTs place on client collabora-
tion, major consumer advocacy groups such as the National Alli-
ance for the Mentally Ill have supported ESTs such as MST and
PACT (Allness & Knoedler, 2003; National Alliance for the Men-
tally Ill, 2003).

Moreover, for these treatments, in contrast to the arguments of
Westen et al. (2004a), (a) randomized trials have usually included
clients with multiple co-occurring problems and/or disorders, (b)
the trials have often been based in community intervention set-
tings, (c) it is not the case that secondary analyses have been
required to identify effects, and (d) treatment fidelity has predicted
outcome (see, e.g., Bond, McGrew, & Fekete, 1995; Gold et al.,
2003; Henggeler, Melton, Brondino, Scherer, & Hanley, 1997;
Henggeler, Pickrel, & Brondino, 1999; Huey, Henggeler, Bron-
dino, & Pickrel, 2000; Latimer, 1999; McGrew & Bond, 1997;

Schoenwald, Sheidow, & Letourneau, 2004; Sexton & Alexander,
in press).

One additional concern raised by Westen et al. (2004a) in this
section warrants attention. Westen et al. (2004a) stated (but did not
document) that most comparisons of ESTs to TAU are not true
TAUs. We certainly agree that TAU conditions should provide the
most representative picture possible of actual treatment in the
community. Indeed, a critical public health question to ask of any
new treatment program is whether it can produce better results
than the interventions people would have received in its absence.
However, as discussed earlier, we find Westen et al.’s view of
TAU—long-term treatment, delivered by expert psychologists,
unconstrained by patient or payor time limits—quite unlike the
data on usual care that we know. For both children and adults,
real-world treatment for psychological problems tends to be short
term, and patients are more likely to receive care from nonpsy-
chologists (especially social workers) working in schools, public
sector agencies, or primary care offices than from psychologists in
independent practice offices (e.g., Burns et al., 1995).

In concluding this section of our commentary, we return to the
question of whether Westen et al. (2004a) correctly identified
causes of the purported problems on which they focused. Some of
their proposed causes make sense to us, but the four assumptions
they articulated do not work as a sweeping characterization of
ESTs or clinical researchers. Most clinical researchers we know do
not assume that psychological processes are highly malleable, and
ESTs vary more widely in the design of their protocols and in their
duration than Westen et al. (2004a) acknowledged. Most EST
researchers we know do not believe that most patients have one
primary problem or can be treated as if they do, and some of the
best ESTs are focused—increasingly so in recent years—on the
co-occurring problems, disorders, and life circumstances that can
make conditions so complex for treated individuals. In a previous
article on Freud’s legacy, Westen (1998) commented that critics
“attack an archaic version of psychodynamic theory that most
clinicians . . . consider obsolete” (p. 333). In their recent critique of
ESTs, Westen et al. appear to have done something similar, at-
tacking a version of EST science that is obsolete from the per-
spective of effectiveness researchers who are working to keep
science and practice closely linked.

To continue our summary regarding Westen et al.’s (2004a)
assumptions, we stress that most EST researchers we know would
never endorse the assumption that “psychological symptoms can
be understood and treated in isolation from personality disposi-
tions” (p. 636). Indeed, this assumption struck us as missing the
mark so widely that we wondered if Westen and colleagues had
experience using very many ESTs with real patients. Those who
have such experience certainly know that finding ways to fit
intervention principles and procedures into the context of the
patient’s personal style and environment is fundamental to effec-
tive treatment with ESTs. As for the purported assumption that
“controlled clinical trials provide the gold standard for assessing
therapeutic efficacy” (Westen et al., 2004a, p. 637), we find the
content of Westen et al.’s critique much less focused on inherent
characteristics of controlled experimental methods than on some of
the ways those methods have been used by some investigators.
Westen et al. primarily criticized the ways some investigators have
designed manuals, structured some experimental tests, and se-
lected some treatments to be the target of those tests. In their
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critique, they failed to note some of the most prominent ESTs to
which their criticisms do not apply, and they failed to acknowledge
that the solution to most of the problems they highlighted does not
require either suspending or abandoning controlled clinical trials.

Did Westen et al. Propose New Approaches That Will
Constitute Genuine Improvements?

As a final point, we examine the models of research put forth by
Westen and colleagues (2004a) as alternatives to identifying ESTs
through RCT methods. In their original review and in response to
commentaries, Westen et al. (2004a, 2004b) proposed that psy-
chotherapy outcome research substantially abandon its experimen-
tal tradition and adopt descriptive, correlational approaches. For
example, Westen et al. (2004a) reviewed at length their own
naturalistic therapy research, focusing on surveys that replaced
standardized assessment with therapists’ self-reports of their prac-
tice and judgments about their patients’ diagnoses. Therapists also
rated patients’ “clinically significant change” (Morrison, Bradley,
& Westen, 2003, p. 114) and whether outcomes “would likely be
lasting” (Morrison et al., 2003, p. 115; see also Thompson-Brenner
& Westen, in press). These sorts of practice surveys may have
merit as hypothesis-generating tools; however, they suffer from
fatal methodological flaws if the goal of the research is to draw
inferences about what works for whom in the real world. Gener-
alizing across large numbers of respondents does not erase these
faults, particularly given low response rates and uncertainty about
the representativeness and validity of responses. Readers are re-
ferred to evidence on the poor validity of diagnostic judgments by
clinicians under usual clinical practice conditions (see, e.g.,
Aronen, Noam, & Weinstein, 1993; Jensen & Weisz, 2002); the
diagnostic system may simply contain more disorders than can be
carefully reviewed under usual clinical practice time constraints.
Readers are also referred to the extended critiques of the Consumer
Reports survey (Seligman, 1995) of therapy “effectiveness,” pub-
lished nearly 10 years ago, for a discussion of threats to inference
in the kind of design proposed by Westen et al. (2004a; see, e.g.,
Jacobson & Christensen, 1996; Mintz, Drake, & Crits-Christoph,
1996). Although the Consumer Reports survey used patients as
respondents, the same issues of self-report biases, retrospective
reporting of treatment characteristics and outcomes, lack of ran-
domization, and self-selection of respondents (and of the episode
of care they choose to report on) would seem to apply as or more
strongly to the therapist respondents favored by Westen et al. It
also was surprising to us that this approach was presented so
favorably, given their damning assessment of EST “transportabil-
ity studies” using nonblind outcome assessors, individuals presum-
ably less motivated to shape their responses in a particular direc-
tion than the therapists who provided the treatment that was being
evaluated.

By the end of their review, Westen et al. suggested several
refinements to this descriptive method, including taping random
therapy sessions and use of independent interviewers, as a way to
gain some verification of therapist behavior and patient outcomes.
However, actual manipulation of therapy processes and random
assignment of patients would apparently be delayed for many
years in the Westen et al. plan, after many iterations of correlating
descriptive process variables with outcomes. To us, this research
agenda ignores the substantial, iterative contributions to the psy-

chotherapy outcome literature that have accrued through experi-
mentation. Indeed, other proponents of the use of practice as a
“natural lab” have stressed the importance of building RCTs into
the very structure of field work (e.g., use of randomized disman-
tling designs; Borkovec, Echemendia, Ragusea, & Ruiz, 2001).
Furthermore, even among therapy process researchers there is
continuing debate about the value of correlational designs in
revealing causal relationships. For example, if practicing therapists
are perfectly responsive to their patients’ needs, then significant
relationships between therapist behavior and patient outcomes may
disappear from view—a hypothesis that has been put forth to
explain null findings in previous, correlational process–outcome
studies (Stiles & Shapiro, 1994; cf. Hayes, Castonguay, & Gold-
fried, 1996). In addition, there is general agreement among meth-
odologists that mediation analyses, and other correlational tests
examining component processes or active ingredients of treatment,
are greatly enhanced when an experimentally manipulated (e.g.,
randomly assigned treatment) variable can be used to predict
change in mediator and change in outcome (e.g., Kraemer, Wilson,
Fairburn, & Agras, 2002; Rose, Holmbeck, Coakley, & Franks,
2004; Weersing & Weisz, 2002b).

As we stated at the beginning of this commentary, we fully
agree that the RCT design has limitations and is not the only
pathway to truth and that reporting of outcome research findings
should be more complete and more uniform across studies (see
Weisz, Huey, & Weersing, 1998). In our own work, we have
supplemented the use of RCTs with correlational process analyses
(Huey et al., 2000), descriptive surveys (e.g., Weersing, Weisz, &
Donenberg, 2002), meta-analyses (e.g., Weisz, Weiss, Han,
Granger, & Morton, 1995), narrative literature reviews (e.g., We-
ersing & Weisz, 2002b), and benchmarking (e.g., Weersing &
Weisz, 2002a). However, using these techniques as an important
supplement to experimentation seems to us a far cry from attempts
to rewrite the psychotherapy research literature from the ground-
up, beginning with the weakest weapons in our methodological
armory.

Instead of a retreat from randomized trials, we believe the field
is better served by building on their strengths while focusing on the
goal of developing treatment that works well with the clients,
therapists, and conditions of everyday clinical practice. One ap-
proach to this goal is to extend treatments with a strong evidence
base into an ever-broader range of practice settings and cultural
contexts, increasing their range of clinical utility while retaining
the use of RCTs as a continuing check on how well they work; see
for example, the work extending MST to such populations as
individuals referred to hospital inpatient units (Henggeler, Schoen-
wald, Rowland, & Cunningham, 2002) and to such cultural con-
texts as Norway (Ogden & Halliday-Boykins, 2004). Another
approach is the development and application of an EST treatment
development model designed to orient RCTs toward the creation
of the most practice-ready treatments possible across a broad range
of intervention methods and problem foci. This is the objective of
the deployment-focused model of intervention development and
testing (Weisz, 2004; Weisz, Southam-Gerow, Gordis, & Connor-
Smith, 2003). In this model, initial intervention design relies on the
interplay of clinical expertise and prior empirical evidence; the
resulting protocol is tested via an initial efficacy trial to establish
its potential for benefit, then used with and adapted to fit the kinds
of treated individuals, treating clinicians, and treatment contexts
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for which the intervention is ultimately intended. These adapta-
tions are followed by partial and ultimately full effectiveness trials
(all RCTs) to assess the extent to which the adapted intervention is
working well in its intended practice context. As this model and
our other work suggests, we believe that the experimental method
in general and the randomized trial in particular offer causal
inference potential that should be embraced, not rejected, in the
search for interventions that work well in the real world of clinical
practice.
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