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Plain English summary

Generalised anxiety disorder, characterised by a tendency to worry, is the most common anxiety
disorder among older people. Those with this condition may experience other difficulties, including

increased distress and disability, poorer coping and reduced quality of life. Medication and talking therapy
are usually offered as forms of treatment, but many do not find them helpful. Guidance is lacking on how
to help older people manage generalised anxiety disorder when it does not respond to such treatments.

We developed a 16-session intervention specifically for older people with treatment-resistant generalised
anxiety disorder. This was based on acceptance and commitment therapy: a form of talking therapy that
helps people to learn how to best live with distressing experiences while still doing things that really
matter to them. It may be particularly suited to older people because many older people experience
difficulties with chronic ill health and other problems that cannot be easily improved with conventional
talking therapies.

We developed our intervention by asking 15 older people about their experiences of treatment-
resistant generalised anxiety disorder and treatments they have received for it, as well as what might
help or hinder their engagement with talking therapy. We combined their guidance with advice from
36 clinicians to ensure that our intervention was tailored to the needs of this population. We then
asked the same 15 older people, our Service User Advisory Group and academic clinicians about how
we could optimise our intervention. We also conducted an online survey of service users and clinicians
to clarify what care older people with generalised anxiety disorder are typically offered and receive.

We tested how acceptable our intervention was to 37 older people with treatment-resistant
generalised anxiety disorder, and how feasible it was to deliver within the NHS. We found evidence
that it was acceptable to participants, that it could be delivered within the NHS and that its value for
money could be tested in a larger study. We also found evidence suggestive of improvements in
anxiety, depression and coping.

There were some limitations of our study. However, overall, our results suggest that we should conduct
a larger study to find out whether or not our intervention is helpful for older people with treatment-
resistant generalised anxiety disorder.
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