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Abstract

Background: Nonsuicidal self-injury (NSSI) is common among adolescents and associated with negative outcomes.
However, treatments developed specifically for NSSI'and the proposed NSSI disorder (NSSID) are scarce, and access to
empirically supported treatments for NSSI in many areas is limited. Online treatments carry the potential to increase the
availability of evidence-based treatments. Emotion regulation individual therapy for adolescents (ERITA) has shown
promise in the treatment of adolescents with NSSID.

Method: The present study examined the feasibility, acceptability, and utility of an online version of ERITA. Twenty-five
adolescents (aged 13-17) with NSSID and their parents were included in an uncontrolled open trial. Self-report and
clinician-rated assessments of outcomes such as NSSI, self-destructive behaviors, emotion dysregulation, and global
functioning were administered at pre-treatment, post-treatment, 3- and 6- month follow-up. Measures of NSSI, self-
destructive behaviors, and emotion dysregulation were also assessed weekly during treatment.

Results: Ratings of treatment credibility, expectancy, and satisfaction were acceptable, and the therapeutic alliance and
treatment completion rate (96%) were high. Adolescent participation in the treatment was associated with a statistically
significant increase in past-month NSSI abstinence (p = .007), large-sized improvements in past-month NSSI frequency
(55% reduction, 95% confidence interval [Cl]: 29, 72; Cohen's d = 0.88, 95% Cl: 0.73, 1.06) and global functioning (d=1.01,
95% Cl: 0.77, 1.32), and medium-sized improvements in emotion dysregulation (d = 0.75, 95% Cl: 0.59, 0.90) and NSSI
versatility (d =0.63, 95% Cl: 0.54, 0.77) from pre- to post-treatment. These improvements were further strengthened at 3-
month follow-up and maintained at 6-month follow-up. The online therapist-guided parent program was associated
with small- to large-sized (ds = 047-1.22) improvements in adaptive parent behaviors, and these improvements were
maintained or further improved upon at 6-month follow-up. Moreover, in line with the theoretical model underlying
ERITA, change in emotion dysregulation mediated changes in both NSSI frequency and self-destructive behaviors over
the course of treatment.

Conclusions: Together, results suggest that online ERITA is an acceptable, feasible, and promising low-intensity
treatment for adolescents with NSSID. The results of this open trial must be replicated in controlled studies.
(Continued on next page)
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Background

Nonsuicidal self-injury (NSSI) is defined as the deliberate
self-inflicted destruction of body tissue without suicidal in-
tent and for purposes not socially sanctioned [1]. NSSI dis-
order (NSSID) was introduced in the most recent version of
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(DSM-5 [2]) as a disorder for further study. NSSID has a
prevalence of 3.1 to 6.7% in adolescent community samples
[3, 4], and both NSSI and NSSID have been associated with
a variety of negative outcomes, including general psycho-
pathology and suicide attempts [5, 6]. Despite the potentially
severe consequences of NSSI and NSSID, there are few
publications on interventions specifically designed to treat
NSSI [7-10]. Moreover, although a recent review of treat-
ments for suicidal and nonsuicidal self-injurious behaviors
among adolescents [9] identified three treatments as prom-
ising (including dialectical behavior therapy [11, 12],
mentalization-based treatment [13], and cognitive behavior
therapy [CBT]; [14, 15]), the authors concluded that no
treatment for NSSI in adolescents (when analyzed separately
from suicide attempts) is superior to treatment as usual.

To address the relative lack of effective treatments for
youth with NSSI, we developed emotion regulation indi-
vidual therapy for adolescents (ERITA [16]). ERITA is a
12-week, acceptance-based behavioral individual therapy
adapted from emotion regulation group therapy (ERGT)
for NSSI in adults [17, 18]. Similar to ERGT, ERITA was
developed specifically to decrease NSSI among adoles-
cents by improving emotion regulation skills. In the ini-
tial pilot study of ERITA, this treatment was delivered to
adolescents in a traditional face-to-face format. The par-
ents also participated in a parallel online parent program
developed to increase their ability to interact effectively
with their adolescents to decrease their child’s NSSI.
The utility, acceptability, and feasibility of face-to-face
ERITA for NSSID was supported in the open pilot trial
including 17 adolescents (aged 13-17 years) and their
parents [16]. Participants rated the treatment as credible,
and both the treatment completion rate (88%) and treat-
ment attendance were high. Intent-to-treat analyses re-
vealed large-sized uncontrolled effects from pre- to
post-treatment in past-month NSSI frequency, emotion
dysregulation, self-destructive behaviors, and global func-
tioning, as well as a medium-sized effect in past-month
NSSI versatility. All of these improvements were either
maintained or further improved upon at 6-month
follow-up. Moreover, change in emotion dysregulation

mediated the observed improvements in NSSI during treat-
ment, providing preliminary support for the theoretical
model underlying ERITA [16].

ERITA was developed to provide a targeted and effect-
ive intervention that could be easily and widely imple-
mented at a low cost. However, Internet-delivered CBT
(ICBT) has the potential to further increase accessibility
to evidence-based treatments by eliminating the effects
of geographical distances between patients and pro-
viders, allowing for less therapist time per patient, and
facilitating flexible scheduling at times that are conveni-
ent for families [19]. Therapist-guided ICBT has been
shown to be effective for several psychiatric and physical
disorders in adolescents (for a review, see [20]). There is
also research indicating that ICBT is at least as effica-
cious as face-to-face CBT for a range of psychiatric dis-
orders in adults [21]. Further, given research indicating
that individuals with stigmatizing illnesses are more
likely to use the Internet than traditional health care ser-
vices to seek help [22], online treatment may be particu-
larly suitable for the treatment of NSSI, given its
association with shame [23] and low levels of disclosure
[24]. Nonetheless, although there have been some efforts
to develop web-based interventions for suicidal behav-
iors (e.g. [25]), online interventions have not (to our
knowledge) been evaluated specifically for individuals
who engage in NSSI.

Thus, given both evidence for the utility and feasibility
of ERITA delivered face-to-face and the advantages of the
ICBT format, we adapted ERITA to an online intervention.
Following recommendations for early research on novel
interventions [26, 27], the present pilot study examined
the feasibility, acceptability, and utility of this online
ERITA in an uncontrolled open pilot trial. We expected
high levels of treatment module completion, low treatment
attrition, and high treatment credibility and satisfaction.
Further, we expected to find significant improvements
from pre- to post-treatment in adolescent NSSI, emotion
regulation difficulties, psychological inflexibility, global
functioning, and symptoms of borderline personality dis-
order (BPD), as well as parents’ ability to respond effect-
ively to their children’s negative emotions. We also
anticipated that these improvements would be maintained
or further improved upon at 3- and 6-month follow up pe-
riods. Finally, we hypothesized that change in emotion
dysregulation would mediate improvements in NSSI and
self-destructive behaviors during treatment.


https://clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/show/NCT02697019

Bjureberg et al. BMC Psychiatry (2018) 18:326

Method

Design

This study employed an uncontrolled open trial design
evaluating online ERITA for NSSID among adolescent
participants in Stockholm, Sweden. Participants were ei-
ther self-referred or referred from child and adolescent
mental health services (CAMHS). Referring clinics re-
ceived information about the trial through written infor-
mation distributed via emails and the Stockholm County
Council’s internal website. Self-referred participants were
recruited through advertisements in the local newspaper
and through information posted on social media and the
Swedish National Self-Injury Project’s website. The ado-
lescent treatment included 11 online modules adapted
from the ERITA manual [16]. As in the previous ERITA
trial [16], parents were enrolled in a parent program also
delivered via the Internet. Demographic, diagnostic, and
baseline data were collected through self-report mea-
sures and via interviews conducted by licensed psycholo-
gists. Self-report measures were also administered weekly
beginning 2 weeks prior to treatment and continuing
throughout treatment. Post-treatment and follow-up as-
sessments were administered directly after treatment com-
pletion (i.e., 11 weeks after treatment start) and at 3 and
6 months post-treatment completion. These included both
clinician administered interviews and self-report measures.
The self-report measures used in the study were adminis-
tered online which has been shown to be a reliable and
valid method [28].

The study was registered on Clinicaltrials.gov (Identifier
NCT02697019), and the TREND Statement guidelines for
nonrandomized interventions [29] were followed when
reporting the trial.

Participants

A total of 60 families were screened by telephone for eligi-
bility between March 2016 and March 2017. Thirty-six of
these families were assessed face-to-face, and 25 met in-
clusion criteria. Of these, 19 (76%) were self-referred and
six (24%) were referred from CAMHS. The inclusion cri-
teria for the adolescents were: (a) 13—17 years of age; (b)
meeting diagnostic criteria for NSSID [2]; (c) having en-
gaged in >1 NSSI episode during the past month; (d)
having at least one parent who committed to participate
in the parent program; and (e) stability of psychotropic
medications (if any) for at least 2 months. Exclusion cri-
teria for the adolescents were: (f) severe suicidal ideation;
(g) a diagnosis of psychotic or bipolar I disorder or on-
going (past month) substance dependence; (h) ongoing
dialectical behavioral therapy or mentalization-based
treatment; and (i) insufficient understanding of the
Swedish language. Of the enrolled participants, 92% met
diagnostic criteria for at least one psychiatric disorder
other than NSSID, and the median length of previous
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psychological treatment was 9 months. Demographic and
diagnostic data are described in Table 1, and participant
flow through the trial is presented in Fig. 1.

Measures

Diagnostic assessments

A full diagnostic interview was conducted using the
MINI-KID International ~Neuropsychiatric Interview,
version 6 [30]. The Clinician-Administered Nonsuicidal
Self-Injury Disorder Index [31] was used to determine if
participants met criteria for NSSID, and the Structured
Clinical Interview for DSM-IV Personality Disorders BPD
Module [32] was used to assess diagnostic criteria for BPD.

Adolescent-rated outcome measures

Acceptability measures Perceived credibility and ex-
pectancy of the treatment was measured using the Cred-
ibility/Expectancy Scales [33]. Higher scores indicate
greater credibility (range 1-9) and expectancy (range 0—
100%). Evidence for the reliability and predictive validity
of this measure has been provided [34]. This measure
was administered after the first treatment module. Satis-
faction with the treatment was measured using the
self-report measure, Client Satisfaction Questionnaire — 8
item version [35]. Scores on this measure range from 8
and 32, with higher scores indicating greater treatment
satisfaction. Internal consistency of this measure in the
adolescent sample was excellent (a=.92). Aspects of
therapeutic alliance were measured using the 12-item ver-
sion of the Working Alliance Inventory — Revised Short
Version [36], which has demonstrated sound psychomet-
ric properties [36]. Scores range between 12 and 84, with
higher scores indicating better therapeutic alliance. This
measure was administered after the third treatment mod-
ule, and internal consistency in the present sample was ex-
cellent (x=.95). At the post-treatment assessment,
participants completed a self-report measure of the occur-
rence of any potential adverse events associated with the
online intervention.

Primary outcome measure The primary outcome of
NSSI frequency was measured using the 9-item Deliberate
Self Harm Inventory (DSHI-9 [37]). The DSHI-9 assesses
the presence and frequency of the most common forms of
NSSI, including cutting, burning, severe scratching,
self-biting, carving, sticking sharp objects into the skin,
self-punching, and head banging. For this study (and con-
sistent with the pilot study on ERITA [16]), the item asses-
sing presence and frequency of preventing wounds from
healing was not included, as this behavior is considered to
be relatively normative and a less severe form of
self-injury. Evidence for the test-retest reliability and con-
current validity of the DSHI-9 has been provided among
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Table 1 Sociodemographic, clinical, and diagnostic data of the

sample (N =25)

Age (years)

Gender

Country of birth

Gender of treatment
responsible parent

Treatment responsible
parent’s educational level

Ongoing psychotropic
medication

Earlier psychological
treatments

Meeting full diagnostic
criteria for BPD

Mean number of BPD criteria

Adolescent’s report on
age of NSSI onset

Parent’s report on age
of their child’s NSSI onset

NSSI frequency past 12 months

Frequency of co-occurring
disorders

Number of participants with
0 - 25 co-occurring disorders

M (SD)
Min-max
Female
Male

Other (non-binary)

Sweden

Other European
country

Female
Male
Primary
Secondary
University

Yes

Yes

Mean length in
months (SD)

Yes

M (SD)

M (SD)

Median

IQR
Depression
Panic disorder
ADHD

Social anxiety
disorder

Separation anxiety

Specific phobia
Bulimia nervosa
GAD

BDD

None

One

Two

Three

Four

>Five

157 (1.3)
134-17.7
19

1

5

24

1

22

15
119 (164)

32(1.6)
133 (1.3)

14.1 (1.6)

103

N

N Ul O W N Y

5

76%
4%
20%
96%
4%

88%
12%
4%

28%
68%
32%

60%

20%

52%
36%
12%
52%

4%
8%
4%
28%
20%
8%
12%
36%
20%
8%
16%

Note. ADHD Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, BDD Body dysmorphic

disorder, BPD Borderline personality, GAD Generalized anxiety disorder, IQR
Interquartile range, NSS/ Nonsuicidal self-injury
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adolescents [37]. The DSHI-9 was also used to assess past
month NSSI versatility (i.e., the number of different types
of NSSI behaviors), which has been shown to be a marker
of NSSI severity [38]. The DSHI-9 was administered at
pre-treatment, post-treatment, and 3- and 6-month
follow-up to assess past month engagement in NSSL The
DSHI-9 was also administered weekly during treatment to
measure past week engagement in NSSIL

Secondary outcome measures Participants’ emotion
regulation difficulties were assessed using the 36-item Dif-
ficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS [39]). Scores
on this scale range from 36 to 180, with higher scores indi-
cating greater difficulties in emotion regulation. The DERS
has demonstrated good reliability and construct and con-
vergent validity in adolescents [40]. The DERS was admin-
istered at pre-treatment, post-treatment, and 3- and
6-month follow-up. Internal consistency in this sample
was excellent (a = .90). Emotion regulation difficulties were
also measured weekly during treatment using the 16-item
version of the DERS, the DERS-16 [41]. Scores on this
scale range from 16 to 80, with higher scores indicating
greater emotion regulation difficulties. The DERS-16 has
been found to demonstrate good test-retest reliability and
construct and predictive validity among adults [41-43]. In-
ternal consistency in this sample was good (a = .89).

Past week engagement in a variety of risky, self-destructive
behaviors (e.g., risky sexual behavior, binge eating, substance
misuse) was measured using the 11-item behavior supple-
ment to the Borderline Symptom List (BSL [44]). Scores on
this measure range from 0 to 55. The BSL-supplement was
administered weekly during treatment. BPD features were
measured using the Borderline Personality Feature Scale
for Children (BPFS-C [45]). The BPFS-C is a 24—item
self-report measure with scores ranging from 24 to 120;
higher scores indicate greater BPD features. The BPFS-C
has demonstrated adequate construct validity among youth
[45]. The BPFSC was administered at pre-treatment,
post-treatment, and 3- and 6-month follow-up. Internal
consistency in this sample was good (o = .84). Finally, psy-
chological inflexibility was measured using the 7-item Ac-
ceptance and Action Questionnaire (AAQ-II [46]). Scores
on the AAQ-II range from 7 to 49, with higher scores indi-
cating less psychological flexibility. Evidence has been pro-
vided for the testretest reliability and concurrent,
predictive, and discriminant validity of this measure [46].
The AAQ-II was administered at pre-treatment,
post-treatment, and 3- and 6-month follow-up. Internal
consistency in the present sample was excellent (a = .90).

Clinician-rated outcome measure Global functioning
was assessed using the Children’s Global Assessment
Scale (CGAS [47]). Scores on this measure range from 0
to 100, with higher scores indicating better functioning.
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Telephone screening (N=60) —)

Excluded (N=24)

{

Face-to-face assessment (N=36)

Excluded (n=11)
L4

]

Included in study (N =25)

1]

Baseline assessment (N = 25)

Il

NSSID (1 = 4)

< 1 past month NSSI episode (n=1)
Recent change in psychotropic
medications (n = 3)

Severe suicidal ideation (n = 3)

ERITA treatment (12 weeks)

Il

Post treatment assessment
Adolescents (n=24)
Parents (n = 23)

Il

3-month follow-up
Adolescents (n=22)
Parents (n = 24)

1]

6-month follow-up
Adolescents (n=21)
Parents (n = 23)

Fig. 1 Participant flow through the study

-

Did not complete ERITA (n =1)
Dissatisfied (n = 1)

Evidence for moderate to excellent inter-rater reliability,
good stability over time, and good concurrent and dis-
criminant validity has been provided [47, 48]. The CGAS
was administered at pre-treatment, post-treatment, and
3- and 6-month follow-up.

Parent-rated outcome measures

Parents’ perceived ability to cope with and respond ef-
fectively to their children’s negative emotions was
assessed with the Coping with Children’s Negative
Emotions Scale — Adolescent version (CCNES-A [49]).
Parents rate 36 items on a seven-point Likert type scale
ranging from 1 (very unlikely) to 7 (very likely). The
CCNES-A version used in this study consists of nine
hypothetical scenarios accompanied by four types of
responses. The responses assessed for each scenario
include distress reactions, punitive reactions, and
minimization reactions (for which lower scores indicate
more effective responses) and expressive encourage-
ment (for which higher scores indicate more effective
responses). The CCNES has demonstrated good
test-retest reliability and construct validity [50]. In-
ternal consistency in this sample was adequate for each
dimension (as = .68-.80).

Treatment

ERITA is an individual therapy for adolescents that was
adapted from the original ERGT manual used in several
trials of adult women with NSSI [17, 18, 51, 52]. The
utility of ERITA as a face-to-face treatment was exam-
ined in a previous study, and a detailed description of
the treatment is available in that article [16]. In the
present study, some modifications were made to both
the adolescent treatment and the parent program in re-
sponse to therapist and participant feedback from the
previous study. Specifically, modifications to the adoles-
cent treatment included: (1) combining the four sessions
on emotional acceptance, awareness, and clarity into two
modules; (2) combining the two sessions on emotional
unwillingness and willingness into one module; (3) mov-
ing information on valued directions and actions to the
first module (vs. the end of treatment) to provide a ra-
tionale for approaching emotions early in treatment; and
(4) incorporating a greater emphasis on the practice of
emotional approach strategies throughout treatment.
Table 2 provides an overview of the structure and spe-
cific topics addressed in the 11 treatment modules. The
modifications to the parent program aimed to increase
the emphasis on emotional awareness and validation by
replacing the conflict management and problem solving
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Table 2 An overview of the content of the online ERITA

Adolescent treatment
(Module) Content

(1) Functions of NSSI and
valued directions

Parent program
(Module) Content

(1) Psychoeducation

(2) Impulse control (2) Emotional awareness

(3) Functionality of emotions (3) Validation and invalidation

and emotional awareness

(4) Primary vs. secondary (4) Self-validation and self- invalidation

emotions

(5) Emotional avoidance /
unwillingness vs. emotional
acceptance / willingness

(5) How to improve parenting in the
long run / behavioral activation

(6) Emotional willingness /
approach

(6) Summary and evaluation

(7) Emotional willingness /
approach

(8) Non-avoidant emotion
regulation strategies

(9) Validation and
emotional approach

(10) Repetition

(11) Relapse prevention

session with one module on the function and awareness
of emotions and two modules on validation and invalida-
tion [53]; An outline of the structure and topics ad-
dressed in the parent program is available in Table 2.

The treatment platform was completely web-based
and designed with age-appropriate appearance, anima-
tions, and interactive scripts (see Additional file 1: Figure
A.1-3). It has previously been tested in several online
treatments for a range of mental and medical disorders
(e.g., [54-56]). The treatment includes educational texts,
animated films, illustrations, case examples, and inter-
active exercises. For this study, a mobile app was devel-
oped to complement the adolescent online treatment.
This app provided the adolescents with the opportunity
to report on both self-destructive behaviors and im-
pulses to engage in these behaviors on a daily basis. If
the participant had neither engaged in a self-destructive
behavior nor experienced impulses to do so, they were
instructed to report on potential protective factors. Fur-
thermore, the mobile app (see Additional file 1: Figure A.
4) included reminders of homework assignments and sev-
eral built-in programs providing assistance in the skills ac-
quired in the online treatment (e.g., impulse control
strategies, emotional awareness and clarity, and distraction
and approach strategies). Moreover, the individualized cri-
sis plan (see “Participant safety”) could easily be accessed
through the app.

During the 12-week treatment period, both adoles-
cents and parents had online contact with an assigned
clinical psychologist. The adolescents completed one
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module every week (i.e., they had one extra week to
complete the 11 modules) and the parents completed a
module every other week. The psychologist reviewed the
participants’ responses and provided written feedback
through the platform. In the case of participant inactiv-
ity, the psychologist reminded the participant through
text messages or telephone calls. Further, the psycholo-
gist helped problem solve, guide participants through
the program, and assist with the homework assignments
when necessary. The amount of therapist time spent
with each adolescent and parent was measured.

Participant safety

In order to ensure participant safety and facilitate detec-
tion of sudden deterioration, participants were instructed
to complete online weekly assessments of NSSI and sui-
cidal ideation. An individualized crisis plan was estab-
lished prior to treatment start, which contained necessary
contact information to acute health care services. If in-
creased suicidality was observed, the adolescent and/or
parent were immediately contacted.

Statistical analysis

Statistical analyses were conducted using R version 3.3.1
[57]. Generalized estimation equations (GEE) with ex-
changeable working correlation structure along with ro-
bust error estimations were used to model change in
outcome measures across the treatment and follow up
periods (from pre-treatment to post-treatment to 3- and
6-month follow-up), as well as for the weekly measures
administered before and during treatment. The GEE
models for the count variables (i.e., NSSI frequency and
self-destructive behaviors) used a negative binomial dis-
tribution with a log link function, and the remaining
outcomes were analyzed using GEE models with a nor-
mal distribution.

Consistent with the use of an intent-to-treat sample, all
models included all available data for each outcome. We esti-
mated separate coefficients for the change from pre- to
post-treatment, post-treatment to 3-month follow-up,
3-month follow-up to 6-month follow-up, and pre-treatment
to 6-month follow-up. We included regression weights in
the GEE models that were inversely related to the probability
of a value being observed as a function of time (which gives
unbiased estimation under the assumption of data missing at
random [58, 59]. Ordinal variables were analyzed using Wil-
coxon signed ranks test. Effect sizes were calculated for
changes between all assessment points. The average percent-
age change across time for the count variables (i.e., NSSI fre-
quency and BSL) was calculated from the GEE models with
95% confidence intervals. The effect size Cohen’s d was cal-
culated for the remaining continuous outcomes by dividing
the estimated means derived from the GEE models by the
baseline standard deviation. For comparative reasons (with
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previous studies), Cohen’s d was also calculated for the count
data based on log-transformed NSSI frequency and BSL
scores (these analyses were used only for effect size estima-
tion, and not to draw inferences about statistical significance
or percentage change). The 95% confidence intervals for
effect sizes were calculated using 5000 bootstrap replications
[60] clustered on participants [61]. Finally, we calculated the
number of participants who reported no (zero) NSSI epi-
sodes at pre-treatment, post-treatment, and 3- and 6-month
follow-up and used McNemar’s mid-p test [62] to analyze
the changes between the assessment points (list-wise deletion
was used in these specific analyses when data were missing).

We also examined change in emotion regulation diffi-
culties as a mediator of improvements in NSSI and
self-destructive behaviors during treatment in two sets
of mediation analyses (with NSSI and self-destructive be-
haviors coded as the dependent variable in the first and
second analysis, respectively). In both sets, two regres-
sion equations were estimated [63]. First, the relation-
ship between the independent variable (i.e., time in
treatment) and the dependent variable (i.e., c-path) was
examined to see if time in treatment was associated with
frequency of NSSI or self-destructive behaviors. Second,
the association between the independent variable and
the mediator (i.e., a-path) was investigated to test if
emotion regulation difficulties decreased as a function of
week in treatment. Second, the relationship between the
mediator and the dependent variable (i.e., b-path) was
examined to see if emotion regulation difficulties were
associated with NSSI or self-destructive behavior fre-
quency (controlling for time in treatment). The first and
third regression equations used a negative binomial dis-
tribution with a log link function [64], and the second
equation used a normal distribution. The indirect relations
of time in treatment to improvements in the dependent
variables through improvements in emotion regulation
difficulties were calculated as the product of the a- and
b-path estimates, denoted ab. A 95% confidence interval
(CI) was obtained by 5000 bootstrap replications using the
bias-corrected and accelerated method around the
ab-product, and the criterion for mediation was that the
CI for ab did not contain zero [65].

Results

Feasibility: Treatment completion rates and attrition

Of the 25 participants who started treatment, only one
(4%) dropped out of treatment (after the second module,
see Fig. 1). The average number of completed treatment
modules was 9.7 (SD = 2.1; median = 11) out of 11 modules
for all included adolescent participants, and 5.2 (SD = 1.6;
median = 6) out of six modules for the parents. All enrolled
adolescents and 24 parents (96%) completed at least one
follow-up assessment (see Fig. 1). Mean therapist time for
the whole treatment (including reading patient exercises
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and written feedback) was 309.6 min (SD = 133.1) per fam-
ily (the adolescent and parent), with an average of 238.5
(SD=115.4) and 93.9 (SD = 44.2) minutes for the adoles-
cents and parents, respectively. The therapist had add-
itional contact outside of the platform with five of the
participants (20%) and their parents through phone calls
(M =37 min; SD = 13.6 min). At post-treatment, ten partic-
ipants (40%) reported having some form of treatment con-
tact (e.g., a social worker, psychologist, or medical doctor)
while engaged in the online ERITA. However, five of these
reported that they had only met with their treatment pro-
vider once or twice a month (with the remaining five
reporting they had met with their treatment provider once
a week during the course of treatment).

Acceptability: Treatment satisfaction, credibility, and
adverse events

Mean ratings of treatment credibility (M =6.5, SD=1.1)
and expectancy (M =55.6%, SD=21.4) completed after
the first session were satisfactory and very similar to the
face to face ERITA trial [16]. In general, participants also
rated their alliance with their therapist as very high
(M =59.8, SD=15.2). At post-treatment, mean ratings
of treatment satisfaction were acceptable for both ad-
olescents (M =17.3, SD=4.6) and parents (M =17.8;
SD =3.6).

Eight adolescents reported experiencing one or more
adverse events during the treatment, including increased
distress (n =7), lack of time for school homework and
other obligations (n=3), and feeling depressed when
having difficulties practicing the treatment skills (r = 1).

Utility: Outcome analyses

Medians, inter quartile range, means, standard devia-
tions, percentage change, and Cohen’s d for the adoles-
cent outcomes are presented in Table 3 and for the
parent outcomes in Table 4.

Primary outcomes

There was a significant 55% reduction in NSSI frequency
from pre-treatment to post-treatment. Additionally, re-
sults revealed a further 52% significant reduction from
post-treatment to 3-month follow-up, which was main-
tained at 6-month follow-up. The overall change in NSSI
frequency between pre-treatment and 6-month follow-up
was associated with a significant 69% reduction. The
observed means for NSSI frequency were 10.0 (SD =9.3),
45 (SD=4.8), 22 (SD=32), and 3.1 (SD=4.7) at
pre-treatment, post-treatment, and 3- and 6-month
follow-ups, respectively. Effect sizes (Cohen’s d) based on
log-transformed data on past month NSSI frequency
showed a large reduction from pre- to post-treatment
(d=0.88, 95% CI: 0.73, 1.06), a medium reduction
from post-treatment to 3-month follow-up (d =0.57, 95%
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Table 3 Adolescent treatment outcome variables at pre-treatment, post-treatment, 3- and 6-month follow-up

Qutcome Pre-treatment Post-treatment 3-mo f-u 6-mo f-u  Pre-to Post- to 3-mo f-u- to Pre to to
post-treatment 3-mo f-u 6-mo f-u 6-mo f-u
Count- data Median (IQR) Median (IQR)  Median Median z % change Z % change Z % change Z % change
(IQR) (IQR) [95% Cl] [95% Cl] [95% CI] [95% Cl]
DSHI-9-f 9 (3-15) 2 (0-8) 0(0-3) 1(0-6) 343" 55 334" 52 —135 —44 395" 69
[29-72] [26-69] [- 144-15] [45-83]
Continuous Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD  Mean (SD) Z Cohen'sd Z Cohen'sd Z Cohen'sd Z Cohen’'s d
[95% CI] [95% Cl] [95% Cl] [95% CI]
DSHI-9v  22(1.2) 14 (13) 08 (1.0) 09(10) 233" 063 2977 054 -036 —0.06 473" 11
[0.54,0.77] [0.47,0.66] [-0.5,-0.08] [0.96,1.35]
DERS 1256 (20.1) 1106 (27.2) 1013 (233) 997 (268) 3.14" 075 207" 039 034 006 440" 120
[0.59,0.90] [0.31,047] [0.05,-0.08] [0.95,1.44]
AAQ 314 (93) 290 (9.8) 278(78)  276(93) 228" 027 042 006 021 003 207 036
[0.22,0.31] [0.05,0.07] [0.03,-0.04] [0.30,043]
BPFSC 67.1 (12.9) 67.3 (13.9) 650 (14.1) 644 (122) 016 002 173 018 023 003 151 023
[0.02,0.03] [0.15,0.20] [0.02,-0.04] [0.19,0.27]
CGAS 524 (7.1) 60.0 (9.8) 646 (83)  632(106) 3797 1.01 376" 053 051  -0.10 459" 144
[0.77,1.32] [0.40,0.70] [-0.14,-0.08] [1.09,1.88]

Note. Count data. Test statistics are based on generalized estimation equation models using either a negative binomial or normal distribution for count and
continuous data, respectively. Confidence intervals for effect sizes are based on 5000 bootstrap replications

Abbreviations: AAQ acceptance and action questionnaire, BPFSC borderline personality feature scale for children, CGAS Children’s Global Assessment Scale, DERS
difficulties in emotion regulation scale, DSHI-9-f deliberate self-harm inventory - frequency past month, DSHI-9-v deliberate self-harm inventory - versatility

past month
p<.05 "p<.01;"p<.001

CL 046, 0.68), and no change from 3- to 6-month
follow-up (d=-0.09, 95% CIL: -0.10, —0.07). Finally, be-
tween pre-treatment and 6-month follow-up, the overall
change in NSSI frequency was associated with a large effect
size (d = 1.36, 95% CI: 1.12, 1.63). The GEE models revealed
a significant, medium-sized reduction in past-month NSSI
versatility from pre- to post-treatment, with additional
significant improvements in NSSI versatility from
post-treatment to 3-month follow-up, and no significant
changes from 3- to 6-month follow-up. Finally, the propor-
tion of participants with past month NSSI abstinence
increased significantly (p =.007) from 0% at pre-treatment
to 28% at post-treatment, and remained stable from

post-treatment to 3- and 6-month follow-ups (48 and 40%,
respectively).

Secondary outcomes

Results revealed significant medium-sized improvements
in emotion regulation difficulties (on the DERS) and
large improvements in global functioning (on the CGAS)
from pre- to post-treatment, both of which were further
improved upon at 3-month follow up and maintained at
6-month follow-up. Likewise, results revealed significant
improvements (associated with a small effect size) in
psychological flexibility on the AAQ from pre- to

Table 4 Parent treatment outcome variables at pre-treatment, post-treatment, 3- and 6-month follow-up

Outcome  Pre-treatment Post-treatment 3-mo f-u  6-mo f-u  Pre- to post- Post-to 3-mo f-u  3-mo f-u- to Pre to 6-mo f-u
treatment 6-mo f-u

Continuous Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD Mean (SD) Z Cohen'sd Z Cohen'sd Z Cohen'sd Z Cohen’s d
[95% Cl] [95% CI] [95% Cl] [95% Cl]

CCNES-DR 2.0 (0.8) 19 (0.8) 19100 19(1.1) 054 0.11 -036 -005 030 009 054 015
[0.09,0.15] [-06,-0.04] [0.07,0.11] [0.12,0.19]

CCNES-PR 15 (0.5) 13(03) 1102 1304 227 047 33177 034 184 -026 437" 055
[0.35,0.60] [0.25,0.43] [0.20,0.34] [0.41,0.70]

CCNES-EE 54 (0.9) 59 (0.7) 58 (1.1)  58(10) 3317 058 —-046 —0.10 000 00 2817 048
[0.49,0.68] [0.080.11] [0.00,0.00] [041,0.57]

CCNES-MR 2.9 (0.9) 1.8 (06) 16(06) 17(06) 654 122 203" 021 -024 —005 908" 139
[0.99,1.44] [0.17,0.25] [0.01,002] [1.15,1.67]

Note. Test statistics are based on generalized estimation equation models using normal distribution. Confidence intervals for effect sizes are based on 5000

bootstrap replications

Abbreviations: EE expressive encouragement, DR distress reactions, MR minimization reactions, PR punitive reactions

p<.05 "p<.01;""p<.001
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post-treatment, which were maintained throughout the
follow up period. Notably, however, BPD symptoms did
not change significantly during treatment or follow-up.

Weekly measures

Difficulties in emotion regulation (on the DERS-16) de-
creased significantly throughout treatment (d = 0.62; 95%
CL: 0.51, 0.75; p = .002). Similarly, the GEE analyses revealed
that NSSI frequency (on the DSHI-9) and self-destructive
behaviors (on the BSL) decreased significantly across treat-
ment, with estimated mean week-to-week reductions of
10.1% (95% CI: 3.8, 15.1; p=.001) and 5.2% (95% CIL: 1.1,
8.8; p = .01), respectively (see Fig. 2).

Parent outcomes

Parents’ distress reactions to their children’s expression of
negative emotions (on the CNNES-DR) did not improve
during treatment or follow-up. However, parental punitive
reactions to their children’s expressions of negative emotions
(on the CNNES-PR) decreased significantly from pre- to
post-treatment and were further improved upon during
follow-up. Parental support and encouragement of children’s
emotional expressions (on the CCNES-EE) also improved
during the treatment period, and these improvements were
maintained at the 3- and 6-month follow-ups. Finally, par-
ental minimization of children’s negative emotions (on the
CCNES-MR) also improved significantly from pre- to
post-treatment, with further improvements in this outcome
from post-treatment to 3-month follow up (and mainten-
ance of these gains at the 6-month follow-up).

Mediation analysis

The relations between time in treatment and improve-
ments in both NSSI frequency (c-path=-0.101; 95%
CL -0.161, -0.046) and emotion regulation difficulties
(a-path = - 0.657; 95% CI: -1.056, —0.278) were signifi-
cant, as was the association between emotion regulation
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difficulties and NSSI improvements during treatment,
controlling for time in treatment (b-path=0.029; 95%
CI: 0.005, 0.052). Likewise, the indirect relation of time in
treatment to NSSI improvement through change in emo-
tion regulation difficulties was significant (ab=-0.019;
95% CI: - 0.045, — 0.003). The corresponding GEE analyses
for self-destructive behaviors showed a significant c-path
(- 0.052; 95% CIL: -0.086, —0.008), a-path (-0.657; 95%
CIL: -1.056, — 0.278), and a near significant b-path (0.016;
95% CI: -0.004, 0.031). Finally, the indirect relation of time
in treatment to improvement in self-destructive behaviors
through change in emotion regulation difficulties was also
significant (ab = 0.011; 95% CI: 0.025, 0.001).

Discussion

NSSID is common among adolescents and associated
with a wide variety of negative outcomes. However,
treatments developed specifically for NSSI are scarce,
and access to empirically-supported treatments for this
behavior is limited [9]. Online treatments carry several
advantages compared to traditional face-to-face psycho-
logical treatments and may be particularly useful for
treating NSSI, as this behavior is associated with high
levels of shame and non-disclosure [23, 24]. Support for
the feasibility and acceptability of online ERITA was pro-
vided by findings of high levels of treatment module
completion and low treatment attrition, acceptable ratings
of treatment credibility, expectancy, and satisfaction (by
adolescents and their parents), as well as strong ratings of
therapeutic alliance. Providing initial support for the util-
ity of this online treatment for NSSI, participation in the
study was associated with significant, medium- to
large-sized improvements in past-month NSSI frequency
and versatility, emotion regulation difficulties, and global
functioning from pre- to post-treatment. Moreover, all of
these improvements were either maintained or further im-
proved upon at 3- and 6-month follow-ups. Not only are
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these findings promising and suggestive of the utility of
this online treatment, they are comparable to the findings
obtained in previous trials of face-to-face versions of
ERITA and ERGT [16-18, 51, 52]. Notably, however, the
mean therapist time per family in the current study was
approximately one third of the time required in brief
face-to-face treatments for NSSI (e.g., [16, 66]) and this
substantial reduction in therapist time was managed with-
out a related loss in the feasibility, acceptance, or utility of
the intervention. Moreover, consistent with past research
on ICBT for adults [67], the therapeutic alliance was strong
and comparable to the ratings obtained in the face-to-face
trial of ERITA [16]. This is notable given that most therap-
ist support was only provided online; although telephone
contact was allowed between therapists and participants,
this option was not used for most participants. Even so,
participant enrollment in the treatment was associated
with durable improvements in behavioral problems, emo-
tion regulation difficulties, and global functioning.

The high treatment completion rates and overall posi-
tive findings obtained in this study may be due, in part,
to some of the advantages of online interventions in
general, such as the structured treatment format, lesser
impact of therapist drift, lack of a need to schedule ap-
pointments, and greater access to the treatment mater-
ial. It may also reflect the particular utility of the
method of communication inherent to online treatment
for individuals with stigmatizing behaviors (e.g., secure
self-disclosure [68]). In order to further develop and re-
fine online treatments, future research should include
qualitative interviews exploring the experience of partici-
pating in online treatments for NSSIL.

Despite the positive results found in many domains,
only small non-significant improvements were found in
BPD symptoms at follow-up. These findings suggest that
this brief treatment may not be sufficient to address
BPD symptoms beyond emotion dysregulation, NSSI,
and other self- destructive behaviors, and that this online
treatment may be needed to be incorporated into an
overall treatment approach for individuals with BPD for
long term remission. However, only 20% of the partici-
pants in the present sample met diagnostic criteria for
BPD at baseline; thus, replication in larger samples, in-
cluding larger proportions of adolescents with BPD, is
needed before any conclusions regarding the treatment’s
utility for BPD symptoms can be drawn.

Family support is important in the treatment of ado-
lescents with self-injurious behaviors [69]. Consistent
with both expectations and the intended purpose of the
parent program, the online ERITA parent program was
associated with small- to large-sized improvements in
parental punitive and minimizing responses to adoles-
cents’ expressions of negative emotions and parental en-
couragement of their children’s emotional expressions.
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Given past findings that parental invalidation is associ-
ated with higher levels of adolescent externalizing prob-
lem behaviors, and parental validation is associated with
lower levels of emotion dysregulation [70], these findings
may, at least in part, account for some of the observed
improvements in adolescent NSSI and emotion dysregu-
lation. Contrary to expectations, however, no improve-
ments were found for parental distress reactions to
children’s negative emotions. These results suggest that
behavioral responses to children’s emotions may be
more amenable to brief interventions (and easier to
change) than emotional reactions, highlighting the utility
of teaching parents’ adaptive ways of responding to chil-
dren’s distress regardless of their own emotional reac-
tions to that distress. Indeed, even with increased
knowledge about the function of and motivations for
NSSI, it is reasonable to expect that parents still experi-
ence strong emotional reactions to the occurrence of
NSSI in their child. However, our findings suggest that,
even in the context of high levels of emotional distress,
parents can respond behaviorally in an effective manner,
possibly due to the emotional awareness and validation
skills taught in the parent course. Overall, these findings
are encouraging and highlight the utility of further re-
search examining the role of changes in parental behav-
iors and parents’ own emotion regulation skills in
treatment outcomes among adolescents with NSSI and
other maladaptive behaviors.

Consistent with past research on both ERGT [71, 72]
and ERITA [16], results of the present trial provided fur-
ther support for the mediating role of change in emotion
regulation difficulties in NSSI improvements during
treatment. Change in emotion regulation difficulties also
mediated improvements in self-destructive behaviors
during treatment. These findings provide further support
for the underlying role of emotion regulation difficulties
in the maintenance of self-destructive behaviors, as well
as for emotion regulation as a key mechanism of change
in ERGT-based treatments.

Several limitations warrant mention. First, the absence
of a control group and/or randomized controlled design
precludes any conclusions regarding the effects of this
treatment versus the passage of time or other factors.
Likewise, ten participants (40%) reported having some
form of face to face treatment contact while engaged in
the online ERITA. However, it is important to note that
five of these reported minimal contact with this treat-
ment provider over the course of treatment. Thus, it is
unlikely that the observed improvements in this trial
were the result of these additional treatment contacts
alone. Nonetheless, further research examining the
effects of this treatment in a randomized controlled trial
is needed. Second, the majority of participants were
self-referred and highly educated, potentially limiting the
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generalizability of this sample to more complex or severe
patient populations. However, findings that 60% of the
adolescents in this sample had a history of psychological
treatment and rates of co-occurring psychiatric disorders
were high suggest that the sample may be representative
of a clinical sample in terms of treatment history and
psychological burden. Third, the relatively small sample
size limits the generalizability of our findings and re-
duces our statistical power. Finally, the sample largely
consisted of girls, limiting our ability to generalize our
results to boys.

Conclusions

The present study provides preliminary support for the
acceptability, feasibility, and utility of an online version
of ERITA for adolescents with NSSID and their parents,
as well as the theory underlying the treatment. Given
the benefits of an online treatment format, particularly
with regard to therapist time, patient ease and flexibility
of scheduling, access to treatment in underserved areas,
and its usefulness for stigmatized behaviors, further re-
search examining the efficacy of online ERITA in a
larger-scale randomized controlled trial is needed.
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