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Abstract

Background: Up to one-third of young people live with chronic physical conditions (eg, diabetes, asthma, and autoimmune
disease) that frequently involve recurrent pain, fatigue, activity limitations, stigma, and isolation. These issues may be exacerbated
asyoung peopl e transition through adol escence. Accordingly, young peoplewith chronicillnessare at ahigh risk of psychological
distress. Accessible, evidence-based interventions for young people with chronic illnesses are urgently needed to improve
well-being, support adaptation, and enhance daily functioning. Self-compassion, which is an adaptive means of relating to onesel f
during times of difficulty, is apromising intervention target for this population.

Objective: This study aims to test the efficacy of a 4-week, self-guided, web-based self-compassion training program for
improving well-being among young Australians (aged 16-25 years) living with achronic medical condition. The primary outcomes
were self-compassion, emotion regulation difficulties, and coping; the secondary outcomes were well-being, distress, and quality
of life. We also sought to test whether changesin primary outcomes mediated changesin secondary outcomes and gather feedback
about the strengths and limitations of the program.

Methods: We conducted a single-blind, parallel-group, randomized controlled trial comparing a 4-week, fully automated,
web-based self-compassion training program with a waitlist control. Participants were recruited via the internet, and outcomes
were self-assessed at 4 (T1) and 12 weeks (T2) after the baseline time point viaaweb-based survey. A mixed methods approach
was used to evaluate the program feedback.

Results: Overall, 151 patients (age: mean 21.15, SD 2.77 years, female patients: n=132, 87.4%) were randomized to the
intervention (n=76, 50.3%) and control (n=75, 49.7%) groups. The loss-to—follow-up rate was 47.4%, and program use statistics
indicated that only 29% (22/76) of young people in the experimental group completed 100% of the program. The main reported
barrier to completion was a lack of time. As anticipated, treatment effects were observed for self-compassion (P=.01; partia
n2=0.05; small effect); well-being (P<.001; partial n?=0.07; medium effect); and distress (P=.003; partial n°=0.054; small-medium
effect) at the posttest time point and maintained at follow-up. Contrary to our hypotheses, no intervention effects were observed
for emotion regul ation difficulties or maladaptive coping strategies. | mprovementsin adaptive coping were observed at the posttest
time point but were not maintained at follow-up. Self-compassion, but not emotion regulation difficulties or coping, mediated
the improvements in well-being.
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Conclusions:
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Minimal-contact, web-based self-compassion training can confer mental health benefits on young people with

chronic conditions. This group experiences substantial challenges to participation in mental health supports, and program
engagement and retention in thistrial were suboptimal. Future work should focus on refining the program content, engagement,
and delivery to optimize engagement and treatment outcomes for the target group.
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Introduction

Background

Between 13% and 32% of children and young people experience
chronic or long-term health conditions, such as cancer, diabetes,
autoimmune disorders, asthma, and myalgic encephalomyelitis
[1,2]. Compared with their physicaly healthy peers, these
individuals are much more likely to experience mental health
difficulties in childhood and adolescence [3], as well as
heightened risk of suicidal behavior [4] and mental illness [5]
moving into adulthood; for example, astudy of individual s aged
610 25 yearsin the United States found a 51% greater adjusted
risk of mental health problemsamong young peoplewith chronic
physical conditions compared with those without such conditions
[6]. Mental and physical health symptoms can compound one
another, leading to avicious cycle of chronic comorbidities[7].
Conseguently, children and young people living with chronic
conditions and their sequelae often experience limitations in
their participation in school [8] and social activities[9,10] and
difficultiesin family relationships[11], in addition to the strain
of treatment and physical symptoms such as pain and fatigue
[12].

Prior reviews have consistently highlighted the need for
developmentally appropriate interventions that promote better
psychologica functioning among youth with chronic illness
[13,14]. Accordingly, in early 2018, with support from the
Starlight Children’s Foundation, Australia, we commenced a
consumer-led research program aimed at promoting well-being
and better mental health outcomes among young people with
chronic conditions. Across the course of this 3-year program,
young people with chronic conditions were consulted on a
quarterly basis to discuss their ideas for research, provide
feedback on research methods, and guide theinterpretation and
trandation of findings. One priority for these young people was
the development of strength-based interventions designed for
young people with chronic conditions so that they could access
mental health support without needing to rely on amental health
professional. In addition to the difficulties in accessing mental
health support, which are frequently reported by young people,
having a chronic illness often involves unpredictable and
activity-limiting symptoms that can restrict the capacity to
access face-to-face services. Accordingly, a strength-based
digital intervention is recommended as a feasible means of
promoting better well-being and mental health outcomesin this

group.

https://www.jmir.org/2023/1/e44016

Although thereis substantial evidence demonstrating that digital
mental health interventions are effective for improving mental
health among children and young people [15-22], available
digital interventions for young people with chronic conditions
are largely limited to disease-specific approaches. Given that
young people with different types of chronic conditions share
many common experiences and that there are high levels of
co-occurring diagnoses in this population, transdiagnostic
approaches (ie, those designed for a range of different
conditions) have both practical and methodological benefits.
However, there are no transdiagnostic digital interventions
specifically designed for or in partnership with young people
living with chronic conditions. Therefore, we sought to trial a
digital program that was tailored to our population of interest.

Self-compassion was considered areasonabl eintervention target
based on consultations with young people as well as evidence
supporting its utility with this target group. As conceptualized
by Neff [23,24], self-compassion is an adaptive way of relating
to oneself during difficult experiences that involves a tendency
toward being compassionate rather than being uncompassionate
as a sdf-response. Compassionate self-responding is
characterized by taking a mindful and balanced approach to
difficult experiences, recognizing that undergoing such
experiencesis part of the common human experience, and being
kind and understanding toward oneself during times of struggle.
In contrast, uncompassionate self-responding is characterized
by the tendency to overidentify with difficult experiences, feel
alone in one’s difficult times, and treat oneself with judgment
or criticism.

Self-compassion is associated with adaptive psychological
outcomesin people experiencing both acute [25-27] and chronic
stress [28,29]. Among adolescents, meta-analytic evidence
demonstrates large inverse effects for the relationship between
self-compassion and distress[30], although experimental studies
with this population are limited [31]. Previous studies have
demonstrated that self-compassion is associated with lower
distress and higher quality of life anong people living with
arthritis [32], cancer [33,34], HIV [35], epilepsy [36,37], and
inflammatory bowel disease[38,39]. Importantly, some studies
have demonstrated a longitudinal inverse relationship between
self-compassion and distressin peoplewith chronic conditions,
demonstrating the value of self-compassion as a prospective
indicator of mental health problems in this population [39].
Collectively, this evidence suggests that self-compassion has
transdiagnostic relevance across groups with different chronic
health conditions.
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Self-compassion may promote better mental health outcomes
for young people with chronic conditions in several ways.
However, one of the dominant explanatory models of
self-compassion highlights the mechanistic role of emotion
regulation [40]. Emotion regulation refers to the capacity to
modulate the intensity or duration of emotional experiences
[41]. According to Gratz and Roemer [42], adaptive emotion
regulation is underpinned by (1) emotional awareness, clarity,
and acceptance and (2) the capacity to access emotion regulation
strategies, control impulses, and engage in goal-directed
behavior when distressed. According to the emotion regulation
model of sef-compassion, those who are more
self-compassi onate use more adaptive emotion regul ation during
times of stress [40,43-45]. In a cross-sectional study of young
peoplewith chronic conditions, Prentice et al [45] found support
for both adirect path between self-compassion and distress and
an indirect path via emotion regulation difficulties. However,
only adirect path between self-compassion and well-being was
found, suggesting that other factors may mediate the relationship
between self-compassion and positive mental health outcomes.

Prior work by Siroisand colleagues[32] suggestsan alternative
path by which self-compassion may influence mental health
outcomes is via improvements in coping. Coping is a related
but conceptually distinct construct to emotion regulation that
refers to specific emotional or behaviora strategies that
individuals may deploy in response to stressful events rather
than to emotions more generally. Adaptive coping involves
appraising the source of stressinwaysthat reduceits perceived
threat and do not amplify the distress associated with the stressor
[46], as well as taking action to address the stressor. As
self-compassion fosters both reappraising situations in less
harmful ways and not overidentifying with negative states, it
followsthat self-compassion would promote the use of adaptive
coping. Resultsfrom ameta-analysis of 133 studies support this
proposition by finding that self-compassion is associated with
agreater use of adaptive coping strategies [47] and less use of
mal adaptive strategies. Importantly, evidence suggeststhat these
findings are relevant for coping with the challenges of chronic
conditions. Across a combined sample of people with
inflanmatory bowel disease and those with arthritis,
self-compassion was associated with a greater use of adaptive
coping strategies (ie, taking actions), less use of maladaptive
strategies (ie, disengagement), and, in turn, lower stress[32].

https://www.jmir.org/2023/1/e44016
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Given the potential benefits of self-compassion—based
interventions for young people with chronic conditions, we
sought to test Self-Compassion Online, aweb-based, self-guided
program designed to improve well-being and reduce distress
by increasing self-compassion [48]. Because Self-Compassion
Online was initially developed for healthy adults, we engaged
a co-design group of young people with chronic conditions to
help us tailor the program for this target group. The co-design
process for the adapted program (named “Uplift” but referred
to here as “Self-Compassion Online-Chronic Medical
Conditions” [SCO-CMC]) is outlined in our protocol [49] for
this study.

Objective

This study aimed to determine the efficacy of SCO-CMC
relative to the waitlist control for improving outcomes in
adolescents and young adults living with chronic illness.
Self-compassion, emotion regul ation, and coping were selected
as primary outcomes, and well-being, distress, and quality of
life were selected as secondary outcomes. We also aimed to
determine whether any improvementsin the secondary outcomes
were mediated by changes in the primary outcomes.

It was hypothesized that relative to the waitlist control, the
self-compassion intervention group would report (1) significant
pretest-posttest improvements in self-compassion, coping, and
emotion regulation and (2) significant pretest-posttest
improvements in psychological distress, quality of life, and
well-being. We also hypothesized that changes in all the
outcomes would be maintained at the 12-week follow-up and
that changes in the secondary outcomes would be mediated by
improvements in self-compassion, emotion regulation, and
coping. We also sought to assess the strengths and limitations
of the program by gathering feedback from participants.

Methods

Trial Design and Setting

We conducted a parallel-group single-blind randomized
controlled trial, comparing the intervention group who had the
web-based self-compassion training with the waitlist control.
The randomized controlled trial was conducted on the internet,
between February 2019 and February 2021. The study design
isillustrated in Figure 1.

JMed Internet Res 2023 | vol. 25 | e44016 | p. 3
(page number not for citation purposes)


http://www.w3.org/Style/XSL
http://www.renderx.com/

JOURNAL OF MEDICAL INTERNET RESEARCH Finlay-Jones et al

Figure 1. Participant flow through the study. SCO-CMC: Self-Compassion Online—Chronic Medical Conditions. *36 participants provided complete
data.
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Ethics Approval

This study was approved by the Curtin University Human
Research Ethics Committee (approval number HRE2019-0386).

Participants and Recruitment

Participants were recruited on the internet through open-access
websites of community organizations that represent various
chronic conditions including epilepsy, diabetes, asthma, cystic
fibrosis, and myalgic encephalomyelitis or chronic fatigue
syndrome. Thedligibility criteriawere asfollows: the participant
must (1) be an Australian resident; (2) be aged between 16 and
25 years; (3) be diagnosed as having at least 1 chronic medical
condition, which is defined as a physical condition lasting =6
months and requiring medical follow-up for >1 year; and (4)
have access to a computer and sufficient internet literacy to
complete the internet-based program. To facilitate program

https://www.jmir.org/2023/1/e44016
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accessibility, we only required that the participants had a
self-reported diagnosis of a chronic medical condition, that is,
these were not verified through medical record checks.

Intervention

The intervention was a 4-week fully automated program
administered via the internet-based learning management
system, Teachable (Teachable, Inc). For the purpose of thetrial,
once participants were randomized, they were contacted by a
research assistant who provided them with log-in details to
access the program for free. The program was not publicly
available during the study period. The program involved
psychoeducational components delivered in text and animated
video formats, internet-based forms that participants used for
reflection exercises, and meditation exercises delivered in audio
and video formats. There was 1 module per week to which the
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participants were invited to complete at their own pace. All
participants received a weekly email reminder to complete the
content, regardless of their progress through the program. An
overview of the program content was outlined in the protocol
[49] for this study. The intervention content did not change

Finlay-Jones et al

during the evaluation period. The research team was not aware
of any changes made to the Teachable platform during the
evaluation period. A screenshot of the program is shown in
Figure 2.

Figure 2. Screenshot of the Self-Compassion Online—Chronic Medical Conditions program.
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Outcomes and M easures

Overview

All participants were asked to complete the posttest and
follow-up measures at 4 and 12 weeks after the baseline,
respectively. Upon completion of the follow-up measures,
participants in the waitlist group received access to the
intervention. All the measures were self-assessed through
internet-based surveys administered via Qualtrics (Qualtrics
International Inc), and participantsreceived alink to the surveys
viaemalil. All the measures have previously been validated for
internet-based use, and there were no changesin trial outcomes
oncethetrial had commenced. Participants who completed the
posttest and follow-up surveys were reimbursed for their time
viaAus $10 (US $6.75) vouchersto an Australian retail outlet.
Self-Compassion

Self-compassion was measured using the Self-Compassion
Scale-Short Form (SCS-SF) [50]. The SCS-SF is a 12-item
self-report scale that measures the 6 subcomponents of
self-compassion defined by Neff by using a5-point Likert-type
response scale. Subscales that measure uncompassionate
self-responding are reverse scored, and the sum of all itemsis
used to yield atotal self-compassion score, with higher scores
indicating higher levels of self-compassion. The origina
Self-Compassion Scale and SCS-SF are the most commonly
used measures to assess changes in self-compassion via
intervention [51].

https://www.jmir.org/2023/1/e44016
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Coping

Coping was measured using the Brief Coping Orientation to
Problems Experienced Scale[52], a 28-item scal e that measures
the use of different coping strategies on a 4-point Likert-type
response scale. The Brief Coping Orientation to Problems
Experienced Scale consists of 14 subscales. In line with
Eisenberg et al [53], we used 12 of these subscales to form 2
composite measures. adaptive coping (comprising active coping,
emotional socia support, use of instrumental social support,
positive reframing, planning, and acceptance subscales) and
maladaptive coping (comprising denial, self-distraction,
substance use, venting, self-blame, and behavioral
disengagement subscales). In this study, adaptive and
mal adaptive coping strategies were analyzed separately.

Emotion Regulation Difficulties

Difficulties in emotion regulation were measured using the
Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale-Short Form
(DERS-SF) [54], an 18-item self-report measure. The DERS-SF
measures emotion regulation across six areas. (1) emotional
awareness, (2) emotional clarity, (3) emotional acceptance, (4)
accessto emotion regul ation strategies, (5) the ability to engage
in goal-directed behavior, and (6) impulse control. In thisstudy,
the total emotion regulation difficulty score was calculated by
summing the subscale scores. The DERS-SF has demonstrated
sound psychometric propertiesin adolescents and adults [50].
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Well-Being

Well-being was measured using the World Health Organization
Well-Being Index [55], a 5-item self-report measure of
subjective well-being. Items are summed and used to calculate
apercentage score ranging from 0 to 100. Higher scoresindicate
higher levels of well-being. The World Health Organization
5-item Well-Being Index has acceptable validity as an outcome
measure in intervention trials for both adolescents and adults
[55].

Distress

Distresswas measured using the Kessler Psychological Distress
Scale [56]. This 10-item self-report measure examines the
frequency of distress over the past 30 days. Theitem scoresare
summed to obtain a total distress score. The Kessler 10-item
Psychological Distress Scaleis sensitive to changes and suitable
for use in interventions with young people aged 12 to 25 years

[57].
Quality of Life

Quality of Life was measured using the Assessment of Quality
of Life-Adolescent Version [58]. The Assessment of Quality
of Life-Adolescent Version is a 20-item multidimensional
measure of health-related quality of life that can be scored asa
“psychometric” measurein which the scores of each dimension
are unweighted and summed or as a “utility” measure where
the dimensions are weighted to facilitate economic evaluation.
In this study, the “psychometric” scoring method was used to
derive a total score by summing the scores for each of the 6
dimensions. The possible scoresrange from 20to 99. Thelower
the respondent’s score, the better the quality of life.

Program Use, Engagement, and Feedback

Data on program engagement and feedback, including barriers
to completion, were gathered using 2 mechanisms. via the
Teachable platform and viaself-report. Dataon program log-ins
and the completion of individual components of the program
were gathered viathe Teachabl e platform. There were two noted
issues with these data: (1) participants who did not close their
browser or sign out remained logged in and were recorded as a
single log-in and (2) for individual component completion,
participants had to select “mark as complete” in the Teachable
platform for the completion to be recorded. We corroborated
these datathrough self-report: all participantsin theintervention
group were asked to complete 2 items asking about the
proportion of the program they completed and reasons for
noncompletion. In addition, interview invitations were sent to
asubset of participantsin the intervention group 8 weeks after
program completion. The interviews focused on participants
experiences of completing the program, when and how they
used the program, what program elements they liked and
didliked, and how the program could be improved. Participants
wererandomly selected at baselineto beinvited to an interview
to ensure the inclusion of those who may have disengaged from
the program. Interviews were conducted with 7 participants
with varying levels of program completion.

https://www.jmir.org/2023/1/e44016
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Sample Size

Anapriori power analysis determined that to conduct atest of
intervention effects (power=0.80; Cronbach a=.05) with a
medium effect size, 40 participants per group would be required.
Due to the complex challenges faced by young people with
chronic conditions, we accounted for 45% attrition.

Randomization

Following recruitment, participants read information sheets on
the internet and completed an internet-based consent form by
clicking on acheck box. Consenting participantswere screened,
and they completed baseline measures on the internet before
randomization, which was a simple randomization conducted
using the Qualtrics randomization module.

Allocation

Once randomized, the participants received a phone call from
a research assistant to explain their intervention allocation,
including details of how and when they would be able to access
the program. This prevented the possibility of multiple
enrollments. Participants randomized to the intervention group
were enrolled by the research assistant as a Teachable student
and received an email link with access to the self-compassion
program for 4 weeks.

Blinding

The researchers who completed the statistical analysis were
blinded to the participants’ allocation. Because of the nature of
the intervention and the use of the waitlist control, neither the

research assi stant assisting the implementation of allocation nor
the participants were blinded to the intervention allocation.

Statistical M ethods

We conducted intention-to-treat (ITT) analyses of al participants
(N=151), and no interim analyses were conducted. In line with
the protocol, we also conducted per-protocol analyses, which
included al control group participants and all intervention
participants who marked >50% of the intervention components
as complete. As the per-protocol analysis was conducted after
ITT analyses, researchers were no longer blinded to the
allocation.

SPSS software (IBM Corp) was used to cal culate demographics
and mean scores on outcome measures and to compare complete
caseswith the caseslost, whereasR (version 4.1.1; R Foundation
for Statistical Computing) was used for all subsequent analyses.
For the hypotheses regarding intervention effectiveness, linear
mixed models (LMMs) were used to compare changes in
outcome measures across groups and time points while
controlling for age and gender. LMMs allow all participantsto
be retained regardless of attrition and thus are appropriate for
ITT analysis[59]. Furthermore, LMMscan account for thelack
of independence among an individual’s outcomes measured at
different time points and allow the grouping of individuals at
higher levels, that is, into intervention and control groups[60].

An LMM was tested for each primary and secondary outcome
using the Ime4 package for R [61], with arestricted maximum
likelihood for missing data. In each model, the participant was
included as a random effect, and age was included as a fixed
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effect. Time (baseline, posttest, and follow-up time points);
condition (the intervention vs waitlist control groups); and the
interaction between time and condition were included as fixed
effects. The time-by-condition interaction was calculated as a

test of intervention effects, with partial n? calculated as a
between-groups effect size. For models with significant
interaction effects, univariate F tests were used to determine
the main effects of time within the intervention and control
conditions and within-group effect sizes over time. Planned
contrasts of estimated marginal means were used to determine
significant changes in outcomes across specific time points,
with Cohen d provided as a measure of effect size. To account
for multiple comparisons, the Tukey adjustment was used for
P value calculations.

We aso conducted causal mediation analysis in R using the
mediation package developed by Tingley et a [62] to test
whether self-compassion, difficulties in emotion regulation,
adaptive coping, or maladaptive coping would mediate the
relationship between intervention effects and the secondary
outcomes of well-being, distress, and quality of life. For each
model, the significance of the indirect effect was determined
using 100,000 simulations and 95% quasi-Bayesian Cis[63].

Descriptive statistics were used to summarize the program
engagement data, and descriptive qualitative coding was used
for the interview data. The descriptive coding process began
with repeated readings of all data extracts. Initial coding was
used to determine patterns within the data set, which were
discussed by 2 of the authors, both of whom had lived
experience of a chronic condition. Subsequent coding was
completed independently by 1 of the authors. The coding was
conducted in the context of the research question, “What are
the experiences of young people completing the SCO-CMC
program?’ The codes aimed to capture surface-level trendsin
the data relating to participants program experiences and
recommendations.

Results

Participant Flow

Figure 1 demonstrates the participant flow through the study.
A tota of 527 entries were recorded for the internet-based
screening survey to determine eligibility. The €ligible
participants (N=151) were randomized to either theintervention
(n=76, 50.3%) or thewaitlist control group (n=75, 49.7%) after
completing the baseline assessment. The participants were
contacted to complete the posttest measures 4 weeks after
alocation. All the participants were contacted to complete the

https://www.jmir.org/2023/1/e44016
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follow-up measures 12 weeks after allocation and baseline
assessment, regardless of whether they completed the posttest
measures at 4 weeks. Participants assigned to the waitlist control
group received access to the intervention after completing the
follow-up measures.

Missing Data

The final data set included 151 participants, with 76 (50.3%)
and 75 (49.7%) participants in the intervention and waitlist
control groups, respectively. Of the 76 participants in the
intervention group, 39% (n=30) completed both the posttest
and follow-up measures, 22% (n=17) provided only 1 of the 2
measures, and 38% (n=29) did not complete either the posttest
or follow-up measures. Of the 75 participants in the waitlist
control group, 77% (n=58) completed both the posttest and
follow-up measures, 16% (n=12) completed only 1 of the 2
measures, and 7% (n=5) did not complete either the posttest or
follow-up measures. For each randomization group, a
multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was used to assess
the differences between complete cases and the cases lost for
demographic variables (age and gender) and baseline scoresfor
well-being, quality of life, distress, self-compassion, coping,
and difficulties in emotion regulation. For the intervention
group, the MANOVA was nonsignificant (Fg5=0.93; P=.57;

partial n?=0.114), indicating no differencesin outcome variables
between compl ete and incompl ete cases. For the waitlist control
group, the MANOVA was significant (Fg 6,=2.54; P=.02; partial

n’=0.263). Analysis of outcome variables indicated that
incomplete cases had significantly higher baseline scores for
distress (P<.001) and emotion regulation difficulties (P=.003).

Baseline Characteristics

Table 1 reports baseline demographics and clinical
characteristics for each group and for the entire sample.
Participants (N=151) reported >50 chronic conditions
(Multimedia Appendix 1), with the most reported conditions
being chronic pain (n=48, 31.8%), type 1 diabetes (n=36,
23.8%), dlergies (n=27, 17.9%), asthma (n=27, 17.9%), chronic
fatigue syndrome (n=25, 16.6%), inflammatory bowel disease
(n=19, 12.6%), postural orthostatic tachycardiasyndrome (n=16,
10.6%), and Ehlers-Danlos syndrome (n=16, 10.6%).
Participants (73/151, 48.3%) reported being diagnosed with a
mental health condition, with depressive disorders (41/151,
27.2%) and generalized anxiety disorder (54/151, 35.8%) being
the most reported diagnoses. Mean scores and SDs as well as
internal reliabilities and bivariate correlates for al outcome
variables at baseline arereported in Tables 1 and 2, respectively.
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Table 1. Baseline demographics by group.2

Characteristics All participants (N=151) Intervention group (n=76) Control group (n=75)
Age (years), mean (SD) 21.15 (2.77) 21.41 (2.68) 20.89 (2.85)
Gender, n (%)

Female 132 (87.4) 68 (89.5) 64 (85.3)

Male 17 (11.3) 7(9.2) 10 (13.3)

Transgender or gender nonconforming 2(13) 1(1.3) 1(1.3)
Mental health condition (any), n (%) 73 (48.3) 36 (47.4) 37 (49.3)
Depressive disorders, n (%) 41 (27.2) 23(30.3) 18 (24)
Anxiety disorders, n (%) 58 (38.4) 28 (36.8) 30 (40)
Trauma- and stressor-related disorders, n (%) 17 (11.3) 11 (14.5) 6 (8)
Feeding and eating disorders, n (%) 5(3.3) 5(6.6) 0(0)
Obsessive compulsive disorder, n (%) 7(4.6) 4(5.3) 34
Borderline personality disorder, n (%) 2(13) 2(2.6) 0(0)
Bipolar disorder, n (%) 2(13) 1(1.3) 1(1.3)

At baseline, there were no significant differences between groups in age, gender, mental health diagnoses, or outcome measures.
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Table 2. Correlation analysis of baseline means, interna reliabilities, and coefficients for all outcome variables.

Variables DERS-SF®  Brief COPE-AP Brief COPE-M® WHO-5¢ K108 AQoL-6D"  Values, mean (SD)  Cronbach a

SS9 32.05 (9.73) 89
r -0.70 0.33 -0.47 0.47 -054  -048
P value <.001 <.001 <.001 <001 <001 <001

DERS-SF 46.19 (13.39) 91
r 1 -0.21 0.60 -048 064 0.54
P value _h .01 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001

Brief COPE-A 31.04 (7.13) 86
r -0.21 1 0.11 0.04 -001 01
P vaue .01 — A7 .63 .92 .24

Brief COPE-M 23.80 (5.50) 76
r 0.60 0.11 1 -051 064 0.56
P value <.001 17 — <001 <001 <001

WHO-5 44,08 (18.75) 83
r -0.48 0.04 -0.51 1 -0.75  -0.76
P value <.001 63 <.001 — <001 <001

K10 25.77 (7.54) .90
r 0.64 -0.01 0.64 -075 1 0.74
P value <.001 92 <.001 <001  — <.001

AQoL -6D 48.23 (12.34) 92
r 0.54 0.1 0.56 -0.76 074 1
P vaue <.001 .24 <.001 <.001 <.001 —

3DERS-SF: Difficultiesin Emotion Regulation Scale-Short Form.

bBrief COPE-A: Brief Coping Orientation to Problems Experienced Scale, Adaptive Subscale.
Brief COPE-M: Brief Coping Orientation to Problems Experienced Scale, Mal adaptive Subscale.

YdWHO-5: World Hedlth Organization 5-item Well-Being Index.
€K 10: Kessler 10-item Psychological Distress Scale.
fAQoL-GD: Assessment of Quality of Life-Adolescent Version.
9SCS-SF: Self-Compassion Scale-Short Form.

ANot applicable.

Outcomes and Estimation

These results reflect the ITT analyses, which included all
participants regardless of missing data or intervention
completion. Fixed effectsfor the primary outcomes are presented
in Table 3, and the estimated marginal meansfor these outcomes
are presented in Tables 4 and 5. For self-compassion, there was
a significant condition x time interaction, with a small effect

size (Fp035=4.72; P=.01; partial n%=0.05). Specifically, the
effect of time was significant in the intervention condition
(F22148=6.26; P=.002; partial n2=0.06) but not in the control
condition (F, 50; 1=0.72; P=.49). Pairwise contrasts of estimated

marginal means demonstrated that in the intervention group,
there was a significant small increase in self-compassion from
basdlineto the posttest time point (Cohen d=0.38; P=.02), which
was maintained at follow-up (Cohen d=0.43; P=.005). No

https://www.jmir.org/2023/1/e44016

significant changes in self-compassion were observed in the
control group.

For difficulties in emotion regulation, the interaction between
condition and time was nonsignificant at both the posttest and
follow-up time points. For adaptive coping, the effect of the
condition x timeinteraction was significant and of medium size
(F2212,=6.18; P=.002; partial n=0.06). Univariate tests
demonstrated a significant small effect of time on adaptive
coping in the intervention group (F, 5,7 ¢=4.59; P=.01; partial
n?=0.04) but not in the control group (F2.2046=1.80; P=.36). In
the intervention group, there was a significant increase in
adaptive coping scores from baseline to the posttest time point
(Cohen d=0.30; P=.01); however, this was not maintained at
follow-up. For maladaptive coping, al fixed effects, including
theinteraction between time and condition, were nonsignificant.
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There were no significant changes in maladaptive coping in
either the intervention or the control group.

Fixed effects for secondary outcomes are presented in Table 6,
with the estimated marginal means for the outcomes reported
in Table 7. For well-being, there was a significant medium effect
of the interaction between condition and time (F,,;,=7.52,
P<.001; partial n?=0.07). In the intervention group, there was
a significant medium effect of time on well-being scores
(F2.2006=9.80; P<.001; partia n=0.08). Estimated margina
means demonstrated significant increases in well-being from
baselineto both posttest (Cohen d=0.50; P=.002) and follow-up
(Cohen d=0.53; P<.001). In the control group, the effect of time
was nonsignificant (F,,0,6=0.30; P=.75), and no significant
changes were detected in well-being across time points.

Finlay-Jones et al

For distress, there was a significant small-medium interaction
effect between condition and time (F, 597 ¢=5.95; P=.003; partial
N2=0.054). There was a significant medium effect of time in
the intervention group (F 14.,=6.71; P=.001; partial n%=0.06).
The estimated margina means demonstrated that the
intervention group had significant small to medium reductions
in distress from baseline to the posttest time points (Cohen
d=0.41; P=.009), which was maintained at follow-up (Cohen
d=0.41; P=.005). The effect of time in the control group was
nonsignificant (F,,0; ¢=0.73; P=.48), and no changesin distress
were observed in this group. For quality of life, the interaction
effect between condition and time was nonsignificant
(F220095=2.72; P=.07).

Table 3. Fixed effects of time, condition, time x condition, and control variables on self-compassion and emotion regulation.?

Predictors Self-compassion Emotion regulation
Estimated marginal means (95% Cl) P value Estimated marginal means (95% CI) P value

Intercept 32.64 (21.19 to 44.08) <.001 49.97 (34.27 10 65.67) <.001
Treatment 0.48 (-2.59 to 3.55) 76 1.83 (-2.38 10 6.05) .39
T1P 2.76 (0.80t0 4.72) .006 -1.72 (-4.40 to 0.97) 21
T2¢ 3.02 (1.13t0 4.90) .002 -3.58 (-6.16 to —1.01) .006
Age -0.22 (-0.56 to 0.49) .89 -0.22 (-0.94 to 0.50) 54
Group x T1 1,57 (-5.98 to -1.05) .005 1,57 (-1.80 to 4.94) 36
Group x T2 2.43 (-5.36 to -0.47) .02 2.43 (-0.91105.77) 15

8For condition, the control group was used as the reference point, and for time, baseline was used as the reference point.

bT1: posttest time point.

°T2: follow-up.

Table 4. Fixed effects of time, condition, time x condition, and control variables on copi ng.a
Predictors Adaptive coping Maladaptive coping

Estimated margina means (95% Cl) P value Estimated marginal means (95% CI) P value

Intercept 32.31 (24.24 t0 40.37) <.001 26.21 (19.79 to 32.63) <.001
Treatment 1.06 (-1.21 t0 3.33) 24 0.51 (-1.26 t0 2.28) 57
T1P 2.77 (0.90 to 4.64) .004 -0.97 (-2.29t0 0.36 15
To¢ 1.76 (-0.03 to 3.56) .05 -0.67 (-1.94t0 0.61) 30
Age -0.08 (-0.45 to 0.28) 64 -0.13 (-0.42 0 0.17) .39
Group x T1 -3.93 (-6.29 to -1.56) .001 1.05 (-0.63t0 2.72) 22
Group x T2 -3.04 (-5.38 to -0.70) .007 1.30 (-0.36 to 2.96) 12

8For condition, the control group was used as the reference point, and for time, baseline was used as the reference point.

br1: posttest time point.
“T2: follow-up.
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Table5. Estimated marginal means for primary outcomes by intervention condition.

Outcome Intervention group Control group
Values, mean (SE; 95% CI)  Pairwise comparisons Values, mean (SE; 95% Cl) Pairwise comparison

Mean difference® P value Mean difference P value

Self-compassion

ToP 31.8 (1.10; 29.7-34.0) N/AC N/A  323(1.11;30.1-345) N/A N/A
119 34.6 (1.30; 32.0-37.1) -2.76 .01 31.6(1.13; 29.3-33.8) 0.75 58
128 34.8 (1.26; 32.4-37.3) -3.02 005  32.4(1.15;30.1-34.7) -0.10 99

Difficultiesin emotion regulation

TO 45.4 (1.51; 42.3-48.2) N/A N/A 47.1(1.52; 44.1-50.1) N/A N/A

T1 435 (1.77; 40.1-47.0) 172 42 46.9 (1.55; 43.9-50.0) 0.15 .99

T2 41.7 (1.73; 38.3-45.1) 358 .02 45.9 (1.57; 42.8-49.0) 115 54
Adaptive coping

T0 30.5 (0.81; 28.9-32.1) N/A N/A 31.6 (0.82; 30.0-33.2) N/A N/A

T1 33.3(1.04; 31.3-35.3) =277 .01 30.4 (0.84; 28.8-32.1) 1.16 .26

T2 32.3(1.00; 30.3-34.2) -1.76 A3 30.3(0.87; 28.6-32.0) 1.28 22
M aladaptive coping

T0 23.5(0.63; 22.3-24.8) N/A N/A 24.0 (0.64; 22.8-25.3) N/A N/A

T1 22.5(0.78; 21.0-24.1) 0.97 .33 24.1 (0.65; 22.8-25.4) -0.08 .99

T2 22.8(0.76; 21.3-24.3) 0.67 56 24.7 (0.67; 23.3-26.0) -0.64 47

3\iean difference calculated by subtracting the posttest time point or follow-up scores from baseline scores.
bT0: basdline.

°N/A: not applicable.

dr1: posttest time point.

€T12: follow-up.

Table 6. Fixed effects of time, condition, time x condition, and age on secondary outcomes.

Predictors Well-being Distress Quality of life
Estimated marginal means P value Estimated margina means P value Estimated marginal means P value
(95% Cl) (95% CI) (95% Cl)
Intercent 39.06 (17.12 to 60.99) .001 29.78 (20.7 to 38.87) <.001 50.06 (34.89 to 65.23) <.001
Condition 3.28 (-2.7310 9.29) 28 -0.52 (-2.96 to 1.91) 67 -0.56 (—4.48 to0 3.37) 78
122 8.39 (4.18 t0 12.59) <.001 -2.36 (-3.83 to -0.90) .002 -0.95 (-2.43t0 0.52) 20
Age 0.16 (-0.84t0 1.17) .75 -0.18 (-0.60 to 0.24) .40 0.08 (-0.77 t0 0.62) .83
Condition x T1° -8.42(-13.95t0-2.90)  .003 3.03 (1.1t0 4.95) .002 2.28(0.36 t0 4.21) .02
Condition x T2 -9.75 (-15.22t0 -4.28) .001 2.62(0.72t0 4.52) .007 0.91 (-0.99t0 2.82) .35
aT12: follow-up.

bT1: posttest time point.
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Table 7. Estimated marginal means for secondary outcomes by intervention condition.

Outcome Intervention group Control group
Values, mean (SE; 95% Cl) Pairwise comparisons Values, mean (SE; 95% Cl)  Pairwise comparisons
Mean difference® P vaue Mean difference P vaue
Well-being
ToP 425 (2.15; 38.3-46.7) N/AC N/A 45.8 (2.16; 41.5-50.0) N/A N/A
T19 50.2 (2.63; 45.1-55.4) -7.74 .008 45.1 (2.22; 40.7-49.5) 0.69 .93
T2¢ 50.6 (2.55; 45.9-55.9) -8.39 <.001 44.4 (2.27, 39.9-48.9) 1.36 72
Distress
T0 26.0 (0.87; 24.3-27.7) N/A N/A 25.5 (0.88; 23.8-27.2) N/A N/A
T1 23.7(1.02; 21.7-25.7) 2.32 .009 26.2 (0.89; 24.4-28.0) -0.71 .46
T2 23.6 (1.0; 21.7-25.6) 2.36 .005 25.7 (0.91; 24.0-27.5) -0.26 91
Quality of life
TO 48.5 (1.40; 45.7-51.2) N/A N/A 47.9 (1.41; 45.1-50.7) N/A N/A
T1 46.9 (1.51; 43.9-49.8) 1.60 10 48.6 (1.42; 45.8-51.4) -0.69 47
T2 47.5 (1.49; 44.6-50.5) 0.95 41 47.9 (1.43; 45.0-50.7) 0.04 10

3\lean difference calculated by subtracting the posttest time point or follow-up scores from the baseline scores.

bT0: basdline.

°NJ/A: not applicable.

dr1; posttest time point.

€T12: follow-up.

ingher scores represent worse quality of life outcomes.

Ancillary Analyses

The per-protocol analyses are reported in Multimedia Appendix
2. The findings largely reflect those of the ITT analyses. For
time x condition interactions, we observed a medium effect for
self-compassion (F; 145 ,=5.59; P=.004, partial n%=0.06); asmall
effect for adaptive coping (F; 164 4~4.75; P=.01; partial n%=0.05);
a large effect for well-being (F;163=12.50; P<.001; partial
N?=0.14); a medium effect for distress (F 155,6=6.50; P=.002;
partid n?=0.07); and a medium effect for quality of life
(F1636=4.39; P=.01; partial n°=0.05). Therewereno significant
effects on emotion regulation (P=.40) or maladaptive coping
strategies (P=.11).

M ediating M echanisms

To determine the potential mechanisms of action, mediation
analysestested whether changesin primary outcomes mediated
the relationship of the condition x time interaction with each
secondary outcome. Each primary outcome was entered as a
fixed effect in the previously specified models. The mediation
analysesfor well-being, distress, and quality of life are presented
in Multimedia Appendices 3-5, respectively. Self-compassion
emerged asthe only significant mediator between the condition
X time interaction and secondary outcomes. For well-being,

https://www.jmir.org/2023/1/e44016

indirect effects via self-compassion accounted for 15.5% of the
total effect of condition x time at the posttest time point and
11.2% of the total effect at follow-up. The indirect effect via
self-compassion accounted for 17.3% of the total effect of
condition x time on distress at the posttest time point; however,
the total effect was no longer significant at follow-up. There
were no indirect effects of coping (either adaptive or
maladaptive) or difficultiesin emotion regulation on any of the
secondary outcomes at any time point.

Program Feedback

Program feedback is summarized in Table 8. Of the 76
participants randomized to the intervention group, 40 (53%)
provided program feedback. Due to technical problems with
the Teachable platform, the percentage of videos viewed was
not recorded. Therefore, we used the completion of individual
program componentsto quantify program completion. However,
these statistics represent a conservative estimate, as participants
were required to manually mark components as completed and
could move ahead through the program without doing this. On
the basis of the components marked as completed, 25% (19/76)
completed the whole program; for those who did not complete
the entire program, the majority (16/23, 70%) reported a lack
of time as the main barrier to completion. Encouragingly, most
participants who provided program feedback reported using
strategies outside the program.
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Program feedback

Participants, n (%)

Per centage of program completed® (n=76)
100%
>50%
25%-50%
<25%
None
Reasons for noncompletion (n=23)
Lack of time to complete the program
IlIness interfered with ability to complete program
Did not find program engaging
| ssues accessing the program
Competing demands, such as school or work
Forgot to complete program
Used program reflection spaces (n=34)
Yes
No
Used program strategies outside of program (n=34)
Yes

No

19 (25)
6(8)
10 (13)
6(8)
35 (46)

16 (70)
2(9)
2(9)
1(4)
1(4)
1(4)

22 (65)
12 (35)

30 (88)
4(12)

3Percentage was calculated using the number of components manually marked as completed. As participants could progress through the intervention
without marking components as completed, we expect that this is a conservative estimate of the completion rates.

During the interviews, young people noted that flexibility was
the most significant benefit of the digital intervention format.
Participants explained that because of their varying energy levels
throughout the day, they appreciated the option to complete the
program at any time of the day. This allowed them to choose
periods of high energy to work through the content,
strengthening their engagement:

| generally have way more energy at night than | do

inthemorning...So, | did thesewhen | did have energy

and | was more focused, and | think that made it

easier.
Furthermore, the young people appreciated that digital delivery
allowed them to compl ete the intervention content “at my own
pace” Several referenced prior challenges with engaging in
more traditional mental health programs, such as seeing
counselors, to demonstrate the contrast and accessibility of
internet-based programs. One young person spoke of the“ ease”
of completing the program on the internet, even in the face of
unpredictable symptoms:

If it was on a day where I’'m in bed the whole day;, |
can il do that...It's not like having to get ready, to
go out, go to a group, or go to a counsellor and, you
know, make the effort to go do it, which often takes a
lot out of people.

Another benefit of digital delivery is the provision of
information in various formatsincluding video, audio, and text.

https://www.jmir.org/2023/1/e44016

Young people expressed varying preferences for information
formats, with similar numbers of participants preferring videos
to text and vice versa. The ability to choose the format of
information allowed young peopleto learnin the waysthat were
compatible with their condition; for example, a young person
who struggled to look at screensfor long periods enjoyed being
able to listen to the video content “without missing out on
anything.” As the pieces of information presented in texts and
videos were similar but not identical, young people
recommended a number of features to further improve
accessibility. Young people who preferred videos requested a
“speech-to-text” function for written information that was not
displayed in the videos, whereas those who preferred written
information required the ability to view scripts for the video
content.

Another areaof improvement suggested by severa young people
was extending the computer-based delivery of the program to
mobile devices. Young people who recommended mobile
delivery felt that this would improve accessibility, particularly
if the program was delivered in a stand-alone mobile app as
opposed to the mobile web browser:

| work best through apps, so if | was able to access
it through an app on my phone that would be easier.

Thiswas considered anideal format asit allowed young people
to compl ete the program from anywhere, and phone notifications
to complete the program were considered more effective than
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theemail remindersused in thisprogram, with one young person
concluding “1 know | check my phone more than my emails.”
Unsurprisingly, young peoplewho felt that an app format would
be more suitable were commonly those who expressed adesire
to work through the program in “bite-size” pieces, as opposed
to longer sittings. No adverse effects of the program were
reported.

Discussion

Principal Findings

This study investigated the efficacy of a self-guided,
internet-based self-compassion training program to improve
self-compassion and related mental health outcomes in young
people living with chronic conditions. Outcomes of the
participants in the self-compassion program were compared
with outcomes of the participants in the waitlist control group,
with posttest assessments conducted at 4 weeks and follow-up
assessment at 12 weeks. Although the overal results
demonstrated the benefits of the program on self-compassion
and related well-being outcomes, not all outcomes were as
expected. Nevertheless, the findings provide insights into the
opportunities and challenges afforded by internet-based
programs for young people with chronic conditions, and the
baseline profiles of the participants underscore the need for
targeted interventions designed for this group.

In line with our hypothesis, improvements in self-compassion
were demonstrated in the intervention group at the posttest time
point and sustained at follow-up. Thesefindings aign with prior
work demonstrating that self-compassion is a teachable skill
[64]. Although there are relatively few studies that have
demonstrated efficacy for improving self-compassion in the
self-guided internet-based environment [49,65], the findings of
this study add to a growing body of literature, demonstrating
that self-compassion is a malleable trait that can be cultivated
using a variety of different intervention approaches [64] and
over relatively brief periods. Furthermore, these findings add
to a smal body of work exploring the efficacy of
self-compassion—hased interventions for people living with
chronic conditions [66,67], although most prior work has been
conducted with adults. Given the broad array of adaptive
outcomes associated with self-compassion, including for this
target group, the findings of this study are promising,
particularly for programs that are low-cost and relatively
accessible.

As hypothesized, there were intervention effects for
improvements in adaptive coping at the posttest time point;
however, these were not maintained at follow-up. Furthermore,
no intervention effects were observed for emotion regulation
difficulties or maladaptive coping, which are not consistent with
emotion regulation theories of self-compassion [40]. This
contrasts with previouswork demonstrating changesin emotion
regulation and coping associated with self-compassion training
[68], including prior versions of our internet-based
self-compassion program [49]. One reason for thisisthat prior
versions of the program were more explicitly focused on
applying self-compassion within an emotion regulation
framework. In this version of the program and in line with

https://www.jmir.org/2023/1/e44016
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feedback from our co-design group, the focus of the program
was on building positive assets and coping skills (eg,
mindfulness, gratitude, and connecting with others) within a
self-compassion framework. Accordingly, it is possible that
participants had more opportunities to devel op adaptive coping
skills but fewer opportunities to explicitly address emotion
regulation difficulties and maladaptive coping. This raises the
guestion of alternative mechanisms that may underpin the
relationship between self-compassion and mental health in this

group.

Another plausible reason for the lack of intervention effect on
emotion regulation and maladaptive coping is that the duration
of this program is too short to change emotion regulation
difficulties that are slower to change, particularly when they
are more complex or entrenched. Prior research has
demonstrated that the impact of intervention dose on emotion
regulation outcomes in adolescents is unclear [69].
Understanding the impact of dose is also a priority for future
self-compassion intervention research [70]. However, amost
half of the participants reported a diagnosed mental health
disorder in addition to their chronic physical conditions, and
baseline emotion regulation difficulties for our sample were
substantially higher than the mean scores reported in previous
studies[54,71]. Accordingly, an extended or more explicit focus
on addressing emotion regul ation difficulties may be warranted
for this target group. Furthermore, as advancements in digital
technology have enabled greater ecological validity in emotion
regulation measurement (eg, the use of ecological momentary
assessment viasmartphones) [72], it isrecommended that future
iterations of self-compassion intervention research consider
how digital technology can be leveraged to provide state- and
context-sensitive measures of emotion regulation. This would
allow researchers to more closely map changes in emotion
regulation in response to self-compassion practice, as well as
determine changes across contextsthat are meaningful to young
peoplewith chronic conditions (eg, during difficult experiences
in health care settings).

As hypothesized, intervention effects were observed for
well-being and distress, with improvements maintained at
follow-up. Mediation analyses suggested that these changes
were driven in part by improvements in self-compassion,
although there was no mediating effect of self-compassion on
distress at follow-up. Observational studies have consistently
documented larger effects for the relationship between
self-compassion and distress than for the relationship between
self-compassion and well-being [73], whereas prior
self-compassion intervention work has largely focused on
distress and related outcomes [67]. Given that well-being plays
a central role in contemporary models of mental health, such
as the dual-continua model [74], the findings of this study
regarding theintervention effects on well-being are an important
extension to prior work. We recommend that future work use
intervention optimization or dismantling designs to determine
which components of theinternet-based program are associated
with treatment gainsin these outcomes and whether theinclusion
of components that are specifically focused on addressing
emotion regulation difficulties improves treatment effects for
emotion regulation and distress.
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Practical Implications

The unpredictable nature of chronic conditions underscoresthe
importance of developing programs that are physically and
cognitively accessible during periods of physical limitations.
As demonstrated in prior research [75], digita delivery is
considered an acceptable format for the program, with the
flexibility of this method being considered a key strength by
young people, particularly given the additional limitations
imposed by COVID-19—elated social distancing mandates
during the intervention period. Furthermore, unlike most
programs devel oped for young people with chronic conditions,
this study adopted a transdiagnostic approach, engaging young
people with a broad array of chronic conditions. Our findings
suggest that such approaches are a feasible and parsimonious
means of mental health intervention for young people with
chronic conditions, which may be particularly suitable for those
who experience multimorbidity [49]. However, further research
is required to optimize this program for young people with
different accessibility requirements.

Retention in this study was 66.9% (101/151), and Teachable
metrics indicated that 46.05% (35/76) of the participants did
not complete the program. Although we believethislatter figure
to be an overestimate of noncompletion, retention was below
the average of 79% reported in a recent systematic review of
digital mental health interventionsfor children and young people
(range 15.79%-100%) [76]. One reason for this may be the
additional complexities experienced by young people living
with chronic physical conditionswho simultaneously experience
psychological distress. Indeed, our analysis of basdine
differences between those who werelost to follow-up and those
who were retained suggests that those who were more distressed
and who had higher emotion regulation difficulties and distress
werelesslikely to completefollow-up measures. Futureresearch
should consider the additional barriersto engagement faced by
such participants and work to codevelop strategies to ensure
that these participants have equitable opportunities to engage
in the intervention.

Most of the young people who reported reasons for
noncompletion cited lack of time as the primary reason for
noncompletion. Although areatively small proportion of young
people cited health concerns as a reason for noncompletion,
young people with chronic health conditions often experience
demanding health treatment and maintenance regimens that
limit the time available for other activities. Furthermore, our
interview data revealed that program use was also influenced
by symptom fluctuations. On the basis of these findings, an
interesting avenue for future research isto design interventions
comprising brief components that young people can engage
with separately, or in combination, at times that suit them (eg,
a series of single-session interventions rather than a 4-week
consecutive program) [76,77]. Initial evidence supports the
efficacy of brief interventions in improving adolescent mental
health; for example, 2 studies have found that single-session
internet-based positive psychology interventions reduce
adolescent depressive symptoms at 4 [78] and 9 months [79]
compared with time-matched control conditions. Schleider et
al [80] argued that brief digital interventions are uniquely
scalable and have a high level of acceptability among young
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people, particularly if they are freely available for use on an
as-needed basis.

Additional strategies to increase engagement include
personalizing the intervention, including features that allow
participantsto connect with others, and using SM Stext message
reminders to engage in the program. Participant feedback
indicated that the provision of information in various formats
was a key element in enhancing accessibility and promoting
engagement with the program. Ultimately, given that similar
numbers of young people reported preferences for each
information format, researcherswho are designing internet-based
programs for youth with chronic illnesses should ensure that
any information supplied is available in a wide variety of
formats, giving the young person the ahility to choose how they
would like to receive the information. In the future, it is
recommended that researchers use digital programsthat collect
program use datain a more nuanced manner than that provided
by the Teachable platform to allow for a deeper understanding
of program use and attrition patterns.

Strengthsand Limitations

A key strength of this study was engaging young people to
co-design adaptationsto the program before thetrial; thisaligns
with the recommendation from a recent systematic review of
preventative interventions for children and young people:
“co-design processes with children and young people should
be recognized and reported as anecessary component” of digital
health intervention research [81]. Furthermore, the qualitative
feedback received provides useful insights into important
elements for the design and implementation of digital mental
health programs for young people. As one of the first
internet-based well-being programs for young people with a
range of different chronic conditions, this study provides an
important foundation, with clear guidance for optimizing the
program and research design for the future. Nevertheless, there
were several limitations to the study, including the use of the
waitlist control group and reliance on self-reported data
Although this was appropriate given the early stage of testing
of the SCO-CMC program and the minimal-contact nature of
the program, the use of the waitlist control group can artificially
inflate the estimates of treatment effects[82]. Asnoted, attrition
from the study was higher than the previously reported averages
for children and young people, which can introduce attrition
bias [22]. Although we conducted ITT analyses to account for
this, these attrition rates compromised the generalizability of
the findings. Furthermore, as we did not assess socioeconomic
status or digital literacy, we are unable to comment on whether
these variables may influence intervention outcomes. Finally,
although the ecological validity of the study was generally high,
the use of a research assistant to enroll participants in the
intervention or waitlist conditions does represent a threat to
external validity.

Conclusions

Thisstudy providesanimportant proof of concept demonstrating
the effectiveness of an internet-based minimal-contact program
for improving well-being outcomesin young peopleliving with
chronic conditions. Future research should build on these
findings by using optimization designs to determine whether

JMed Internet Res 2023 | vol. 25 | 44016 | p. 15
(page number not for citation purposes)


http://www.w3.org/Style/XSL
http://www.renderx.com/

JOURNAL OF MEDICAL INTERNET RESEARCH Finlay-Jones et al

the intervention can also drive meaningful changesin distress in thistarget group.
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