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Abstract
. Introduction: Non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) is a growing concern, incurring substantial
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16/04/2025 public health costs. .Accordingly, this research aims to examine the effectiveness of Barlow's
unified protocol transdiagnostic treatment on self-injury behavior, experiential avoidance and
Accept Date: neuroticism in individuals with non-suicidal self-injury.
20/09/2025 Method: This quasi-experimental study used a pretest-posttest design with a control and
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follow-up group. The statistical population comprised all women aged 18-27 (In this age
range, self-injurious behavior peaks) who, in 1403, presented to counseling centers in Mashhad
with non-suicidal self-injury. The sample included 30 participants, volunteer-selected and
randomly assigned to experimental and control groups. The experimental group received 8
individual therapy sessions; the control group, treatment post-follow-up Data were collected
using the Inventory of Statements About Self-injury (ISAS), the neuroticism subscale of the
Multidimensional Emotional Disorder Inventory (MEDI), and the Brief Experiential
Avoidance Questionnaire (BEAQ) at pre-test, post-test, and follow-up. The data were analyzed
using repeated measures analysis of variance in SPSS-26.

Results: The findings indicated a statistically significant difference in the frequency and
severity of self-injurious behavior (encompassing both intrapersonal and interpersonal
functions), neuroticism, and experiential avoidance between the experimental and control
groups at both post-test and follow-up phases of the Unified Transdiagnostic Treatment
Protocol (p<0.01). The n2 effect sizes for the between-group effects on these variables were
0.13, 0.52, 0.51, 0.27, 0.35, and 0.41, respectively. Moreover, the interactive effect between
time and group levels was significant for all variables (p<0.01). Importantly, the treatment
effects on all variables in the experimental group were sustained at the follow-up assessment.
Discussion and conclusion: Based on these results, the Unified Transdiagnostic Treatment
Protocol shows promise as an effective intervention for self-injurious behavior. Therefore, its
future implementation is crucial for reducing non-suicidal self-injury and its associated factors.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Nonsuicidal self-injury (NSSI) is a significant issue
that has garnered the attention of mental health
professionals in recent years and encompasses any
deliberate harm to bodily tissue without suicidal intent that
is not culturally acceptable. This disorder, in addition to
creating physical and psychological problems for
individuals, imposes substantial costs on families and the
public health system. One of the crucial factors for
engaging in NSSI behavior is experiential avoidance,
which refers to an individual's attempts to avoid or escape
unwanted thoughts and emotions. Another factor
associated with NSSI and positively predicting it is
neuroticism. Due to difficulties in emotion regulation and
the use of maladaptive emotion regulation strategies when
experiencing distressing emotions, neurotic individuals
resort to NSSI as an escape route to avoid their emotions,
consequently reinforcing this behavior in them. Barlow's
Unified Protocol Transdiagnostic Treatment for Emotional
Disorders is one of the effective treatments for NSSI
Given that no research has simultaneously examined the
effectiveness of this treatment on NSSI behavior,
experiential avoidance, and neuroticism, the aim of the
present study is to investigate the effectiveness of the
Unified Protocol on the frequency and intensity of NSSI
behavior, experiential avoidance, and neuroticism in
women with NSSI.

Method

The research employed a quasi-experimental pre-test-
post-test control group design with a two-month follow-up.
The statistical population in this study consisted of all
women aged 18 to 27 years (In this age range, self-
injurious behavior peaks) who had referred to counseling
centers in Mashhad in the year 1403 due to non-suicidal
self-injurious behavior. The sampling method was
voluntary. Data collection was conducted using the
Inventory of Statements About Self-injury (ISAS), the
neuroticism subscale of the Multidimensional Emotional
Disorder Inventory (MEDI), and the Brief Experiential
Avoidance Questionnaire (BEAQ).

The Unified Protocol included the following
components: Session 1: Addressing the pros and cons of
treatment to enhance motivation and setting goals for
therapy sessions; Session 2: Introduction to the three
components of emotions; Session 3: Focusing on the
impact of thoughts on emotions and behaviors,
emphasizing the maladaptive nature of this cycle; Session
4: Mindfulness training regarding emotions: learning to
observe experiences; Session 5: Identifying and creating
flexibility in cognitive errors; Session 6: Explaining
avoidance of emotions and emotion-driven behaviors;
Session 7: Awareness of emotion-driven behaviors and
awareness of bodily sensations; and Session §: Involves

imaginal and in-vivo exposure to emotions.

For data collection, initial coordination was made with
counseling centers, and after obtaining approval, 38 female
volunteers referred and were assigned to experimental and
control groups. Eight individuals withdrew from the study
due to lack of willingness, and 30 participants were
evaluated. The experimental group received individual
treatment for 8 sessions. The control group received the
treatment after the follow-up period. Assessments occurred
at pre-test, post-test, and a two-month follow-up. ANOVA
with repeated measures and Bonferroni post-hoc tests were
used in SPSS-26 for data analysis.

Results

The descriptive statistics indicate that the scores of the
control and experimental groups were approximately
similar in the pre-test phase for the variables of frequency
of self-injurious behavior, intensity of self-injurious
behavior, experiential avoidance, and neuroticism.
However, in the post-test and follow-up phases, the mean
scores of the experimental group showed a decrease
compared to the control group in the aforementioned
variables. Before presenting the results of the repeated
measures analysis of variance, the underlying assumptions
were examined and confirmed using Box's M test,
Mauchly's test, and the chi-square test.

The results of the ANOVA with repeated measures
show a significant difference in the frequency of self-
injurious behavior, severity of self-injurious behavior
(including intrapersonal and interpersonal functions),
experiential avoidance, and neuroticism across the pre-test,
post-test, and follow-up phases in the Unified Protocol
treatment (p < 0.01). The results regarding the interactive
effect between time and group on the frequency and
severity of self-injurious behavior (including intrapersonal
and interpersonal functions), experiential avoidance, and
neuroticism indicate that this interaction is statistically
significant (p < 0.01). The proportion of within-group
variance explained by this interaction effect of time and
group is 0.32, 0.86, 0.75, 0.68, 0.61, and 0.82,
respectively..The results pertaining to the between-group
effects indicate that there is a statistically significant
difference between the experimental and control groups in
the scores of the variables: frequency of self-injurious
behavior, intensity of self-injurious behavior (intrapersonal
and interpersonal functions), experiential avoidance, and
neuroticism (p < 0.01). In other words, for the
aforementioned variables, a significant difference exists
between the participants in the control group and the
experimental group. The eta squared (n2) effect size for
these variables is 0.13, 0.52, 0.51, 0.27, 0.35, and 0.41,
respectively.

Furthermore, according to the Bonferroni post-hoc test
results, a significant difference exists in the post-test
between the experimental and control groups for all
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research variables (p<0.01), indicating the effectiveness of
this treatment on the variables of frequency of self-
injurious behavior, intensity of self-injurious behavior,
experiential avoidance, and neuroticism. On the other
hand, the presence of a significant difference in the follow-
up phase (p<0.01) indicates that the effects of the treatment
on all research variables were maintained at the follow-up.

Conclusion

Based on the research findings, it can be concluded
that Unified protocol effectively reduces the frequency and
intensity of self-injurious, experiential avoidance, and
neuroticism. By focusing on mindfulness training
regarding emotions, correcting cognitive errors, fostering
psychological flexibility, and promoting adaptive
behaviors, this treatment improves non-suicidal self-
injurious  behavior,  experiential avoidance, and
neuroticism. During the treatment process, clients gain
mindfulness and acceptance of their emotions,
consequently increasing their distress tolerance and
reducing their engagement in avoidant behaviors such as
non-suicidal self-injurious behavior to escape negative
emotions. This research faced limitations including a small
sample size, the use of short forms of questionnaires, and a
short follow-up period. Future researchers are
recommended to select a larger sample, utilize longer
forms of questionnaires, and consider a longer follow-up
period. Given the effectiveness of this treatment on non-
suicidal self-injurious behavior, it is essential to provide
preventive and therapeutic interventions in the form of

educational sessions for these young individuals to gain
insight into and accept their emotions, as well as to replace
maladaptive behaviors and self-injurious behaviors with
effective ones and to cope with their emotions effectively.
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