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Background: Digital interventions show promise in reducing problematic 
cannabis use. However, little is known about effect moderators in such 
interventions. The therapist-guided Internet intervention “Quit the Shit” 
(QTS) provides 50 days of chat-based (synchronous) and time-lagged 
(asynchronous) counselling. In the study, we examined whether the 
effectiveness of QTS is reduced by shortening the program or removing 
chat-based counselling option. 
Methods: Purely web-based randomized controlled non-inferiority trial 
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"Effects of Treatment Length and Chat-Based Counselling in an web-
based Intervention for Cannabis Users. Randomized Controlled Non-
Inferiority Trial" 
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not applicable because there were no non-web-based components

"Effects of Treatment Length and Chat-Based Counselling in an web-
based Intervention for Cannabis Users. Randomized Controlled Non-
Inferiority Trial" 
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"Purely web-based randomized controlled non-inferiority trial using a 
two-factorial design (factor 1: real time-counselling via text-chat: yes vs. 
no; factor 2: intervention duration: 50 days vs. 28 days)."

"The therapist-guided Internet intervention “Quit the Shit” (QTS) [...]" is 
mentioned in the Background-section
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"Participants were recruited online on the QTS-website."

"534 participants were included in the trial. Follow-up rates were 47.2% 
after 3 months, 38.2% after 6 months and 25.3% after 12 months."

n.a.
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"To account for the increasing demand of QTS and to make the program 
less dependent on prescheduled chat counselling, our interest was to 
test whether a shorter program and a program without chat-based 
interaction would perform non-inferior to the original version of QTS. A 
shorter version of QTS would presumably reduce the effort per client 
and thereby allow increasing the number of participants. Moreover, a 
program without synchronous communication would be more flexible 
because participants would not be dependent on prescheduled chats in 

"Although Internet interventions targeting substance related disorders 
have shown to be effective, little is known about moderators of their 
effectiveness [6, 10]. Despite some indication in favor of longer alcohol-
related treatments, evidence is still mixed [10]. For Internet interventions 
targeting CUD there is no such evidence in either direction [6]. Although 
Internet interventions based on synchronous interaction have shown to 
be generally effective [11], their effects compared to asynchronous-only 
counselling were not investigated systematically, pointing to a need of 
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"To secure the planned changes to QTS with empirical evidence, we 
therefore examined whether shortening the intervention or eliminating 
chat-based counselling has negative impact on the program. The main 
outcomes were self-reported cannabis use frequency and quantity. 
Secondary outcomes were cannabis dependence, treatment-related 
satisfaction and the working alliance between client and counsellor. "

"We conducted a purely web-based pragmatic randomized controlled 
non-inferiority trial using a two-factorial design. In the study, participants 
were allocated to one of four versions of QTS (Figure 1). In the first 
experimental factor, we compared intervention versions containing chat-
based counselling to versions which only consisted of counselling via 
asynchronous communication channels. In the second factor, program 
versions with the regular length of 50 days were compared to versions 
with the reduced duration of 28 days. "

there were no changes after trial commencement.
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there were no Bug fixes, Downtimes or Content Changes 

"To be eligible for the study, individuals had to be Internet literate, at 
least 18 years old and to be first time users of the intervention. Exclusion 
criteria were alcohol use disorder operationalized by a score of at least 3 
in the CAGE [21], diagnosed psychotic or bipolar disorder, current use of 
other illicit drugs on more than 4 days during the last 30 days and 
suicidal thoughts as measured by selected items of Becks Scale for 
Suicide Ideation (BSS) [22]. Individuals who displayed suicidal thoughts 
were given detailed information on suitable psychosocial support options 

CONSORT-EHEALTH (V 1.6.1) - Submission/Publication Form https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSfZBSUp1bwOc_Oimqc...

9 von 37 05.12.2017, 16:08



see above.

"The study was conducted on the website of the intervention 
https://www.quit-the-shit.net. Trial participants were directly recruited 
from all individuals who were interested in signing up for QTS."

"At the beginning of the program registration, potential participants were 
informed about the study. A PDF-file containing all relevant study details 
was offered for download and in the confirmation email for study 
participants. The PDF-file is included in the Multimedia Appendix [see 
file “QTS_Studieninformationen.pdf”]. "
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"Follow up surveys were conducted in online questionnaires three, six 
and twelve months after randomization. Each follow up participation was 
compensated for with a gift voucher for a major Internet-based retailer 
worth 10 Euro."

"Follow up surveys were conducted in online questionnaires three, six 
and twelve months after randomization. Each follow up participation was 
compensated for with a gift voucher for a major Internet-based retailer 
worth 10 Euro."
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"Conflicts of Interests
Benjamin Jonas, Marc Tensil and Peter Tossmann are researchers at 
Delphi Gesellschaft, which developed “Quit the Shit” on behalf of the 
BZgA. Evelin Strüber is project manager for www.drugcom.de and “Quit 
the Shit” at the BZgA. "
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n.a., there was no previous formative evaluation

"None of the intervention versions underwent any changes during the 
evaluation process. "

n.a.
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The URL of the intervention is named and screenshots are provided.

The study was conducted on the website of the intervention 
https://www.quit-the-shit.net (archived at http://www.webcitation.org
/6vU83rXFL). 
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"Free and anonymous QTS provides direct (synchronous) and time-
lagged (asynchronous) counselling. "

[...] "After registration, study participants were to choose an appointment 
from a schedule provided by QTS. By logging into the program at this 
appointment, participants were randomized automatically to one of the 
four intervention versions and directly forwarded into the program."

"Interventions
Version 1 (Regular QTS) 
The first intervention version of the trial was identical to the regular QTS 
program and therefore was 50 days long. QTS in general is based on 
the principles of self-regulation and self-control [23]. The weekly 
feedbacks are based on the solution-focused approach [24] and 
Motivational Interviewing [25]. Therefore, the participants’ responsibility 
to achieve personal change is accentuated, current personal 
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"After the admission chat, the login area of QTS is activated. It contains 
a diary where participants are required to write down all relevant aspects 
of their cannabis use over the whole duration of 50 days. Moreover, the 
login area includes coping exercises e. g. aiming to develop control 
strategies, enhancing quality of life or balancing the pros and cons of 
using cannabis. Once a week, participants receive detailed feedback by 
their counsellor on their entries in diary and exercises. "

see subitem 5-viii

see subitem 5-viii
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see subitem 5-viii

"The main outcomes were self-reported cannabis use frequency and 
quantity. Secondary outcomes were cannabis dependence, treatment-
related satisfaction and the working alliance between client and 
counsellor. "
[...]
"Measures
Cannabis use was measured using the Timeline Followback-method 
(TLFB) [20]. In the TLFB form, participants had to indicate the number of 
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see subitem 6a

see subitem 6a

The nature of the study was purely quantiative. Therefore, no qualitative 
feedback from participants was obtained.
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There were no changes to trial outcomes after the trial commenced

"To assess (non-)inferiority of the factor levels containing the reduced 
versions of QTS (i.e. factor 1: no synchronous communication, factor 2: 
length of 28 days), we calculated the effect size d [26] and the 
associated two-sided 95 % confidence interval for each outcome and 
follow up. The study was powered to detect a difference in the reduction 
of cannabis use days of at least 20%. We used means and standard 
deviations of an earlier trial [4] to compute the associated effect size of 
d=0.21. A lower effect size between factor levels was therefore deemed 

n.a.
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"By logging into the program at this appointment, participants were 
randomized automatically to one of the four intervention versions and 
directly forwarded into the program. "

see subitem 8a

n.a.
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n.a.

"Participants were blind to the results of the randomization because they 
only received detailed information about the program version they were 
allocated to. "
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see subitem 11a

n.a.

"Generalized Estimating Equations (GEE) were used to examine the 
effects of the experimental factors on all cannabis-related study 
outcomes (i.e. cannabis use and cannabis dependence). Treatment-
related satisfaction and working alliance only were collected at the first 
follow-up. To measure the effects on these outcomes, we therefore used 
Generalized Linear Models (GLM). "
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"We conducted intention-to-treat analyses (ITT), including all 
randomized participants according to their group allocation. Missing data 
was estimated by multiple imputations. We performed 50 imputations. 
The effectiveness results of the imputed datasets were compared to the 
results of the non-imputed dataset (completer only-analyses). "
[...]
"All analyses were conducted with R 3.4.1 [27], utilizing the following 
commands: glm [27], geeglm [28] and des [29]. Multiple imputations 

n.a.
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"The study was approved by the ethics committee of the Department of 
Applied Human Sciences at the University of Magdeburg-Stendal (Ref 
4973-35) and was registered with ISRCTN (http://www.isrctn.com
/ISRCTN99818059)."

"At the beginning of the program registration, potential participants were 
informed about the study. A PDF-file containing all relevant study details 
was offered for download and in the confirmation email for study 
participants. The PDF-file is included in the Multimedia Appendix [see 
file “QTS_Studieninformationen.pdf”]. Individuals who were willing to 
participate were asked to register and to provide their informed consent 
by checking an “I agree to participate” checkbox. "

"Users of the intervention who opted not to participate in the study or 
who did not meet the eligibility criteria had full access to the regular 
version of the intervention and were not included in any follow-up 
surveys."
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see the CONSORT flowchart of the manuscript

see the CONSORT flowchart of the manuscript

"The randomization of the 534 participants resulted in similar-sized study 
groups. 252 individuals provided data at the first follow-up, 204 at the 
second, and 135 participants filled out the last follow-up survey 12 
months after randomization, resulting in follow-up rates of 47.2%, 38.2% 
and 25.3% respectively."
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see Table 2 of the manuscript

Trial started 18/08/2014 and ended 15/11/2016.

To our knowledge, there were no such events.
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n.a.

see Table 2 of the manuscript

see Table 2 of the manuscript
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see Tables 2 and 3 of the manuscript

"We conducted intention-to-treat analyses (ITT), including all 
randomized participants according to their group allocation. Missing data 
was estimated by multiple imputations. We performed 50 imputations. 
The effectiveness results of the imputed datasets were compared to the 
results of the non-imputed dataset (completer only-analyses). "
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see Tables 3 of the manuscript

see Table 2 of the manuscript

n.a.
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see Multimedia Appendix: additional Tables

see Multimedia Appendix: additional Tables

We are not aware of any harms or unintended effects.
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We are not aware of any harms or unintended effects.

No such data was collected.
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"Discussion 
This study examined whether the effectiveness of the Internet 
intervention QTS is reduced by removing chat-based counselling or by 
shortening the program. To our knowledge, it is the first RCT designed to 
systematically analyse these key characteristics of guided Internet 
interventions. According to the results, neither of these changes has 
meaningful impact on the effectiveness of QTS. As study participants 
are well comparable to non-participants, we assume results can be 

n.a.
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"Strengths and limitations
We took several measures to ensure validity of the study results. We 
strictly adhered to the CONSORT rules, implemented a randomized 
factorial study design, tested and controlled potential confounders in the 
analyses and compared results from the main analyses with those of 
completer-only analyses. Furthermore, the original intervention was 
already successfully tested in a randomized study [4, 5, 6] and is 
conducted by qualified staff with several years experiences in online 

see subitem 22-i
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n.a.

"Trial registration: ISRCTN99818059; http://www.isrctn.com
/ISRCTN99818059 "

see subitem 23
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