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The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of group Dialectical
Behavior Therapy (DBT) on ambiguity tolerance, childhood trauma, and
external shame in women with trichotillomania. The research method followed
a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a control group. The study
population consisted of women with trichotillomania in Tehran in 2024. Based
on inclusion criteria, 34 women were randomly assigned to experimental and
control groups. The groups were assessed using the Massachusetts General
Hospital Hair Pulling Scale (MGH), the Multiple Stimulus Types Ambiguity
Tolerance Scale (MSTAT-I), the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ), and
the External Shame Scale (ESS). After 8 sessions of 90-minute group DBT
sessions for the experimental group, participants completed the research
questionnaires again. Data were analyzed using multivariate covariance analysis
(MANCOVA) with SPSS-27. The results indicated that DBT significantly
increased ambiguity tolerance and reduced physical abuse, emotional abuse,
physical neglect, emotional neglect, sexual abuse, and external shame in women
with trichotillomania (P<0.01). By teaching skills in emotional regulation,
distress tolerance, and mindfulness, Dialectical Behavior Therapy helps
individuals manage negative emotions without resorting to compulsive
behaviors like hair-pulling, enabling them to achieve greater control over their
actions.
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1. External Shame Scale

2. Goss, Gilbert & Allan

3. multivariate analysis of covariance
4. Shapiro-Wilk
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The Effectiveness of Group Dialectical Behavior Therapy on
Tolerance of Ambiguity, Childhood Trauma, and External Shame in
Women with Trichotillomania Disorder

Extended Abstract

Aim

Trichotillomania is a psychological disorder characterized by repeatedly pulling body hair, particularly
from the scalp, eyebrows, and eyelashes (Roos et al., 2023). This behavior results in hair loss, thinning,
or bald patches in specific areas and can have significant psychological and social effects on the
individual (Wilton et al., 2020). In the latest classification by the American Psychiatric Association
(2013), this disorder is categorized under obsessive-compulsive and related disorders. Similar to
obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), trichotillomania involves repetitive and irresistible behaviors.
In OCD, these behaviors are often performed to reduce anxiety, whereas in trichotillomania, hair-
pulling can lead to temporary relief or a sense of calm (Snorrason et al., 2022). Both disorders involve
a cycle of obsession and compulsion, where an individual first feels tension or anxiety and then performs
an action (like hair-pulling) to alleviate this tension temporarily (Grant, Dougherty & Chamberlain,
2020). Unlike many compulsive behaviors in OCD that are driven by repetitive thoughts, hair-pulling
in trichotillomania is not always associated with obsessive thoughts; this behavior can occur
automatically and without the individual's full awareness (Thomson et al., 2022). This study aimed to
determine the effectiveness of group Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) on ambiguity tolerance,
childhood trauma, and external shame in women with Trichotillomania.

Methodology

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pre-test and post-test approach,
featuring a control group. The statistical population consisted of individuals referred to psychology and
counseling clinicsin District 11 of Tehran in 2024. Based on the inclusion criteria, 34 women diagnosed
with trichotillomania by the center’s psychologists were selected using convenience sampling. Sample
size determination using G*Power software version 3.1.9.2 suggested 17 participants per group. After
sampling, participants were randomly assigned (through lottery) into the experimental group (17
participants) and the control group (17 participants). Inclusion criteria included a diagnosis of
trichotillomania, no use of psychiatric medications, an age range of 18 to 40 years, and no other
psychological disorders (as confirmed by patient records). Exclusion criteria were missing more than
two therapy sessions, worsening of trichotillomania symptoms, and receiving other psychological
interventions. After coordinating with and obtaining consent from clinic officials, researchers visited
psychology and counseling clinics in District 11 of Tehran to select 34 women with trichotillomania
through convenience sampling, randomly assigning them into two equal groups of 17 participants each.

The groups were assessed using the Massachusetts General Hospital Hairpulling Scale (MGH), the
Multiple Stimulus Types Ambiguity Tolerance Scale (MSTAT-I), the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire
(CTQ), and the External Shame Scale (ESS). Participants were provided with a general overview of the
study, and after obtaining their consent, they were enrolled. DBT, as developed by Linehan (1993), was
used to assess and treat women with trichotillomania. The DBT sessions were conducted in groups over
8 sessions (two 90-minute sessions per week) at a psychology clinic. The data were analyzed using
Multivariate Analysis of Covariance (MANCOVA) in SPSS-27. The Chi-square test compared
demographic information across groups, ensuring a minimum frequency of 3 in each category. The
Shapiro-Wilk test was employed to assess the normality of the frequency distribution of quantitative
variables in the experimental and control groups during the pre-test and post-test phases. A significance
level of 0.05 was set for all statistical tests.

Findings



The mean and standard deviation of the age of patients in the experimental group were 31.48 + 5.93
years, and in the control group, they were 30.94 + 6.02 years. The Chi-square test results indicated no
significant differences between the experimental and control groups concerning the hair-pulling area,
education, and marital status (P> 0.05). To evaluate the effectiveness of DBT on ambiguity tolerance,
childhood trauma, and external shame in women with trichotillomania, MANCOVA was used.
Levene’s test showed equal variances for ambiguity tolerance, childhood trauma, and external shame
across groups. Box’s test confirmed the equality of covariance matrices between the experimental and
control groups (Box’s M= 34.96, F=0.95, p=0.539), supporting the homogeneity assumption. Bartlett’s
test of sphericity indicated significant relationships among the variables (3> = 194.05, df= 27, p< 0.05).

The results of Wilks' Lambda test indicated that the effect of the independent variable on the dependent
variables was significant (F = 7.157, p = 0.001) with an effect size of 0.72, suggesting a substantial
impact of the treatment on the variables studied. The statistical power of 1 also indicates a high
capability of the test to detect this effect. The results of the univariate covariance analysis showed that
the F-statistic was significant at the 0.001 level for ambiguity tolerance (F= 47.67), physical abuse (F=
30.04), emotional abuse (F= 30.78), physical neglect (F= 55.32), emotional neglect (F= 36.74), sexual
abuse (F= 50.34), and external shame (F= 59.71). These findings indicate significant differences
between the groups in these variables. Moreover, the calculated effect sizes revealed that 65% of the
variance in ambiguity tolerance, 54% in physical abuse, 55% in emotional abuse, 69% in physical
neglect, 59% in emotional neglect, 67% in sexual abuse, and 70% in external shame were attributable
to the impact of the independent variable. In conclusion, it can be stated that dialectical behavior therapy
significantly increased ambiguity tolerance and reduced childhood trauma and external shame in
women with trichotillomania.

Conclusion

The present study investigated the effectiveness of DBT on ambiguity tolerance, childhood trauma, and
external shame in women with trichotillomania. Findings showed that DBT significantly increased
ambiguity tolerance and reduced childhood trauma and external shame.

Trichotillomania is often used as a coping mechanism for anxiety or stress (Baudinet et al., 2021). DBT
enhances emotional regulation and mindfulness skills, allowing patients to handle uncertainty and
stressful situations more effectively (Shamsudeen & Kannekanti, 2023; Francazio et al., 2017). These
skills helped patients respond constructively to negative emotions and anxiety, improving ambiguity
tolerance (Hillman et al., 2022; Jones et al., 2018).

DBT also provides strategies for coping with emotional scars from childhood trauma, including physical
neglect and emotional abandonment, by fostering interpersonal skills and self-acceptance (Bennett &
Ryznar, 2024; Crowe et al., 2023; Sabra et al., 2024). Patients learned to perceive themselves more
positively and develop a healthier self-concept (Farhat et al., 2020). DBT's acceptance techniques
empowered patients to manage guilt and shame associated with childhood trauma more effectively
(Shareh, 2018). Moreover, DBT helped patients adopt positive behavioral changes, such as improved
coping and interpersonal skills, reducing external shame (Laving et al., 2023). By enhancing self-
acceptance and confidence, DBT enables patients to confront judgment and feelings of shame
(Szentagotai-Tatar et al., 2020). The therapy also strengthened communication and conflict-resolution
skills, contributing to healthier social relationships (Bennett & Ryznar, 2024).

Keywords: Ambiguity Tolerance, Childhood Trauma, Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT), External
Shame, Trichotillomania.
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