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INTERVENTIONS FOR TRICHOLTILLOMANIA 

Trichotillomania is a psychological condition which is 

categorised by a person pulling out their own hair, ei-

ther on their head or on other parts of their body 

(eyelashes, eyebrows, etc.). The hair pulling is excessive 

and can lead to the person having bald patches and no-

ticeable hair loss. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 

of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5) falls into the 

obsessive-compulsive and related disorders, and is cat-

egorised by the person’s “urge” to engage in the behav-

iour repeatedly and they may attempt to stop or reduce 

the hair pulling behaviour. Currently trichotillomania is 

difficult to treat, according to NHS the main treatments 

involve Talking therapy, including Psychotherapy and 

Cognitive Behavioural Therapy. Applied Behaviour Anal-

ysis (ABA) may, also, offer some fantastic treatments, as 

it is able to assess the function of any behaviour and 

tailor an intervention to the individual and the function 

of the behaviour.  

Functional Analysis (FA) are popular within the field of 

ABA as this can inform us of the function of any behav-

iour by manipulating conditions and assessing the fre-

quency of the target behaviour. This information is cru-

cial to helping us develop interventions that are effec-

tive for an individual. Researchers who have conducted 

an FA as part of their study into trichotillomania (Rapp 

et al, 1998, and Pace et al, 2008), found that the hair 

pulling behaviours were maintained by automatic rein-

forcement. This means it serves a sensory function (it 

feels goods) for these particular individuals, and this 

was observed by 

high levels of hair 

pulling in an alone 

condition. Pace et 

al (2008), also ob-

served high levels 

of hair pulling in 

the attention con-

dition with their 

participant. This highlights the importance for con-

ducting FAs with children or adults with this condition, 

as these functions will need to be considered when 

developing an intervention. 

It has been noted that hair pulling may covary with 

other behaviours, in particular thumb sucking. When 

there are behaviours that covary, you can successfully 

manipulate both behaviours by intervening on one be-

haviour. This was successfully demonstrated by Friman 

& Hove (1987) who targeted thumb sucking. They ap-

plied an aversive taste solution to the children’s 

thumbs (two boys participated aged 2 and 5 years). For 

the first participant, their hair pulling behaviours dur-

ing baseline occurred during 48% of intervals, and re-

duced to near zero levels when the intervention was 

introduced. For the second participant hair pulling oc-

curred at 8% of intervals during baseline and then re-

duced to zero levels. This supports the efficacy of inter-

ventions aimed to reduce one behaviour that covaries 

with another behaviour of interest. 

Pace et al (2008) also targeted covarying behaviours of 

hair pulling and thumb sucking, although they targeted 

hair pulling and observed a reduction in thumb sucking. 

Pace and his team conducted a FA and found their one 

participant (an 8 year old girl diagnosed with Cri du 

Chat Syndrome) pulling their hair when they were in 

the alone and attention condition. The intervention 

involved the participant playing alone with high pre-

ferred toys (so conditions were similar to when this 

behaviour would occur and the natural environment), 

and a teacher would come into the room on regular 
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BCBA or BCaBA, who can support you to develop and 

implement an ABA intervention.  
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intervals, block hair pulling (response interruption) or 

deliver praise if the participant was not pulling their 

hair. Praise for not pulling hair was included, because 

the FA indicated that there was a possible attention 

function to the behaviour as well as the behaviour be-

ing automatically reinforced. The interval times were 

increased, although the behaviour began to re-emerge 

(when the interval was increased to 210 seconds), so 

the interval was reduced to the previous successful 

interval timing (180 seconds), and new toys were intro-

duced. During the intervention, hair pulling and thumb 

sucking reduced. On follow up, hair pulling remained at 

near zero levels, although thumb sucking had returned 

to near baseline levels. Both studies show promise for 

Behaviour Analysts that want to reduce any behaviours 

that covary, in particular symptoms of trichotillomania.  

Habit reversal treatment has also shown success with 

treating trichotillomania. Rapp et al (1998) conducted a 

study with three participants, all aged 12 years old. 

Two participants had a diagnosis of Attention Deficit 

Hyperactive Disorder (ADHD) and the other participant 

suffered from depression. These researchers adopted a 

simplified Habit Reversal Treatment, in which partici-

pants engaged in awareness training that involve ma-

nipulating the hair, but not pulling and describing the 

feel of the hair, and then competing response training, 

in which the participant selected behaviours that were 

incompatible with hair pulling. The participant would 

practise redirecting their behaviour, by simulating hair 

pulling and then engaging in a incompatible behaviour. 

Two participants (one with ADHD and one with depres-

sion) displayed reduced hair pulling behaviours follow-

ing the training, although the other participant re-

quired three more “booster” sessions to reduce hair 

pulling. Near zero levels were observed and maintained 

towards the end of the 27 week intervention period by 

all participants. The participant with depression with-

draw after 27 weeks as they were not complying with 

the intervention procedures. Further research may be 

required with this population to help maintain compli-

ance with this intervention.  

The research is limited in this area, although there is 

many promising studies using principles of ABA to help 

support people with trichotillomania. The importance 

of the FA can help ensure an effective intervention is 

developed. If you are concerned about a child or adult 

engaging in hair pulling, you can discuss this with a 

EVENTS 

Contextual Counselling are offering a workshop on the 

12th May 2017, and is an Introduction to Acceptance 

Commitment Therapy (ACT), presented by Dr. Joe Oli-

ver and Dr. Marc Balint. This will be held in London and 

cost £130 (early bird). 

Ambitious About Autism run regular workshops for 

parents and professionals. They cover a wide variety of 

topics, including Autism, ABA and about other issues 

including exclusion, discrimination, etc.. To find out 

more, visit their website. 

Association of Behavior Analysis International (ABAI) 

will be happening on the 14th-15th of November 2017, 

in Paris, France. This is the Ninth International Confer-

ence. For more information and to book your place 

click here. The cost is $700 (£559.64 approximately). 

Keys for Learning are hosting a workshop with Bobby 

Newman on Monday 25th September in Edinburgh. 

There is more information to be released so check the 

website regularly. 
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Remember to contact us at our email account  

busyanalyticalbee@gmail.com and like our Facebook 

page and Twitter page @AnalyticalBee 

Next month we will be looking at promoting safe driv-

ing behaviours, so be sure to subscribe so you receive 

the next exciting  edition.  

To subscribe email ‘SUBSCRIBE’ to our email account. 
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NATURAL ENVIRONMENT TEACHING (NET) IDEA 

This months activity is throwing and catching. Many 

children find this an enjoyable activity and helps them 

develop important motor control. This simple activity 

can also offer many opportunities for teaching those 

important verbal behaviour targets too! This activity 

can offer opportunities for requesting (manding) tar-

gets, including asking for items, the ball (mand 1M, 2c, 

2d, 2e, 2M, 3a,-3M, 4M, 5M) or a specific ball, for in-

stance, the green ball, or the big ball, etc. (mand 9d, 

10c). Alternatively, you could work on eye contact, 

shaping up eye contact and when eye contact is made 

then throwing 

the ball (mand 

1a, Independent 

Play 2e) which is 

an important 

prerequisite to 

requesting and 

other social skills. This activity can use motivation to 

increase the frequency of mands (mand 7g, 9e) or per-

sistence with a request (mand 5e). This activity can also 

offer opportunities for listener receptive (LR) skills by 

asking your client to go to different places to retrieve 

the ball by giving locations (LR 7c, 8a) or prepositions 

(LR 11d, 12M). Also, you could generalise these as tact 

targets for locations (tact 11e) or prepositions (tact 

12M). This activity also offers opportunities to use the 

ball in different ways and this can be done both as a 

listener responding target, for example, “bounce the 

ball” or “throw the ball” (LR 8M) and as motor imitation 

(MI) targets, “copy this”, (MI 4c, 5M). This can be a 

great activity for peer play too. Your client can mand to 

their peer (SBSP* 7a, 7M) responding to peer’s mands 

(SBSP* 8c, 9b, 9c, 9d, 9M), and playing for a sustained 

time (SBSP 8M). 

Preceding skills reference to the VB-MAPP Assessment tool: 

 Sundberg, M. L. (2008) Verbal Behavior Milestones Assessment and 

Placement Program: The VB-MAPP. Concord, CA: AVB Press. 

*SBSP: Social Behavior and Social Play 

STUDY TIPS 

Relias Learning offer many fantastic online courses for 

anyone wishing to develop their understanding of Be-

haviour Analyst. They also offer some free webinars, so 

keep your eyes peeled for those! Check out their Face-

book page for more information. 

PRODUCTS 

I put this list together a few years ago, but it has some 

fantastic sensory toys in it so I wanted to share it again! 

Check out the wish list for some great sensory toys, 

these would be great for pairing sessions!  

PEOPLE WHO INSPIRE US 

This month we are celebrating the career of Steve 

Ward, MA, BCBA. Steve has over 20 years experience of 

working in the field of Applied Behaviour Analysis 

(ABA). He began working the field after completing a 

Bachelor's degree in Psychology, and then later studied 

Applied Behaviour Analysis at The University of South 

Florida. Steve Ward has also published two books 

‘Teaching Good Learner Repertoires’ and ‘What you 

need to know about motivation and teaching games’. 

Steve Ward now works with Teresa Grimes, who form 

“Whole Child Consulting”. They provide consultancy 

services and also training through workshops. They 

work in America and also in the UK.  To learn more 

about Steve Ward and Whole Child Consulting, go to 

the website. 
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TERMINOLOGY 

When to use emitted and elicited? I always mix these 

up! Operant behaviour is behaviour that is modified by 

the environment and consequences. These behaviours 

are Emitted. Respondent Behaviours are behaviours 

that are elicited by naturally occurring stimuli in the 

environment. These behaviours help us survive. 
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