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UNDERSTANDING THE URGE: A
COMPASSIONATE GUIDE ON HOW
TO STOP PULLING YOUR HAIR
ouT

If you are searching for information on
how to stop pulling your hair out,
you are likely experiencing a deeply
frustrating and often isolating struggle.
The act of pulling hair—whether from
your scalp, eyebrows, eyelashes, or
other areas—is technically known as
Trichotillomania. It is a body-focused
repetitive behavior (BFRB) that is far
more complex than a simple "bad habit."
It is a condition often driven by intense
urges, stress relief, sensory stimulation,
or even moments of deep concentration.

This guide is designed to provide you
with comprehensive, actionable, and
compassionate strategies on how to
stop pulling your hair out. It is not
about shame or willpower. It is about
understanding the mechanics of the
behavior, identifying your personal
triggers, and building a toolkit of
replacement behaviors and coping
mechanisms that genuinely work.
Recovery is rarely a straight line, but
every small step you take toward
awareness is a victory.

What is Hair

Pulling? Beyond
the Surface

Before diving into specific techniques, it
is important to understand what you are
dealing with. Trichotillomania is
categorized as a mental health condition
characterized by recurrent, irresistible
urges to pull out hair. The behavior is
often divided into two distinct styles:

e Automatic Pulling: This happens
almost subconsciously. You might
find yourself pulling while watching
TV, reading, studying, or driving.
The hand moves to the hair
without much conscious thought.

e Focused Pulling: This is a more
deliberate act. You might be
intensely aware of the urge,
feeling a specific sensation or
tension that builds until you pull.
This is often done to relieve stress,
anxiety, or boredom.

Many people cycle between both styles.
Understanding which type you lean
towards will help you tailor your
approach on how to stop pulling your
hair out more effectively.

STEP ONE: THE FOUNDATION OF
CHANGE IS AWARENESS

The single most critical step in learning
how to stop pulling your hair out is
developing acute self-awareness. You
cannot change a behavior you don't
recognize. This requires slowing down
and observing yourself without
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judgment.

Conduct a
Trigger Audit

Take a week to become a detective of
your own behavior. Every time you
notice you have pulled, are about to pull,
or even have the urge to pull, pause (as
much as you can) and ask yourself these
questions:

e Where am 1? (Couch, car, desk,
bed)

* What am | doing? (Watching a
movie, studying, driving, reading)

e What am | feeling? (Anxious,
bored, tired, stressed,
overstimulated)

e What am | thinking? (Nothing,
worrying about a problem,
daydreaming)

¢ What tactile sensation am |
seeking? (Rough cuticle, coarse
hair, thick hair)

Writing this down in a journal—even a
simple notes app—will reveal patterns
you never knew existed. You might
discover that pulling is almost
exclusively a nighttime, couch-based
activity, or it spikes when you are
reading a dense book. Knowing your
"danger zones" is the first victory in your
plan for how to stop pulling your hair
out.

STEP TWO: ENVIRONMENTAL
AND BEHAVIORAL OBSTACLES

Once you know your triggers, you can
begin to build roadblocks. The goal here
is to make pulling harder and the
replacement behavior easier. This is
often called "habit reversal training," but
you can start with simple environmental

changes.

Create Physical
Barriers

Your hands are the primary tool for the
pulling behavior. Therefore, the most
direct way to interrupt the cycle is to
create friction between your hand and
your hair. Consider these physical
barriers:

e Band-aids or Finger Cots:
Wearing a band-aid or a rubber
finger cot on the specific thumb
and finger you use to pull destroys
the tactile feedback you are
seeking. Without that pinch
sensation, the urge often
dissipates.

* Gloves: For severe or automatic
pulling, wearing thin cotton gloves
(especially around the house) can
be a powerful deterrent.

e Hair Scarves, Beanies, or
Headbands: Covering the target
area makes it considerably harder
for your hand to reach and grip a
hair.

e Buns and Braids: Keeping your
hair tightly styled makes it difficult
to find the right hair texture or
position for pulling.

Use Movement
as a
Replacement

When the urge to pull hits, your brain is
looking for a specific sensory input:
tactile (touch), visual (seeing the hair),
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and sometimes oral (mouthing the root).
You need a competing response—a
different hand movement that satisfies
the need for tactile stimulation.

Here are some effective replacement
behaviors to practice when you feel an
urge:

1. The Fist Clench: The moment
you feel the urge, make tight fists
with both hands for 30 to 60
seconds. This delays the pulling
action and engages different
muscles.

2. Finger Tapping: Tap your
fingers, one by one against each
other, or tap them on a hard
surface. This repetitive action can
satisfy the urge for movement.

3. Texture Replacement: Keep a
smooth stone, a piece of velvet, a
velcro strip, or a soft toy nearby.
When the urge comes, focus on
touching the texture of the object
instead of your hair.

4. Drawing or Doodling: This keeps
your hands busy and your mind
slightly distracted.

5. Fidget Toys: A stress ball, a
spinner ring, or a simple piece of
putty can be a lifesaver. The key is
to have these items physically
attached to you (e.g., in your
pocket, on your desk, clipped to
your bag) so you can reach for
them automatically.

STEP THREE: THE SENSORY AND
EMOTIONAL LAYERS

While environmental blocks are crucial,
the deeper work lies in addressing the
emotional and sensory drivers.
Sometimes, pulling isn't about the hair
at all—it's about regulating an internal
state. Here is how to address the

emotional "why" behind the habit.

Direct Attention
Elsewhere

Pulling is often a way to zone out or
hyperfocus. If you pull during sedentary
activities (like watching TV or reading),
you need to give your hands a specific
job that requires a bit of attention. Try:

e Knitting or Crocheting: The
repetitive motion is incredibly
soothing for the brain.

e Playing a Handheld Video
Game: This requires active hand
movement and cognitive focus.

e Chewing Gum or Snacking on
Crunchy Vegetables: This
provides oral-sensory input, which
can be a powerful substitute for
the oral phase of pulling.

Manage the
Underlying
Emotions

For many, the hair pulling escalates
during periods of high stress, anxiety, or
even intense boredom. Learning how to
stop pulling your hair out often
means learning how to manage these
root feelings without the physical release
of hair pulling.

e Deep Breathing: When you feel
the urge spike, stop and take five
deep, slow breaths. Inhale for 4
counts, hold for 4, exhale for 6.
This activates your
parasympathetic nervous system
and lowers the immediate urge.



¢ Mindfulness Meditation: This is
not about clearing your mind. It is
about learning to observe an urge
without acting on it. Start with 2
minutes a day of simply watching
your breath. Urges have a lifespan;
they peak and then fade.
Mindfulness helps you ride the
wave of the urge until it passes.

¢ Journaling: Write down what is
bothering you. Often, pulling is a
way to "scratch an invisible itch" of
worry. Getting the worry out on
paper can reduce the need to pull.

STEP FOUR: WHEN TO SEEK
PROFESSIONAL HELP

While self-help strategies are incredibly
valuable, trichotillomania is a recognized
medical condition. It is not a weakness
or a lack of discipline. If you feel that
how to stop pulling your hair out is a
question you answer every day with little
success, or if the pulling is causing
significant  hair loss, scarring, or
emotional distress, it is time to seek
professional support. You deserve help
from an expert.

Types of Therapy
That Work

e Cognitive Behavioral Therapy
(CBT): This is the gold standard
for BFRBs. A trained therapist will
work with you on habit reversal
training, cognitive restructuring
(changing the thoughts that lead
to pulling), and stimulus control.

¢ Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (ACT): ACT teaches you
to accept the unwanted thoughts
and urges without fighting them,
freeing you from their control. You

learn to "feel the urge" but
"choose a different action."

e Support Groups: The
Trichotillomania Learning Center
(TLC) offers online and in-person
support groups. Connecting with
others who understand the shame
and frustration can be incredibly
healing. You are not alone.

e Medication: In some cases, a
psychiatrist might prescribe
medication (such as specific SSRIs
or N-acetylcysteine, an amino acid
supplement) to help manage the
underlying impulses. This is a
personal medical decision and
should be discussed with a doctor.

PRACTICAL DAILY TIPS FOR THE
JOURNEY

Recovery is a marathon, not a sprint.
Here are some final, practical tips to
weave into your daily life as you work on
how to stop pulling your hair out.

e Practice Self-Compassion: If
you pull, do not shame yourself.
Shame fuels the behavior. Instead,
say "l pulled just now. That's okay.
| am learning. Let me get a band-
aid and try again." This is the most
important habit of all.

e Celebrate Small Wins: Did you
clench your fist instead of pull? Did
you even just notice you were
about to pull? That is a massive
success. Write it down. Celebrate
it.

 Remove "Trigger Tools":
Tweezers, magnifying mirrors, and
bright lights are often used for
focused pulling. Remove them
from your immediate environment.

e Stay Hydrated and Skeptical:
Sometimes, dry skin or a dry scalp
can increase the urge to feel for
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"imperfect" hairs. A good
moisturizer can help. Be skeptical
of "miracle cures" online; focus on
the evidence-based methods
above.

e Be Patient: You have been pulling
for a reason. Your brain has
learned that this behavior provides
a specific result (relief,
stimulation). Rewiring that neural
pathway takes time. Be patient
and persistent.

CONCLUSION: RECOVERY IS
POSSIBLE

Learning how to stop pulling your

hair out is a process of discovery, not a
single event. It involves becoming an
expert on your own body, your emotions,
and the specific triggers that activate
the pulling chain. By building a system of
awareness, physical Dbarriers,
replacement behaviors, and emotional
regulation, you take back the power
from the habit. Remember that you are
not defined by this condition. You are a
person doing their best to cope with a
complex neurological and emotional
drive. Be kind to yourself, lean on the
right resources, and trust that
progress—no matter how small—is still
progress. Every moment you choose a
different action is a moment of freedom.



