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Extended Abstract

Introduction
Body Dysmorphic Disorder (BDD) is a debilitating psychological condition characterized by an obsessive
preoccupation with perceived flaws in physical appearance, often leading to significant distress and functional
impairment. Classified within the obsessive-compulsive spectrum in DSM-5, BDD is associated with high rates
of suicidal ideation, social avoidance, and repetitive behaviors (e.g., mirror checking). Adolescents, particularly
females, are vulnerable to BDD due to developmental pressures and societal beauty standards. While Cognitive
Behavioral Therapy (CBT) is considered a first-line treatment, not all individuals respond adequately to it,
highlighting the need for exploring alternative therapeutic models. This study investigates the efficacy of
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) in addressing core BDD symptoms—body shame, interpersonal
sensitivity, and selective attention—in adolescent girls. ACT’s focus on psychological flexibility and value-driven
action may offer a novel approach to mitigating BDD-related distress.

Does Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) significantly reduce body shame and interpersonal
sensitivity while improving selective attention in adolescent girls with Body Dysmorphic Disorder (BDD)?

Literature Review

BDD and Associated Factors: Research links BDD to maladaptive metacognitions (Rabiei et al., 2011),
heightened interpersonal sensitivity (Veale et al., 2016), and attentional biases toward perceived flaws (Greenberg
et al., 2014). Body shame, a painful emotion rooted in self-defectiveness (Gilbert, 1998), exacerbates BDD
symptoms and social withdrawal (Duarte et al., 2014). Recent neurocognitive research has further elucidated these
mechanisms. For instance, a study used functional neuroimaging to demonstrate aberrant visual processing and
frontostriatal connectivity in BDD patients when viewing their own face, providing a biological basis for the
observed attentional biases and distorted self-perception. These factors create a cycle of avoidance and ritualistic
behaviors that severely impact academic, social, and emotional functioning in adolescents (Feusner et al., 2022).
ACT and BDD: ACT, a third-wave behavioral therapy, promotes acceptance of distressing thoughts while
committing to value-based actions (Hayes et al., 2005). Contemporary research has begun to solidify ACT's role
in addressing body image concerns. A randomized controlled trial by Bluett et al. (2014) found that an ACT-based
protocol was superior to waitlist control in reducing body image disturbance and experiential avoidance in a
transdiagnostic sample, with gains maintained at a 3-month follow-up. Prior studies suggest ACT reduces shame
(Luma & Plata, 2015) and improves body image (Lind et al., 2023) by targeting cognitive fusion and experiential
avoidance. Specifically regarding BDD, a 2024 case series by Tanaka and colleagues reported significant
reductions in BDD symptom severity and compulsive checking behaviors following a 12-session ACT protocol,
highlighting its potential for directly targeting disorder-specific behaviors. However, limited research examines
ACT’s impact on attentional processes in BDD. Furthermore, the mechanisms of change—particularly the role of
psychological flexibility as a mediator in reducing BDD symptoms—are not well-established in the existing
literature.

Gaps and Objectives: Despite ACT’s promise, few studies have tested its efficacy in adolescent BDD populations
or measured outcomes like selective attention. The sole identified study focusing on adolescents (Krebs et al.,

2024) explored a brief ACT intervention but did not include measures of attentional bias or a robust control
condition, leaving a significant gap in the literatur . Additionally, prior research has often lacked active control
groups, making it difficult to attribute changes specifically to the ACT intervention. Furthermore, no study to date
has simultaneously investigated the impact of ACT on the core affective (shame), social (interpersonal sensitivity),
and neurocognitive (selective attention) dimensions of BDD within a single controlled experiment. This study
fills these gaps by evaluating ACT’s effects on body shame, interpersonal sensitivity, and attentional biases. Using
a controlled design, thereby providing more robust evidence for its efficacy.

Methodology
Design:
A quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a control group was employed.

Participants:

e Screening: 400 female students (16-18 years) from Urmia schools were screened using the Body
Dysmorphic Metacognitions Questionnaire (BDMCQ); a=0.87). This age range was selected due to the peak
onset of BDD symptoms during mid-adolescence.

e Final Sample: 30 participants meeting DSM-5 BDD criteria as confirmed by a structured clinical interview
were randomly assigned to ACT (n=15) or control (n=15) groups. Exclusion criteria included psychiatric
comorbidities or medication use.

Journal of Clinical Psychology Studies



The Effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy on Body Shame, Interpersonal Sensitivity, and Selective Attention in
Girls with Body Dysmorphic Disorder

Intervention:

e ACT Protocol: Eight 60-minute sessions based on Hayes & Bond (2004), focusing on acceptance, cognitive
defusion, and values clarification (see Table 1 for session details). The treatment program was implemented
by a clinical psychologist with a master's degree and specialized training in ACT. The therapist had previous
experience implementing ACT interventions in several research and clinical projects, and all sessions were
conducted under the supervision of a supervisor with a PhD in psychology and a university faculty member.

e Control Group: No intervention (waitlist). Participants in the control group were offered the ACT
intervention after the post-test data collection was completed.

Measures:
1. Body Shame Questionnaire (BSQ): 13 items (0=0.92; Duarte et al., 2014).
2. Interpersonal Sensitivity Measure (IPSM): 36 items (a=0.85; Boyce & Parker, 1989).
3. Computerized Stroop Test: Assessed selective attention via reaction time (ms).

Data Analysis:
e Statistical Tests: MANCOVA (controlling for pretest scores), Shapiro-Wilk (normality), Levene’s
(homogeneity).
o Effect Size: Partial eta-squared (n?).Data analysis was performed using SPSS version 26.

Results
Preliminary analyses confirmed that there were no significant differences between the groups on any demographic
or baseline clinical variables (p > .05).The MANCOVA results, controlling for pretest scores, revealed a
significant overall effect of the ACT intervention (Pillai's Trace = .720, F(3, 25) = 21.42, p <.001).

1. Body Shame: Significant reduction in ACT group (F=34.549, *p*<0.001, n>=0.55).

2. Interpersonal Sensitivity: Marked decrease (F=31.705, *p*<0.001, n*=0.53).

3. Selective Attention: Improved Stroop performance (F=33.229, *p*<0.001, >=0.54).

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics

Variable Group Pretest (M+SD) Posttest (M+SD)
Body Shame ACT 41.40+5.94 30.07+6.05
Control 41.53+4.67 41.60+4.60
Interpersonal ACT 112.27+10.37 97.07£7.48
Sensitivity Control 112.87+8.54 113.33+7.97
Stroop Test ACT 3444.87+269.70 2911.27+£114.82
(ms) Control 3355.60+£298.53 3365.73+290.76

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study indicated that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) significantly reduced body
shame and interpersonal sensitivity while improving selective attention in adolescents with Body Dysmorphic
Disorder (BDD). These results are consistent with previous studies, including Lind et al. (2023) and Veale et al.
(2016), and support the role of key ACT components—such as acceptance, mindfulness, and cognitive defusion—
in reducing negative experiences associated with distorted self-concept.

A novel contribution of this research is the observed effect of ACT on selective attention in this population—
a domain that has been understudied to date. It appears that enhancing cognitive flexibility and fostering present-
moment awareness through ACT may reduce attentional biases toward perceived physical flaws. The large effect

sizes (n? > 0.14) across all outcome measures suggest that the intervention had a substantial clinical impact.

Clinical Implications: The results support the integration of ACT into school-based mental health programs
and clinical practice for adolescents struggling with BDD symptoms. Therapists can focus on helping clients
defuse from negative self-judgments and re-engage in valued social activities, thereby directly targeting
interpersonal sensitivity and avoidance.

Overall, the present findings support the transdiagnostic applicability of ACT in disorders characterized by
self-concept distortions. It is recommended that future interventions consider integrating ACT with attention bias
modification techniques. Moreover, tailoring ACT protocols to address the specific developmental needs of
adolescents is strongly advised.

ACT significantly alleviated BDD symptoms, underscoring its potential as an intervention for adolescents.
The therapy effectively targeted both emotional-cognitive (shame, sensitivity) and neurocognitive (attention)
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components of the disorder.Limitations include sample size and lack of follow-up. Future research should explore
long-term effects and gender differences.
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