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Abstract

Background & Aims: Vitiligo is one of the most common skin pigmentation disorders
which afflicting 0.5-2% of the world population. Its main clinical symptoms include the
emergence and expansion of melanocytes (3). Its onset is usually before the age of 30,
and its prevalence is almost the same for the two sexes (5). Vitiligo can have destructive
psychosocial effects on patients because there is a relationship between the body and the
mind (6). Although vitiligo is not physically debilitating, due to the outward changes
associated with it, most patients have a negative body image and may feel shame, which
eventually disrupts their social life, marriage, sexual relations, psychological well-
being, and emotion regulation (10). Sensitivity to vitiligo is exacerbated through
defective emotion regulation or a reduced ability to cope with stress (10). Cognitive
strategies for emotion regulation deal with people’s way of thinking after a negative
experience or damaging event. Therefore, these strategies can play an effective role in
determining mental health and successful social interactions (12). Thus, the treatment of
patients with vitiligo seems to require psychosocial support (13). The present study
examined the mediating role of cognitive emotion regulation strategies in the
relationship between fear of body image and interpersonal problems in patients with
Vitiligo.

Methods: The statistical population comprised all the patients with vitiligo who had
been registered at the Vitiligo Association of Iran and had joined the associations’
group, channel, and page on social media in March-April 2020. The participants were
selected using purposive sampling, following which 390 people initially took part, but
281 remained in the study based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria. The inclusion
criteria were: age range of 20-40 years (Several studies have mentioned marriage and
sexual relations among the problems faced by these patients, and this motivated the
selection of this age range), having basic literacy skills to answer the questionnaires,
having at least one form of email or ID on the cyberspace, having vitiligo on visible
body parts such as hands, legs, head, neck, and face, and providing informed consent for
participation. The exclusion criteria were: failing to complete one of the questionnaires,
and withdrawal from the study. The data were collected via an online demographic
questionnaire, the Inventory of Interpersonal Problems (IIP-32), the Body Image
Concern Inventory (BICI), and the Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire
(CERQ-P). The links to these questionnaires were shared on the Telegram channel and
Instagram page of the Vitiligo Association of Iran. The data were analyzed via
Pearson’s correlation and structural equations modeling in SPPS, AMOS-24, and by
Preacher and Hayes (2008) bootstrap approach in MACRO to test the mediating
relations.

Results: The results of the online survey showed that, from among 281 participants,
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177 had had vitiligo for >10 years; the severity of vitiligo was >5% in 128 participants;
and 149 participants had >1% vitiligo on visible body parts. A significant positive
relationship was found between fear of body image and interpersonal problems (p =
0.0001) and maladaptive emotion regulation strategies (p = 0.002), and a significant
negative relationship was observed between fear of body image and adaptive strategies
(p = 0.0001). The mediation analyses revealed that maladaptive strategies exacerbate
the effect of body image on interpersonal problems (p = 0.0007). Also, the indirect
effect of fear of body image on interpersonal problems through adaptive strategies was
significant (p = 0.0315). However, no significant relationship was found between
adaptive emotion regulation strategies and interpersonal problems in these patients (p =
0.092). These results indicate that, to mitigate the interpersonal problems of patients
with vitiligo, interventions can focus on reducing fear of body image, correcting
maladaptive strategies, and strengthening adaptive strategies. Moreover, based on the
findings, fear of body image may lead to interpersonal problems by triggering
maladaptive mechanisms.

Conclusion: In line with previous studies (31), a damage to the behavioral component
of body image in vitiligo may disrupt interpersonal relations. A defect in one's
appearance reduces self-esteem and leads to stress, anxiety, and fear of being judged by
others. Therefore, vitiligo has a destructive effect on patients’ daily life and mental
health. Patients with vitiligo catastrophize this disease due to their negative mental
image resulting from excessive rumination and continuous mental obsession with this
disease and its effects on their lives. They first blame themselves and then others, and
thus form a negative self-evaluation. Previous studies have shown that vitiligo has an
obvious potential for causing mental pressure; however, this relationship is not
unilateral, and stress can cause or exacerbate vitiligo as well (28). There is no effective
treatment for vitiligo, and there are many psychological disorders associated with it. It
has recently been reported that to improve the quality of life of these patients, several
psychological interventions can be included in the treatment program of different skin
diseases (29). Therefore, to help these patients, it is important to examine the related
psychological factors and determine the mediators. Based on the results of the present
study, the presence of maladaptive strategies is more destructive and damaging than the
absence of adaptive strategies. Furthermore, the absence of adaptive strategies can
negatively impact psychological well-being. Thus, if we can mitigate fear of body
image in these patients, their interpersonal problems can be minimized. The results of
this study demonstrated that from among the two mediating variables, the promotion of
adaptive emotion regulation strategies has little effect on reducing interpersonal
problems. On the other hand, psychological interventions to identify and reduce
maladaptive emotion regulation strategies significantly decrease interpersonal problems.
Because vitiligo requires a multifaceted team treatment, it is suggested that
dermatologists pay special attention to the psychological aspect of this disease in
addition to offering different treatments, and seek the help of mental health specialists
and health psychologists for offering individually or group psychological interventions
to improve emotion regulation skills.
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