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Fact Sheet

OBSESSI VE-COMPUL SIVE DISORDER

Although this Fact Sheet was created with input from consumers of mental health services,
psychologists and psychiatrists, the information is of a general nature. More comprehensive
information can be obtained from libraries, including Ontario Division, and your local CMHA
branch.

WHAT ISOBSESSI VE- COMPUL SIVE DISORDER?

Obsessve-compulsive disorder is a chronic condition that can be severdly disabling. A personis
plagued by repetitive thoughts and behaviours that are sensdess and distressing. Mogt of the time the
individua knows that his’her obsessve thoughts and compulsive behaviours are not necessary, but is
powerlessto stop. |If the disorder becomes severe enough, it can destroy the person’s capacity to
function at home, at work or a school. Studiesindicate that this disorder may affect as many as 2% of
the population.

WHAT ARE THE KEY FEATURES?

Obsessions: Experiencing unwanted recurrent and disturbing thoughts, such as, “My hands may be
contaminated and | must continualy wash them.”

Compulsions:. Repetitive and seemingly deliberate behaviour in response to an obsesson. Example:
Anindividua feds compelled to wash their hands every time they shake hands because of fear of
contamination, which they recognize as obsessve.

Many individuds are able to keep their obsessive compulsive symptoms under control during the hours
when they are a work or a school and can be remarkably successful in concedling their symptoms
from friends and co-workers. This may prevent them from receiving professiond trestment which
could be of hep to them.

WHAT CAUSES OBSESSIVE-COMPUL SIVE DISORDER?
Growing evidence suggests the cause may be abiochemicd imbadance in the brain, particularly with

regard to one particular brain messenger called “serotonin.” The ongoing search for causes and
research on trestment is promising for people with Obsessve Compulsive Disorder and their families.



WHO GETSOBSESSIVE COMPULSIVE DISORDER?

Men and women are likely to have Obsessive Compulsve Disorder.  Although most symptoms begin in
the mid 20'sdmost athird of the cases begin by the age 15. There is an enormous difference between
hedthy people with compulsive stresks and those suffering from Obsessive Compulsive Disorder.

WHAT ARE THE TREATMENTS?

Great strides have been made in the treatment of Obsessve Compulsive Disordersin recent years.
Eighty-percent of patients respond to treatment. Treatment of Obsessive Compulsive Disorders does
require theindividud’s full cooperation and understanding and some people prefer to live with their
difficulties rather than seek trestment.

Many people with Obsessive Compulsive Disorders benefit from aform of behaviour therapy in which
they are confronted with their obsession or are gradualy exposed to circumstances that trigger thelr
compulsive behaviour.

Certain anti-depressant medications may help individuals who are bothered by obsessons. However,
al drugs may produce some sde-effects, and it isimportant thet the recipient understand how anti-
depressants work and of the potentia side effects.

Family counsdling sessions can help both the individud and the family by increasing understanding.
WHERE CAN | GET HELP?

Remember you are not done. If you or someone you know appears to suffer from obsessive

compulsive disorders, you may want to contact your family physician, or your loca branch of the
Canadian Mentd Hedlth Association for information and referrds.



