
Psychology Department 

TDC 1 

Obsessions and Compulsions 

Dr. Aparna Pathak 

 

An Obsession is the inability of a person to stop thinking about a particular topic or feeling a 

certain emotion without a high amount of anxiety. When obsessed, an individual continues the 

obsession in order to avoid the consequent anxiety. In the case of obsessive-compulsive 

disorder (OCD), the individual may have only the obsessions, compulsions or both. An 

example of an obsession in OCD is a person who can't stop thinking about dirt or germs that 

they could come into contact with. In this case, thinking about the dirt and/or germs is the 

obsession. 

Symptoms 

OCD obsessions are repeated, persistent and unwanted thoughts, urges or images that are 

intrusive and cause distress or anxiety. You might try to ignore them or get rid of them by 

performing a compulsive behavior or ritual. These obsessions typically intrude when you're 

trying to think of or do other things. 

Obsessions often have themes to them, such as: 

• Fear of contamination or dirt 

• Doubting and having difficulty tolerating uncertainty 

• Needing things orderly and symmetrical 

• Aggressive or horrific thoughts about losing control and harming yourself or others 

• Unwanted thoughts, including aggression, or sexual or religious subjects 

Examples of obsession signs and symptoms include: 

• Fear of being contaminated by touching objects others have touched 



• Doubts that you've locked the door or turned off the stove 

• Intense stress when objects aren't orderly or facing a certain way 

• Images of driving your car into a crowd of people 

• Thoughts about shouting obscenities or acting inappropriately in public 

• Unpleasant sexual images 

• Avoidance of situations that can trigger obsessions, such as shaking hands. 

Compulsions are repetitive behaviors or mental acts that one feels compelled to do in response 

to an obsession or based on strict rules. They are meant to counter anxiety or distress or to 

prevent a feared event or situation, but they are not realistically connected to these outcomes, 

or they are excessive. 

Compulsion symptoms 

OCD compulsions are repetitive behaviors that you feel driven to perform. These repetitive 

behaviors or mental acts are meant to reduce anxiety related to your obsessions or prevent 

something bad from happening. However, engaging in the compulsions brings no pleasure and 

may offer only a temporary relief from anxiety. 

You may make up rules or rituals to follow that help control your anxiety when you're having 

obsessive thoughts. These compulsions are excessive and often are not realistically related to 

the problem they're intended to fix. 

As with obsessions, compulsions typically have themes, such as: 

• Washing and cleaning 

• Checking 

• Counting 

• Orderliness 

• Following a strict routine 



• Demanding reassurance 

Examples of compulsion signs and symptoms include: 

• Hand-washing until your skin becomes raw 

• Checking doors repeatedly to make sure they're locked 

• Checking the stove repeatedly to make sure it's off 

• Counting in certain patterns 

• Silently repeating a prayer, word or phrase 

• Arranging your canned goods to face the same way 

Obsessive-compulsive disorder is surprisingly common and affects about two or three people 

out of every 100. It has two main symptoms: obsessions and compulsions. Obsessions are 

upsetting thoughts, pictures or urges that keep coming into your mind even though you don't 

want them to. For example, some people keep thinking they have been infected by germs or 

that they have forgotten to turn off the stove, or that a loved one has gotten hurt. These 

obsessive thoughts usually feel troubling or inappropriate or strange. If you have obsessive 

thoughts you may feel like they are something you can't control. 

Because obsessions cause people to get anxious, most people try to reduce the anxiety that the 

obsessions create. They develop habits, called compulsions. If, for example, you have 

obsessive thoughts about being dirty, you may develop a compulsive habit of washing your 

hands again and again. When you do this, it reduces your anxiety and worry about being dirty. 

Or, for example, if you have repeated thoughts about a family member being in a car accident, 

you may find yourself repeating a “good luck” phrase a certain number of times or at certain 

times of the day. Doing this eases your anxiety. You may feel driven to perform these rituals 

(habits) and acts over and over, even though a part of you knows that these habits make no 

sense.  This is a common fear for people with obsessive-compulsive disorder. When you have 

strange or upsetting thoughts you can't seem to control, or perform rituals over and over, it's 

easy to feel like you're losing control. Usually most people with obsessive-compulsive disorder 

are quite in touch with reality and are able to think sensibly—that's what makes their condition 

so upsetting to them. 



Causes  

There's no simple way to explain what causes this disorder. Most likely, it's a combination of 

both physical and mental factors. Physically, a chemical in your brain (called serotonin) may 

play a role. Serotonin is a neurotransmitter (one of the chemical messengers in your brain that 

helps your brain cells “talk” with each other). People with obsessive-compulsive disorder may 

not have enough serotonin in their brain. That's why medicines that increase the amount of 

serotonin in your brain can decrease the symptoms of obsessive-compulsive disorder. 

Mental or psychological factors also play a role in obsessive-compulsive disorder. Compulsive 

rituals actually strengthen the disorder because, although the rituals aren't “fun” or pleasant, 

they do reduce the anxiety caused by the obsessive thoughts. And, of course, any ritual that 

helps decrease anxiety is likely to be repeated. Whenever you perform a compulsive ritual, you 

avoid having to actually face the thing that you're afraid of. For example, if you wash over and 

over, you don't have to face the dirt or germs. If you repeatedly check door locks, you don't 

have to face the fear that the doors may be unlocked. This helps to maintain your obsessive-

compulsive disorder because to overcome a fear, you must face that fear. 


