‘OCD is making me feel like I’m going mad’

24 June 2007
'I think I must be going mad! I have recurring weird thoughts that something bad will happen unless I do something to stop it, like holding my breath for 30 seconds. When I am really stressed I have to unplug all the electric appliances, and lock and unlock the door at least six times before I can go out. I know it's an obsessive-compulsive thing and it doesn't happen all the time, but when it does I don't know what to do. I don't want medication.' Ben. 
Many of us have touchstones that we use to fend off fear that terrible things may happen to us or those we love. Obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD) occurs when severe anxiety transfixes us in a prison of increasingly ritualised behaviour to "protect" us from distressing thoughts that we erroneously think are real. We feel ashamed of these disturbing symptoms, mistakenly thinking that no one else could possibly experience anything that feels so bizarre. 

While respecting your reservations about drugs, research shows that a combination of medication and cognitive behavioural therapy can be very helpful for OCD, so I recommend that you discuss these options with your GP. Over the next two weeks, however, I will show you some techniques to help reduce the impact of your symptoms. 

Step 1 Label and reattribute: Become fully aware that the "weird" thoughts you have are obsessions, and the things you do to try to neutralise these thoughts are compulsions: label them as such every time they occur. Unfortunately, we can't extinguish these thoughts entirely because they are the biological by-products of brain activity that have got stuck - through anxiety - in an unhelpful groove. But we can label them for what they really are. For example, you can say: "I don't really need to check the plugs. I'm only having a compulsive urge to check them." When you have these thoughts, reattribute them by accepting what they are really saying about you - ie, that you are feeling stressed. Remind yourself each time: "It's not me, it's just OCD". Practise this first step over the coming week. It won't be easy, so compassionately accept that it will take determination and that you are doing your best. Next week we will look at some more techniques that will help reduce the impact of these symptoms on your life. You may find 'Brain Lock' by J Schwartz helpful.

