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About This Book


This book will help you overcome your obsessions and compulsions. The common name for these problems is ‘obsessive compulsive disorder’, or ‘OCD’ for short. The book starts by explaining what OCD is, and then goes on to talk about what you can do to help yourself overcome it. There are a lot of different variations of OCD, and so some bits of the explanation and the advice are likely to apply to you more than others. For instance, if cleaning or checking is your problem, then the section on ‘Behavioural Treatment’ will be very important for you; if your problem is more to do with how you think, then the section on ‘Cognitive Treatment’ might be more what you need. Although it would probably be useful to read everything to get the total picture, you shouldn’t feel you must do this – much better to dip into the bits that seem most relevant than to be put off by the bits that don’t!


To overcome obsessions and compulsions you need to work hard and persevere, and at the beginning it can be very difficult indeed to believe that it’s going to be worthwhile. But when people do force themselves to make changes, the improvement can be truly amazing. Making changes takes great courage, particularly when you’re starting out, but it does work!


Don’t feel that you have to get everything right first time. Overcoming obsessions and compulsions is a bit like starting to exercise – at the beginning it feels like torture and you can only manage to do a bit, but as you carry on it will start to seem easier and you’ll be able to do more.


This book is designed for you to use on your own. However, you may find this is just too difficult. If you can’t get started, or if you don’t make as much progress as you wish, then don’t despair, and don’t feel you have failed. You could try reading it with someone you trust, such as your partner, a parent or close friend, as this may help motivate you. Otherwise, talk to your GP who might be able to prescribe medication that can help you to make the changes described here, or refer you to your local Psychology Services – these are still in short supply in some places, but they are increasingly available, and with the right therapist you can make great strides forward.


Lee Brosan




Part 1: ABOUT OBSESSIONS AND COMPULSIONS




1


So What Are Obsessions and Compulsions?


There can’t be many people in the world who have never had ideas they found weird, or done things knowing that they were silly. How many of us have ever left the house and thought, ‘Did I just lock the front door?’ and gone back to make sure? Or stood on a platform waiting for a train or Tube and thought, ‘What if I just jumped off?’ How many people avoid the number thirteen, or walk round ladders rather than under them? For most of us, thoughts like these come and go without troubling us too much. For some people, though, the ideas do not go away, but take hold of them and their lives.


This book is about what obsessions and compulsions are, and what keeps them going. It gives you specific guidelines about what you can do to help decrease the anxiety that obsessions and compulsions cause, and reduce the effects they have on your life.


Obsessions, compulsions and obsessive compulsive disorder


Basically, an obsession is something – usually a thought – that makes you feel very anxious. Sometimes these thoughts take the form of images or pictures in your mind rather than words; sometimes they are impulses or urges – a sudden feeling that you might go and do something, usually something awful.


A compulsion, on the other hand, is usually something that you do. Compulsions make you feel better, or help you feel sure that the thing that you fear is not going to happen. Usually compulsions are obvious behaviours, but sometimes they may be things that people do in their heads to try and make things ‘all right’.


If these problems continue, and start to take over your life, then it’s likely that you have what is known as obsessive compulsive disorder, or OCD.


A feature of OCD is that you begin to avoid the things that bring the obsessions on, and so you end up severely limited about where you can go, what you can do, who you can meet, and so on.


Is OCD common?


Recently there seems to have been a growing awareness of OCD. Magazines, and even television programmes, are featuring it. As a result, people find it easier to go to their doctors and talk about their symptoms. At the moment about 1.2 per cent of the population of the UK have OCD. This is less than the number of people who are anxious or depressed, but it’s still pretty high.


What about the different types of OCD?


Although everyone with OCD has some things in common, there are distinct subtypes of the condition. These are the common ones.


Cleaning


One of the most common forms of OCD is the fear that you may come into contact with contamination of some sort, and as a result may become ill or die, or may pass on an infection and the risk of illness to someone else. As a result, people with this form of OCD spend extraordinary amounts of time washing themselves and cleaning things around them. Common things that people fear may be contaminated are food, public toilets and blood – anything where ‘germs’ might linger. People may also go to great lengths to avoid touching things that might be contaminated. It is not uncommon, for instance, for people to throw away huge amounts of food because they think it may be ‘off’, or to refuse to eat anything prepared by anyone else.
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