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Introduction
Body Dysmorphic Disorder (BDD) and Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder 

(OCD) are both classified as anxiety disorders and share key features, 
particularly in terms of obsessive thinking and compulsive behaviors. However, 
while they overlap in some areas, they also have distinct characteristics 
that set them apart in terms of their symptoms, underlying processes, and 
treatment approaches. Individuals with both BDD and OCD experience 
persistent, intrusive thoughts that provoke anxiety, but the content and focus 
of these obsessions differ significantly. In Body Dysmorphic Disorder, the 
obsessions are centered on perceived flaws or defects in physical appearance, 
often resulting in repetitive behaviors like mirror checking, skin picking, or 
excessive grooming. In contrast, Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder involves a 
broader range of obsessive thoughts, such as fears of contamination, harm, 
or failure, which lead to compulsive rituals designed to reduce anxiety or 
prevent feared outcomes. Despite these differences, both disorders involve 
the cycle of obsessive thinking followed by compulsive actions aimed at 
reducing distress. Cognitive-behavioral theories suggest that in both BDD 
and OCD, individuals have difficulty tolerating uncertainty and experience 
heightened sensitivity to intrusive thoughts, leading to persistent rumination 
and compulsive behaviors that reinforce the anxiety. The overlap between 
these two disorders raises important questions about the mechanisms 
behind obsessive thinking, the role of cognitive distortions, and the treatment 
strategies that are most effective. This paper will explore the similarities and 
differences between Body Dysmorphic Disorder and Obsessive-Compulsive 
Disorder, focusing on their shared feature of obsessive thinking, the cognitive 
processes that contribute to these obsessions, and how these disorders 
manifest in behavior. By examining the theoretical underpinnings, clinical 
presentation, and treatment approaches for both conditions, we can better 
understand the nature of obsessive thinking and provide insights into how 
these disorders can be differentiated and treated effectively [1]. 

Description
Body Dysmorphic Disorder (BDD) and Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder 

(OCD) both fall within the category of anxiety disorders, and they share 
significant overlap in terms of their psychological features, especially the role of 
obsessive thinking and compulsive behaviors. While both disorders are marked 
by the presence of intrusive, distressing thoughts that provoke significant 
anxiety, their content, focus, and resulting behaviors differ. BDD is primarily 
characterized by an excessive preoccupation with perceived defects or flaws 
in physical appearance, whereas OCD involves a broader range of intrusive 
obsessions, including fears of contamination, harm, or moral transgressions. 

Despite these differences, both disorders involve similar underlying cognitive 
and behavioral processes, including heightened sensitivity to intrusive 
thoughts, difficulty tolerating uncertainty, and the engagement in compulsive 
rituals to alleviate anxiety. This extended description will explore the 
similarities and differences between BDD and OCD in greater detail, focusing 
on their core features, cognitive processes, behavioral manifestations, and 
treatment approaches. Understanding these commonalities and distinctions is 
important for both diagnostic clarity and effective intervention strategies. Body 
Dysmorphic Disorder is primarily characterized by obsessions centered on 
perceived flaws in physical appearance, which are often minor or completely 
nonexistent. Individuals with BDD may fixate on any part of their body, such 
as their skin, hair, nose, or weight, and believe that others find these flaws 
highly noticeable or unattractive. The distress caused by these obsessions 
can be profound, leading to significant impairment in daily functioning and 
quality of life. The person may spend excessive amounts of time scrutinizing 
their appearance, engaging in mirror checking, or seeking reassurance 
from others about their perceived flaws. Repeatedly checking oneself in the 
mirror to confirm or alleviate concerns about physical appearance. Engaging 
in repetitive behaviors like picking or squeezing the skin in an attempt to 
correct or hide imperfections. Spending an inordinate amount of time on 
grooming or cosmetic procedures, such as applying makeup, styling hair, or 
using lotions or creams to cover perceived flaws. Frequently asking friends, 
family members, or even strangers for reassurance about their appearance. 
Avoiding social situations or public places due to the fear of being judged 
for their appearance. Unlike typical concerns with body image or appearance 
that many people experience, BDD is marked by a level of preoccupation 
and distress that significantly interferes with an individual’s ability to function 
in social, occupational, or academic contexts. People with BDD often 
experience feelings of shame, embarrassment, and self-loathing because of 
their perceived flaws, leading to high rates of depression, anxiety and social 
isolation [2].

Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder is marked by the presence of obsessions 
and compulsions. Obsessions are intrusive, unwanted thoughts, images, 
or urges that provoke significant anxiety, while compulsions are repetitive 
behaviors or mental acts performed in response to the obsessions, aimed 
at reducing distress or preventing feared outcomes. The content of OCD 
obsessions is varied, and individuals with the disorder may experience fears 
related to contamination (e.g., fear of germs or illness), harm (e.g., fear of 
causing harm to oneself or others), orderliness (e.g., a need for things to be 
arranged in a certain way), or morality (e.g., fear of committing an immoral 
act or sin). The compulsive behaviors are meant to neutralize or prevent 
the feared event or alleviate the discomfort caused by the obsession. 
Repeatedly washing hands or cleaning objects due to a fear of contamination 
or germs. Repeatedly checking locks, appliances, or other items to ensure 
safety or prevent harm. Counting specific objects or performing actions a 
certain number of times to prevent a feared outcome. Engaging in rituals of 
arranging objects in a precise way to alleviate distress. Repeating specific 
mental actions (e.g., prayers or counting in one’s head) to prevent negative 
outcomes. OCD, like BDD, causes significant distress and impairment in daily 
functioning. However, the focus of obsessional thinking in OCD is broader and 
less specific to appearance, which contrasts with the narrow, appearance-
based obsessions in BDD. Nonetheless, both disorders involve a pattern of 
rumination (repetitive, persistent thoughts) and avoidance (avoiding situations 
that trigger anxiety). Both BDD and OCD are characterized by the presence 
of obsessive thoughts intrusive, repetitive, and distressing mental images 
or ideas that generate significant anxiety. In both disorders, the individual’s 
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attempts to control or suppress these thoughts only serve to increase their 
intensity and frequency. This pattern of cognitive fusion where the individual 
becomes overly identified with and absorbed by their obsessive thoughts leads 
to rumination and the need for compulsive behaviors to alleviate the anxiety 
caused by these thoughts. Both disorders involve the presence of unwanted, 
distressing thoughts that cause anxiety or discomfort. In BDD, the obsession 
revolves around the appearance, with individuals fixating on perceived flaws 
in their physical appearance [3]. 

In OCD, the obsession can involve fears about contamination, harm, or 
moral transgressions, but the anxiety caused by these thoughts is similarly 
overwhelming. Both individuals with BDD and OCD tend to overestimate the 
threat or significance of their obsessive thoughts. In BDD, individuals may 
catastrophize the consequences of their perceived flaws believing that their 
appearance is so defective that others will judge them negatively or that 
they will be socially rejected. Similarly, people with OCD may catastrophize 
potential outcomes, such as believing that their failure to wash their hands 
will lead to contamination or illness. Both disorders are associated with a 
heightened need for certainty. Individuals with BDD seek reassurance about 
their appearance, while those with OCD often engage in rituals to prevent 
catastrophic events from occurring. In both cases, the inability to tolerate 
uncertainty or ambiguity fuels the cycle of obsessive thinking and compulsive 
behavior. Both BDD and OCD involve ruminative thinking where individuals 
persistently replay distressing thoughts or images in their mind, unable to let 
go of them. In BDD, this rumination is focused on the perceived defect or flaw, 
while in OCD; the content can vary widely, from fears of contamination to 
doubts about safety or morality [4]. 

While there are significant similarities in the obsessive thinking patterns 
seen in BDD and OCD, there are also key differences related to the focus and 
content of the obsessions. In BDD, obsessions center exclusively on physical 
appearance and self-image. The person with BDD becomes excessively 
preoccupied with perceived flaws or imperfections, often in areas such as 
skin, facial features, or weight. These obsessions often occur in the context of 
deep shame or self-loathing. In OCD, obsessions are more diverse in content 
and can involve fears of contamination (e.g., germs), harm (e.g., causing 
injury or death), or moral concerns (e.g., fearing that one has committed a 
sin). Obsessive thoughts in OCD are not restricted to appearance but instead 
can encompass a wide range of fears related to safety, order, or morality. 
Compulsive behaviors are typically focused on appearance-related activities 
such as mirror checking, grooming, or seeking reassurance. These actions 
are designed to alleviate anxiety about one’s appearance or to attempt to "fix" 
perceived flaws. In OCD, compulsions involve a wide variety of behaviors 
designed to neutralize obsessions. For example, washing, checking, counting, 
or mental rituals like praying or repeating phrases are common compulsions 
in OCD. These behaviors are performed in response to a broader set of 
obsessions that extend beyond appearance concerns. Individuals with BDD 
may have poor insight into the irrational nature of their appearance-related 
obsessions. They often believe their perceived flaws are real and require 
corrective action, which leads to distress and dysfunction. In OCD, individuals 
often have better insight into the irrationality of their obsessions but feel 
powerless to control the compulsions. While they may understand that their 
fears (e.g., contamination or harm) are exaggerated, the compulsive behavior 
often feels necessary to prevent a perceived catastrophic event. Both Body 
Dysmorphic Disorder and Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder are effectively 
treated using Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT), particularly Exposure 
and Response Prevention (ERP), which is a specialized form of CBT used to 
address compulsive behaviors. However, the treatment focus differs based on 
the nature of the obsessions. In BDD, CBT focuses on challenging distorted 
beliefs about appearance and the excessive fear of judgment or rejection. 
Exposure exercises may involve gradually confronting situations that trigger 
appearance-related anxiety, such as looking in mirrors or engaging in social 

situations. In OCD, CBT with ERP aims to expose individuals to situations 
that trigger obsessive thoughts while preventing them from engaging in 
compulsive behaviors. The goal is to help individuals tolerate the anxiety 
without performing rituals and to reduce the power of obsessive thoughts. Both 
disorders may also benefit from medication, particularly Selective Serotonin 
Reuptake Inhibitors (SSRIs), which are often used to treat OCD and have also 
shown efficacy in treating BDD [5].

Conclusion
Body Dysmorphic Disorder and Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder share 

a common core of obsessive thinking, but they differ in the content of these 
obsessions and the specific compulsions that arise from them. Both disorders 
involve intense rumination, distorted thinking, and avoidance behaviors that 
reinforce anxiety and distress. While CBT and ERP have proven effective in 
treating both conditions, it is important to differentiate between the disorders 
in order to tailor interventions appropriately. By understanding the similarities 
and differences in obsessive thinking between BDD and OCD, mental 
health professionals can provide more effective treatments and support for 
individuals struggling with these debilitating conditions.

Acknowledgement
None.

Conflict of Interest
None.

References
1. Rough, Haley E., Barbara S. Hanna, Carrie B. Gillett and David R. Rosenberg, et 

al. "Screening for pediatric obsessive–compulsive disorder using the obsessive–
compulsive inventory-child version." Child Psychiatry Hum Dev 51 (2020): 888-899.

2. Yaryura-Tobias, José A., Fugen Neziroglu, Robert Chang and Sean Lee, et al. 
"Computerized perceptual analysis of patients with body dysmorphic disorder: A 
pilot study." CNS Spectr 7 (2002): 444-446.

3. Negishi, Kazumasa and Takahiro Sekiguchi. "Individual traits that influence 
the frequency and emotional characteristics of involuntary musical imagery: An 
experience sampling study." Plos One 15 (2020): e0234111.

4. Macy, Alexandra S., Jonathan N. Theo, Sonia CV Kaufmann and Rassil B. 
Ghazzaoui, et al. "Quality of life in obsessive compulsive disorder." CNS Spectr 18 
(2013): 21-33.

5. Jenike, Michael A., Lee Baer, William E. Minichiello and Carl E. Schwartz, et 
al. "Concomitant obsessive-compulsive disorder and schizotypal personality 
disorder." Am J Psychiatry 143 (1986): 530-532.

How to cite this article: Tiboni, Andrea. “Body Dysmorphic Disorder and OCD: 
Similarities and Differences in Obsessive Thinking.” Abnorm Behav Psychol 10 
(2024): 283.

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10578-020-00966-x
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10578-020-00966-x
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/cns-spectrums/article/computerized-perceptual-analysis-of-patients-with-body-dysmorphic-disorder-a-pilot-study/2864B9812A143C8CAF9389666D3D0DDC
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/cns-spectrums/article/computerized-perceptual-analysis-of-patients-with-body-dysmorphic-disorder-a-pilot-study/2864B9812A143C8CAF9389666D3D0DDC
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0234111
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0234111
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0234111
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/cns-spectrums/article/quality-of-life-in-obsessive-compulsive-disorder/E3CB054A3487A47FC5BA2108BA4E206A
https://europepmc.org/article/med/3953896
https://europepmc.org/article/med/3953896

