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ABSTRACT

It is widely recognized that the most effective approach to treating obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) combines
medication with cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT), particularly exposure and response prevention (ERP). This case sheds
light on a unique and unconventional way of applying ERP in a patient with treatment-resistant and atypical OCD, ultimately
proving more beneficial than medication alone. What made this case unusual was the patient’s deeply ingrained overvalued
ideas, superstitions, and strong religious beliefs, which played a significant role in shaping their symptoms. Additionally, the
patient tended to misinterpret random events as meaningful, experienced heightened stimulus generalization, and responded
best to in vivo exposure, making their treatment journey both challenging and distinct.

1. CASE REPORT

In the emergency room of a tertiary care hospital, a 28-year-old Hindu man from a remote, economically disadvantaged
background arrived with persistent distressing thoughts. He was deeply troubled by a fear of contamination from ashes of a
cremated body, which led to an intense aversion to dark-colored objects, excessive hand and foot washing, and prolonged,
frequent bathing. During a comprehensive physical and psychological assessment upon admission, he shared a significant
event from 1 year earlier—while attending a relative’s funeral, ashes from the cremation had accidentally fallen on him and
others. Since then, he had been struggling with overwhelming anxiety and compulsive cleansing rituals, unable to shake the
feeling of being unclean. A few days later, the patient learned that two people who had attended the funeral with him had
unexpectedly passed away. This deeply unsettled him, as he became convinced that the black ash from the cremation had
caused their deaths—and that he, too, was at risk.

Overwhelmed by fear, he started associating the blackened wood used for cooking in his home with the funeral pyres,
believing it carried the same ominous threat. In an attempt to rid himself of the perceived contamination, he obsessively
cleaned his home, throwing out all the firewood. But no matter how much he scrubbed, his anxiety didn’t subside. Desperate
for relief, he resorted to taking multiple baths, hoping to cleanse himself of the unseen danger he feared. Cleaning and
washing was taking around 2 hour in a whole day period. His frequency of washing and cleaning activities increased along
with the severity of his anxiety over time. His sickness rendered him completely confined to his house and incapacitated. He
also stopped other relatives from preventing any black things from coming into contact with members. He was causing and
dealing with a lot of issues. A significant amount of stimulus generalization was associated with anything "black."” Among
other things, he began to get scared of black cows, dogs, birds, stones, clothing, and curtains.

After these results, he was given a diagnosis of obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD) and was started 50 mg of T.
clomipramine along with T. fluvoxamine 50mg at night . T. clomipramine bwas then titrated to 150 mg as well T.
fluvoxamine 300mg ; however, we were unable to raise the dosage after that since the patient began experiencing adverse
symptoms. As adjuvants, low dose Tab. Aripirazole 2mg and Tab. Clonazepam 0.5mg BD were also introduced; however,
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none of these medications produced much of an effect. After deciding to use cognitive behavioral therapy, we created a
hierarchical list of every item that the patient was experiencing worry and distress over.

We asked him to visualize each item from his fear hierarchy while monitoring his vital signs and assessing his anxiety levels
using the Hamilton Anxiety Rating Scale (HAM-A), either before or after the exercise.

Surprisingly, even the least distressing item on the list caused significant discomfort. His vital signs showed clear signs of
distress, and his HAM-A score spiked to 24, confirming the intense anxiety he experienced—even at the lowest level of
exposure.

Over the next few weeks, we gradually exposed him to black-colored charcoal, ash, and similar materials while closely
monitoring his vital signs and anxiety levels using the HAM-A scale before and after each session. With time, he became
more comfortable handling the ash, and his distress gradually decreased. However, as the impact of his condition took a toll
on his daily life, relationships, and ability to work, he began to experience symptoms of depression. HAM-D was applied in
which patient score a total of 21. The emotional burden eventually led to suicidal thoughts, prompting the introduction of
Tab. Topiramate at 25 mg OD. As his treatment progressed, the dosage was increased to 200mg twice a day to better manage
his symptoms. Since imaginal exposure had not led to significant improvement, we discussed the next steps with the patient
and his family. With their informed consent, we decided to take him to a cremation site for in vivo exposure therapy.

However, upon arriving at the site, he was immediately overwhelmed with intense distress. The experience was so unsettling
that he had to be taken back, and in response, he resorted to compulsive bathing—sometimes as many as 10 to 15 times a
day. With ongoing supportive psychotherapy and reassurance, his excessive washing rituals gradually began to subside.
Despite the initial setback, exposure therapy continued daily, helping him slowly build tolerance and reduce his anxiety over
time.

The patient’s progress was measured by how close he could get to the funeral pyres and how long he could stay at the
cremation site. After three to four weeks of gradual exposure, he reached a significant milestone—he was able to hold the
ashes from the pyres without distress and no longer felt the urge to bathe immediately afterward. His HAM-A and HAM-D
scores reflected this improvement, as he could now visualize and confront his fears without experiencing overwhelming
anxiety. Over time, his anxiety and depression lessened, and he gained confidence in facing his triggers. By the end of his
89-day hospital stay, he was prescribed 100 mg of T. clomipramine at bedtime, 100 mg of T. topiramate twice daily. He
continued attending regular follow-up appointments, during which his medication dosage was carefully adjusted based on
his progress.

After 1.5 years, the patient is doing well, consistently taking his medication, and remains completely free of symptoms. His
anxiety no longer interferes with his daily life, and he has regained a sense of normalcy and confidence in himself.

2. DISCUSSION

The hallmark of obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) is the occurrence of recurring, persistent thoughts, pictures, or urges
that significantly worsen anxiety or suffering. The individual endeavors to disregard or repress these through recurrent actions
or thoughts in reaction (compulsions) [1]. OCD was identified by WHO as one of the ten most incapacitating illnesses due
to the substantial influence it has on a person's life [2]. Common sets of obsessions and compulsions in patients with OCD
include concerns about contamination together with washing or cleaning, concerns about harm to self or others together with
checking, intrusive aggressive or sexual thoughts together with mental rituals, and concerns about symmetry together with
ordering or counting. [3,4] OCD was initially believed to be quite rare. However, the first rigorous community surveys that
used operational criteria for the diagnosis of mental disorders demonstrated that OCD was one of the most prevalent mental
disorders[5], and OCD was estimated to make a considerable contribution to the global burden of disease[6]. A broad range
of environmental factors, including adverse perinatal events such as birth complications, and stressful or traumatic events,
have been identified as potential risk factors for OCD [7,8,9]. For those patients who insufficiently benefit from first-line
SRI treatment and are characterized as having treatment-resistant OCD, practice guidelines offer clear guidance on next
steps, including recommendations for a trial of a second SRI and then potentially a trial of clomipramine [10]. However,
patients whose symptoms are not adequately improved by SRI treatment remain a significant clinical challenge.[11] If OCD
patients are resistant to SRIs, evidence supports augmentation with atypical antipsychotics as a treatment [12,13]. This
approach reflects the hypothesis that OCD is characterized by excessive striatal dopamine signaling, supported by multiple
studies reporting reduced D2/D3 receptor binding in the striatum of OCD patients. [11,14] Notwithstanding the fact that
there are other treatment approaches, pharmaceutical therapy in conjunction with cognitive behavior therapy (CBT)—
exposure and response ERP prevention is regarded as first line [15]. Some OCD patients are shown to be resistant to therapy,
even though the majority of cases respond to these first-line treatment modalities. Patients with OCD who see a >25 or 35%
decrease in their Y-BOCS score after receiving sufficient first-line medications are considered treatment-resistant [16].
Despite selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs) and cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) being first-line treatments,
approximately 30-40% of OCD patients do not respond adequately. Understanding the mechanisms behind treatment
resistance is essential for improving therapeutic outcomes and identifying alternative approaches. [17] The study and
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reporting of TR-OCD also contribute to the development of improved clinical guidelines and policy-making. Data collected
from research informs organizations such as the American Psychiatric Association (APA) and the National Institute for
Health and Care Excellence (NICE) to refine best practices for treating resistant cases. Additionally, this research can
advocate for better insurance coverage and access to advanced treatment modalities for those suffering from severe, persistent
OCD symptoms. [18,19] Studying and reporting TR-OCD is vital to advancing knowledge in psychiatry, refining treatment
options, and ensuring that individuals with severe OCD receive the care they need. Increased research in this area will pave
the way for more effective, personalized, and accessible treatment strategies that offer hope to those who continue to struggle
with this debilitating condition. [20]

3. CONCLUSION

Psychiatrists continue to face significant challenges in treating cases of treatment-resistant OCD, as each patient presents
with unique symptoms and underlying psychological patterns. Effective treatment requires a personalized approach that
considers the individual's specific obsessions and compulsions, as well as their sociocultural background, which often plays
a crucial role in shaping their condition. To provide the best possible care, treatment strategies must remain flexible and
adaptable, evolving based on the patient's response and progress.

REFERENCES

[1] Van Ameringen M, Patterson B, Simpson W. DSM-5 obsessive-compulsive and related disorders: Clinical
implications of new criteria. Depress Anxiety. 2014;31(6):487-93.

[2] Nolen WA. [World Health Organization places psychiatry high on the agenda, also consequences for the
Netherlands]. Ned Tijdschr Geneeskd. 2002;146(7):297-99.

[3] Mataix-Cols D, do Rosario-Campos MC & Leckman JFA Multidimensional model of obsessivecompulsive
disorder. Am. J. Psychiatry 162, 228-238 (2005). [PubMed: 15677583]

[4] Bloch MH, Landeros-Weisenberger A, Rosario MC, Pittenger C & Leckman JF Meta-analysis of the symptom
structure of obsessive-compulsive disorder. Am. J. Psychiatry 165, 1532—-1542 (2008). [PubMed: 18923068]

[5] Karno M The epidemiology of obsessive-compulsive disorder in five US communities. Arch. Gen. Psychiatry
45, 1094 (1988). [PubMed: 3264144]

[6] Baxter AJ, Vos T, Scott KM, Ferrari AJ & Whiteford HA The global burden of anxiety disorders in 2010.
Psychol. Med 44, 2363-2374 (2014). [PubMed: 24451993] This systematic review provides the foundation for
estimations of the global burden of anxiety and related disorders.

[7] Brander G, Pérez-Vigil A, Larsson H & Mataix-Cols D Systematic review of environmental risk factors for
obsessive-compulsive disorder: a proposed roadmap from association to causation. Neurosci. Biobehav. Rev
65, 36-62 (2016). [PubMed: 27013116]

[8] Dykshoorn KL Trauma-related obsessive—compulsive disorder: a review. Health Psychol. Behav. Med 2, 517—
528 (2014). [PubMed: 25750799]

[9] Miller ML & Brock RL The effect of trauma on the severity of obsessive-compulsive spectrum symptoms: a
meta-analysis. J. Anxiety Disord 47, 29-44 (2017). [PubMed: 28242410]

[10] Fineberg NA, Hollander E, Pallanti S, Walitza S, Griinblatt E, Dell’Osso BM, et al. Clinical advances in
obsessive-compulsive disorder: A position statement by the International College of Obsessive-Compulsive
Spectrum Disorders. Int Clin Psychopharmacol 2020. https://doi.org/10.1097/Y 1C.0000000000000314. Publish
Ahead of Print

[11]Van Roessel PJ, Grassi G, Aboujaoude EN, Menchén JM, Van Ameringen M, Rodriguez Cl. Treatment-
resistant OCD: Pharmacotherapies in adults. Comprehensive psychiatry. 2023 Jan 1;120:152352.

[12] Grassi G, Cecchelli C, Mazzocato G, Vignozzi L. Early onset obsessive-compulsive disorder: The biological
and clinical phenotype. CNS Spectr 2021;1-7. https:// doi.org/10.1017/S1092852921000122.

[13] Grassi G, Cecchelli C, Vignozzi L, Pacini S. Investigational and experimental drugs to treat obsessive-
compulsive disorder. J Exp Pharmacol 2021;12:695-706. https://doi.org/10.2147/JEP.S255375.

[14]de Vries FE, Cath DC, Hoogendoorn AW, van Oppen P, Glas G, Veltman DJ, et al. Tic-related versus tic-free
obsessive-compulsive disorder: clinical picture and 2- year natural course. J Clin Psychiatry
2016;77(10):e1240-7. https://doi.org/ 10.4088/JCP.14m09736.

[15] Bandelow B, Sher L, Bunevicius R, Hollander E, Kasper S, Zohar J, et al. Guidelines for the pharmacological
treatment of anxiety disorders, obsessive— compulsive disorder and posttraumatic stress disorder in primary
care. Int J Psychiatry Clin Pract. 2012;16(2):77-84.

[16] Jenike MA, Rauch SL. Managing the patient with treatment-resistant obsessive compulsive disorder: current

Journal of Neonatal Surgery | Year: 2025 | Volume: 14 | Issue: 10s
pg. 326


https://doi.org/10.2147/JEP.S255375

Dr. Abhinav Dhankar, Dr. kunal Kumar, Dr. Abhinit Kumar, Dr. Nikhil Nayar,
Dr. Ayushi Goyal, Dr. Soumya Jai, Dr. Shlok Agrawal

strategies. J Clin Psychiatry. 1994;55 Suppl:11-17.

[17] Bloch MH, Landeros-Weisenberger A, Rosario MC, Pittenger C, Leckman JF. Meta-analysis of the symptom
structure  of  obsessive-compulsive  disorder. Am ] Psychiatry. 2006;163(12):1956-66.
doi:10.1176/ajp.2006.163.12.1956. Available at:
https://ajp.psychiatryonline.org/doi/full/10.1176/ajp.2006.163.12.1956

[18] March JS, Frances A, Carpenter D, Kahn DA. The Expert Consensus Guideline Series: Treatment of obsessive-
compulsive disorder. J Clin Psychiatry. 1997;58 Suppl 4:1-72. Available at: https://www.psychiatrist.com/wp-
content/uploads/2021/02/15152_expert_consensus_guideline_series_treatment_of_obsessive-
compulsive_disorder.pdf

[19] Stein DJ, Kogan CS, Atmaca M, Fineberg NA, Fontenelle LF, Grant JE, et al. The classification of obsessive-
compulsive and related disorders in the ICD-11. J Affect Disord. 2019;259:48-65.
doi:10.1016/j.jad.2019.06.016. Available at:
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0165032718316671

[20] Fineberg NA, Reghunandanan S, Brown A, Pampaloni I. Pharmacotherapy of obsessive-compulsive disorder:
Evidence-based  treatment and beyond. Aust N Z J Psychiatry. 2019;53(1):24-40.
doi:10.1177/0004867418804066. Available at:
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0004867418804066

Journal of Neonatal Surgery | Year: 2025 | Volume: 14 | Issue: 10s
pg. 327



