
 

Study finds people with OCD are more likely
to die earlier, of any cause
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Repetitive hand-washing is a common OCD symptom. Credit: Lars Klintwall
Malmqvist/public domain
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People with obsessive-compulsive disorder, or OCD for short, are 82%
more likely to die earlier—from natural or unnatural causes—than
people without the condition, a new study reveals.

Previous studies have found excess deaths in people with OCD, but the
specific causes of death had been poorly researched—maybe with the
exception of suicide. Notably, people with OCD have similar suicide
rates to people with other mental health disorders.

OCD affects about 2% of the population. People with the condition have
distressing intrusive and repetitive thoughts (such as a fear of being
contaminated or becoming aggressive towards others) and feel
compelled to perform time-consuming rituals to reduce the discomfort
caused by the thoughts, such as cleaning, repeating or checking.

The disorder significantly impairs daily life, affecting relationships,
social activities and the general ability to function.

My colleagues and I at the Karolinska Institutet in Sweden aimed to
understand the specific natural and unnatural causes of death
contributing to the reported elevated mortality rates in OCD. We used
Swedish population registers, which include administrative and health
care data from the whole population, to compare a group of 61,378
people who had received a diagnosis of OCD with 613,780 people
without OCD.

We followed both groups for more than four decades (from 1973 to
2020) and found that people with OCD died at an earlier average (mean)
age than those without OCD (69 v 78 years).

The risk of death during the study period was 82% higher in the group
with OCD, compared to the group without OCD. The increased risk of
death was attributable to both natural (31% increased risk) and unnatural
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causes (230% increased risk).

Specific causes

For the first time, we were able to identify specific causes of death due
to natural causes. People with OCD had increased risks due to lung
diseases (73%), mental and behavioral disorders (58%), diseases of the
urinary and reproductive organs (55%), endocrine, nutritional and
metabolic diseases (47%), diseases of the blood vessels (33%), nervous
system (21%) and digestive system (20%).

Intriguingly, the risk of death due to cancer was 13% lower in those with
OCD. The reason this risk goes in the opposite direction is not known.

Among the unnatural causes of death, suicide was the main contributor
to the increased mortality. Those with OCD, compared to those without,
had a nearly five-fold increased risk of dying by suicide. Also, people
with OCD had a 92% increased risk of dying due to accidents, including
traffic accidents or falls.

The results held even after we took mental health disorders other than
OCD—for example, anxiety, depression and substance use disorders
—into account.

Also, when we compared the OCD group with their siblings without
OCD, the results remained largely unchanged. This confirms that our
results cannot only be attributed to any accompanying mental health
disorders or genetic or environmental factors shared between families,
but that are likely to be related to OCD itself.

Mostly preventable
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Although these are not positive findings for people with OCD, it's
important to note that the proportion of people dying of each cause was
relatively small, even if compared with the group without OCD it
translated to a higher risk.

For example, during the study period, 2.5% of people with OCD died
due to circulatory system diseases (such as heart attacks and strokes),
which is a low percentage. Nonetheless, this percentage is higher than
the 1.8% of deaths by this cause in the group without OCD.

Even so, it is not acceptable that people with OCD have to face these
extra risks. I hope that these results spur health care professionals into
action and contribute to people with OCD receiving better care.

Importantly, most of the causes of death that showed an increased risk
are related to non-communicable diseases (for example, cardiovascular
diseases, diabetes, chronic lung diseases, mental disorders, neurological
disorders) and to external causes (for example, suicide, accidents), which
can be classified as preventable.

People with OCD need to be aware of these risks. This may motivate
behavioral changes—such as getting more exercise and having a healthy
diet—that can play a role in preventing ill health and early death.

  More information: Lorena Fernández de la Cruz et al, All cause and
cause specific mortality in obsessive-compulsive disorder: nationwide
matched cohort and sibling cohort study, BMJ (2024). DOI:
10.1136/bmj-2023-077564

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

4/5

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/non-communicable+diseases/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/lung+diseases/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/healthy+diet/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/healthy+diet/
https://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmj-2023-077564
https://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmj-2023-077564
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/people-with-ocd-are-more-likely-to-die-earlier-of-any-cause-221376


 

Provided by The Conversation

Citation: Study finds people with OCD are more likely to die earlier, of any cause (2024, January
27) retrieved 28 April 2024 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2024-01-people-ocd-die-
earlier.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

https://medicalxpress.com/news/2024-01-people-ocd-die-earlier.html
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2024-01-people-ocd-die-earlier.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

