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Abstract

This study aimed to explore how women with obsessive-compulsive disorder perceive and
interpret their self-concept and self-identity and to explain the conditions, strategies, and
consequences associated with these experiences within a paradigmatic model. This qualitative
study employed a systematic grounded theory approach. The participants were 15 women
diagnosed with obsessive-compulsive disorder who attended the Owj Counseling Clinic in
Rafsanjan, Iran. Participants were selected through theoretical sampling until data saturation
was achieved. Data were collected through individual, face-to-face, semi-structured interviews
lasting approximately 40-60 minutes and analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding.
Trustworthiness was enhanced through maximum participant diversity, participant feedback
on extracted codes, the use of direct quotations, and expert review of the coding and analytical
procedures. Data analysis yielded 172 features and indicators, 36 subcategories, and six
overarching categories. The core phenomenon was identified as “instability of the authentic
self and indeterminacy resulting from entrapment in a cycle of helplessness,” characterized by
excessive self-awareness, intolerance of ambiguity, shame, and the perceived uncontrollable
dominance of the disorder. Emotional-cognitive and interpersonal disturbances associated with
obsessive-compulsive disorder constituted the causal conditions, whereas multidimensional
biological, interpersonal, and structural factors represented the contextual conditions. Social,
economic, familial, and communication-related factors operated as intervening conditions.
Participants adopted both active and passive coping strategies. The principal consequence was
“entrapment in a cycle of disorder and aversion,” manifested through adverse effects on
personal relationships, psychological well-being, daily functioning, and overall quality of life.
Obsessive-compulsive disorder may undermine self-concept and identity coherence through
the interaction of emotional, cognitive, interpersonal, and contextual processes, thereby
perpetuating helplessness and functional impairment. Clinical interventions should therefore
extend beyond symptom reduction to include reconstruction of self-concept, enhancement of
personal agency and adaptive coping, and modification of familial and social factors that
maintain the disorder.

Keywords: Obsessive-compulsive disorder, self-concept, self-identity, women, grounded
theory, paradigmatic model.
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Obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) is a chronic and potentially disabling psychological disorder
characterized by intrusive and unwanted thoughts, images, or impulses and repetitive behaviors or mental acts
performed to reduce distress or prevent feared outcomes. Beyond its overt cognitive and behavioral
manifestations, OCD may profoundly influence individuals’ emotional functioning, interpersonal
relationships, daily activities, and overall perception of the self. Contemporary diagnostic frameworks
recognize OCD as a heterogeneous disorder whose symptoms vary considerably in content, severity, and
functional consequences (American Psychiatric, 2022). Its persistent nature may interfere with occupational,
familial, and social functioning and considerably diminish quality of life (Boland et al., 2022). More recent
conceptualizations emphasize that OCD should not be understood solely as a collection of obsessions and
compulsions, because cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and interpersonal processes interact dynamically in its
development and maintenance (Moini et al., 2025). Anxiety is particularly important in the long-term course
of OCD and may sustain symptom severity and functional impairment over time (Rickelt et al., 2024).

One of the psychologically distinctive features of OCD is the ego-dystonic nature of many obsessive thoughts.
Individuals may experience thoughts that are inconsistent with their moral beliefs, personal values, preferred
characteristics, or perceived identity. Consequently, the distress associated with OCD may stem not only from
the content of intrusive thoughts but also from the meanings attributed to those thoughts. From a cognitive
dissonance perspective, intrusive mental contents that conflict with an individual’s desired self-image can be
interpreted as threats to self-concept, thereby generating anxiety and compensatory efforts aimed at restoring
a coherent sense of self (Wright & Riskind, 2021). Ego-dystonic experiences may therefore place individuals
in a persistent struggle to distinguish between unwanted mental events and their authentic identity (Mullin,
2023). Evidence concerning implicit self-concept among individuals with OCD further suggests that self-
related processing can become an important domain of internal conflict, particularly when intrusive contents
are perceived as reflecting unacceptable personal characteristics (Gehlenborg et al., 2024).

Self-concept refers to the organized set of beliefs and evaluations through which individuals understand their
characteristics, capabilities, worth, and position in relation to others. Evidence indicates that negative self-
concept may be associated with obsessive-compulsive symptoms, while developmental and parenting
experiences may contribute to this relationship (Jamshidi et al., 2022). Relationships among metacognitive
beliefs, self-concept, and obsessive symptoms have also been reported, indicating that evaluations of both the
self and one’s mental processes may be relevant to OCD symptomatology (Mohammadi Nasab & Zamani,
2024). Similarly, self-concept and distress tolerance have been identified as important mechanisms through
which broader belief systems may be associated with obsessive symptoms (Tavakoli Banizi et al., 2024).
Among women, obsessive-compulsive tendencies have also been associated with reduced self-concept clarity,
suggesting that uncertainty regarding the self may constitute an important aspect of the subjective experience
of OCD (Nazia & Ambreen, 2021).

Identity extends beyond evaluations of personal characteristics and concerns the individual’s sense of
continuity, coherence, unigueness, and meaning regarding who they are. Identity is dynamically constructed
through individual experiences, social relationships, roles, and feedback from significant others (Sekoto &
Hlayisi, 2023). Persistent doubt, reduced confidence in personal judgment, and repeated attempts to control
unwanted thoughts may therefore undermine identity coherence. Intolerance of uncertainty appears
particularly relevant in this context. Structural evidence indicates that it may mediate the association between
self-ambivalence and obsessive-compulsive symptoms (Shahamat Dehsorkh & Zamani Vasati Kolaei,
2024). Difficulties in emotion regulation and intolerance of ambiguity have likewise been associated with
psychological distress and obsessive-compulsive symptoms (Davoudian et al., 2022). Repetitive cognitive
processes may intensify these difficulties. Rumination and negative affect have been found to mediate the
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relationship between mind-wandering and OCD symptoms (Wang et al., 2021), while mind-wandering in
anxiety disorders may contribute to persistent internally focused cognitive activity (Fell et al., 2023).

Shame represents another important link between OCD and disturbances in self-experience. Unlike guilt,
which may focus primarily on a specific action, shame can become global and self-directed, leading individuals
to perceive themselves as fundamentally defective or unacceptable. A systematic review and meta-analysis
demonstrated a meaningful association between OCD and shame (Laving et al., 2023). Shame anxiety and
fear of negative evaluation may subsequently inhibit disclosure and help-seeking (Dolezal, 2022), while self-
deprecating evaluations may further weaken a stable and positive perception of the self (Santos et al., 2022).
Emotional experiences such as guilt and anger may also influence judgments about oneself and others, thereby
shaping interpersonal interpretations and self-evaluation (Alfeo et al., 2025).

The experience of OCD does not occur independently of social and familial environments. Mental illness
stigma may involve labeling, stereotyping, social distancing, discrimination, and internalization of negative
societal attitudes (Yang et al., 2025). Family members can either buffer or intensify this experience, and
familial responses to mental illness may contribute to how affected individuals understand themselves and
their condition (Adu et al., 2024). Dysfunctional family environments characterized by conflict, inadequate
emotional support, and maladaptive communication may further increase psychological vulnerability
(Kganyago, 2023). Conversely, social support may facilitate readiness for change and promote more adaptive
responses to OCD (King & Zaboski, 2024). Empowerment-related processes may also strengthen personal
competence and agency when individuals confront persistent psychological stressors (Emadian et al., 2022).
IlIness perception provides another framework for understanding how patients interpret the impact of OCD on
their lives. Beliefs regarding the causes, consequences, controllability, and duration of illness influence coping
and perceived personal agency (Singh & Rejeb, 2024). A diminished sense of personal control may contribute
to helplessness and disengagement, while locus of control has been associated with differences in adaptation
to chronic health conditions (Alvarez-Rodriguez et al., 2022). Certain symptom dimensions, including health-
related obsessive-compulsive symptoms, may further intensify monitoring, reassurance-seeking, and concern
about bodily or environmental threats (Nanthakumar et al., 2025). Individuals may also attribute the onset or
worsening of OCD to stressful or traumatic experiences, which can influence how they interpret both the
disorder and themselves (Pinciotti & Fisher, 2022). Despite this growing body of evidence, relatively limited
qualitative research has integrated emotional, cognitive, familial, social, and identity-related dimensions into
a coherent explanatory model based on women’s own experiences. Therefore, the present study aimed to
explore women’s perceptions and interpretations of self-concept and self-identity in the context of OCD and
to develop a paradigmatic model explaining its causal conditions, contextual and intervening factors, coping
strategies, and consequences.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study was conducted using a systematic grounded theory approach. The study population
consisted of women diagnosed with obsessive-compulsive disorder who had attended the Owj Counseling
Clinic in Rafsanjan, Iran. Participants were selected through theoretical sampling, and recruitment continued
until theoretical and data saturation was achieved. Fifteen women with a confirmed diagnosis of OCD
ultimately participated in the study. Eligibility criteria included being within the designated adult age range,
having at least a secondary-school education, receiving a confirmed diagnosis of OCD from a psychiatrist, and
providing informed consent for participation. Individuals with psychotic symptoms, substance use history,
severe personality disorders, neurocognitive disorders, or a high risk of suicide were excluded.

Data were collected through individual, face-to-face, semi-structured interviews conducted under confidential
conditions. Before each interview, participants received information about the study objectives and procedures,
provided written informed consent, and granted permission for audio recording. Interviews lasted
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approximately 40-60 minutes and focused on participants’ experiences of developing OCD, changes in their
perceptions of themselves, factors influencing their self-concept and identity, social and familial experiences,
coping responses, and perceived consequences of living with the disorder.

Data analysis proceeded concurrently with data collection according to systematic grounded theory procedures.
Interview transcripts were examined through open, axial, and selective coding. During open coding,
meaningful units were identified and initial concepts were extracted. Axial coding was then used to organize
concepts into related subcategories and determine relationships among them. Finally, selective coding
integrated the principal categories around a central phenomenon and resulted in the development of the final
paradigmatic model. Credibility and trustworthiness were enhanced through diversity in participant selection,
participant feedback on descriptive and interpretive codes, inclusion of direct interview excerpts, expert review
of selected interviews and coding procedures, and continuous examination of emerging categories throughout
theoretical sampling.

Findings

Analysis of the interview data generated 172 characteristics and indicators, 36 subcategories, and six
overarching categories that were integrated into a paradigmatic model. The model consisted of causal
conditions, a central phenomenon, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, coping strategies, and
consequences.

The causal conditions were represented by “emotional-cognitive and interpersonal disturbances resulting from
obsessive-compulsive disorder.” These experiences included suppressed anger, difficulties in anger control,
depressive mood, anxiety cycles, social withdrawal, helplessness, guilt, cognitive fusion, rumination, health-
related anxiety, psychological pressure associated with being blamed by family members, concern about social
stigma, and fear of being judged by others. Together, these processes contributed to persistent psychological
distress and gradually altered participants’ evaluations of themselves.

The central phenomenon was identified as “instability of the authentic self and indeterminacy resulting from
entrapment in a cycle of helplessness.” This category reflected profound disturbances in participants’ sense of
personal coherence and included excessive self-awareness ranging from feelings of superiority to marked
inferiority, intolerance of ambiguity, shame, and the perception that OCD had become an uncontrollable force
dominating their lives. Participants frequently described a diminished sense of agency and increasing
uncertainty regarding their genuine selves.

Contextual conditions were summarized as “multidimensional biological, interpersonal, and structural
conditions.” These included dysfunctional family environments, obsessive personality traits, perceived genetic
predisposition, and adverse developmental experiences in parent-child relationships. Such factors created a
background of vulnerability within which obsessive symptoms and identity-related difficulties could emerge
and persist.

Intervening conditions encompassed social, economic, familial, and communication-related factors. Stressful
life events, marital conflict, financial and occupational problems, physical difficulties, and insufficient
empathy or understanding from others influenced the severity and persistence of participants’ experiences.
These factors frequently interacted with existing obsessive symptoms and either intensified distress or limited
the participants’ ability to cope effectively.

Coping strategies were divided into active and passive patterns. Passive strategies included avoidance,
emotion-focused coping, external attribution of responsibility, and withdrawal. Active strategies included
seeking emotional or practical support, consulting psychologists or psychiatrists, attempting self-
empowerment, acquiring knowledge about the disorder, and emphasizing the need for greater social awareness
and support.
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The principal consequence was identified as “entrapment in a cycle of disorder and aversion.” Participants
described resentment toward their current condition, longing for a normal life, deterioration in personal
relationships, compromised psychological well-being, disruption of everyday functioning, and reduced overall
quality of life. Thus, the model demonstrated a recursive process in which OCD-related disturbances weakened
self-concept and identity, while the resulting helplessness, withdrawal, and functional impairment further
reinforced the experience of the disorder.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that the experience of OCD among women extends substantially beyond the presence
of intrusive thoughts and repetitive behaviors. At the core of participants’ narratives was a destabilization of
the sense of self. Repeated exposure to unwanted thoughts, uncertainty, shame, and perceived inability to
control symptoms gradually weakened confidence in personal judgment and disrupted continuity between the
person participants believed they had previously been and the person they perceived themselves to have
become after living with OCD.

The central phenomenon of instability in the authentic self suggests that self-concept and identity are not
merely secondary consequences of symptom severity but may constitute central dimensions of the subjective
experience of OCD. Excessive self-monitoring appeared to encourage participants to scrutinize their thoughts,
motives, and behaviors continually. When combined with intolerance of ambiguity, such monitoring made it
increasingly difficult for them to regard intrusive thoughts as temporary mental events. Instead, these thoughts
could become interpreted as evidence about personal character, morality, or psychological inadequacy. Shame
further intensified this process by transforming distress about particular symptoms into a broader negative
evaluation of the self.

The findings also highlight the reciprocal nature of emotional, cognitive, and interpersonal processes.
Rumination, anxiety, guilt, helplessness, and social withdrawal were not experienced as isolated phenomena.
Rather, they reinforced one another and contributed to a self-perpetuating cycle. As confidence in the self
declined, participants became increasingly vulnerable to external judgments and family reactions. Negative
interactions and perceived stigma subsequently strengthened feelings of inadequacy, thereby increasing
withdrawal and reducing opportunities for corrective interpersonal experiences.

The paradigmatic model also illustrates the importance of contextualizing OCD within the individual’s
developmental and social environment. Participants’ narratives indicated that family dysfunction, adverse
developmental experiences, personality-related vulnerabilities, and perceived biological predispositions
formed a broader background against which OCD developed and was interpreted. At the same time, current
marital, occupational, financial, and social difficulties influenced how participants experienced and managed
their symptoms. The disorder should therefore be understood as embedded within interconnected personal and
environmental systems rather than treated exclusively as an individual cognitive-behavioral problem.
Differences between active and passive coping strategies were also clinically meaningful. Avoidance,
emotional disengagement, withdrawal, and externalization appeared to maintain helplessness, whereas seeking
professional assistance, social support, knowledge, and personal empowerment created opportunities for
regaining agency. This distinction suggests that therapeutic intervention may be strengthened by addressing
not only compulsive behavior but also the individual’s broader perception of competence, identity, and
capacity for adaptive action.

Overall, the study developed a grounded paradigmatic model showing that women with OCD may become
caught in a recursive cycle in which emotional-cognitive and interpersonal disturbances weaken the authentic
sense of self, contextual and intervening conditions shape the severity of this process, coping strategies
influence its trajectory, and persistent difficulties culminate in aversion, functional impairment, and reduced
quality of life. The findings support a broader clinical perspective in which treatment extends beyond symptom
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reduction and incorporates reconstruction of self-concept, restoration of personal agency, management of
shame and uncertainty, enhancement of adaptive coping, and attention to familial and social contexts. Such an
approach may contribute to more comprehensive interventions capable of addressing both the observable
manifestations of OCD and the deeper disruptions in self-experience that accompany the disorder.
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