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Coping with OCD as lockdown eases
As pubs, salons and restaurants reopen their doors, for some of us - and for
many with OCD - more freedom means more stress. A psychologist who
specialises in treating OCD explains what steps people can take to manage
mental health problems.

Sabrine, 23, blogs about her experience of obsessive-compulsive disorder
(OCD). She says that before lockdown she wasn't leaving the house much,
and the new rules didn't seem disruptive.

After a while, though, she started to feel constricted. "It started to grate on
me a lot," she says. "I began to feel restricted. I didn't like the lack of control. I
was no longer staying at home simply due to my health - even if I had a
day I felt I could manage venturing out, I no longer had the option to do so."

As lockdown eases, she feels apprehensive and anxious. "It's definitely
ruined a lot of this year's plans for me," she says. "Life has just been
massively put on hold and the restrictions have given my OCD more of an
opportunity to fester."

Mind's resource on lockdown easing warns that changes might make
people feel stressed, anxious, angry, conflicted, uneasy, protective - the list
is long and by no means exhaustive. The important thing, writers point out,
is that there is no 'normal' response. Furthermore, emotions might well vary
from day to day.

Dr Liz Forrester is a consultant clinical psychologist and specialises in
helping patients use cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) and exposure to
treat OCD. She says that her clients' experience of lockdown has varied.
Some with contamination OCD have been unwilling to go into the garden,
but for others it has been less intense.
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Lockdown has created tensions in clients' households and social circles, she
says. "If your partner is doing things that you don't feel comfortable with,
that can lead to tensions," she says. "Maybe you doubt what they're doing
or what they say they're doing. You might feel less inclined to meet up with
friends who you perceive as being too careless or relaxed."

Before stressful events, make a plan
One of Dr Forrester’s clients has had to attend hospital regularly with their
child - hard enough before COVID-19.

"She's been to and fro from hospitals for the last three or four weeks," Dr
Forrester says. "And that's been really strange and stressful, initially. But she
felt reassured about the way that things were being done."

Dr Forrester says making a plan helped her prepare for the anxiety she
would face in that situation, and to avoid OCD compulsions.

"We had a plan of action about how she would go about it: not to take
excessive precautions, not to increase safety behaviours, and to be sure to
use hand sanitiser if she couldn't wash her hands," she says. "Having a plan,
sometimes writing it down, really helps people."

Practise 'exposure' every day
Even simple outings like grocery shopping can be tough, and Dr Forrester
says that anxiety can build in anticipation of trips like these.

"Try to increase your resilience to going out and getting used to it. Rather
than kind of storing it up, thinking, 'This is the day that I go to the
supermarket' and getting yourself worked up all week, do something like
walking up to the shop, even if you're not going in," she says. "Have that as
your daily exercise. Make sure that you get out and about as often as
possible." Making small trips avoids 'all or nothing' thinking, and builds
confidence.

Dr Forrester also uses exposure techniques with clients at home. "One of the
things that I've been doing with my patients recently is getting them to buy
lots of sticky notes and writing things like 'coronavirus' and sticking them
around the house," she explains. "You get used to having the thought, and
repeated exposure kind of strips the meaning."
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Don't read more news
It can be tempting, particularly as local lockdowns are introduced, to go
back to regularly reading the news. But if this is a trigger, Dr Forrester said,
it's best avoided.

"By all means keep an eye on the news," she says. "But don't let the
coronavirus dominate your life. Engage in other activities, do other things.
Don't spend all your time Googling for 'how many cases in my area',
because it just makes it seem more scary."

Stay connected
A constant thread that runs through most mental health advice is to stay
connected with people who support you. For example, Mind's self-care
advice recommends keeping in touch with friends and family, or spending
time with people around shared interests like reading or sport.

For Sabrine, writing has provided her with an outlet during the pandemic,
and connected her to others. "It's good to be openly expressive and feel like
you're not alone. The lockdown has introduced me to a writing community,
and they're all very supportive and nice people who I would have never
interacted with, had this not happened."

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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Discuss Coping with OCD as lockdown eases and find more trusted resources at
Patient.
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