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Abstract
The differential diagnosis of obsessive–compulsive disorder (OCD) and schizophrenia-spectrum disorders can be difficult. 
In the current diagnostic criteria, basic concepts such as obsession and delusion overlap. This study examined lifetime 
schizophrenia-spectrum psychopathology, including subtle schizotypal symptomatology and subjective anomalies such as 
self-disorders, in a sample diagnosed with OCD in a specialized setting. The study also examined the differential diagnostic 
potential of the classic psychopathological notions of true obsession (‘with resistance’) and pseudo-obsession. The study 
involved 42 outpatients diagnosed with OCD at two clinics specialized in the treatment of OCD. The patients underwent 
semi-structured, narrative interviews assessing a comprehensive battery of psychopathological instruments. The final life-
time research-diagnosis was based on a consensus between a senior clinical psychiatrist and an experienced research clini-
cian. The study found that 29% of the patients fulfilled criteria of schizophrenia or another non-affective psychosis as main, 
lifetime DSM-5 research-diagnosis. Another 33% received a research-diagnosis of schizotypal personality disorder, 10% a 
research-diagnosis of major depression and 29% a main research-diagnosis of OCD. Self-disorders aggregated in the schizo-
phrenia-spectrum groups. True obsessions had a specificity of 93% and a sensitivity of 58% for a main diagnosis of OCD. In 
conclusion, a high proportion of clinically diagnosed OCD patients fulfilled diagnostic criteria of a schizophrenia-spectrum 
disorder. The conspicuous obsessive–compulsive symptomatology may have resulted in a disregard of psychotic symptoms 
and other psychopathology. Furthermore, the differentiation of obsessions from related psychopathological phenomena is 
insufficient and a conceptual and empirical effort in this domain is required in the future.
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Introduction

The demarcation of obsessive–compulsive disorder (OCD) 
from schizophrenia-spectrum disorders [schizophrenia, 
other non-affective psychoses and schizotypal personality 

disorder (SPD)] is unclarified. This unclarity transpires 
through notions such as OCD ‘with psychotic features’ [30] 
or ‘with delusional beliefs’ (DSM-5). Obsessive–compul-
sive symptoms are frequent and often clinically conspicu-
ous in patients with schizophrenia-spectrum disorders (for a 
comprehensive review, see [15]) and, therefore, often raise 
differential diagnostic challenges, especially in young, first-
contact patients.

Obsessive–compulsive-like phenomena have been 
described in schizophrenia since Kraepelin [36] and Bleuler 
[7]. In their description of OCD, they both emphasized that 
this diagnosis required the exclusion of schizophrenia and 
manio-depressive illness [8, 37]. Differential diagnostic 
concerns were also important to the concept of the ‘true 
obsession’ or ‘obsession in the strict sense’ as it was defined 
by Jaspers, Schneider and other major psychopathologist of 
the first half of the twentieth century (for a review, see [11]). 
This concept implies intact insight and resistance, i.e., the 
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person struggles against intrusive thoughts that are immedi-
ately experienced as nonsensical and irrational [32, 75, 83]. 
The notion of compulsion in OCD required such underly-
ing true obsession [11]. The true obsession was regarded as 
essential to the notion of OCD, contrary to obsessive–com-
pulsive-like symptoms with ‘lack of resistance’ in schizo-
phrenia or organic disorders [22, 44, 82]. For the evaluation 
of a possible underlying affective disorder, previous typical 
depressive or manic episodes and an episodic occurrence of 
obsessive–compulsive symptomatology were emphasized 
[9, 37, 82].

Bleuler [8 p. 564] and others [26, 43 p. 456] suggested a 
close affinity between chronic cases of OCD and schizophre-
nia, whereas others proposed that OCD is related to affective 
disorders [9, 79]. A third influential point of view held that 
OCD very rarely develops into psychotic disorders [83]. In 
a psychoanalytically informed line of thought, it was sug-
gested that obsessions and compulsions have a protective 
function and indicate a better prognosis [72, 78]. Recently, 
two nationwide, Scandinavian register-based studies [13, 
46] have found an increased risk of a subsequent clinical 
schizophrenia diagnosis in patients with OCD. An important 
notion is the ‘pseudo-obsession’ described in the 1950s in 
the context of ‘pseudo-neurotic schizophrenia’ [29]. This 
concept is included in the diagnostic criteria of schizotypal 
personality disorder (SPD) in ICD-10, where it is defined as 
‘obsessive ruminations without inner resistance, often with 
dysmorphophobic, sexual or aggressive contents’. In the lit-
erature, it is described that these intrusive ideas and images 
often are associated with intense affects and anxiety, and the 
patient lacks an immediate awareness of their irrelevance or 
absurdity and hardly resists them [82]. However, the possi-
ble diagnostic relevance of the pseudo-obsession is virtually 
ignored in contemporary research.

Since the 1980s, considerably broader notions of obses-
sions and compulsions have become accepted in OCD-
research [25] and clinical practice as well as in the diagnos-
tic systems. Whereas the true obsession was definitional for 
OCD in ICD-8, the ICD-10 only requires that ‘at least one 
obsession or compulsion must be present that is acknowl-
edged as excessive or unreasonable…[and] is unsuccessfully 
resisted’. Furthermore, the requirement that compulsions in 
OCD must be related to an underlying obsession is disre-
garded in the ICD-10 as well as DSM-III. The DSM-IV 
included an option to specify ‘poor insight’ (‘if, for most 
of the time during the current episode the person does not 
recognize that the obsessions and compulsions are exces-
sive or unreasonable’). This development was considered to 
reflect clinical experience in OCD-clinics and was supported 
by a few small studies that found a continuum of insight 
among OCD patients (reviewed in [30, 35]). The DSM-IV 
field study addressed the notion of insight in a large clinical 
OCD sample [23]. However, this study did not include a 

systematic and thorough differential diagnostic assessment. 
Some advocated that OCD should be conceptualized as a 
spectrum defined by a continuum of insight, which includes 
psychotic features [18, 30]. This notion was understood to 
be unrelated to schizophrenia, which was conceptualized at a 
high severity level of systematized psychotic symptoms with 
a chronic course. In DSM-5, the diagnosis of OCD includes 
a specifier of ‘absent insight/delusional beliefs’.

The diagnostic category of schizotypal personality dis-
order (SPD) is crucial to studies addressing the intersec-
tion of the schizophrenia-spectrum and OCD but was rarely 
addressed in the discussions and studies that led to this 
expansion of the diagnostic borders of OCD. These patients 
present disturbances of language and thought, expression, 
interpersonal relations and experiences such as perceptual 
aberrations, depersonalization and transient psychotic phe-
nomena, which are similar to schizophrenia but not reach-
ing a psychotic threshold. SPD is validated as a spectrum-
condition to schizophrenia in numerous family studies and 
other genetic samples [5, 60]. Some studies have found that 
co-morbid SPD predicts a poor response to standard phar-
macological and behavioral interventions in OCD patients 
[65].

The concept of self-disorders is also relevant to the 
demarcation of these disorders. Self-disorders encompass 
disturbances of the basic structure of subjectivity or the 
first-person perspective, i.e., the experience of existing as a 
unified, embodied, temporally stable and demarcated sub-
ject [57, 63]. A considerably body of empirical studies from 
different groups have shown that disturbances of this level of 
basic selfhood hyper-aggregate in schizophrenia-spectrum 
disorders, including SPD, as opposed to bipolar disorder, 
borderline personality disorder and other psychiatric disor-
ders (for a review, see [59]). Self-disorders appear tempo-
rally stable irrespective of state psychopathology (i.e., with 
a trait-like character) [50, 51].

In this study, we present the lifetime psychopathology 
and subsequent diagnostic reevaluation in a sample of out-
patients with a clinical diagnosis of OCD. The patients 
underwent a comprehensive examination encompassing a 
thorough exploration of schizophrenia-spectrum psychopa-
thology including self-disorders as well as general psycho-
pathology allowing for differential diagnosis. Our research 
group has a decade-long research experience in this field 
spanning the US-DK Adoption Studies, linkage studies and 
recent studies of self-disorders and other subjective anoma-
lies [51, 52, 56, 58, 62, 81]. Finally, the study examined the 
differential diagnostic potential of the notions of true obses-
sion and pseudo-obsession.
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Methods

Sample

Patients with a clinical ICD-10 diagnosis of OCD were 
recruited by clinicians in two outpatient clinics special-
ized in psychotherapy of OCD and anxiety disorders at the 
Mental Health Services in the Capital Region of Denmark, 
Copenhagen University Hospital. The clinics received 
patients referred by general practitioners and psychiatric 
in- and outpatient units. The clinical information in the 
referral documents from general practitioners was evalu-
ated by a senior psychiatrist before allocation to the most 
relevant outpatient service. In the outpatient clinics, the 
patients were assessed in a clinical interview conducted by 
a psychiatrist, a resident in psychiatry or an experienced 
clinical psychologist. This assessment included a confir-
mation of the OCD diagnosis according to diagnostic crite-
ria and exclusion of another clinically more important dis-
order. Generally, the clinicians also rated the Yale–Brown 
Obsessive Compulsive Scale (Y-BOCS) [25]. The patients 
also filled out a battery of self-report tests including the 
Y-BOCS self-report version [77], Beck Depression Inven-
tory (BDI-II) [2], Major Depression Inventory (MDI) [1] 
and Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI) [3].

All patients admitted between March 2016 and Janu-
ary 2017 with a primary ICD-10 diagnosis of OCD were 
invited to participate. Exclusion criteria were clinically 
dominating alcohol or substance abuse, organic brain 
disorder, mental retardation and legal status. Approxi-
mately 50% of the invited patients accepted. Prior to the 
research-interview, three patients were excluded because 
the assessment at the OCD-clinics uncovered psychotic 
symptoms resulting in a referral of these patients to other 
units. The remaining 42 recruited patients all completed 
the examination. The patients participated on the condition 
of informed consent and the Medical Ethics Committee 
approved the study.

Assessment

All patients were assessed with a composite interview 
schedule used in several studies in our group [52, 58] 
consisting of the following elements: a thorough psycho-
social history, a description of the illness evolution, the 
Operational Criteria Checklist (OPCRIT) [45] (a short ver-
sion of the Present State Examination [84]) expanded with 
additional items from the Schedule for Affective Disorders 
and Schizophrenia (SADS-L) [20], Positive and Negative 
Syndrome Scale (PANSS) [33], the Examination of Anom-
alous Self-Experience (EASE) [61], the perceptual section 

of the Bonn Scale for the Assessment of Basic Symptoms 
(BSABS) [27] and a mental state examination targeting 
expressive features (e.g., affect modulation, stereotypies, 
mannerisms and formal thought disorder) [81]. Subjective 
anomalies of fantasy life and imagination were assessed 
with the Examination of Anomalous Fantasy and Imagina-
tion (EAFI) [71] and have been reported elsewhere [69]. 
The Yale–Brown Obsessive Compulsive Scale (Y-BOCS) 
[25] and the split version of the Global Assessment of 
Functioning Scale (GAF) [21] were also rated. The total 
duration of the interviews was 3–6 h, often split into sev-
eral sessions. Approximately 60% of the patients gave con-
sent to videotaping the interviews. After each interview, 
the interviewer made a narrative summary of all sections 
of the interview schedule (5–12 pages).

The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured, con-
versational way following phenomenological principles [31, 
32, 54]. The interviewer (A.R.) is a resident in psychiatry 
with 5 years of clinical experience at the time of the study 
and previous research experience [68, 70]. A.R. was trained 
and certified as EASE-rater by J.N., an official instructor 
and director of the EASE-courses. Before the study com-
menced, kappa-reliability was assessed (N = 20) with an 
average kappa of 0.74.

True obsessions were rated according to the definition of 
Kurt Schneider: ‘Obsession is what is meant when some-
body cannot repress contents of consciousness although he 
assesses them as being nonsensical or as dominating without 
reason’ [75]. It is clear from other passages that Schnei-
der requires resistance and insight during the experience. 
Pseudo-obsessions were rated according to the definition in 
the criteria of schizotypal disorder in ICD-10 (see introduc-
tion). Patients could be rated for both phenomena if they 
occurred independently.

The IQ was assessed by a computerized test, Intelligenz-
Struktur-Test 2000R [40] as previously described [52].

Allocation of research‑diagnoses

The research-diagnoses were allocated according to DSM-5 
and ICD-10. These were made as best-estimate consensus 
between the interviewer (A.R) and a senior researcher and 
clinical psychiatrist (J.P.) after a meeting assessing all rel-
evant material (interview summaries, videos, ratings of 
instruments, information from hospital charts, which also 
contained second informants’ descriptions). For the purpose 
of analysis, the DSM-5 diagnoses were imposed the follow-
ing hierarchy consistent with our previous studies: (1) schiz-
ophrenia, (2) other non-affective and non-organic psychosis, 
(3) bipolar disorder, (4) major depression, (5) schizotypal 
personality disorder (SPD), (6) OCD and related disorders, 
(7) other diagnosis (e.g., anxiety disorders, ADHD and per-
sonality disorders other than schizotypal). The high priority 
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given to schizotypal personality disorder and OCD reflects 
the study’s focus on the relation between these disorders.

Statistical analysis

In data analysis, all items scored as ‘doubtfully present’ 
were recoded as “absent”. In accordance with previous 
studies [28, 52, 59], we rated the EASE-items on a lifetime 
basis. For the analysis, the EASE main-items were explored 
dimensionally (summing up the rated items). Subtypes were 
not counted in the analysis.

In all analyses, we used the DSM-5 main, research-
diagnoses. Apart from the binary classification tests of the 
notions of true obsession and pseudo-obsession, the very 
small group with major depression (N = 4) was not included 
in the statistical analyses. Accordingly, we compared three 
groups: (1) schizophrenia and other non-affective psycho-
sis, (2) schizotypal personality disorder, and (3) OCD and 
related disorders.

Between-group comparisons of continuous rank-scaled 
variables were analyzed using Kruskal–Wallis tests. 
Mann–Whitney U tests were used for post hoc pairwise com-
parisons of groups. χ2-test was used to examine if the distri-
bution of subjects could be assumed independent between 
two categorical variables. The significance level was 0.05 
with Holm–Bonferroni correction for multiple pairwise 
comparisons. We used SPSS version 22 for analyses, except 
for binary (diagnostic) classification tests for which we used 
MedCalc version 18.9.

Results

Socio-demographic data, co-morbidity and duration of psy-
chopathology are shown in Table 1. No significant differ-
ences were found between the diagnostic groups for these 
variables or IQ. The majority of the patients were treated 
previously and 52% had been diagnosed with another main 
diagnosis than OCD. The most common previous main 
diagnoses were major depression (N = 9 (21%)) and eating 
disorder (N = 7 (17%)).

The DSM-5 and ICD-10 research-diagnoses appear in 
Table 2. According to DSM-5, 62% of the sample received a 
lifetime, main, research-diagnosis within the schizophrenia-
spectrum (schizophrenia (N = 6 (14%)), other non-affective 
psychoses (N = 6 (14%)) and Schizotypal personality disor-
der (SPD) (N = 14 (33%))). 38 (90%) patients also fulfilled 
the criteria of a DSM-5 diagnosis of OCD but due to the 
diagnostic hierarchy less than 29% of the sample received 
OCD as main, research-diagnosis.

The frequency of diagnostic criteria for OCD, SPD and 
schizophrenia in the sample are shown in Table 3. The 
mean number of DSM-5 SPD criteria in the whole sample 

was 4.02, range: 0–7. In the group with another non-affec-
tive psychosis than schizophrenia, five of six patients also 
fulfilled the criteria of a SPD diagnosis supporting that 
these patients belong to the schizophrenia-spectrum.

At the time of the interview, the psychotic symptomatol-
ogy had remitted in 5 of 12 (42%) patients with a lifetime 
DSM-5 diagnosis of schizophrenia or other non-affective 
psychosis. The psychotic symptoms had occurred between 
3 months and 10 years earlier. These patients presented 
current symptomatology on a schizotypal level of severity 
with a considerably influence on their occupational- and/
or social-functioning.

The data regarding scales assessing lifetime (EASE) 
and current (PANSS, Y-BOCS) psychopathology and level 
of functioning appear in Table 4. Self-disorders aggregated 
significantly within the schizophrenia-spectrum groups 
as compared to the group with an OCD main diagnosis. 
Within the schizophrenia-spectrum, there was no signifi-
cant difference in functioning between the groups with 
non-affective psychosis or SPD. However, both groups 
scored significantly lower than the group with an OCD 
main research-diagnosis.

Binary classification tests addressing the differential 
diagnostic relevance of the true obsession for OCD and the 
pseudo-obsession for a schizophrenia-spectrum diagnosis 
appear in Table 5. See also supplementary data.

Table 1  Descriptives of the sample

Frequency (%)/mean (SD)

N 42
Gender (F/M) 32/10
Age 30.37 (6.96); range 18–42
Never married 9 (21%)
Educational level
 Primary school or less 6 (14.3%)
 High school 12 (29%)
 College 14 (33%)
 Started university 5 (12%)
 Finished university 5 (12%)

Unemployed 8 (19%)
Age at first symptom 21.11 (7.04); range 11–40
Previously hospitalized 9 (21%)
Ambulatory treatments 4.37 (2.24); range 1–10
Co-morbid DSM-5 diagnoses 1.69 (1.09); range 0–5
Medication
 Antidepressants 25 (60%)
 Antipsychotics 2 (5%)
 Benzodiazepines 2 (5%)
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Discussion

Almost two-thirds of this sample with a clinical OCD 
diagnosis also fulfilled the criteria of a lifetime-, research-
diagnosis within the schizophrenia-spectrum. The patients 
presented typical psychopathology of schizophrenia 

and schizotypal personality disorder (SPD) and a spec-
trum diagnosis was associated with reduced level of 
functioning.

One-third of the sample had current or previous psy-
chotic symptoms. It has previously been found that psychotic 
symptoms are under-detected or diagnostically disregarded 
in clinical settings [10, 86]. A recent study found that the 
presence of apparently ‘neurotic’ symptoms in first-episode 
psychosis resulted in a disregard of underlying psychotic 
psychopathology [39]. In this sample, a clinical focus on 
obsessive–compulsive symptomatology may have had simi-
lar consequences. As discussed elsewhere [31, 55], these 
findings could be related to certain epistemological prob-
lems of the current polythetic approach. Criteria-based 
diagnostics tends to deemphasize the evolutive aspect of the 
disorders and lacks prototypical considerations, which are 
central to a differential diagnostic assessment. This involves 
methodological issues regarding the clinical diagnostic 
interview. For example, standard probing questions intended 
to exclude another mental disorder (for instance, targeting 
psychotic symptoms) have a limited differential diagnostic 
utility if they are not adapted to the flow of the interview and 
the narrative of the patient [54].

Self-disorders aggregated significantly in the groups with 
schizophrenia-spectrum research-diagnoses compared to the 
group with OCD main research-diagnosis. The groups with 
schizophrenia or non-affective psychosis and SPD scored 
similarly on the EASE and comparable to previous studies 
[52, 67, 86]. The OCD group scored significantly lower and 
comparable to other non-spectrum groups [28, 34, 52, 66, 
86]. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study of 
self-disorders in an OCD-sample.

Several of the results of the binary classification tests 
had wide confidence intervals due to the limited sample 
size (Table 5). However, the classic notion of true obsession 
(‘with resistance’) had a 93% (95% CI 78–99%) specificity 
and a negative predictive value of 85% (95% CI 74–92%) 

Table 2  Research-diagnoses 
according to DSM-5 and ICD-
10

DSM-5

Schizophrenia Delu-
sional 
disorder

Other 
psychotic 
disorder

Schizotypal 
personality 
disorder

OCD Major 
depres-
sion

Total

ICD-10
Schizophrenia 5 1 6
Delusional disorders 1 2 3
Other non-organic 

psychotic disorder
4 1 5

Schizotypal disorder 13 1 14
OCD 10 10
Major depression 4 4
Total 6 2 4 14 12 4 42

Table 3  Frequency of DSM-5 and ICD-10 diagnostic criteria in the 
sample

N = 42

Obsessive–compulsive disorder N (%)
Compulsions (DSM-5) 39 (93%)
Obsessions (DSM-5) 36 (86%)
Schizotypal personality disorder
Obsessive ruminations without resistance (ICD-10 only) 34 (81%)
Unusual perceptual experiences 29 (69%)
Suspiciousness or paranoid ideation 28 (67%)
Odd beliefs or magical thinking 27 (64%)
Ideas of reference (DSM-5 only) 25 (60%)
Transient quasi-psychotic episodes (ICD-10 only) 20 (48%)
Odd behavior or appearance 15 (36%)
Inappropriate/constricted affect 13 (31%)
Lack of close friends or confidants 13 (31%)
Odd thinking and speech 11 (26%)
Excess social anxiety (DSM-5 only) 8 (19%)
Schizophrenia
Delusions (DSM-5) 10 (24%)
Bizarre Delusions (ICD-10) 2 (5%)
Hallucinations (DSM-5) 7 (17%)
Auditory verbal hallucinations 4 (10%)
Negative symptoms (DSM-5) 7 (17%)
Grossly disorganized or catatonic behavior (DSM-5) 2 (5%)
First-rank symptoms (ICD-10) 2 (5%)
Disorganized speech (DSM-5) 0 (0%)
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for a main research-diagnosis of OCD in this sample of out-
patients presenting with conspicuous obsessive–compulsive 
symptomatology (Table 5). Our findings support the claim 
in the classic psychopathological literature [32, 44, 75] that 
obsessive phenomena lacking resistance and insight indicate 
that another main diagnosis than OCD should be suspected 
and lead to further, careful differential diagnostic assess-
ment. Importantly, insight and resistance are here assessed 
during the experience, whereas current psychometric instru-
ments rate insight ‘at the time of the interview’ (Y-BOCS) 
[17, 25].

Previous studies

We found two previous clinical studies investigating psy-
chosis in a clinical OCD sample. In the first study, cen-
tral to the discussions about the inclusion of patients with 
poor insight into the DSM-IV category of OCD, Eisen and 
Rasmussen [18] examined 475 patients from an outpatient 
OCD-clinic with a semi-structured interview schedule 
focusing on DSM-III-R criteria. Sixty-seven (14%) were 
identified as having psychotic symptoms in addition to 
OCD and 40 patients (8%) met the criteria of a schizo-
phrenia-spectrum disorder. In 27 patients (6%), the only 
psychotic symptom was found to be lack of insight regard-
ing obsession (’OCD without insight’). The second study 
by De Haan et al. [14] found a very low 1.7% prevalence 

of psychotic disorders in a sample of 757 outpatients with 
a clinical DSM-IV diagnosis of OCD. Diagnoses were 
based on the Structured Clinical Interview for DSM-IV 
Axis I Disorders (SCID), which was administered to all 
patients at clinical referral. We and others have discussed 
the severe epistemological and methodological problems 
regarding the use of structured interviews elsewhere [24, 
49, 54]. Several studies have found that structured inter-
views have a limited validity [4, 16], especially regarding 
the detection of schizophrenia-spectrum disorders in a pre-
viously unexamined clinical population [53].

A number of studies have examined the co-morbidity of 
personality disorders in clinical OCD samples [6, 12, 42, 
47, 74] or epidemiological surveys [80] (for a review, see 
[65]). The prevalence of SPD varied between 0 and 25% 
with five of six studies reporting a prevalence above 10%. 
None of these studies involved an examination specifically 
targeting the subtle psychopathology of SPD but used 
structured instrument for assessing personality disorders in 
general. Such an assessment is unsuited to detect the subtle 
disturbances of expression, language, thought and experi-
ence characterizing SPD [60]. One previous study found 
that only 5 (24%) of 21 first-admission patients diagnosed 
with SPD in a very comprehensive, phenomenologically 
oriented, semi-structured interview were correctly diag-
nosed by a structured interview [53].

Table 4  Psychopathology scales and level of functioning

Major depression group (N = 4) not shown or included in statistical analyses
Post hoc Mann–Whitney U tests: aNAP = SPD > OCD; bNAP > SPD > OCD; cSPD > NAP = OCD; dNAP = SPD < OCD

Total sample Non-affective psy-
chosis

Schizotypal disorder OCD Kruskal–Wallis test

Mean (SD) Range Mean (SD) Range Mean (SD) Range Mean (SD) Range

N 42 12 14 12
EASEa 12.43 (7.69) 2–31 18.25 (8.23) 2–31 15.50 (3.90) 9–22 5.33 (3.47) 2–10 χ2 (2) = 19.11 (P < .001)
PANSS  positiveb 13.05 (4.47) 7–22 17.50 (3.00) 13–22 14.21 (2.86) 10–21 8.75 (2.14) 7–13 χ2 (2) = 24.28 (P < .000)
PANSS  negativea 9.98 (3.80) 7–25 10.92 (3.09) 7–17 12.14 (4.69) 7–25 7.50 (1.17) 7–11 χ2 (2) = 14.90 (P < .001)
PANSS  generala 28.86 (7.25) 17–45 34.92 (6.65) 22–35 30.50 (5.56) 20–39 22.67 (3.70) 17–31 χ2 (2) = 17.58 (P < .000)
YBOCSc 19.21 (8.54) 1–35 17.50 (4.72) 12–24 24.21 (7.98) 10–35 14.33 8.38 1–30 χ2 (2) = 8.52 (P < .014)
GAF-Fd 53.36 (14.37) 28–85 45.42 (9.67) 28–61 49.50 (14.11) 35–75 63.58 (13.52) 45–85 χ2 (2) = 9.17 (P < .010)

Table 5  Binary diagnostic tests 
for true obsession indicating 
DSM-5 main research-
diagnosis of OCD and for 
pseudo-obsession indicating 
schizophrenia-spectrum 
diagnosis

N = 42

True obsession 
(%)

95% CI (%) Pseudo-obsession 
(%)

95% CI (%)

Sensitivity 58.3 27.7–84.8 96.15 80.4–99.9
Specificity 93.3 77.9–99.2 43.8 19.8–70.1
Positive predictive value 77.8 45.8–93.6 73.5 64.2–81.2
Negative predictive value 84.6 74.0–91.7 87.5 48.6–98.1
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The relation of OCD to the schizophrenia‑spectrum

During the twentieth century, it has repeatedly been sug-
gested that a subgroup of OCD patients has a close relation-
ship to Schizophrenia [8, 26, 43]. Gross et al. [26] found 
that many patients with a chronic course of OCD described 
basic symptoms such as thought insertion and difficulties 
in discriminating intentional modalities (insecurity whether 
a thought content is a memory or a fantasy) as part of the 
obsessive–compulsive symptomatology. Our study supports, 
that a large proportion of clinical OCD patients that do not 
report psychotic symptoms share other psychopathological 
features with the schizophrenia-spectrum.

An affinity between OCD and schizophrenia is supported 
by several clinical, longitudinal studies, which have found 
considerable transition rates from OCD to schizophrenia and 
other non-affective psychoses [38, 48, 73, 76]. A longitudi-
nal, register-based study of more than 3 million people in 
Denmark found that the presence of a prior clinical ICD-10 
diagnosis of OCD was associated with an almost seven times 
increased risk of a subsequent diagnosis of schizophrenia 
compared to the general population [46]. Furthermore, the 
study found that the risk of receiving a clinical ICD-10 diag-
nosis of schizophrenia was significantly increased in off-
spring of OCD patients compared to the general population 
and other mental disorders. Another recent study based on 
Swedish registers of clinical diagnoses showed concordant 
results [13].

Strengths and limitations

This study is characterized by a very careful, in-depth life-
time examination of schizophrenia-spectrum psychopa-
thology. It is based on a phenomenological, conversational 
interview [31] assessing a comprehensive battery of instru-
ments in a semi-structured manner in the context of the 
psychosocial- and illness history. The sample size was lim-
ited compared to other studies with a less time-demanding 
assessment. Another limitation is a potential selection bias. 
We have no information about differences between the sam-
ple and patients who declined to participate. The lengthy 
interview could potentially have kept patients with severe 
symptomatology as well as well-functioning patients with a 
busy schedule from volunteering. Finally, the patients were 
interviewed in different stages of their illness. While we 
acknowledge these limitations, we believe that the sample 
is representative of OCD patients as they are diagnosed in an 
outpatient setting today. The pattern of research-diagnoses 
was similar in the two outpatient clinics. The sample had a 
high proportion of women but appears otherwise compara-
ble to other outpatient OCD samples in regard of age, onset 
of illness, co-morbidity, level of function and severity of 
Y-BOCS score [12, 19, 41].

Perspectives

The relationship between OCD and the schizophrenia-
spectrum cannot solely be addressed empirically but 
involves fundamental conceptual issues. The central 
diagnostic concepts of obsession and compulsion have 
undergone a gradual expansion from the notion of the 
true obsession in classic psychopathology [32, 75] to the 
current notions of the DSM-5, which include obsessions 
with ‘absent insight/delusional beliefs’ [11]. It is not clear 
how such ‘obsessions with psychotic features’ are to be 
distinguished from delusions in schizophrenia or affective 
disorders. Furthermore, current diagnostic procedures do 
not consider contextual psychopathological phenomena, 
for example, a relation of obsessive–compulsive symp-
tomatology to subjective anomalies reported in schizo-
phrenia-spectrum disorders [26, 57, 69]. Accordingly, 
the definitional features of OCD are vaguely defined and 
demarcated. A similar development has occurred regard-
ing borderline personality disorder, where the diagnostic 
criteria overlap schizophrenia-spectrum psychopathology 
and psychotic symptomatology gradually have ceased to 
be regarded as an exclusion criterion [85–87]. Obviously, 
such conceptual issues contribute to the complex issue of 
co-morbidity among mental disorders, which in current 
diagnostic practice may be considered the rule rather than 
the exception [64]. In our view, these issues illustrate the 
necessity of reinstating theoretical and empirical psycho-
pathology at the center of scientific psychiatry.

Acknowledgements The authors thank all participants and clinical 
staff. The work was supported by The Faculty of Health Sciences, 
University of Copenhagen (Grant to A.R.R.). No funding agency influ-
enced any aspect of the current work.

Compliance with ethical standards 

Conflict of interest On behalf of all the authors, the corresponding au-
thor states that there is no conflict of interest.

Ethical approval All the procedures performed in studies involving 
human participants were in accordance with the ethical standards of 
the institutional and/or national research committee and with the 1964 
Helsinki Declaration and its later amendments or comparable ethical 
standards.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Crea-
tive Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (http://creat iveco 
mmons .org/licen ses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribu-
tion, and reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate 
credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


1000 European Archives of Psychiatry and Clinical Neuroscience (2020) 270:993–1002

1 3

References

 1. Bech P, Rasmussen NA, Olsen LR, Noerholm V, Abildgaard W 
(2001) The sensitivity and specificity of the major depression 
inventory, using the present state examination as the index of 
diagnostic validity. J Affect Disord 66:159–164

 2. Beck A, Steer R, Brown G (1996) Beck depression inventory. The 
Psychological Corporation, San Antonio

 3. Beck AT, Steer RA (1993) Beck anxiety inventory manual. Psy-
chological Corporation, San Antonio

 4. Benazzi F (2003) Diagnosis of bipolar ii disorder: a comparison 
of structured versus semistructured interviews. Prog Neuropsy-
chopharmacol Biol Psychiatry 27:985–991

 5. Bigdeli TB, Bacanu SA, Webb BT, Walsh D, O’Neill FA, 
Fanous AH, Riley BP, Kendler KS (2014) Molecular valida-
tion of the schizophrenia spectrum. Schizophr Bull 40:60–65

 6. Black DW, Noyes R Jr, Pfohl B, Goldstein RB, Blum N (1993) 
Personality disorder in obsessive-compulsive volunteers, well 
comparison subjects, and their first-degree relatives. Am J Psy-
chiatry 150:1226–1232

 7. Bleuler E (1950) Dementia praecox or the group of schizophre-
nias. International Universities Press, New York

 8. Bleuler E (1924) Textbook of psychiatry. The Macmillan Co, 
New York

 9. Bonhoeffer K (1913) Über die beziehungen der zwangsvorstel-
lungen zum manisch depressiven irresein. Monatsschrift für 
Psychiatrie und Neurologie 33:354–358

 10. Boonstra N, Wunderink L, Sytema S, Wiersma D (2008) Detec-
tion of psychosis by mental health care services; a naturalistic 
cohort study. Clin Pract Epidemiol Ment Health 4:29

 11. Burgy M (2007) Obsession in the strict sense: a helpful psycho-
pathological phenomenon in the differential diagnosis between 
obsessive-compulsive disorder and schizophrenia. Psychopa-
thology 40:102–110

 12. Catapano F, Perris F, Fabrazzo M, Cioffi V, Giacco D, De San-
tis V, Maj M (2010) Obsessive-compulsive disorder with poor 
insight: a three-year prospective study. Prog Neuropsychophar-
macol Biol Psychiatry 34:323–330

 13. Cederlof M, Lichtenstein P, Larsson H, Boman M, Ruck C, 
Landen M, Mataix-Cols D (2015) Obsessive-compulsive disor-
der, psychosis, and bipolarity: a longitudinal cohort and multi-
generational family study. Schizophr Bull 41:1076–1083

 14. de Haan L, Dudek-Hodge C, Verhoeven Y, Denys D (2009) 
Prevalence of psychotic disorders in patients with obsessive-
compulsive disorder. CNS Spectr 14:415–417

 15. De Haan L, Schirmbeck F, Zink M (2015) Obsessive-compul-
sive symptoms in schizophrenia. Springer, Cham

 16. Duffy A, Doucette S, Lewitzka U, Alda M, Hajek T, Grof P 
(2011) Findings from bipolar offspring studies: methodology 
matters. Early Interv Psychiatry 5:181–191

 17. Eisen JL, Phillips KA, Baer L, Beer DA, Atala KD, Rasmussen 
SA (1998) The brown assessment of beliefs scale: reliability and 
validity. Am J Psychiatry 155:102–108

 18. Eisen JL, Rasmussen SA (1993) Obsessive compulsive disorder 
with psychotic features. J Clin Psychiatry 54:373–379

 19. Eisen JL, Sibrava NJ, Boisseau CL, Mancebo MC, Stout RL, 
Pinto A, Rasmussen SA (2013) Five-year course of obsessive-
compulsive disorder: predictors of remission and relapse. J Clin 
Psychiatry 74:233–239

 20. Endicott J, Spitzer RL (1978) A diagnostic interview: the sched-
ule for affective disorders and schizophrenia. Arch Gen Psychia-
try 35:837–844

 21. Endicott J, Spitzer RL, Fleiss JL, Cohen J (1976) The global 
assessment scale. A procedure for measuring overall severity of 
psychiatric disturbance. Arch Gen Psychiatry 33:766–771

 22. Fish F (1967) Clinical psychopathology: signs and symptoms 
in psychiatry. Wright, Bristol

 23. Foa EB, Kozak MJ, Goodman WK, Hollander E, Jenike MA, 
Rasmussen SA (1995) DSM-IV field trial: obsessive-compul-
sive disorder. Am J Psychiatry 152:90–96

 24. Fusar-Poli P, Raballo A, Parnas J (2017) What is an attenuated 
psychotic symptom? On the importance of the context. Schizo-
phr Bull 43:687–692

 25. Goodman WK, Price LH, Rasmussen SA, Mazure C, Fleischmann 
RL, Hill CL, Heninger GR, Charney DS (1989) The yale-brown 
obsessive compulsive scale. I. Development, use, and reliability. 
Arch Gen Psychiatry 46:1006–1011

 26. Gross G, Huber G, Klosterkötter J (1988) Schizophrenie und endo-
gene zwangskrankheit. Nervenheilkunde 7:113–118

 27. Gross G, Huber G, Klosterkötter J, Lintz M (1987) Bonner skala 
für die beurteilung von basissymptomen. Springer, Berlin

 28. Haug E, Lien L, Raballo A, Bratlien U, Oie M, Andreassen OA, 
Melle I, Moller P (2012) Selective aggregation of self-disorders 
in first-treatment DSM-IV schizophrenia spectrum disorders. J 
Nerv Ment Dis 200:632–636

 29. Hoch P, Polatin P (1949) Pseudoneurotic Forms of Schizophrenia. 
Psychiatr Q 23:248–276

 30. Insel TR, Akiskal HS (1986) Obsessive-compulsive disorder with 
psychotic features: a phenomenologic analysis. Am J Psychiatry 
143:1527–1533

 31. Jansson L, Nordgaard J (2016) The psychiatric interview for dif-
ferential diagnosis. Springer, Berlin

 32. Jaspers K (1963) General psychopathology. University of Chicago 
Press, Chicago

 33. Kay SR, Fiszbein A, Opler LA (1987) The positive and nega-
tive syndrome scale (panss) for schizophrenia. Schizophr Bull 
13:261–276

 34. Koren D, Lacoua L, Rothschild-Yakar L, Parnas J (2016) Distur-
bances of the basic self and prodromal symptoms among young 
adolescents from the community: a pilot population-based study. 
Schizophr Bull 42:1216–1224

 35. Kozak MJ, Foa EB (1994) Obsessions, overvalued ideas, and 
delusions in obsessive-compulsive disorder. Behav Res Ther 
32:343–353

 36. Kraepelin E (1919) Dementia praecox and paraphrenia. E & S 
Livingstone, Edinburgh

 37. Kraepelin E (1915) Psychiatrie ein lehrbuch für studirende und 
ärzte. Barth, Leipzig

 38. Kringlen E (1965) Obsessional neurotics: a long-term follow-up. 
Br J Psychiatry 111:709–722

 39. Kvig EI, Brinchmann B, Moe C, Nilssen S, Larsen TK, Sorgaard 
K (2017) “Lanthanic presentation” in first-episode psychosis 
predicts long service delay: the challenge of detecting masked 
psychosis. Psychopathology 50:282–289

 40. Liepmann D (2007) Intelligenz-struktur-test 2000 r (i-s-t 2000 r). 
Hogrefe, Göttingen

 41. Marcks BA, Weisberg RB, Dyck I, Keller MB (2011) Longitudinal 
course of obsessive-compulsive disorder in patients with anxiety 
disorders: a 15-year prospective follow-up study. Compr Psychia-
try 52:670–677

 42. Matsunaga H, Kiriike N, Matsui T, Miyata A, Iwasaki Y, Fujimoto 
K, Kasai S, Kojima M (2000) Gender differences in social and 
interpersonal features and personality disorders among japanese 
patients with obsessive-compulsive disorder. Compr Psychiatry 
41:266–272

 43. Mayer-Gross W (1932) Klinik. In: Bumke O (ed) Handbuch der 
geisteskrankheiten. F.C.W. Vogel, Berlin

 44. Mayer-Gross W, Slater E, Roth M (1969) Clinical psychiatry. Tin-
dall & Cassell, London

 45. McGuffin P, Farmer A, Harvey I (1991) A polydiagnostic appli-
cation of operational criteria in studies of psychotic illness. 



1001European Archives of Psychiatry and Clinical Neuroscience (2020) 270:993–1002 

1 3

Development and reliability of the OPCRIT system. Arch Gen 
Psychiatry 48:764–770

 46. Meier SM, Petersen L, Pedersen MG, Arendt MC, Nielsen PR, 
Mattheisen M, Mors O, Mortensen PB (2014) Obsessive-compul-
sive disorder as a risk factor for schizophrenia: a nationwide study. 
JAMA Psychiatry 71:1215–1221

 47. Melca IA, Yucel M, Mendlowicz MV, de Oliveira-Souza R, 
Fontenelle LF (2015) The correlates of obsessive-compulsive, 
schizotypal, and borderline personality disorders in obsessive-
compulsive disorder. J Anxiety Disord 33:15–24

 48. Müller C (1953) Der ubergang von zwangsnevrose in schizo-
phrenie im licht der katamnese. Schweiz Arch Neurol Psychiatr 
72:218–225

 49. Nelson B, Hartmann JA, Parnas J (2018) Detail, dynamics and 
depth: useful correctives for some current research trends. Br J 
Psychiatry 212:262–264

 50. Nordgaard J, Handest P, Vollmer-Larsen A, Saebye D, Pedersen 
JT, Parnas J (2016) Temporal persistence of anomalous self-expe-
rience: a 5 years follow-up. Schizophr Res 179:34–40

 51. Nordgaard J, Nilsson LS, Saebye D, Parnas J (2017) Self-disorders 
in schizophrenia-spectrum disorders: a 5-year follow-up study. Eur 
Arch Psychiatry Clin Neurosci 268:713–718

 52. Nordgaard J, Parnas J (2014) Self-disorders and the schizophrenia 
spectrum: a study of 100 first hospital admissions. Schizophr Bull 
40:1300–1307

 53. Nordgaard J, Revsbech R, Saebye D, Parnas J (2012) Assessing 
the diagnostic validity of a structured psychiatric interview in a 
first-admission hospital sample. World Psychiatry 11:181–185

 54. Nordgaard J, Sass LA, Parnas J (2013) The psychiatric interview: 
validity, structure, and subjectivity. Eur Arch Psychiatry Clin Neu-
rosci 263:353–364

 55. Parnas J (2015) Differential diagnosis and current polythetic clas-
sification. World Psychiatry 14:284–287

 56. Parnas J, Cannon TD, Jacobsen B, Schulsinger H, Schulsinger F, 
Mednick SA (1993) Lifetime DSM-III-R diagnostic outcomes in 
the offspring of schizophrenic mothers. Results from the Copen-
hagen high-risk study. Arch Gen Psychiatry 50:707–714

 57. Parnas J, Handest P (2003) Phenomenology of anomalous self-
experience in early schizophrenia. Compr Psychiatry 44:121–134

 58. Parnas J, Handest P, Jansson L, Saebye D (2005) Anomalous sub-
jective experience among first-admitted schizophrenia spectrum 
patients: empirical investigation. Psychopathology 38:259–267

 59. Parnas J, Henriksen MG (2014) Disordered self in the schizo-
phrenia spectrum: a clinical and research perspective. Harv Rev 
Psychiatry 22:251–265

 60. Parnas J, Licht D, Bovet P (2005) Cluster a personality disorders: 
a review. In: Maj M, Akiskal HS, Mezzich JE, Okasha A (eds) 
Personality disorders, vol 8. Wiley, Chichester

 61. Parnas J, Moller P, Kircher T, Thalbitzer J, Jansson L, Handest P, 
Zahavi D (2005) Ease: examination of anomalous self-experience. 
Psychopathology 38:236–258

 62. Parnas J, Raballo A, Handest P, Jansson L, Vollmer-Larsen A, 
Saebye D (2011) Self-experience in the early phases of schizo-
phrenia: 5-year follow-up of the Copenhagen prodromal study. 
World Psychiatry 10:200–204

 63. Parnas J, Zandersen M (2018) Self and schizophrenia: current 
status and diagnostic implications. World Psychiatry 17:220–221

 64. Plana-Ripoll O, Pedersen CB, Holtz Y, Benros ME, Dalsgaard S, 
de Jonge P, Fan CC, Degenhardt L, Ganna A, Greve AN, Gunn J, 
Iburg KM, Kessing LV, Lee BK, Lim CCW, Mors O, Nordentoft 
M, Prior A, Roest AM, Saha S, Schork A, Scott JG, Scott KM, 
Stedman T, Sorensen HJ, Werge T, Whiteford HA, Laursen TM, 
Agerbo E, Kessler RC, Mortensen PB, McGrath JJ (2019) Explor-
ing comorbidity within mental disorders among a danish national 
population. JAMA Psychiatry 76:259–270

 65. Poyurovsky M (2015) Obsessive-compulsive disorder with schi-
zotypal personality disorder (schizotypal OCD). In: De Haan L, 
Schirmbeck F, Zink M (eds) Obsessive-compulsive symptoms in 
schizophrenia. Springer, Cham

 66. Raballo A, Pappagallo E, Dell’ Erba A, Lo Cascio N, Patane 
M, Gebhardt E, Boldrini T, Terzariol L, Angelone M, Trisolini 
A, Girardi P, Fiori Nastro P (2016) Self-disorders and clinical 
high risk for psychosis: an empirical study in help-seeking youth 
attending community mental health facilities. Schizophr Bull 
42:926–932

 67. Raballo A, Parnas J (2012) Examination of anomalous self-expe-
rience: initial study of the structure of self-disorders in schizo-
phrenia spectrum. J Nerv Ment Dis 200:577–583

 68. Rasmussen AR, Parnas J (2015) Anomalies of imagination and 
disordered self in schizophrenia spectrum disorders. Psychopa-
thology 48:317–323

 69. Rasmussen AR, Saebye D, Parnas J (2018) Anomalies of imagina-
tion in the schizophrenia-spectrum: empirical findings. Schizophr 
Res 206: 458–459. https ://doi.org/10.1016/jschr es201 81101 9

 70. Rasmussen AR, Stephensen H, Nordgaard J, Parnas J (2018) A 
phenomenological approach to psychopathology of imagination: 
development of a descriptive instrument—examination of anoma-
lous fantasy and imagination. Psychopathology 51:210–215

 71. Rasmussen AR, Stephensen H, Parnas J (2018) Eafi: examina-
tion of anomalous fantasy and imagination. Psychopathology 
51:216–226

 72. Rosen I (1957) The clinical significance of obsessions in schizo-
phrenia. J Ment Sci 103:773–785

 73. Rudin G (1953) Ein beitrag zur frage der zwangskrankheit. Arch 
Psychiatr Nervenkr 191:14–54

 74. Samuels J, Nestadt G, Bienvenu OJ, Costa PT Jr, Riddle MA, 
Liang KY, Hoehn-Saric R, Grados MA, Cullen BA (2000) Person-
ality disorders and normal personality dimensions in obsessive-
compulsive disorder. Br J Psychiatry 177:457–462

 75. Schneider K (1958) Psychopathic personalities. Cassell, London
 76. Skoog G, Skoog I (2002) A 40-year follow-up of patients with 

obsessive compulsive disorder. Eur Psychiatry 17(Supplementum 
1):36

 77. Steketee G, Frost R, Bogart K (1996) The yale-brown obsessive 
compulsive scale: interview versus self-report. Behav Res Ther 
34:675–684

 78. Stengel E (1945) A study on some clinical aspects of the relation-
ship between obsessional neurosis and psychotic reaction types. 
Br J Psychiatry 91:166–187

 79. Stoecker W (1914) Über genese und klinische stellung der 
zwangsvorstellungen. Zeitschrift für die gesamte Neurologie und 
Psychiatrie 23:121–289

 80. Torres AR, Moran P, Bebbington P, Brugha T, Bhugra D, Coid 
JW, Farrell M, Jenkins R, Lewis G, Meltzer H, Prince M (2006) 
Obsessive-compulsive disorder and personality disorder: evidence 
from the british national survey of psychiatric morbidity 2000. 
Soc Psychiatry Psychiatr Epidemiol 41:862–867

 81. Vaever MS, Licht DM, Moller L, Perlt D, Jorgensen A, Hand-
est P, Parnas J (2005) Thinking within the spectrum: schizo-
phrenic thought disorder in six danish pedigrees. Schizophr Res 
72:137–149

 82. Vanggaard T (1979) Borderlands of sanity: neuroses, schizo-
phrenic borderline states, atypical endogenous depression—clini-
cal pictures, psycho-dynamics. Munksgaard, København

 83. Westphal C (1877) Über zwangsvorstellungen. Berl Klin Wochen-
schr 46:669–672

 84. Wing JK (1974) Present state examination. Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge

 85. Zandersen M, Henriksen MG, Parnas J (2018) A recurrent ques-
tion: what is borderline? J Personal Disord 22:1–29

https://doi.org/10.1016/jschres201811019


1002 European Archives of Psychiatry and Clinical Neuroscience (2020) 270:993–1002

1 3

 86. Zandersen M, Parnas J (2019) Borderline personality disorder or a 
disorder within the schizophrenia spectrum? A psychopathologi-
cal study. World Psychiatry 18:109–110

 87. Zandersen M, Parnas J (2019) Identity disturbance, feelings of 
emptiness, and the boundaries of the schizophrenia spectrum. 
Schizophr Bull 45:106–113


	Schizophrenia-spectrum psychopathology in obsessive–compulsive disorder: an empirical study
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Methods
	Sample
	Assessment
	Allocation of research-diagnoses
	Statistical analysis

	Results
	Discussion
	Previous studies
	The relation of OCD to the schizophrenia-spectrum
	Strengths and limitations
	Perspectives

	Acknowledgements 
	References




