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Abstract 

Background 

The origins of mental contamination fears are unknown although this might enhance 

interventions.  

Method 

Thirty people with OCD and contamination fears were interviewed about direct, vicarious 

and informational learning routes to fear, especially mental contamination fears.  

Results 

29 reported contact contamination, 17 mental contamination and 6 morphing fears. Mental 

contamination fears started around 15.5 years (SD=7.8). Contact contamination preceded 

mental contamination in 9 cases, four described simultaneous onset, and two reported mental 

contamination first. Thirteen participants with mental contamination (76.5%) recalled a direct 

learning experience, often immoral acts. Three participants with mental contamination fears 

reported receiving threatening information. Of the 6 with morphing fears, three described a 

direct learning experience, three reported an occasion when they received threatening 

information, and one provided an example of a vicarious learning event. 

Conclusion 

Contact contamination tends to precede mental contamination and is associated with specific 

incidents. Mental contamination precedents often involved immoral acts (direct learning) in 

which the person was the victim or perpetrator. In contrast contact contamination fears 

showed a more equal distribution of direct, vicarious and informational. This study is limited 
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