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Neurobiological mechaNisms uNderlyiNg abNormal processiNg of guilt, disgust 
aNd iNteNtioNality iN obsessive-compulsive disorder: a critical review

barbara basile, francesco mancini

abstract

many different and innovative neuroimaging techniques have been developed in the last decades. functional 
neuroimaging allows detecting what is happening in our brain at rest or while performing a specific cognitive or 
emotional task, while structural methods are concerned with the physical organization of the brain, considering both 
micro- and macro-structural aspects. starting from these recent developments, neuroimaging techniques have been 
applied to healthy individuals, as well as to clinical populations. functional and quantitative imaging research has 
also focused on what is going in the brain of patients suffering from obsessive-compulsive disorder (ocd). there is 
consisting clinical and experimental evidence showing that patients suffering from ocd are particularly sensitive to 
guilt and disgust emotions, with both contributing to the disorder’s onset and maintenance. further, ocd patients also 
show impairment in the ability to consciously control, or inhibit, specific behaviors, resulting in compulsive acting. 
in this review we want to provide some neurobiological evidence on the cerebral mechanisms underlying guilt and 
disgust processing in ocd, also considering the neural aspects of motor intentionality. overall, neuroimaging studies 
suggest that the fronto-parieto-sub-cortical circuit, including both cortical and sub-cortical regions, as well as their 
inter-connecting fibers, is involved in OCD. Overall, findings show more frontal regions, extending to the insular 
cortices, to be involved, in action monitoring, error detection, decision making, and in guilt and disgust processing, 
while the midbrain, including basal ganglia and extending to more parietal areas, is involved in movement selection, 
correction and inhibition, in intentionality and social cognition. we think these data might contribute in explaining the 
neurobiological substrate underlying some core aspects of ocd clinical manifestation, which does not necessarily 
rely upon a dysfunction of the central nervous system. we suggest here, that eventual ocd patients’ psychological 
processes may affect neuronal responses, contributing to the peculiarities observed.
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introduction
ocd is the fourth-most-common mental disorder 

worldwide with a lifetime prevalence ranging from 
1 to 4 per cent (abramowitz et al. 2009), being 
characterized by the presence of obsessions and/or 
compulsions (apa 2000). an obsession is an unwanted 
intrusive thought, doubt or image that repeatedly enters 
the mind, while compulsions are repetitive behaviors 
or mental acts that a person feels obliged to perform in 
response to an obsession. the person usually regards 
the intrusions as unreasonable or excessive and tries to 
resist them. a compulsion can take the form of either 

an overt action (i.e., checking that the gas is locked) 
or a covert mental act (i.e., repeating specific formulas 
in the mind to prevent something bad to happen). 
there are no differences related to ocd prevalence 
between males and females, though women show more 
frequently compulsive washing, and men more sexual 
obsessions, magical numbers or obsessional slowness 
(veale & roberts 2014). the mean age of onset is 
late adolescence for men and the early 20s for women 
(Kessler et al. 2005). the prevalence of ocd among 
children and adolescents is in the range of 1% to 3% 
(flament et al. 1988, delorme et al. 2006), with a 
similar presentation to adults. however, ocd can also 
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tensor imaging tractography (dti). in the following 
sections we will briefly describe the main functional and 
anatomical findings on the neurobiological mechanisms 
underlying guilt and disgust processing and executive 
dysfunctions in ocd.

Functional imaging findings in OCD
functional neuroimaging allows detecting what 

is happening in our brain in vivo during emotional 
cognitive task performance, or at rest. we will here 
discuss the main findings of task-related imaging 
studies, which have focused on the neural correlates of 
disgust and guilt processing, and dysfunctions related 
to abnormal action inhibition/control and intentionality, 
in patients with ocd (for a recent review on overall 
fMRI findings in OCD see, Del Casale et al. 2014). In 
the last part of this paragraph, we will also consider 
recent findings investigating functional connectivity 
during rest (rs-frmi). 

disgust processing in normal individuals, mostly 
investigated through disgusting stimuli administration, 
commonly involves increases in neural activity within 
the insula, the basal ganglia (bg) and parietal cortices 
(philips et al. 1997, schienle et al. 2005, wright et al. 
2004, von dem hagen et al. 2009). when studying 
the neurobiological mechanisms underlying disgust 
processing in ocd, results revealed an exaggerated 
behavioral reaction and an abnormal neuronal response 
in patients (versus healthy subjects). more in detail, 
significant differences in neuronal responses were 
observed within the bilateral insula, the right orbito-
frontal cortex (ofc,) the parahippocampal region, the 
caudate nucleus (as part of the bg), and in the ventro-
lateral prefrontal cortex (vlpfc) (stein et al. 2006, 
shapira et al. 2003, lawrence et al. 2006). 

Another emotion that plays a significant role in OCD 
onset and maintenance is guilt, and, more in detail, a 
deontological kind of guilt, generally deriving from the 
transgression of moral norms, d’olimpio & mancini 
2014, mancini 2008, mancini & gangemi 2011). 
previous pet and fmri studies on healthy volunteers 
(shin et al. 2000, takahashi et al. 2004, moll et al. 2007, 
Kédia et al. 2008, basile et al. 2011), showed a direct 
involvement of the anterior and posterior cingulate 
cortices (acc, pcc), the insular cortex, the medial pfc 
(medpfc) and the superior temporal sulcus (sts), in the 
experience of guilt. however, recent evidence (basile & 
mancini 2011, basile et al. 2011) suggests that different 
types of guilt, namely deontological and altruistic guilt, 
can be identified on a basis of their specific goals and 
emotional halo, and on the involvement of different 
underlying neuronal circuits. beyond the common 
activation of the acc and the pcc, deontological guilt, 
in isolation, seems to involve the insula, while altruistic 
guilt processing requires a selective activation of the 
pfc. further, different authors (miller 1997, rozin et 
al. 2000, phillips et al. 2003) suggest that guilt emotion, 
especially in its moral/deontological acceptation, 
shares some common features with disgust, despite the 
predominant physical manifestations of this emotion. 
one recent fmri study (basile et al. 2013) investigated 
guilt processing in a sample of ocd patients, showing 
that during deontological - but not altruistic - guilt 
experience, patients (vs controls) showed significant 
decreased activation in the acc, in the anterior insulae 
and in the left precuneus. this result supports evidence 
derived from previous clinical studies (gangemi & 
mancini 2011, franklin et al. 2009, sica et al. 2002, 
Abramowitz et al. 2004) indicating a specific sensitivity 

present in older people, either after a long history of the 
condition hitherto undiagnosed or with symptoms that 
are more recent in onset (veale & roberts 2014). 

according to the age of the subject, ocd symptoms 
might apparently overlap with other psychiatric 
conditions, such as, in childhood, tic disorder, tourette 
syndrome (ts), a disorder characterized by multiple 
motor and vocal tics, or paediatric autoimmune 
Neuropsychiatric disorder associated with streptococcal 
infections (paNdas), being characterized by tics, 
obsessivity and emotional instability or impulsivity, 
and, in older ages, fronto-temporal dementia (ftd), 
which includes (especially in its behavioral variant) 
executive dysfunction, language impairments and 
affective and behavioral disturbances (lima et al. 2013). 
ts, paNdas and ftd have been often associated with 
ocd (pichichero 2009, martino et al. 2009), sometimes 
leading to a wrong diagnosis and, as a consequence, to 
an inadequate treatment management. 

in contrast to neurodevelopmental and 
neurodegenerative disorders, ocd is characterized 
by peculiar cognitive and emotional features, which 
are driven by specific goals (Abramovitch et al. 
2012). these aspects, related to intentionality, are 
evidently not present in the above-mentioned medical 
conditions. a great amount of literature (salkovskis 
1985, rachman 2002, shapiro & stewart 2011, for a 
review), in fact, shows that patients with ocd display 
specific sensitivity to emotions of guilt, especially to a 
deontological type (mancini & gangemi 2011, basile 
et al. 2013, d’olimpio & mancini 2014), and disgust 
(berle & philips, 2006, for a review), and show selective 
cognitive dysfunctions (involving planning, decision 
making, mental set-shifting, information updating and 
monitoring, action inhibition and control) (greisberg & 
mcKay 2003, bannon et al. 2006, de geus et al. 2007, 
chamberlain et al. 2006, abramovitch et al. 2012). the 
recent advances of neuroimaging methodologies might 
play a significant role in a better characterization of the 
neural mechanisms underlying the core emotional and 
cognitive aspects involved in ocd symptomathology. 
within the last decades, many neuroimaging studies 
investigated neural substrate of emotional and cognitive 
processing, in many psychiatric conditions (edwards et 
al. 2002), including ocd. 

In line with these findings, and together with early 
mentioned clinical evidences on the core aspects of ocd, 
the aim of this article is to provide some neurobiological 
evidence of the cerebral mechanisms underlying guilt 
and disgust processing in ocd, also considering the 
role of intentionality, behavioral inhibition and action 
control, which might explain the compulsive aspects 
of the disorder. different imaging techniques will be 
considered, investigating both functional and structural 
brain tissue organization in patients with ocd. we 
suggest that the neuronal mechanisms underlying ocd 
symptomatology can be specifically associated to the 
core aspects of the disorder. 

Neuroimaging techniques 
brain imaging can be grossly divided into two 

separate categories: functional and structural imaging. 
functional imaging techniques include positron 
emission tomography (pet), single-photon emission 
computer tomography (spect), magnetic resonance 
spectroscopy (mrs), functional magnetic resonance 
imaging (fmri), whereas structural imaging relies on 
methods such as computed tomography (ct) and mri, 
as voxel based morphometry (vbm) and diffusion 
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Structural imaging findings in OCD
additional data supporting the role of the fpsc 

network in ocd derives from the application of 
structural imaging techniques. such methods are 
concerned with the physical organization of the brain, 
considering both micro- and macro-structural aspects 
within the grey (gm) and the white matter (wm). 
voxel based morphometry (vbm) allows to get 
information about levels of gm atrophy, while more 
advanced techniques, such as diffusion tensor imaging 
(dti), give information about changes in diffusion of 
water molecules within the wm, thus allowing to get 
information about the micro-structure of the fibers and 
bundles within the brain.

many vbm studies investigated gm volumes 
within the brain of OCD patients, further confirming 
the involvement of the fpsc circuit in this disorder. 
data revealed reduced gm volumes in frontal areas 
(i.e., ofc and medial pfc), extending to the acc, and 
increases of gm volumes in the lenticular nucleus, the 
caudate nucleus (both part of the bg) and the superior 
parietal lobe (for a review see, peng et al. 2012, radua 
& mataix-cols 2009, Kim et al. 2001, pujol et al. 2004, 
valente et al. 2005). further, a positive association was 
found between ocd symptoms’ severity and increased 
gm volumes within the bg (radua & mataix-cols 
2009). also, selective differences in levels of gm 
atrophy have been observed in ocd, when compared 
against patients with other anxiety disorders (radua et 
al. 2010). 

studies applying dti techniques revealed wm 
abnormalities within several bundles and fibers of the 
brain of ocd patients. reduced or increased structural 
connectivity was found in the cingulate bundle 
(cb), the major median associative wm fasciculus 
(including, short fibers, connecting various areas of 
the cingulate cortex, and long fibers, reciprocally 
connecting frontal, temporal and parietal regions, thus 
allowing for communication between components 
of the limbic system), in the corpus callosum (cc, 
connecting the two hemispheres), in the anterior limb 
of the internal capsule (alic, connecting the frontal 
cortex to the thalamus), and in the uncinate fasciculus 
(uf, connecting anterior temporal cortex/amygdala to 
the frontal area) (for a review, see Koch et al. 2014, 
piras et al. 2013). 

overall, these results are consistent with current 
OCD FPsC model (Huey et al. 2008), confirming 
the presence of micro-structural alterations in this 
pathway, targeting the ofc and the acc, and of a 
hyper-connectivity in the alic, which further supports 
the notion that hyperactivity in the orbitofrontal-
striatal loop serves a key role in ocd. compared to 
volumetric measurements, dti is potentially more 
sensitive in detecting subtle and early changes in the 
micro-structure of the brain, and in wm organization, 
allowing a better characterization of the extent of 
micro-structural alterations. 

Neurobiological evidence of treatment 
outcome in ocd

Neuroimaging techniques have been used to detect 
and characterize changes in brain functioning, as a 
consequence of pharmacological or psychological 
interventions in several diseases. the application of 
such methodologies to psychopathological conditions 
might play a role in a better understanding of brain 

of ocd patients to deontological guilt, and, more in 
general, to morality-related issues. 

cognitive impairment, involving planning, decision 
making, mental set-shifting, information updating 
and monitoring, action inhibition and control, plays a 
significant role in OCD maintenance, and is strongly 
associated to compulsive behaviors (rapoport 1991, 
rauch et al. 1994). however, neuropsychological 
and neuroimaging studies (Kuelz 2004) did not 
always converge in their findings. Lack of significant 
differences between patients’ and healthy subjects’ 
behavioral performances or neural responses was 
observed during planning (as assessed through the 
tower of london test), decision making (evaluated 
through the iowa gambling task), set-shifting (assessed 
through the wisconsin card sorting task), and response 
inhibition (in go/no-go or stroop tasks). commonly, 
when considering healthy individuals, fronto-parieto-
cerebellar circuits are involved during executive 
functioning (for a complete review, see Nowrangi et al. 
2014). within ocd populations, overall, hyperactivity 
has been observed in regions such as the acc, the dorso-
lateral pfc and the ofc, with additional abnormal 
neural responses within the parietal lobes, the bg and 
the cerebellum (van den heuvel et al. 2005, menzies et 
al. 2008, sachdev & malhi 2005). more in detail, the 
acc, especially in its dorsal portion, is involved in the 
cognitive aspects of response inhibition and response 
selection tasks (bush 2000), while the bg (including 
the striatum, the caudate nucleus, the putamen and 
the globus pallidus), together with the parietal lobes, 
are involved in the motor and motivational aspects of 
ocd symptomathology. finally, the pfc and the ofc 
are involved, respectively, in the emotional aspects of 
intentionality and set-shifting, and in the emotional 
features of decision-making. 

according to these evidences, graybiel & rauch 
(2000) suggest that the cortico-parietal-basal ganglia 
circuit is more involved in the motor and cognitive 
aspects of ocd, while the ofc (extending to the acc) 
might have a major role in representation of reward 
and punishment, and in overall emotional aspects 
involved in information processing and inhibitory 
control. however, as suggested by menzies et al. 
(2008), the desire to understand the abnormalities in 
ocd cognitive functioning, must take into account that 
combining all studies using many different paradigms 
is an oversimplification that might be misleading, 
resulting in an over-simplistic explanation of the patho-
physiological mechanisms underlying the compulsive 
aspects of the disorder. 

within the last decade, resting state (rs) 
methodology has been applied to clinical and normal 
populations. RS-fMRI allows to identify specific 
brain networks of functionally linked cortical regions 
reflecting precise functions, at rest. Several studies 
(fitzgerald et al. 2011, harrison et al. 2012, Jang et al. 
2010, anticevic et al. 2004) applying this method to 
ocd patients showed abnormal connectivity in different 
networks, involving ofc, the acc, the insular cortex 
and the bg, and in particular the caudate nucleus. one 
study (harrison et al. 2012) found a positive association 
between functional connectivity in the caudate nucleus 
and the insular cortex, and severity of sexual/religious 
symptoms (assessed through the yale-brown obsessive 
compulsive scale). 

Overall, functional imaging findings highlight the 
role of the fronto-parieto-sub-cortical (fpsc) circuit 
in explaining the neurobiological substrate of specific 
emotional and cognitive aspects of ocd pathology. 
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that both groups showed increased activity in the ofc, 
when actively involved in obsessional thinking. more 
recently, mataix-cols and colleagues (2003) found that 
the brain systems implicated in the mediation of anxiety 
in healthy subjects were similar to those identified in 
ocd patients involved in a symptom provocation 
task, where patients were confronted with washing-, 
checking- or hoarding-relevant pictures. these data 
suggest a relatively good overlap between the neuronal 
circuit recruited by healthy individuals, to which ocd-
related emotions and obsessive thinking are induced, 
and patients’ neuronal response (cottraux et al. 1996). 
finally, data reported here, also show that functional and 
structural changes observed within the fpsc of ocd 
patients, return to normal, after successful symptoms’ 
recover. 

Taken together, all these findings might lead to 
different considerations. The first one refers to the 
nature of the differences observed in the brain of 
ocd patients, as compared towards those of healthy 
individuals. Are these modifications a consequence of 
patients’ dysfunctional psychological processes, or do 
these neuronal differences precede patients’ clinical 
manifestations? we strongly suggest that patients’ 
exaggerated psychological responses might lead to the 
neuronal changes observed in ocd patients’ brain. in 
fact, it is self-evident, that every single mental state is 
accompanied by peculiar cerebral patterns (see, mataix-
cols et al. 2003, cottraux et al.1996), and that the 
persistence of specific psychological conditions might, 
somehow, affect both functional, as well as structural, 
brain characteristics. a clear example derives from a 
couple of studies (bengtsson et al. 2005, schmithorst 
& wilke, 2002) investigating cerebral abnormalities 
in expert pianists, as compared to non-experts. these 
studies show that long-term practicing/training might 
induce regional-specific plasticity. Authors suggest that 
these changes might be due to the cognitive and motor 
effects of training and expertise, on the brain. similarly, 
another study (bremner et al. 1997) found that early 
exposure to traumatic events might contribute to gm 
volume reduction within the hippocampus, a brain 
area that is notoriously involved in memory processes. 
it seems, thus, that external events (i.e., traumatic 
experiences) or specific training or repetitions (i.e., 
as playing piano) might influence and modify brain 
anatomy. further, structural neuroimaging data do 
not answer the question whether changes in gm 
and wm precede the onset of ocd symptoms or if, 
instead, which seems more plausible, they represent 
the neural consequence of emotional, cognitive and 
behavioral changes occurring in ocd. to date, without 
any longitudinal studies, it is almost impossible to 
understand whether these micro-structural abnormalities 
represent a vulnerability factor for the development of 
ocd or, whether they represent the consequence of an 
abnormal psychological condition. evidence deriving 
from neuroimaging studies investigating neuronal re-
organization after ocd symptoms’ reduction (through 
medication and/or cbt) further supports our hypothesis. 
Many findings, in fact, detect a reduction, or annulment, 
of functional and structural differences in efficaciously-
treated ocd patients, with cerebral parameters 
returning to “normal”, after symptoms’ reduction. we 
strongly suggest that anomalous neuronal responses 
observed in OCD might reflect patients’ expertise in 
specific psychological processes (i.e., obsessional 
thinking, rumination, etc.), that might be triggered by 
early socio-environmental factors, such as traumatic 
experiences or obsessive-like behaviors observed in 
caregivers. ocd etiology and maintenance is further 

tissue re-organization after efficacious treatment. 
most of the studies applying neuroimaging 

techniques to efficaciously treated OCD patients focused 
on the neuronal effects of medication (for a review, 
see shin et al. 2013), although it is well established 
that psychological interventions, such as cognitive-
behavioral therapy (cbt), might be equally, or even 
more, effective than pharmacological treatment alone 
(foa et al. 2005). a couple of pet studies (baxter 
et al. 1992, schwartz et al. 1996) showed that, after 
treatment with medication alone, or associated to cbt,  
showing a reduction of neuronal activity in the caudate 
nucleus, which was initially enhanced. similar results 
were observed in a more recent fmri study (Nakao et 
al. 2005), where authors found a decreased activation 
in the ofc, the acc, the insula, the putamen and 
some temporo-occipital regions, during a symptoms’ 
provocation task, after successful pharmacological (i.e., 
fluvoxamine) or CBT intervention. Finally, in one study 
applying dti technique, yoo et al. (2007) found that 
drug-naıve OCD patients showed significant increases 
in fractional anisotropy (an index of the degree of water 
diffusion) in the corpus callosum, the internal capsule 
and in the right caudate nucleus. such increases were 
no longer detectable after 12 weeks of medication (i.e., 
citalopram).

Further, the identification of treatment response 
predictors might play an important role in acknowledging 
the target treatment for specific kinds of patients. In one 
study, brody et al. (1998) showed that ocd patients 
with particular patterns of brain metabolism responded 
preferentially to a particular type of treatment. authors 
found that the best responders to cbt showed a higher 
metabolism at the left ofc, before the treatment, while 
a lower metabolic activity in the left ofc was associated 
with better response to fluoxetine treatment. Studies 
of neuroimaging predictors of treatment response 
might contribute to future clinical decision making 
in individual patients, by identifying impaired neural 
circuits that could become targets of more directed (or 
adjunctive) treatments. 

overall, these results show that cbt, mostly 
when coupled to pharmacotherapy, might play a role 
in modifying abnormal neural activity in ocd (porto 
et al. 2009). These findings support the hypothesis of 
cerebral tissue re-organization in ocd patients, after 
successful treatment, showing a recover to healthy-like 
neuronal responses, specifically within some areas of 
the fpsc. 

conclusions
the aim of this article was to collect some evidence 

of the neurobiological mechanisms underlying the 
core emotional and cognitive aspects involved in oc 
pathology. overall, these studies support the hypotheses 
that functional and anatomical brain peculiarities underlie 
specific OC features (i.e., disgust and guilt sensitivity 
and cognitive dysfunctions), involving a well-known 
fpsc network. Nevertheless, atypical functioning 
within areas of this circuit might also be found in 
healthy individuals, to which obsessive-like symptoms 
are experimentally induced. studies investigating the 
neural substrate of ocd-like psychological processes 
(i.e., obsessional thinking) in healthy populations 
further help in understanding neuronal mechanisms 
in ocd. in one study, cottraux and colleagues (1996) 
compared pet scans of patients with ocd with 
checking rituals, while obsessing, to healthy volunteers, 
thinking about “normal obsessions”. findings indicated 
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further, experimental paradigms are designed to 
investigate one specific process, although the selected 
task does not necessarily investigate the targeted 
function. finally, group analyses’ contributes to level 
patients’ characteristics, annulling individuals’ oc-
specific peculiarities. This also refers to those studies 
where hoarding patients have been included, even if, 
as already acknowledged by dsm-5, this sub-type is 
not subsumed by current conceptualizations of ocd. 
The inclusion of patients with such specific and diverse 
symptoms might further compromise findings. 

to conclude, despite the fundamental contribution 
of neuroimaging literature to understand the 
neurobiological substrate of ocd core aspects, one must 
bear in mind that each patient has its own peculiarities 
and that, as we strongly suggested here, differences in 
neural responses do not necessarily rely upon a cerebral 
dysfunction. in fact, the neuronal differences observed 
in the brain of ocd patients may not necessarily 
involve a dysfunction of the central nervous system, 
but might, instead, reflect patients’ hyper-functioning 
in one specific psychological process, which, in turn, 
causes patients’ neuronal modifications.

references
abramovitch a, dar r, hermesh h, schweiger a (2012). 

comparative neuropsychology of adult obsessive-
compulsive disorder and attention deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder: implications for a novel executive overload 
model of ocd. J Neuropsychol 6, 2, 161-91.

abramowitz Js, taylor s, mcKay d (2009). obsessive-
compulsive disorder Lancet 374, 491-99.

abramowitz Js, deacon bJ, woods cm, tolin, df (2004). 



Barbara Basile, Francesco Mancini

192 Clinical Neuropsychiatry (2014) 11, 6

Neuropsychological performance in obsessive-
compulsive disorder: a critical review. Biol Psychology 
65, 3, 185-236.

lawrence Ns, an sK, mataix-cols d, ruths f, speckens 
a, phillips ml (2007). Neural responses to facial 
expressions of disgust but not fear are modulated by 
washing symptoms in ocd. Biol Psychiatry 1, 61, 9, 
1072-80.

lima-silva tb, bahia vs, Nitrini r, yassuda ms (2013). 
functional status in behavioral variant frontotemporal 
dementia: a systematic review. Biomed Res Int 2013, 
837120.

mancebo mc, eisen Jl, pinto a, greenberg bd, dyck ir, 
rasmussen sa (2006). the brown longitudinal obsessive 
compulsive study: treatments received and patient 
impressions of improvement. J Clin Psychiatry 67, 11, 
1713-1720.

mancini f, gangemi a (2011). fear of deontological guilt and 
fear of contamination in obsessive compulsive disorder. 
Psicoterapia Cognitiva & Comportamentale 17, 3, 395-
404.

mancini f (2008). i sensi di colpa altruistico e deontologico. 
Cognitivismo Clinico. 5, 2, 123-144.

martino d, defazio g, giovannoni g (2009). the paNdas 
subgroup of tic-disorders and childhood-onset obsessive-
compulsive disorder. J Psychosom Res 67, 547-557.

mataix-cols d, cullen s, lange K (2003). Neural correlates of 
anxiety associated with obsessive-compulsive symptom 
dimensions in normal volunteers. Biol Psychiatry 53, 
482-93.

menzies l, chamberlain sr, laird ar, thelen sm, 
sahakian bJ, bullmore et (2008). integrating evidence 
from neuroimaging and neuropsychological studies of 
obsessive-compulsive disorder: the orbitofronto-striatal 
model revisited. Neurosci Biobehav Rev 32, 525-549.

miller wi (1997). The anatomy of disgust. harvard university 
press, cambridge.

moll J, de oliveira-souza r, moll ft, ignàcio fa, bramati 
ie, caparelli- dàquer em, & eslinger pJ (2005). the 
moral affiliations of disgust: A functional MRI study. 
Cogn Behav Neurology 18, 68-78.

Nakao t, Nakagawa a, yoshiura t, Nakatani e, Nabeyama m, 
yoshizato c, Kudoh a, tada K, yoshioka K, Kawamoto 
m, togao o, Kanba s (2005). brain activation of 
patients with obsessive-compulsive disorder during 
Neuropsychological and symptom provocation tasks 
before and after symptom improvement: a functional 
magnetic resonance imaging study. Biol Psychiatry 15, 
57, 8, 901-10. 

Nowrangi ma, lyketsos c, rao v, munro ca (2014). systematic 
review of neuroimaging correlates of executive functioning: 
converging evidence from different clinical populations. J 
Neuropsychiatry Clin Neurosci. 1, 26, 2, 114-25. 

peng Z, lui ss, cheung ef, Jin Z, miao g, Jing J, chan 
rc (2012). brain structural abnormalities in obsessive-
compulsive disorder: converging evidence from white 
matter and grey matter. Asian J Psychiatr 5, 4, 290-6.

pichichero me (2009). the paNdas syndrome. Adv Exp 
Med Biol 634, 205-16.

phillips ml, drevets wc, rauch sl, lane r (2003). 
Neurobiology of emotion perception i: the neural basis 
of normal emotion perception. Biol Psychiatry 54, 504-
514.

phillips ml, young aw, senior c, brammer m, andrew c, 
calder aJ, bullmore et, perrett di, rowland d, williams 
SCR, Gray JA, David AS (1997). A specific neural 
substrate for perceiving facial expressions of disgust. 
Nature 389, 495-498.

piras f, piras f, caltagirone c, spalletta g (2013). brain 
circuitries of obsessive compulsive disorder: a systematic 
review and meta-analysis of diffusion tensor imaging 

of obsessive compulsive symptom dimensions in children 
and adolescents: a prospective follow-up study. BMC 
Psychiatry 6, 1.

d’olimpio f& mancini f (2014). role of deontological 
guilt in obsessive-compulsive disorder-like checking 
and washing behaviors. Clin Psychol Sci 2, 6, 727-739. 

edwards J, Jackson hJ, pattison pe (2002). emotion 
recognition via facial expression and affective prosody 
in schizophrenia: a methodological review. Clin Psychol 
Rev 22, 789-832. 

egolf a & coffey bJ (2014). current pharmacotherapeutic 
approaches for the treatment of tourette syndrome. Drugs 
Today 50, 2, 159-79. 

foa eb, liebowitz mr, Kozak mJ, davies s, campeas r, 
franklin me (2005). treatment of obsessive-compulsive 
disorder by exposure and ritual prevention, clomipramine, 
and their combination: a randomized, placebo con- trolled 
trial. Am J Psychiatry, 162, 151-161.

fitzgerald Kd, welsh rc, stern er, angstadt m, hanna gl, 
abelson Jl, taylor sf (2011). developmental alterations 
of frontal-striatal-thalamic connectivity in obsessive-
compulsive disorder. J Am Acad Child Adolesc Psychiatry 
50, 938-948, e933.

flament mf, whitaker a, rapoport Jl (1988). obsessive 
compulsive disorder in adolescence: an epidemiological 
study. J Am Acad Child Adolesc Psychiatry 27, 764–771.

foa eb, liebowitz mr, Kozak mJ, davies s, campeas r, 
franklin me (2005). treatment of obsessive-compulsive 
disorder by exposure and ritual prevention, clomipramine, 
and their combination: a randomized, placebo con- trolled 
trial. Am J Psychiatry 162, 151-161.

franklin sa, mcNally ra, riemann bc (2009). moral 
reasoning in obsessive- compulsive disorder. J Anxiety 
Dis 23, 575-577.

fullana ma, mataix-cols d, caspi a, harrington h, grisham 
JR, Moffitt TE (2009). Obsessions and compulsions in 
the community: prevalence, interference, helpseeking, 
developmental stability, and co-occurring psychiatric 
conditions. Am J Psychiatry 166, 329-336.

graybiel am & rauch sl (2000). toward a neurobiology of 
obsessive-compulsive disorder. Neuron 28, 2, 343-7.

greisberg s & mcKay d (2003). Neuropsychology of 
obsessive-compulsive disorder: a review and treatment 
implications. Clin Psychol Rev 23, 95-117.

huey ed, Zahn r, Krueger f, moll J, Kapogiannis d, 
wassermann em, grafman J (2008). a psychological and 
neuroanatomical model of obsessive-compulsive disorder. 
J Neuropsychiatry Clin Neurosci. 20, 4, 390-408. 

Jang Jh, Kim Jh, Jung wh, choi Js, Jung mh, lee Jm 
(2010). functional connectivity in fronto-subcortical 
circuitry during the resting state in obsessive-compulsive 
disorder. Neurosci Lett 474, 158-162.

Kédia g, berthoz s, wessa m, hilton d, martinot Jl (2008). 
an agent harms a victim: a functional magnetic resonance 
imaging study on specific moral emotions. J Cogn 
Neurosci 20, 1788-1798.

Kessler rc, berglund p, demler o, Jin r, merikangas Kr, 
walters ee (2005). lifetime prevalence and age-of-
onset distributions of dsm-iv disorders in the National 
comorbidity survey replication. Arch Gen Psychiatry 
62, 593-602.

Kim JJ, lee mc, Kim J, Kim iy, Kim si, han mh, chang 
Kh, Kwon Js (2001). grey matter abnormalities in 
obsessive-compulsive disorder: statistical parametric 
mapping of segmented magnetic resonance images. Br J 
Psychiatry 179, 330-334.

Koch K, reess tJ, rus og, Zimmer c, Zaudig m (2014). 
diffusion tensor imaging (dti) studies in patients with 
obsessive-compulsive disorder (ocd): a review. J 
Psychiatry Res 54, 26-35.

Kuelz aK, hohagen f, voderholzer u (2004). 



Neurobiological mechanisms underlying abnormal processing of guilt, disgust and intentionality

Clinical Neuropsychiatry (2014) 11, 6 193

changes in cerebral glucose metabolic rate after successful 
behavior modification treatment of obsessive-compulsive 
disorder. Arch Gen Psychiatry 53, 109-113.

schmithorst vJ, wilke m (2002). differences in white matter 
architecture between musicians and non-musicians: a 
diffusion tensor imaging study. Neurosc Letters 321, 57-
60.

shin lm, davis fc, vanelzakker mb, dahlgren mK, dubois 
sJ (2013). Neuroimaging predictors of treatment response 
in anxiety disorders. Biol Mood Anxiety Dis 2, 3, 1, 15. 

sica c, Novara c, sanavio e (2002). religiousness and 
obsessive-compulsive cognitions and symptoms in an 
italian population. Beh Res Ther 40, 813-823.

stein dJ, arya m, pietrini p, rapoport Jl, swedo se (2006). 
Neurocircuitry of disgust and anxiety in obsessive-
compulsive disorder: a positron emission tomography 
study. Metab Brain Dis 21, 2-3, 267-77.

takahashi h, yahata N, Koeda m, matsuda t, asai K, okubo 
y (2004). brain activation associated with evaluative 
processes of guilt and embarrassment: an fmri study. 
Neuroimage 23, 3, 967-74.

valente Jr, aa, miguel ec, castro cc, amaro Jr e, duran 
fl, buchpiguel ca, chitnis X, mcguire pK, busatto gf 
(2005). regional gray matter abnormalities in obsessive-
compulsive disorder: a voxel-based morphometry study. 
Biol Psych 58, 479-487.

van den heuvel oa, remijnse pl, mataix-cols d, vrenken 
h, groenewegen hJ, uylings hb (2009). the major 
symptom dimensions of obsessive-compulsive disorder 
are mediated by partially distinct neural systems. Brain 
132, 853-868.

veale d & roberts a (2014). obsessive-compulsive disorder. 
BMJ 7, 348, g2183.

von dem hagen ea, beaver Jd, ewbank mp (2009). leaving 
a bad taste in your mouth but not in my insula. Soc Cog 
4, 379-86.

yoo sy, Jang Jh, shin yw, Kim dJ, park hJ, moon wJ, 
chung ec, lee Jm, Kim iy, Kim si, Kwon Js (2007). 
white matter abnormalities in drug-naïve patients with 
obsessive-compulsive disorder: a diffusion tensor study 
before and after citalopram treatment. acta Psychiatr 
Scand 116, 3, 211-9.

wright p, he g, shapira Na, goodman wK, liu y (2004). 
disgust and the insula, fmri responses to pictures of 
mutilation and contamination. Neuroreport 15, 2347-51.

studies. Neurosci Biobehav Rev 37, 10-2, 2856-77. 
porto pr, oliveira l, mari J, volchan e, figueira i, ventura 

p (2009). does cognitive behavioral therapy change the 
brain? a systematic review of neuroimaging in anxiety 
disorders. J Neuropsychiatry Clin Neurosci, 21, 2, 114-25. 

pujol J, soriano-mas c, alonso p, cardoner N, menchon 
Jm, deus J, vallejo J (2004). mapping structural brain 
alterations in obsessive-compulsive disorder. Arch Gen 
Psych 61, 720-730.

radua, J, mataix-cols, d (2009). voxel-wise meta-analysis 
of grey matter changes in obsessive-compulsive disorder. 
British J Psych 195, 393-402.

rapoport, J. l. (1991). recent advances in obsessive–
compulsive disorder. Neuropsychopharmacology 5, 1-10.

radua J, van den heuvel oa, surguladze s, mataix-cols 
d (2010). meta-analytical comparison of voxel-based 
morphometry studies in obsessive-compulsive disorder 
vs other anxiety disorders. Arch Gen Psychiatry 67, 7, 
701-711.

rauch sl, Jenike ma, alpert Nm, baer l, breiter hc, savage 
CR (1994). Regional cerebral blood flow measured during 
symptom provocation in obsessive–compulsive disorder 
using oxygen 15-labeled carbon dioxide and positron 
emission tomography. Arch Gen Psychiatry 51, 62-70.

rozin p, haidt J, mccauley cr (2000). disgust. in lewis m, 
haviland-Jones J (eds) Handbook of emotions, 2nd ed. 
guilford press, New york, 673-653. 

sachdev ps, malhi gs (2005). obsessive-compulsive behav-
iour: a disorder of decision-making, Australian New Zea-
land 39, 9, 757-63.

salkovskis pm (1985). obsessive-compulsive problems: a 
cognitive-behavioural analysis. Beh Res Ther 28, 571-
588.

shapira Na, liu y, he ag, bradley mm, lessig mc, James 
ga, stein dJ, lang pJ & goodman wK (2003). brain 
activation by disgust-inducing pictures in obsessive-
compulsive disorder. Biol Psychiatry 54, 751-756.

shapiro lJ, stewart se (2011). pathological guilt: a persistent 
yet overlooked treatment factor in obsessivecompulsive 
disorder. Ann Clin Psychiatry 23, 63-70.

schienle a, schafer a, stark r, walter b, vaitl d 
(2005). relationship between disgust sensitivity, trait 
anxiety and brain activity during disgust induction. 
Neuropsychobiology 51, 86-92.

schwartz Jm, stoessel pw, baxter lr (1996). systematic 


