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The Relationship between Sensory Processing, Childhood Rituals and Obsessive-
Compulsive Symptoms 
 
Background: A potential link between sensory hyper-sensitivity and excessive rituals has been 
suggested independently in research on obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) and in the 
discipline of occupational therapy. So far, no research has attempted to integrate these findings 
and to offer a theoretical model that might explain these relationships. The present research 
aimed to examine the relationships between oral and tactile hypersensitivity, childhood rituals 
and OCD. Our working hypothesis was that strong reactions to everyday sensory events may 
be related to excessive childhood rituals and later to obsessive-compulsive symptoms. 
 
Methods: In Study 1, parents of 4 to 6-year old children (N = 61) completed the Childhood 
Routine Inventory, the Sensory Profile and the Screen for Child Anxiety Related Emotional 
Disorders. In Study 2 we administered an adapted version of the sensory profile to an internet 
sample of adult participants (N = 314) together with the Obsessive-Compulsive Inventory-
Revised, the anxiety subscale of the International Personality Item Pool - NEO and items 
measuring participants’ recollection of their childhood oral and tactile hypersensitivity.  
 
Results: In study 1, strong reactions to everyday sensory events were highly correlated with 
childhood ritualism r(59) = .68, p < .001. Following item analysis, we created a modified Oral 
and Tactile Hypersensitivity Scale. The modified scale had an internal reliability of Cronbach’s 
α = .89 and its correlation with the Childhood Routine Inventory was r(59) = .74, p <.001. This 
correlation remained significant after controlling for anxiety and removing any items that could 
overlap in content. In the adult sample, OCD symptoms were correlated with oral and tactile 
hypersensitivity, both current, r(295) = .34,  p  < .001, and recollected, r(284) = .41,  p <.001. 
These correlations also remained significant after controlling for anxiety.   
 
Conclusions: The findings suggest a strong relationship between sensory sensitivity, childhood 
ritualism and adult OCD symptoms. These relationships are not accounted for by anxiety. We 
suggest that oral and tactile hypersensitivity in childhood may be one pathway to adult OCD. 
Specifically, we hypothesize that the heightened need for control in OCD and the associated 
attempts to achieve a sense of control by relying on rules and rituals may in some cases be 
rooted in deficient sensory integration.  
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