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     Traditionally, research involving a fear of contamination has focused on physical contact with a contaminant. More recently however, a different type of contamination has been identified that does not require physical contact and may be evoked by thoughts, images or memories. This phenomenon is called Mental Contamination (MC), an internal, emotional feeling of dirtiness that is not restricted to a particular part of the body such as physical contamination, and thus, it is not easily washed away (Rachman, 2006). Failure to identify and target this type of contamination may explain why the leading psychological treatment for OCD (Exposure and Response Prevention) has been characterized by only moderate success and high drop-out rates. Feelings of MC may involve a mental/moral component in addition to a physical component, such that events perceived as wrong, inappropriate or immoral may evoke symptoms of MC. Characteristics of MC are related to those of disgust, a construct also proposed to include both mental and physical components.
     To further examine the conditions necessary to evoke feelings of MC, we asked undergraduate students from the University of British Columbia (n = 240) and Concordia University (n = 135) to complete a series of online questionnaires. These included measures that assess established characteristics of anxiety disorders (e.g., (Moral) Thought Action Fusion (TAF), anxiety sensitivity (ASI), disgust sensitivity (DSI), and contact contamination), as well as three new scales for measuring components of MC, including contamination TAF, contamination sensitivity, and MC. Statistical analyses were conducted to assess whether relationships between traditional measures of anxiety disorders and the new contamination measures exist over and above symptoms of anxiety, depression and contact contamination. Results indicated that a relationship exists between each of the traditional measures with the new measures except for disgust sensitivity. This is not surprising as the nature of most items included on this measure involve physical rather than mental disgust. Results are discussed in terms of cognitive-behavioural conceptualizations of and treatments for contamination fears.

