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diagnosis, since she did not see a physical disorder. It is only when the person’s behavior is seen in 
a larger context—such as going to a series of different physicians—that the possibility of somatic 
symptom disorders becomes apparent.

Physicians in emergency rooms will also describe cases in which individuals fake medical 
disorders for other types of gain. In some cases, they may be trying to avoid going to work or 
doing other activities they do not want to do. This is referred to as malingering. Some individuals 
may actually take substances to create a disorder. This is referred to as a factitious disorder.

Somatic Symptom Disorder
Somatic symptom disorder is the condition in which a person’s somatic or bodily symptoms 
cause distress or disruption in physical health that is not consistent with a medical disorder. For a 
diagnosis of the disorder, the person must do one of the following: have persistent thoughts about 
the seriousness of her symptoms, have a high level of anxiety about her health or symptoms, or 
spend excessive time and energy on her health. Further, these characteristics must have lasted for 
longer than 6 months.

These individuals may go from physician to physician or from emergency room to emer-
gency room seeking to be told that they have a medical disorder. They are not satisfied when the 
professional cannot find the cause of their symptoms. This leads to inconsistent statistics con-
cerning the disorder and a lack of research compared with other disorders. One estimate suggests 
the prevalence of somatic symptom disorder is around 5% to 7% (APA, 2013). Since females seek 
medical advice more often than males and are more willing to report symptoms, a gender differ-
ence would be expected.

Illness Anxiety Disorder
Illness anxiety disorder is the diagnosis when a person is preoccupied with the possibility 
of having a serious illness. However, unlike somatic symptom disorders, the person experi-
ences few, if any, symptoms. This disorder was previously referred to as hypochondriasis, but 
was renamed in DSM–5. In illness anxiety disorder, the anxiety is focused on health issues; 
the person may become alarmed at any suggestion or thought that he may have a health 
problem. For example, the person might read an article about symptoms of can-
cer or have a sensation in his body and decide that he has cancer. In addition to 
anxiety, behavioral components such as checking one’s body for changes may be 
present. Although it would be reasonable to be concerned if a particular disorder 
was part of one’s family history, illness anxiety disorder takes this to the extreme. 
Generally, reassurance from the health care worker will not reduce the anxiety. 
Paradoxically, some individuals with this disorder actually avoid seeing a health 
professional since this would increase their anxiety, fearing that the doctor might 
confirm a serious condition.

In many ways, it is not the symptom itself but the person’s reaction to the symp-
tom that is the critical feature of illness anxiety disorder. DSM–5 makes a distinction 
between those whose major concern is the symptoms versus those whose concern is 
the possibility of having a disorder. Those whose concern is with the symptom itself 
would be diagnosed with somatic symptom disorder. Those whose concern is with 
the possibility of developing a particular illness would be diagnosed with illness anx-
iety disorder.

As you think about illness anxiety disorder, you might wonder if it is just an 
anxiety disorder with a different focus: the body. A number of studies have sug-
gested that individuals with illness anxiety disorder are different from those with 
other disorders in the manner in which they conceptualize bodily processes. 
For example, in one study, those with illness anxiety disorder reported that they 
believed bodily complaints are always a sign of disease, which was not the case for 

Some individuals have excessive distress that 
is not consistent with their disorder.

somatic symptom disorder: 
the condition in which a person’s 
somatic or bodily symptoms cause 
distress or disruption in physical 
health that is not consistent with a 
medical disorder

illness anxiety disorder: type 
of somatic disorder in which an 
individual is preoccupied with the 
possibility of having a serious 
illness, despite having few if any 
symptoms; previously referred to 
as hypochondriasis

Even if diagnosed, some people 
with somatic symptoms may not 
feel relieved and may continue to 
search for organic problems.  
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