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Disclaimers

• No conflicts of interest or funding to declare

• Use of ChatGPT for 
– quote from Wuthering Heights

– list of risk factors

– history of treatments for somatization

• Use of Google AI for prevalence



Liminal space

occupying a position at, or on both sides of, 

a boundary or threshold

the space between what was and what’s next









Learning Objectives

1. Identify risk factors for somatization 
disorders

2. Distinguish somatization disorders in 
hypothetical clinical scenarios

3. Apply principles of treating somatization 
disorders to a hypothetical clinical scenario



Prevalence

• 5–7% in U.S. general population, according to 
Google’s AI summary (6/17/25)

• 26% according to a systematic review of 
studies from 1990-2012
Haller, H., Cramer H., Lauche R., Dobos G. (2015). Somatoform disorders and medically 
unexplained symptoms in primary care. Dtsch Aerzteblatt Online. 112(16): 279-287. doi: 
10.3238/arztebl.2015.0279. https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4442550/ 

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4442550/


Risk factors

• Heightened pain sensitivity
• Family history
• Medical condition in recovery
• Personality – negativity, perfectionistic
• Trauma
• Women, older
• Social influencers of health
• Difficulty expressing emotions



Culture affects how we express distress

• Emotional expression

restrained very expressive

• Vocabulary word choices
“I have a lot of work right now”

“I’m going off the deep end”

“I feel a bit out of it”

“I’m having a nervous breakdown”

“I have a tension headache”



"She swayed, a great wave of feeling sweeping 

her off her feet... she fell to her knees..."
Wuthering Heights, Emily Brontë, p. 212 (Penguin Classics, 2003)



Glove anesthesia

www.ebay.com/itm/1266637562
70 

http://www.ebay.com/itm/126663756270
http://www.ebay.com/itm/126663756270


Pseudocyesis

https://metro.co.uk/2016/02/12/dad-had-
phantom-pregnancy-after-sex-with-a-man
-5677437/ 

https://metro.co.uk/2016/02/12/dad-had-phantom-pregnancy-after-sex-with-a-man-5677437/
https://metro.co.uk/2016/02/12/dad-had-phantom-pregnancy-after-sex-with-a-man-5677437/
https://metro.co.uk/2016/02/12/dad-had-phantom-pregnancy-after-sex-with-a-man-5677437/


Diagnostic differential

• Malingering – intentional; ulterior motive that 
may be financial or illegal

• Factitious disorder – intentional; seeking to meet 
emotional or attention needs

• Illness anxiety – vague, general, lots of different 
symptoms that often shift

• Somatic symptom disorder – anxious about their 
problem; persistently seeking health care

• Conversion disorder – motor or sensory 
impairment. Medical cause ruled out. Likely a 
casual attitude.



History

Psychoanalytic interpretations

DSM-IV formalizes Somatoform Disorders

Rise of CBT as gold standard

Regular primary care visits with consistent 
provider



More approaches

• Integrative behavioral health

• Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction



The big challenge is not this…



The big expense

• In 2017, average costs across 2 years for patients 
recently diagnosed:  $39,725 per patient

–  If inpatient when diagnosed, 
37.7% readmission within one year

Saunders NR, Gandhi S, Chen S, et al. (2020). Health Care Use and Costs of Children, Adolescents, 
and Young Adults With Somatic Symptom and Related Disorders. JAMA Netw Open. 3(7):e2011295. 
doi:10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.11295



What if we tried something different?



Liminal space

occupying a position at, or on both sides of, 
a boundary or threshold

the space between what was and what’s 
next



Liminal space

Between medical “truth” and patient’s “truth”



Work within the client’s perspective

Szasz Thomas, 1920-2012. (1974). The myth of mental illness: foundations of a theory of personal 
conduct. New York: Harper & Row.  



Case

25 year-old on annual physical fitness test for 
work, is required to run a 7-minute mile. She 
collapses 2 minutes in and cannot walk. Medical 
tests and images reveal no findings explaining 
her condition. She presents in a wheelchair.



During the interview…

She describes her husband having an affair. They 
have children in 8th and 6th grade. She says she 
has to stay in the marriage for the kids. She feels 
“stuck.”



Case

31 year-old mid-level manager experiences 
gastro-intestinal problems, especially ongoing 
diarrhea. His medical specialist has ruled out all 
possible causes, based on labs, imaging, and 
symptom clusters and is considering using an 
off-label cancer medication that has strong side 
effects. The physician decides to refer to 
psychology for a “last resort” before proceeding 
with this medication.



During the interview…

They describe a stable work and family life, no 
depression or anxiety, and no significant family 
history of mental health issues. Their physician 
has been “bugging” them to start exercising as 
an early effort to ward off a creeping cholesterol 
level. They say that they can’t exercise because 
of needing to be so close to a bathroom. No 
unusual stressors noted.



Case

25 year-old clinical psychology, 2nd year doctoral 
student develops severe laryngitis, during the 
week that students are to begin having their first 
therapy sessions. After a couple weeks, scoping 
by an ENT physician reveals no medical 
explanation for the laryngitis. Student insists he 
is not feeling anxious about starting in the clinic, 
and faculty have found the student to be 
well-adjusted, even more self-aware than his 
peers.



Preparing for the interview…

The psychologist reads up on laryngitis and learns 
the following:

Causes: virus, strain from overuse, irritation

Treatment: rest, fluids, usually resolves 1-2 weeks



Discuss

Diagnosis?

Treatment ideas?



To continue the conversation…
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