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Explain "somatic symptom disorder". What are the underlying causes of SSD? 
List 22 symptoms. List 22 guidelines for in dealing with SSD.

1. Maintain a compassionate and patient approach: Recovery from SSD can be 
a long process, and a supportive, understanding stance is crucial.

2. Help the individual identify external rewards for illness behavior: If 
applicable, gently explore if there are unintentional benefits that reinforce the 
focus on symptoms.

3. Avoid substances like alcohol and recreational drugs: These can complicate 
care and potentially worsen symptoms or mental health.

4. Develop coping strategies for pain and discomfort: Teach strategies for 
managing symptoms rather than focusing solely on their elimination.

5. Involve family members if appropriate: Family therapy can help improve 
communication and support within the family system.

6. Encourage self-monitoring of thoughts and feelings: Help the individual 
identify patterns of catastrophic thinking or excessive worry related to 
symptoms.

7. Address co-occurring mental health conditions: Treat anxiety, depression, or 
other disorders that often accompany SSD, potentially with medication if 
indicated.

8. Educate the patient about the disorder: Provide clear, non-judgmental 
information about SSD and how it is understood.
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9. Discourage "doctor shopping": Help the patient understand that seeking 
multiple opinions without a clear medical basis can lead to fragmented care 
and more anxiety.

10. Communicate across healthcare providers: Ensure a consistent approach to 
care by coordinating with all members of the healthcare team (e.g., primary 
care, specialists, mental health professionals).

11. Avoid "symptom substitution": Be aware that attempting to "take away" one 
symptom might lead to the emergence of another if underlying issues aren't 
addressed.

12. Set realistic goals for treatment: Acknowledge that complete symptom 
resolution may not be achievable in severe or persistent cases, and focus on 
management and coping.

13. Encourage participation in daily activities: Don't wait for symptoms to 
resolve to engage in work, social, and family life.

14. Promote gradual physical activity: Encourage a graduated exercise program 
to improve physical function, mood, and reduce focus on pain.

15. Teach stress management and relaxation techniques: Techniques like 
mindfulness, deep breathing, and progressive muscle relaxation can help 
manage physical symptoms and anxiety.

16. Explore underlying emotional stressors: Help the individual identify and 
process emotional difficulties that might be manifesting as physical symptoms.

17. Encourage psychotherapy, especially Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT): 
CBT is highly effective in addressing the excessive thoughts, feelings, and 
behaviors related to symptoms.

18. Limit unnecessary diagnostic testing and referrals: Once serious medical 
conditions are ruled out, avoid excessive tests that can perpetuate anxiety and 
create new problems.

19. Emphasize the mind-body connection: Help the individual understand how 
stress, emotions, and psychological factors can influence physical sensations.

20. Focus on functioning, not just symptom elimination: Shift the goal from 
curing symptoms to improving daily functioning and quality of life.
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21. Validate the patient's experience: Acknowledge that the patient's symptoms 
are real and distressing, avoiding statements like "it's all in your head."

22. Establish a consistent therapeutic relationship: Regular, scheduled 
appointments with a primary care provider can build trust and reduce the need 
for urgent or excessive visits.

Dealing with Somatic Symptom Disorder requires a consistent, empathetic, and 
collaborative approach from both healthcare providers and individuals, often 
involving psychotherapy and specific coping strategies.

22 Guidelines for Dealing with SSD:
1. Frequent medical visits or "doctor shopping" without resolution.

2. Muscle aches or generalized body pain.

3. Headaches/Migraines.

4. Aphonia (loss of voice).

5. Paralysis or localized weakness.

6. Impaired coordination or balance.

7. Urinary retention.

8. Irregular menstruation or excessive menstrual bleeding.

9. Sexual indifference or dysfunction.

10. Difficulty swallowing or "lump in throat."

11. Intolerance of several different foods.

12. Diarrhea.

13. Vomiting (not related to pregnancy).

14. Bloating.

15. Nausea.

16. Shortness of breath.

17. Fatigue/Tiredness.

18. Weakness.
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19. Chronic pain (often in multiple locations, such as head, abdomen, back, joints, 
chest).

20. Excessive time and energy devoted1 to symptoms or health concerns.

2

21. Persistently high level of anxiety about health or symptoms.

22. Persistent and disproportionate thoughts about the seriousness of 
symptoms.

Here are symptoms commonly associated with Somatic Symptom Disorder, based 
on diagnostic criteria and common presentations:

It's important to note that a person with SSD doesn't necessarily have all these 
symptoms, and the specific symptoms can vary and even change over time. The 
key is the excessive thoughts, feelings, or behaviors related to the physical 
symptoms, regardless of whether a medical cause is identified.

22 Symptoms of Somatic Symptom Disorder:
Social and Environmental Factors:

Family history: Observing family members who are overly concerned 
about health or overreact to minor illnesses can be a learned behavior.

Stressful life events: Recent loss, trauma, or significant stressful events 
can precipitate or worsen SSD symptoms.

Lower socioeconomic status or education level.

Benefits from being ill: If an individual has historically received significant 
attention or other benefits from being ill, this could inadvertently reinforce 
a focus on symptoms.

Biological Factors:

Genetic predisposition: There may be a genetic component that increases 
the likelihood of developing SSD.

Increased sensitivity to pain: Individuals may inherit a higher sensitivity to 
pain.

Psychological Factors:
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Negative personality traits: A tendency towards pessimism or negative 
thinking can influence how a person perceives illness and physical 
sensations.

Difficulty processing emotions: A decreased ability to acknowledge or 
process emotions might lead to a focus on physical symptoms as a way to 
express distress.

Increased sensitivity: Some individuals may be physically and emotionally 
more sensitive to certain sensations, like pain.

History of trauma or abuse: Childhood trauma, violence, or abuse can 
impact how physical sensations are experienced, making them feel more 
intense.

Co-occurring mental health conditions: The presence of anxiety, 
depression, or other mental health disorders can increase the risk of SSD.

The exact causes of Somatic Symptom Disorder are not fully known, but experts 
believe a combination of factors may contribute to its development. These 
include:

Underlying Causes of SSD:
It's crucial to understand that the physical symptoms experienced by someone 
with SSD are real to them, even if a clear medical explanation isn't found. The 
diagnosis emphasizes the individual's disproportionate and excessive reaction to 
their symptoms, rather than the absence of a medical cause.

Somatic Symptom Disorder (SSD) is a mental health condition characterized by a 
significant focus on physical symptoms, such as pain, weakness, or shortness of 
breath, to a degree that causes major distress or problems functioning in daily life. 
Individuals with SSD have excessive thoughts, feelings, and behaviors related to 
these physical symptoms.
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