The OCD Workbook

testimony of thousands of people with OCD, indicate that ERP is 2 highly effective intervention for
reducing OCD symptoms. .

ERP consists of two parts: exposure to feared situations with accompanying thoughts, feelings, images
and urges; and response prevention, or voluntarily blocking compulsive behaviors. While that may sound

WHY ERP WORKS

Expoancandmponscprevmtbnisbasedinpartmtheprindple, ished by scientific research,
tharwecanovcmomckmbvdaﬁngwfaccrheobjcctsmsimﬁonsthat anxiety, dread, and avoid-
ance. Exposure relics on two imporrant and relared learning processes: habjtuation and extinction.

Habituation

As mentioned in chapter 3, habituation is the natural tendency of the nervous system to numb out
to stimuli through repeated, prolonged contact with a novel stimulus. It has been referred to as “the
remedy of nervous system boredom” (Ciarrocchi 1995, 76). We all experi the process of habituarion
in our daily lives. In chapter 3 we presented the example of the jolting chill you feel upon diving into a
pool of cold water. But after a few minutes, the natural process of habituati enables you to no longer
feel the chill of the water.

Exposure and response prevention trearment wtilizes this same process|of habituation to help you
systematically overcome feelings of fear and dread in situations i ing people (the homeless, for
example), places (such as airplanes), and, in the case of OCD, even fears of own thoughts. Through
frequent and prolonged confrontation with situations you fear and dread, your nervous svstem will auto-
matically numb out fear responses, bringing them down to more ma levels.

Here’s a simple example of how habituation works ro help overcome fear, in this case the irrational
fear, or phobia, of water: The fearful individual first approaches the edge of a swimming pool until his
or her fear rises to uncomfortable levels, perhaps several feet away, and then| waits there. Over the next
several minutes, the person’s original fear gives way, numbing our as nervous system habituarion kicks
in. When calm, the person then moves closer o the pool, perhaps a few inches away, until the fear
once again fises to uncomfortable levels. Again, the person waits until habituation causes the feelings
of dread to diminish 0 manageable levels. The process is repeated in baby |steps. Gradually one 1oe s
placed in the pool, then a foot, then both feet, then the legs up to the ankles, and then the legs up to
the knees. Then both legs are entirely immersed, and gradually the whole Body is immersed with very
litrle fear. Although this example is simplified, the process of overcoming -related fears takes place
in a similar manner. In order for this approach to be effective, it’s also n TV tO practice response
prevention, in other words, to refrain from engaging in compulsive behaviors or responses.
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Extinction

Exposureandnsponseprcvmdonisalsoﬁmndedondwbaﬁcpri@kof
cxtincd:m.ToundcrsramiexLincﬁmywemcdtomlocastepbackandlookalhow
All behavior—ehar which you can see, such as eating and driving to work, as well as for you can't
se¢, such as thinking and feeling—is governed by its consequences. Consequences our behavior.
They are either positive, mchaspraise,bugs,mych:cks,deliciousﬂavms,emidmamm, pleasant
feelings, or attention from someone important to us, or negative, such as punishment, criticism, embar
msmm,parkingﬁckus.ﬁms,mjajllbsiﬁvccunscquencaanalmbmnas i Crs.

Rc&tformworkbybﬁngingaboutfeeﬁnmofpkmueamlsaﬁsfacﬁmorby ng or preventing
unplcasantﬁ:c[ingsorexpcﬁu\oes,mchzshungcr, pain, or tension. Behaviors such |as earing, drink-
ingaloo!mLormtchingTVasanmpeamoonﬁduedminﬁJmuswhmﬂley ce discomfort or
unpleasantness. Reinforcers influence all of our behavior cither by increasing feeli of pleasure and
cmnfonorbfdwusingdiscomfon.uncermimy,paimmwuiou

Erdrmﬁoniswhathappmwhmaxﬁnfofccrmlmwbtﬁmabmnfeding
kmgerredmcstensionordisoomﬁ)mThinkofdxemanybehmdomwuengagcm
orrcwarded:mxkhxghaxdﬁrapaydnckorabonus,buymgfbnmsﬁxasmﬂ:or
one,playingmurfavm'ixesponktﬁmortclaxation.andmon.Now,d\inkofwhalmighthappcnif
d\escsambchaviors,ﬁxwhamvermson,mbngerbrwgfndmrdnfomemm t or seek: your
bonusiswtdespimyourhardwmk,wurbmdmmlmwmﬁl«sorgivuyouahugwhen)wbring
fbwers,or}ourfsmritesportisnolongerﬂmorrc!axing.Usuallmthetcsulriscbattlmebchaviors
beoome.nin,guished—wustopdoﬁngthemwiththenmevigor.mdevenmallymumaysropdomg
them altogether.

Givmrhatbehaviorisgmmcdbyimomsaquamitim'thardwseebow
hand washing, checking, and ordering, for example—strengthen or reinforce
hm%pdsivcrﬁuakrdnﬁ:mcobmﬁmsardmmbwedudm“kaampora'.thctension.
worry, and anxiety associated with obsessive thoughrs and feclings. In exposure and
ﬁm.mspmgprevenﬁxmindwfomofﬁmhhgﬁomrimalsmdmo&sﬁww ies by means of
extinction. When you block behaviors that reinforce worries and keep them going, :
eventually diminish.

EXPOSURE IN VIVO

In vivo means “in life.” In terms of exposure, it’s used to mean prolonged face-to-face confrontation with
anxiety-evoking situations, objects, thoughts, or images in real-life contexts. Here are same examples of
in vivo exposures for different types of OCD problems:

® Washing: Touching 2 “contaminated” objecr, person, or place and not washing pfterward.

® Checking: Turning off lights, stoves, and appliances only once, or slowly driving a car
duoughanarmwlmtsmaﬂchﬂdmnplayardnmmmmgaroundtocheckdcspimpowv
erful feelings that the car hit a child.
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® Ordering: Leaving household objects “imperfect” (slighdy messy, off-center, or not at right

angles), without straightening, balancing, or correcting anything.
® Primarily obsessional OCD: Purposely thinking distressing ¢

s by writing them

&mnm'crandovcrorlismningmd\emonawpc,widxmta iding or counteracting

rhecedmnghts;simplyallowmgrhemmbedm

In order to be effective, in vivo exposure must follow two importanr rues: It must purposefully and

vividly reenact situarions that provoke fear, dread, doubt, and avoidance.

And it must be prolonged,

lasting as long as it takes for the anxious feeling ro diminish through babumn It could take anywhere

from a few minutes to several hours before the anxiety reaches tolerable

Exposure changes the way you appraise ot interpret danger and harm jn specific situations. Recall

the analogy presented eardier: diving into a pool of cold water. Your brain

and central nervous system

naturally adape (or habituate) to the unpleasant sensations within 2 few minutes, without you having 1o

do anything abour it. The water in rhe swimming pool doesn't change, your
remperature of the water changes. When you do effective exposure, you £n
Temterpret or reappraise OCD's messages. Here are a fow examples.

brain’s interpretation of the
'e your brain the chance to

OCD thought Reinterpreted thought

‘It is extremely dangerous to do (touch, Becomes “Nothing te will happen if I do
think) this" this. I can a chance.”

“l must do this many times.” Becomes “T can do it just once, and that’s okay.”
“I must be evil to think such Becomes “It’s just one of those silly OCD

a bad thoughe.” thoughts.”

“T must turn around to make Becomes

surc no one was hure”

Keep in mind that some fears involve catastrophes that are impractical

“If I turn ar:usrd. I'm just going to make
my OCD worse.”

ro simulate in vivo. Feared

ﬁtuaﬁonstha:mayoccwinthedistamfumre,suchasmttingwimsiyil!ordyhxgcan\:beusilysimu'
lated. Other fears are cither two complex to confront in vivo or simply too impractical to reenact in vivo
alone. These can include fears of causing someone’s illness or death or going to jail for doing something

ilkgalmhnnmmLInrhmsimmom,imaginalexpmistmfuLlnthis

rechnigue, you imagine or

vividlybringmminddxefnrodsiruatimﬁ)rapmlongcdpcriodofdmc.Chapwrhsdmtedwdw

topic of imaginal exposure.
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RESPONSE PREVENTION

Forexposummbeeﬁecﬁvc,itisnecemn'meﬁminatc,bbckoréarplylimitaﬂ VIO
mlessendwﬁ:dmgsdanﬁmanddbcomfonhwghtaboutbyobmm.Rm ention refers
w0 the supervised or self-controlled blocking of the compulsive rituals rhar lessen or prevent anxiety
and discomfort. Simply put, Tesponse prevention means preventing yourself from performi
rima]s.Onocmemmlisblocked.vourbminhasdmoppmmitytopmvidcthenm ~.
thku—mmhwﬂmﬁmﬁkaﬂmﬁrmmﬁnicandadapﬁwinmm 2
10 replace your old, fearful appraisals.
Whmynublockﬁnu]awmampmposcfuﬂyalbﬁngtheanﬁctytobemem.'
ada;xaﬁ(mstooccm.ASWithexpomm.effecd\'cmspomcpmvemionmustbe prolonged enough o
begin ro break down previously acquired associations between anxiety-provoking stimuli and ri
cxmnplc,wmiderthcassodaﬁonbemma“comanﬁmmd”domhmbmddmmgemi mediately wash
}mrhandsmadermfcdsafe.Dodngmﬁmnsepmvmtbnkndwstbewﬂlingmm olera
bighlcvclsofdiscmnfonmd\efaocofpmuﬁﬂmgamzdizvemmbnmdfmr engaging in a
canp\ﬂﬁmrimaLindﬁscasehamiwadxmgHacammmcnmexamplcsofresp(m

® Nor washing for an entire day {or longer) after wouching something “

= Nmreoeivingmaswmme.Foremmple.moouldhavewurspousempa -
hnﬁmlydedimmmmmforrmmmeabmuobsessmm“um i
sought for obsessions concerning contamination, safety of others, or having done some-
thingimmomlorﬂlcgal.YOuwﬂlEzmmagedtoliwwith)mrmwmimy
until that gnawing concern subsides on its own.

° Notmmingamudmcheckwhc:hcrmhitmemwhﬂcdrhing.dspitethc i
of having run over somebody. hwtead.mu'daﬂowdwiearmﬁsetounccmmnm
then not act upon your urge to check.

° Ddavmgmdwd:ingtbmdomsambckcdathazthcmisnmdoﬁ’(afmrc}ncking
iloncc)foranagreeduponlengthoftime.saythirtyminums.

Raponscprevemimisoncoﬁbelceytoolsyou‘l“amind\eselfdirecmdpmgmmlnthisappmh
you'll makc&cmﬁldﬁmmakﬂmmmofmmsigniﬁmntw—bvédafk)gm
s}mtmingdnm,dowingthem&mmmdimmaﬁngrhmenﬁrdyﬂﬁsaﬂmmuwdmosew&d
the anxiety, doubr, fear, and dread that you've been avoiding. If doing response ptcven;iE':cEm‘t feel

at least somewhat uncomforrable, you probably aren’t blocking your habitual response to make
:ldiﬂctcnccin)erCD.'lhdecisionto“ﬁ:d(hediscmnﬁ)f(.“oojust“bewithit,"or" it to he"

wid'xoutacdngonitandmnmihngirwiﬂpayoffmyowproglwmwardbmkmﬁecﬁandxgﬁp
of OCD.




