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B e f o r e  e x p l a i n i n g  E R P ,  w e  s h o u l d  f i r s t  d i s c u s s  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  O C D .  T h e  t w o  

h a l l m a r k  s y m p t o m s  o f  O C D  a r e  o b s e s s i o n s  a n d  c o m p u l s i o n s .  O b s e s s i o n  a r e  

u n w a n t e d ,  i n t r u s i v e  t h o u g h t s ,  i m a g e s ,  i d e a s ,  o r  u r g e s  t h a t  c a u s e  s i g n i f i c a n t  

d i s t r e s s .  O b s e s s i o n s  a r e  u n i q u e  t o  e a c h  p e r s o n ,  b u t  s o m e  o f  t h e  c a t e g o r i e s  o f  

o b s e s s i o n s  i n c l u d e  c o n t a m i n a t i o n  c o n c e r n s ,  i n t r u s i v e  t h o u g h t s  o f  h u r t i n g  o t h e r s ,  

a n d  d o u b t s  a b o u t  o n e s e l f ,  a m o n g  m a n y  o t h e r s .  C o m p u l s i o n s  a r e  b e h a v i o r s  t h a t  

a r e  d o n e  i n  a t t e m p t  t o  n e u t r a l i z e  o b s e s s i o n s  o r  r e d u c e  a n x i e t y ,  d o u b t ,  s h a m e ,  o r  

g u i l t  b r o u g h t  o n  b y  o b s e s s i o n s .  T h e s e  b e h a v i o r s  c a n  b e  p h y s i c a l  ( e . g .  w a s h i n g  

h a n d s )  o r  m e n t a l  ( e . g .  r e p e a t i n g  a  p h r a s e  5  t i m e s ) .  

I n d i v i d u a l s  l i v i n g  w i t h  O C D  f i n d  t h e m s e l v e s  i n  

a  c y c l i c a l  p a t t e r n  o f  o b s e s s i o n s ,  d i s t r e s s ,  

c o m p u l s i o n ,  s h o r t - t e r m  r e l i e f ,  a n d  t h e n  b a c k  

t o  c o m p u l s i o n s .  T h i s  c y c l e  c o n t i n u e s  b e c a u s e  

t h e  s h o r t - t e r m  r e l i e f  p r o v i d e d  b y  c o m p u l s i o n s  

r e i n f o r c e s  t h e  f a l s e  f e e l i n g  t h a t  c o m p u l s i o n s  

a n d  r i t u a l s  s u c c e s s f u l l y  w a r d  o f f  i n t r u s i v e  

t h o u g h t s  a n d  u r g e s .   

O b s e s s i o n

D i s t r e s s

C o m p u l s i o n

S h o r t - t e r m

r e l i e f

First, an Understanding of OCD 



E x p o s u r e  &  R e s p o n s e  
P r e v e n t i o n  ( E R P )

W e  e x p o s e  o u r s e l v e s  t o  w h a t  w e  a r e  a f r a i d  o f  ( g e t t i n g  a n  

i l l n e s s ,  w h a t  o t h e r s  t h i n k  o f  u s ,  b e i n g  s e p a r a t e d  f r o m  p a r e n t s ,  

h u r t i n g  o t h e r s ,  p a n i c  a t t a c k s ,  e t c )  i n  a  g r a d u a l  a n d  t h o u g h t f u l  

w a y .

S i m u l t a n e o u s l y ,  w e  u s e  r e s p o n s e  p r e v e n t i o n  t o  r e d u c e  a n d  

e v e n t u a l l y  e l i m i n a t e  o u r  s a f e t y  s e e k i n g  b e h a v i o r s .  

E x p o s u r e  a n d  R e s p o n s e  P r e v e n t i o n  ( E R P )  i s  t h e  g o l d - s t a n d a r d

 t r e a t m e n t  f o r  O C D  a n d  a n x i e t y .  E R P  c a n  b e  b r o k e n  d o w n  i n t o  

e x p o s u r e s  a n d  r e s p o n s e  p r e v e n t i o n  s t r a t e g i e s .

1 .

2 .

What is ERP? 

A v o i d a n c e  ( E x a m p l e :  N o  l o n g e r  t a k i n g  t h e  h i g h w a y  w h e n  d r i v i n g  f o r  f e a r  o f  

h a r m i n g  s o m e o n e )

D i s t r a c t i o n  ( E x a m p l e :  L o o k i n g  a t  o u r  p h o n e  a t  a  s o c i a l  e v e n t  t o  d i s t r a c t  u s  f r o m  

f e e l i n g  o v e r w h e l m e d  b y  h a v i n g  t o  m e e t  n e w  p e o p l e )

R e a s s u r a n c e  s e e k i n g  ( E x a m p l e :  T e l l i n g ,  a s k i n g  o r  c o n f e s s i n g  s o m e t h i n g  w e  a r e  

w o r r i e d  a b o u t  r e p e a t e d l y  o r  e x c e s s i v e l y  r e s e a r c h i n g  o n  t h e  i n t e r n e t )

C o m p u l s i o n s / R i t u a l s  ( E x a m p l e :  S h o w e r  r i t u a l s ,  e x c e s s i v e  h a n d  w a s h i n g  o r  i n  a  

s p e c i f i c  o r d e r ,  c o u n t i n g  o r  r e p e a t i n g  r i t u a l s )

I n - v i v o  e x p o s u r e s ,  a k a  r e a l  l i f e  e x p o s u r e s .  E x a m p l e s  a r e  r a i s i n g  y o u r  h a n d  i n  s c h o o l  

t o  c h a l l e n g e  a  f e a r  o f  e m b a r r a s s m e n t  o r  r e d u c i n g  t h e  l e n g t h  o f  t i m e  y o u ’ r e  i n  t h e  

s h o w e r  f r o m  6 0  m i n u t e s  t o  4 5  m i n u t e s .

I m a g i n a l  e x p o s u r e s .  P e o p l e  o f t e n  a s k  h o w  e x p o s u r e  w o r k s  w h e n  w e  h a v e  a  f e a r  o f  

h a r m i n g  s o m e o n e  e l s e ,  f o r  e x a m p l e .  W e l l ,  o f  c o u r s e  w e  w o u l d n ’ t  a s k  y o u  o r  w a n t  y o u  

t o  h a r m  s o m e o n e ,  s o  i n  t h i s  c a s e ,  w e ’ d  a s k  y o u  t o  w r i t e  a  s t o r y  o f  y o u r  w o r s t  f e a r  

c o m i n g  t r u e  o r  w r i t e  a  t r i g g e r  w o r d  d o w n  a n d  l o o k  a t  t h a t  w o r d  f o r  1 5  m i n u t e s .

I n t e r o c e p t i v e  e x p o s u r e s  a r e  t h e  r e c r e a t i o n  o f  r e a l  l i f e  p a n i c  a t t a c k  s y m p t o m s  

t h r o u g h  p h y s i c a l  a c t i v i t y .  S o  i f  w e  o f t e n  g e t  d i z z y  d u r i n g  a  p a n i c  a t t a c k  o r  w h i l e  

a n x i o u s ,  t h e n  w e  w o u l d  s p i n  i n  a  c h a i r  t o  i n v o k e  t h a t  n a u s e a  a n d  d i z z y  f e e l i n g .

B e l o w  a r e  k e y  s a f e t y  b e h a v i o r s  t o  b e  a w a r e  o f :

C o m b i n i n g  e x p o s u r e  a n d  r e s p o n s e  p r e v e n t i o n  m e t h o d s  i n  a  g r a d u a l  a n d  t h o u g h t f u l  w a y  

a l l o w  f o r  n e w  l e a r n i n g  t o  t a k e  p l a c e ,  w h i c h  t y p i c a l l y  r e p l a c e s  t h e  o l d ,  u n h e l p f u l  w a y  o f  

t h i n k i n g  a n d  r e s p o n d i n g .  T h i s  c o n c e p t  i s  r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  i n h i b i t o r y  l e a r n i n g .  ( E . g .  “ T h a t  

e x p o s u r e  w a s  h a r d ,  a n d  n o w  I  k n o w  I  c a n  h a n d l e  o r d e r i n g  m y  o w n  f o o d . ” )  F o r  s o m e  

p e o p l e ,  h a b i t u a t i o n  i s  a l s o  e f f e c t i v e  a n d  i s  m e a s u r e d  b y  r e d u c t i o n s  i n  a n x i e t y  a n d  

d i s c o m f o r t  b y  a b o u t  h a l f  a f t e r  r e p e a t e d  e x p o s u r e  e n g a g e m e n t .  Y o u r  t h e r a p i s t  w i l l  h e l p  

y o u  c r e a t e  a  h i e r a r c h y  o r  m e n u  o f  t r i g g e r s / c o m p u l s i o n s ,  w h i c h  p r o v i d e s  a  s t a r t i n g  p o i n t  

a n d  e x p o s u r e  i d e a s ,  u n i q u e  t o  e a c h  p e r s o n .

T h e r e  a r e  t h r e e  m a i n  t y p e s  o f  e x p o s u r e s :

E R P  i s  c e r t a i n l y  a  l o t  o f  h a r d  w o r k ,  A N D  i t ’ s  w o r t h  i t .O
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C o g n i t i v e  B e h a v i o r a l  T h e r a p y  ( C B T )  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  c o g n i t i o n s

( t h o u g h t s ) ,  b e h a v i o r s  ( a c t i o n s )  a n d  f e e l i n g s  a r e  a l l  c o n n e c t e d

t o   o n e  a n o t h e r .  C B T  t h e r a p i s t s  u s e  t h e  c o g n i t i v e  t r i a n g l e  t o  

h e l p  d e m o n s t r a t e  t h i s .

I n  C B T ,  f e e l i n g s  o f  d i s t r e s s  a r e  f o s t e r e d  b y  u n h e l p f u l  

t h o u g h t s  a n d  b e h a v i o r s .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  i f  s o m e o n e  

h a s n ’ t  h e a r d  f r o m  a  f r i e n d  i n  a  w h i l e  a n d  t h i n k s  t o  

t h e m s e l v e s ,  “ N o  o n e  w a n t s  t o  s p e n d  t i m e  w i t h  m e .  C l e a r l y ,  

n o  o n e  c a r e s  a b o u t  m e . ”  T h e y  t h e n  w i t h d r a w  f r o m  o t h e r s .  T h i s  w o u l d  l e a d  t o  i n c r e a s e d  

d i s c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  o t h e r s  a n d  f u r t h e r  p r o m o t e s  t h e i r  u n h e l p f u l  t h o u g h t s .   

C o g n i t i v e  B e h a v i o r a l
T h e r a p y  ( C B T )

What is CBT? 

C B T  f o c u s e s  o n  r e d u c i n g  d i s t r e s s  t h r o u g h  c h a n g i n g  u n h e l p f u l  c o g n i t i o n s  a n d  a c t i o n s .  

S i n c e  f e e l i n g s ,  t h o u g h t s ,  a n d  b e h a v i o r  a r e  c o n n e c t e d ,  c r e a t i n g  c h a n g e  i n  o n e  a r e a  c a n  

b r i n g  c h a n g e  i n  t h e  o t h e r s .  I n  c o n t i n u i n g  t h e  e x a m p l e  a b o v e ,  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  c o u l d  

r e f r a m e  t h e  t h o u g h t  “ N o  o n e  w a n t s  t o  s p e n d  t i m e  w i t h  m e , ”  t o  “ M y  f r i e n d  m i g h t  b e  b u s y  

a n d  t h e i r  s i l e n c e  c o u l d  h a v e  n o t h i n g  t o  d o  w i t h  m e . ”  A f t e r  r e f r a m i n g ,  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  

m i g h t  e v e n  r e a c h  o u t  t o  t h e i r  f r i e n d  t o  c h e c k - i n  i n s t e a d  o f  i s o l a t i n g .  T h i s  t h e n  

p r o m o t e s  c o n n e c t i o n  a n d  r e d u c e s  f e e l i n g s  o f  d i s t r e s s .   

L e a r n i n g  n e w  c o p i n g  s k i l l s  a n d  u t i l i z i n g  t h e m  r e g u l a r l y  r e l i e v e s  s y m p t o m s  o f  d i s t r e s s .  

C o p i n g  s k i l l s  i n c l u d e  d e e p  b r e a t h i n g ,  p r o g r e s s i v e  m u s c l e  r e l a x a t i o n ,  a n d  s e l f -  

m o n i t o r i n g ,  t h o u g h t  c h a l l e n g i n g  a n d  r e f r a m i n g .  S o m e  C B T  m e t h o d s  y o u r  t h e r a p i s t  m a y  

t e a c h  y o u  a r e  r e a l i t y  c h e c k i n g ,  b e h a v i o r a l  a c t i v a t i o n ,  c o g n i t i v e  r e f r a m i n g ,  p r o b l e m  

s o l v i n g  s k i l l s ,  a n d  w o r k i n g  t o w a r d s  g o a l s

f e e l i n g s

b e h a v i o rt h o u g h t s

L e t ’ s  l e a r n  h o w  t o  r e f r a m e  a  t h o u g h t .  f o r  t h i s  e x e r c i s e  y o u  w i l l  n e e d  a  s c r a p  p i e c e  o f  

p a p e r ,  o r  u n i t i z e  t h e  b a c k  o f  t h i s  s h e e t .  

1 )  P l e a s e  w r i t e  d o w n  a  t r i g g e r  y o u ’ d  l i k e  t o  f o c u s  o n  f o r  t h i s  a c t i v i t y .  E x a m p l e :  s e e i n g  

t h e  c o l o r  r e d .  2 )  N e x t ,  w r i t e  d o w n  a  a u t o m a t i c  n e g a t i v e  t h o u g h t  y o u  h a v e  i n  r e s p o n s e  t o  

t h e  t r i g g e r .  E x a m p l e :  “ I  w i l l  g e t  H I V  i f  I  u s e  p u b l i c  b a t h r o o m s . ”  3 )  A n s w e r  t h e  q u e s t i o n :  

W o u l d  y o u r  t h o u g h t  h o l d  u p  i n  a  c o u r t  o f  l a w ?  y e s / n o  4 )  W h a t ’ s  o n e  c o g n i t i v e  d i s t o r t i o n  

 t h a t  f i t s  m y  t h o u g h t ?  E x a m p l e :  E m o t i o n a l  R e a s o n i n g ;  I  t h i n k  i t ,  t h e r e f o r e  i t  m u s t  b e  t r u e .  

 5 )  W r i t e  o u t  a  r e f r a m e d  t h o u g h t  ( s h o u l d  b e  s o m e t h i n g  y o u r  b r a i n  c a n n o t  a r g u e  w i t h ) .  

 E x a m p l e :  T h e  l i k e l i h o o d  o f  g e t t i n g  H I V  f r o m  u s i n g  a  p u b l i c  r e s t r o o m  i s  e x t r e m e l y  u n l i k e l y .  

 6 )  J o t  d o w n  a  n e w  b e h a v i o r  t o  s u p p o r t  m y  n e w  w a y  o f  t h i n k i n g .  E x a m p l e :  I  w i l l  f i r s t  s t a r t  

b y  w a l k i n g  i n t o  a  p u b l i c  r e s t r o o m  w i t h o u t  t o u c h i n g  a n y t h i n g  f o r  1  m i n u t e  t o  c h a l l e n g e  m y  

f e a r .

Reframing a Thought
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Fortune telling describes imagining and predicting that bad things will happen to us. Example: “If
I am not careful enough, I will acquire and die from a horrible disease.”
Mind reading describes the assumption that we know what others are thinking about us and
that their thoughts about us are negative. Example: “I know she hates me.” Mom: “Did she say
that?” Daughter: “No, I just know.”

All-or-nothing thinking describes thinking or acting in extremes. Example: “My dad will die if he
gets on that plane.” (And this intrusive thought often leads us to want to do a compulsion to
prevent this from happening, or our intrusive thoughts say it is safest to just not get on the plane at
all if there is a chance something bad will happen).

Catastrophizing describes jumping to the absolute worst case scenario with no evidence to back
up your theory. Example: “I will get lost, get a speeding ticket, and then get into a car accident on my
way home.”

Overgeneralization describes seeing a pattern based on too little data. Example: “When I said hi to
a person at school, they didn’t say hi back. No one will ever say hi back, let alone want to be my
friend.”

Mental filter describes only paying attention to certain types of evidence, usually the negative.
Example: Have you ever broken up with a romantic partner, only to vividly remember the bad parts of
your relationship and have extremely foggy memories around any positive parts of your relationship?
This is mental filtering.

Disqualifying the positive describes a pattern of dismissing positive information, for example
‘writing off’ positive events as a ‘fluke’, saying they don’t count, or saying you just got lucky when
something good happened to you. This distortion is referenced often in OCD and social anxiety.
Example: “I wasn’t brave in that exposure; I just got lucky. I won’t be able to handle it next time.”

Jumping to conclusions is described with two parts:

Magnification and minimization describe how we exaggerate imperfections and errors while
minimizing achievements and strengths. Example: “Because I have anxiety and OCD, nothing is easy
for me” (Magnification). “My positive attributes don’t count. My kindness, generosity, intelligence,
humor, etc. aren’t enough” (Minimization). 

Emotional reasoning describes the process of taking one’s emotions as evidence of truth. “I think
it; therefore, it must be true.” Example: “I think I will get rabies and die so that is what will happen to
me.”

“Should” statements reflect our (often unreasonable) standards (“I should do this”, “I must do
that”) and frequently lead to feelings of frustration, shame, or guilt. Think about it, anytime we are
‘shoulding’ ourselves, it’s in a negative way, never in a positive or neutral way. Example: “I should be
able to get 100% on every exam. I should have gotten a 100% on that exam.”

Labeling and mislabeling describe labeling ourselves, others, or situations with tags such as “I am
hopeless” or “I am stupid.”

Personalization and blame describe occasions when you conclude – arbitrarily – that what
happened was your fault even when you were not responsible. Example: “He doesn’t like me,” after
not hearing back for a few hours.

C o g n i t i v e  D i s t o r t i o n s  D e f i n e d
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A c c e p t a n c e  a n d  C o m m i t m e n t  T h e r a p y  ( A C T )  i s  f o c u s e d  o n  a c c e p t a n c e  a n d  

 c o m m i t t i n g  t o  m a k i n g  v a l u e - b a s e d  b e h a v i o r .  L e t ’ s  d i v e  a  l i t t l e  d e e p e r  i n t o  w h a t  

t h a t  m e a n s .  

A C T  t e a c h e s  t h a t  d i s t r e s s  i s  a m p l i f i e d  w h e n  i n d i v i d u a l s  a v o i d  a n d  “ s t r u g g l e ”  w i t h  

t h e i r  e m o t i o n s .  W e  w a n t  t o  d r o p  t h e  s t r u g g l e ,  m e a n i n g  a l l o w  f o r  o u r  e m o t i o n s  t o  

s h o w  u p  a n d  b e  p r e s e n t  w i t h  u s .  W e  d o  N O T  w a n t  t o  p u s h  o u r  e m o t i o n s  a w a y .  

E m o t i o n s  a r e  o f t e n  l a b e l e d  a s  g o o d  o r  b a d ,  a n d  i n s t e a d  w e  c a n  t h i n k  a b o u t  t h e m  a s  

m e s s a g e s .  S o m e t i m e s  o u r  e m o t i o n s  a r e  i m p o r t a n t  m e s s a g e s  f o r  u s  t o  l i s t e n  c l o s e l y  

t o ,  a n d  o t h e r s  d o n ’ t  n e e d  s o  m u c h  a t t e n t i o n .  B u t  e v e n  t h e  e m o t i o n s  t h a t  d o n ’ t  n e e d  

s o  m u c h  a t t e n t i o n  c a n  “ s i t  w i t h  u s ”  a n d  j u s t  b e  o b s e r v e d .  T h i s  m i n d s e t  a n d  p r a c t i c e  

c a n  i n c r e a s e  o u r  q u a l i t y  o f  l i f e  t r e m e n d o u s l y .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  i n s t e a d  o f  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  

a v o i d  f e e l i n g s  o f  t e s t  a n x i e t y ,  i t  i s  f a r  m o r e  h e l p f u l  f o r  a  s t u d e n t  w i t h  a  b i g  t e s t  

c o m i n g  u p  s a y  t o  t h e m s e l v e s ,  “ I  a m  a n x i o u s  a b o u t  t h e  t e s t  b e c a u s e  s c h o o l  i s  

i m p o r t a n t  t o  m e .  I t ’ s  o k a y  t o  f e e l  a n x i o u s  a n d  t a k e  m y  t e s t  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e .  I  c a n  

h a n d l e  t h i s . ”  T h i s  i s  a n  e x a m p l e  o f  h o w  w e  p r a c t i c e  a c c e p t a n c e .    

T h e  c o m m i t m e n t  p a r t  o f  A C T  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  c o m m i t t i n g  t o  a c t i o n s  t h a t  

a r e  v a l u e - b a s e d  a n d  h e l p f u l  i n  t h e  l o n g  r u n .  W e  u s e  A C T  s k i l l s  t o  t o l e r a t e  d i s c o m f o r t  

w h e n  i t  i n e v i t a b l y  s h o w s  u p  i n  o u r  l i v e s  a n d  i n c r e a s e  o u r  w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  a c t  o n  b e h a l f  

o f  o u r  v a l u e s  ( w h a t  i s  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  a n d  f u l f i l l i n g  t o  u s ) ,  i n s t e a d  o f  w h a t  a n x i e t y  

s a y s  i s  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t .

B a s i c a l l y ,  A C T  p r o m o t e s  a  m e s s a g e  t h a t  e m o t i o n  a n d  s t r u g g l e  a r e  p a r t  o f  t h e  h u m a n  

e x p e r i e n c e .  W e  c a n  l e a r n  h o w  t o  e f f e c t i v e l y  m a n a g e  o u r  e m o t i o n s  a n d  f e e l  i n  c h a r g e  

a g a i n .  A C T  h e l p s  u s  b u i l d  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  f l e x i b i l i t y  i n  o u r  l i f e  a n d  i n c r e a s e  o u r  a b i l i t y  

t o  h a v e  r i c h ,  f u l f i l l i n g  a n d  m e a n i n g f u l  e x p e r i e n c e s  a n d  l i v e s .  

A c c e p t a n c e  &  C o m m i t m e n t  
T h e r a p y  ( A C T )

What is ACT? 

T h e  s i x  c o r e  

p r o c e s s e s  o f  A C T   a r e   

d e m o n s t r a t e d  i n  t h e  

“ A C T  H e x a f l e x ”  t o  t h e  

r i g h t .  T h e y  p r o d u c e  

p s y c h o l o g i c a l  

f l e x i b i l i t y .  

ACT Hexaflex
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