Abramowitz (2009)


PLEASE HELP ME WITH MY OCD!

I am working on overcoming obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD).  The purpose of this handout is to ask for your help with my therapy.

As its name suggests, OCD consists of obsessions, which are upsetting thoughts, images, worries, or impulses; and compulsions, which are repeated behaviors that I do to try to cope with the obsessions, make them go away, or make me feel safer.  

Some common compulsions are: washing or cleaning, checking, arranging things, repeating actions, or seeking repeated reassurance from other people.  Some common “compulsive reassurance-seeking” questions are: “Will I get sick if I touch this?”  “Are you sure I turned the stove off?”  “Are you sure nothing bad is going to happen?”

The problem is that even though my compulsions make me feel a little bit better for a short while, they prevent me from getting better in the long run.  How does this happen?  Compulsions prevent me from learning that a situation is safe or no big deal.  They prevent me from learning that I can handle stressful situations.  They teach me that the only way to cope with my anxiety is to do more compulsions!  

So obsessions and compulsions are related to each other in a cycle, like the drawing on the right.  Obsessions lead to compulsions, but compulsions also keep me from overcoming my obsessions.  I’m trapped!

I need help to break out of this cycle.  Obsessions are involuntary, meaning I don’t have them on purpose and can’t just make them go away.  But compulsions are voluntary; I do have some control over them (even though I don’t always feel like I have control).  So the best way for me to break the OCD cycle is to stop doing compulsions.

Here’s how I’d like you to help:  

1. I need your encouragement not to do compulsions.  If you see me doing any of these compulsions, please remind me gently that I’m not supposed to do them anymore.  Don’t use force, threats, arguments, yelling, or nagging—those just make me feel more anxious.  Instead, please give me support and show me that you care about me and want me to get better by stopping my compulsions. Remember that OCD is the enemy, not me!

My major compulsions are:

1. ________________________________________________

2. ________________________________________________

3. ________________________________________________

2. I might slip up and ask you to cooperate with my compulsions, or even help me do them.  Watch out—this is very bad for me!  I might ask you to clean things for me, to put things in a certain order for me, to check things for me, or to reassure me that nothing bad will happen.  Please do not cooperate with my compulsions, even if I ask you to.  I promise to try not to ask you to, but if I do, please respond with: “We agreed that I would not cooperate with your compulsions.  Because I care about you and want you to get better, I’m not going to… (do that for you, answer that question, etc.).”

When you stop cooperating with my compulsions, there is a possibility that I will feel more anxious, and try even harder to get you to cooperate with the compulsions.  I will try my best not to do this, but if I do, it’s important that you not give in to my OCD.  

I understand that overcoming OCD is my responsibility, not yours.  I’m not asking you to do it for me, but I would like your help if I need it.  This letter signifies my commitment to overcoming OCD, and my serious desire for you to help me in the ways described in this letter.  
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