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Faulty Beliefs
Overestimating Risk, Harm, and Danger

« “I must protect myself (or others/loved ones) even if there is only the remotest chance
of something bad happening. A tiny, one-in-a-million chance of something bad happen-
ing is exactly the same as a huge, 99.999 percent chance of something bad happening.”

Black-and-White or All-or-Nothing Thinking

e “If I'm not perfectly safe, then I'm in great, overwhelming danger.”

« “I I don't do it perfectly, then I've done it horribly.”

e “If I don't perfectly protect others from harm, I'll be severely punished.”

e “If I don't perfectly understand everything I read, it's as if I don’t understand anything.”

Overcontrol and Perfectionism

« “I must maintain absolute control over my thoughts and actions, as well as control over
all the circumstances that occur in my life. Unless 1 do everything perfectly, it is
intolerable.”

e “Extreme harm and danger can come to me, my Joved ones, or innocent others if 1 don’t
protect them perfectly.”

o “If it doesn’t look or feel ‘just right,’ it’s intolerable.”

Persistent Doubting
“Maybe I ...

o wasn't careful enough and therefore sométhing bad will happen
e harmed/molested/injured/cheated someone
o stole/plagiarized/did something improper/ immoral/bad

“_ .. even though it makes no sense and doesn’t agree with the facts.”

Crystal Ball or “What if?" Thinking
“In the future, what if I ...

e do it wrong?”
o get AIDS?”

o am responsible for injuring someone?”
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Magical Thinking

« “Thoughts are very powerful. Merely thinking a bad, horrible thought will certainly
cause something horrible to happen.”

Superstitious Thinking

« “By doing my ritual (washing, tapping, repeating, touching, spinning, etc.), I can ward
off bad things from happening to me and protect those I love.”

e “There are bad numbers and good numbers. Bad numbers cause bad things to happen
and good numbers cause good things to happen or they can stop bad things from
happening.”

Thought/Action Fusion (Similar to Magical Thinking)

« “If I have a bad, even a horrible thought about harming someone, it feels just as if I've
actually done it.”

« “If I think about something bad happening, I'm implicitly responsible should it actually
happen.”

Overimportance of Thoughts
e “If I have a bad thought, it means I'm bad, dangerous, or crazy.”
e “My thoughts are the true indicator of who 1 am, and what I'm likely to do.”

e “I'm judged as much by my thoughts as for what I actually do.”

Intolerance of Uncertainty

 “I must be 100 percent certain of everything, and [ must be 100 percent sure that every-
thing will be “alright.” If I'm the slightest bit uncertain about anything (my future, my
health/loved ones’ health), it is intolerable and I must do something, anything;”to be
certain that everything will be alright.”

Catastrophizing

¢ “An open sore on My arm means I'll definitely get AIDS if I am around someone I think
has AIDS.” o

o “IfI get into arguments with my mother . . . it must mean I'm definitely a violent person.”

Overresponsibility

« “Maybe I caused something bad to happen. My failure to prevent it must mean that I'm
certainly a bad person.”

- ealasd

Sriret
Sl

Tohla ey
et




100 The OCD Workbook

e “I must always, at all times, guard against making a mistake that can possibly—even
remotely—harm an innocent person.” '

Extraordinary Cause and Effect

e “Objects have the ability to defy the forces of nature ... for example, stoves can spon-
taneously turn on, refrigerators can open, locks can unlock—all without human
intervention. Germs and viruses can leap long distances—even across city streets—and
thus contaminate me and others.”

Pessimistic Bias

o “If something bad is going to happen, it is much more likely to happen to me or some-

one I love/care about than to others. This occurs for no other reason than it's me.”
rd

Intolerance of Anxiety

e “I can’t stand being anxious for even a short period of time ... I'll do anything to feel
better now.”

The ABCDs of Faulty Beliefs

The role of faulty beliefs in maintaining OCD symptoms can be understood by using the “ABCD
Method.” This is an adaptation for people with OCD of the original “ABC” method of cognitive
therapy used by Ellis (1962) and Beck, Emery, and Greenberg (1985). The anxiety, emotional dis-
comfort, and resulting compulsive behaviors of OCD take place in the following sequence:

A: Activating Event

An event, such as touching a doorknob, checking that the stove is turned off, stepping on a
crack, or thinking an embarrassing or horrifying thought takes place.

A = Activating Event

<

\

\

D = Neutralizing Ritual 8 = Unrealistic Appraisal of Event

/

~ d /
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C = Excessive Anxiety
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B: Unrealistic or Dysfunctional Appraisal of the Event

After the activating event, an automatic,
activating event occurs in a split second, beyond you
unrealistic sense of impending harm,
result from the activating event. It causes y

involves an

Beliefs to identify specific types of faulty beliefs. Then,
the examples of events/situations that typically activate

r qwarenes.

unrealistic appraisals in those who have OCD.

Common Faulty Beliefs

A: Activating Event
(Situation or event that
triggers anxiety)

-
i

B: Unrealistic Appraisal o
(Automatic irrational thought)

Door didn’t sound ”rigl;;'; |
when I shut it after the

ktwentieth time.

i

It daﬁgcrous to leave the ho
unless the door shuts perfectly. Maybe

use

I'll be blamed if there is a break-in.”

Touched doorknob of
public bathroom without
tissue paper. -

“For sure, I'll get catch a horr—il;lweu
disease and die from it.”

damage, danger,
ou to feel extremely anxious. Look at the list of Faulty
in the Common Faulty Beliefs chart, read
faulty beliefs and theix accompanying

unrealistic appraisal or interpretation of the

s. This interpretation or appraisal
or catastrophe that could

Faulty Beliefls)
(Choose from the
Faulty Beliefs list)

-

Overcontrol and Perfectionism
Overestimating Risk, Harm, and
Danger

Persistent Doubting

Intolerance of Uncertainty
Overestimating Risk, Harm, and
Danger

Persistent Doubting

Seeing sﬂhouette——of naked
child in shower stall.

“What if I enjoyed what I saw?
Maybe I'm a child molester.”

“My bad thought is a sign of an evil
seed inside of me.”

Magical Thinking
Thought/Action Fusion
“What if” Thinking

Seeing pillows on couch
in living room not lined
up in perfectly
symmetrical order.

Locking in 2 mimor,
making sure every hair is
perfectly even.

“If the pillows are not perfectly
straight, something bad will happen
to me and my children.”

Overimportance of Thoughts |
Superstitious Thinking
Overcontrol and Perfectionism

“I must keep cutting it more and more
(for hours and hours) until it looks
perfect. If my hair isn't perfect, people
will ridicule me.”

Overcontrol and Perfectionjsm
Persistent Doubting

Seeing a banana peel on a
sidewalk across a busy
street.

“I'll be guilty of negligence and
punished unless I remove the banana
peel and prevent others from slipping
and breaking their necks on it.”

éwitching

off light switch

'1

“I must do it five times in a row or
something bad will happen to my
parents.”

Overresponsibility
Overcontrol and Perfectionism

“Superstitious Thinking |
Overcontrol and Perfectionism

Twisting the tops of food
jars closed, extremely

tight.

k spoil.”

“I must make sure the top of the jar
will not ‘fly open’ and everything

.Extr—;;rdinary Cause and
“What if” Thinking
{Persistent Doubting

ey
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C: Excessive Anxiety

The unrealistic appraisal triggers high levels of anxiety. The feelings of anxiety are, in turn, |
unrealistically appraised as intolerable, unacceptable, and dangerous. For a person with OCD,
the anxiety spins out of control. There is a powerful urge 1o relieve that anxiety however

possible.

D: Neutralizing Ritual

A compulsive action or set of actions such as excessive washing, checking, and ordering
brings the anxiety under control for a while, until the next activating event occurs.

Correcting Faulty Beliefs

Cognitive restructuring is the technical phrase for the process of directly challenging the faulty
beliefs that underlie OCD behaviors. This process doesn’t make you stop your dysfunctional
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thinking. Rather, it helps by encouraging you to become a better, calmer, more mindful observer
of your own thoughts. Dr. Jeffrey Schwartz (1996) refers to this aspect of our mind as “the impar-
4 tial spectator.”

3 Coghnitive Restructuring—Some Caveats

%w It is important to mention here that while cbgnitive restructuring is a highly useful tool for
tiﬁ correcting the faulty beliefs that maintain OCD behaviors, it must be used properly to have the
«é most benefit. The following are some rules to consider before trying cognitive restructuring for
18 oCD:

LN

1. Cognitive restructuring is best used to enhance and bolster the effects of ERP, not as a

substitute for it. According to Dr. Edna Foa (personal communication), a leading expert

on ERP, the best tool for correcting the faulty beliefs of OCD is exposure and response
prevention. First, take on the hard work of chapters 4, 5, and 6 before attempting the
cognitive restructuring exercises in this chapter. '

2. Use cognitive restructuring to help change faulty beliefs that persist when a course of
ERP has not corrected these faulty ideas (such as the probability: of being contaminated
by the AIDS virus, or of burning the house down from not checking that the stove is off).

3. Remember that, as we mentioned in chapter 2, reassuring self-talk, or “mantras,” if done
habitually to relieve the anxiety of an obsessive thought, can themselves become compul-
sions. Be careful not to incorporate cognitive-restrucmring techniques in a manner that
provides reassurance and escape from anxiety. If you find yourself doing this, then hold
off on cognitive-restrucmring exercises and focus more on exposure and response

prevention.



Cognitive Restructuring—Step by Step

By learning to challenge your automatic beliefs, you make the sequence of obsessions and
rituals less habitual and automatic. Challenging your automatic belief system is like throwing
gunk into the gears of the well-oiled engine of your OCD thinking. In this way, you will have

more control over the impact that your thoughts have upon you and your behavior.

Step 1. Write Down Your Unrealistic Appraisals and Faulty Beliefs

It is important to know exactly what situations /events activate a specific unrealistic
appraisal, and what the actual belief is. Write the activating situation or event in the first column
of Your Own Faulty Beliefs Assessment chart. Write the .unrealistic appraisal, in your own
words, in the second column; and then write your faulty belief in the third column. Refer to the
Common Faulty Beliefs chart on page 101 for examples of unrealistic appraisals common to
many people with OCD. Often, there is more than one such belief operating for each automatic
jrrational thought. This exercise will help you to see the various unrealistic appraisals that you
make in response to an activating event.

Your Own Faulty Beliefs Assessment

e - e T e e e
A: Activating Event [ B: Unrealistic Appraisal ; aulty Belief(s

(Situation or event that \ (Automatic irrational thought) | (Choose from the
iggers andety) | | tist onpp. 98100
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Step 2. Challenge Your Unrealistic Appraisals with
Realistic “Self-Talk”

Now, begin to challenge the unrealistic appraisals of your #QCD brain” by apPlying
more realistic appraisals to these trigger situations. Note that many people confuse this step
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with so-called positive thinking. The goal, nowevet, is not t0 be a “positive thinker,” but an
“accurate thinker.” Accurate thinking means that you identify youwr OCD-based thoughts and
label them as such. Then you can identify the true facts about the situations that trigger
anxiety and rituals.

OCD images and ideas can be very strong and are almost always based on negative feelings

concerning future harm and danger. The Coping Self-Talk chart below provides ways to fight

against your OCD-caused unrealistic appraisals with self-talk strategies designed to help you

Fight Back with Realisti
Appraisals
(Coping Self-Talk)

JEE

)

——- .....--__-.,..——..'._..-_

., Faulty Belief

-__,_.‘——-"-......—-___———-._._-..—._'———-—

Unrealistic Appraisal
(Automatic, Irrational
Thought)

e e e e -....--.,____.d.o--"-w e e TS

e e ot e

“I must learn to take a chance in
order to get better.” ‘
“What would a prudent persor.

(someone who didn't have OCD)
do?”

] must protect myself (or
others/loved ones) even if
there is only the remotest
chance of something bad
happening.”

e o e e miresme e e T o

Overestimating Risk, Harm,
and Danger

_,’—,__‘.—-_._-...-.-.‘_._,-_—-o"_.._,.—— ISP U — [

#] paust maintain absolute \"This is so exhausting - - It's
control over my thoughts and hard, but I think I'll take a
actions, as well as control over chance on being imperfect for @
all the circumstances of my
life. It is intolerable unless 1do
it perfectly.”

#1f it doesn’t look or feel ‘just
right,’ it's intolerable.”

Overcontrol and Perfectionism

“I'm afraid of change, but it’s
just my OCD brain playing tricks
on me.” }
wFor a change, I'll trY being
perfectly imperfect.” :
Catastrophizing #Unless I'm sure everything is wWhat is and where is the
perfectly safe, I'm certain I or |evidence of harm? There is 10
my loved ones are in terrible proof that something bad is
danger.” inevitably going to happen.”

e TS e e RN e

S — U o
“Maybe I harmed/mole ted/ |“Itsmy OCD brain playing
injured / cheated \ tricks.” ,

0

stole/ plagiarized, ete.” »I know logically what's what.”
“J'm not buying into these dumb
messages!” ‘

e 4.-_—-_.A,'.—._—_..._,-..,.___.« o .-..,--_‘....4_74.,__.._.-._—,.% e e T e _— SUNEDUPR .

“Merely thinking 2 bad “It's only @ thought. I am not m

Magical Thinking
. . thought will cause something \thoughts. It's just an OCD
Thought/ Action Fusion pad to happen.” \thought, and therefore means
nothing. Only actions can harnt,

vervaluing Thoughts
Overvaluing Thoug \not thoughts.”
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i Faulty Belief
i

| Superstitious Thinking

¢
1
|
i
i
1

e e

! Unrealistic Appraisal

(Automatic, Irrational
Thought)

Fight Back with Realistic
Appraisals
(Coping Self-Talk)

o er et b b

“By doing my ritual I can ward
off bad things from happening

i to me and protect those 1 love.”
|

| Intolerance of Uncertainty

!

|

“1f I'm even slightly uncertain
about anything (my future, my
health, and the health of my
loved ones), it is intolerable”

i e e
Overresponsibility

SO ———————

“Maybe I will cause something
bad to happen, and if I fail to
prevent it, that will mean that
I'm a very bad person.”

e e e - e e T

e o s e e b e T ST JUUSEDURPR S

“These rituals are so tiring ... 1
‘must take the chance to discover
' that I can’t truly control the
 outside world this way. My rituals
i protect no one, and they torment
me and those around me.”
T”I can remain calm in the face of |
uncertainty. Since I can’t control ‘
everything, why try? By trying to
| control everything, I only make my
OCD .worse.”
“By not acting upon my need for
absolute certainty, the urge to do a
ritual will diminish after a while.”

“I'm only human ... my
responsibilities end where others’
'\ responsibilities begin.”

“I can be a ‘good citizen’ without
having to be everyone’s guardian
angel.”

Pessimistic Bias

“If something bad is going to
happen, it is much more likely
to happen to me or to someone
1 love/care about than to
others.”

| e e s

“What if?” or the Crystal
Ball

e o e e

Intolerance of Anxiety

“What if I ...

do it wrong/make a .
mistake/get cancer/get
AIDS/cause someone harm?”

e s e e o e e e T S ST e

#] can’t stand being anxious for

even a short period of time ...
1l do anything to feel better

e e i e T

“The probability of something

bad happening to me or my loved
ones is no greater than the

| probability of bad things happening
to anyone else. I'm just not

so special!”

X “The torture I put myself through
by worrying about the future is
certainly worse than anything

that could possibly happen. I'll-deal
| with it when it happens.”

| “Living ny life in terms of

| ‘What ifs’ only wastes my time.”
“What are the true odds of getting
cancer of AIDS, or causing
someone harm? The odds are much
| smaller than my OCD brain wants
| to believe.”

#] can handle the discomfort ...
[ don'’t have to do a ritual now.
My anxiety level will go down
if 1 just wait it out.”




General Principles for Changing Your Anxious Thinking (Self-Statement Training)

There are several basic principles for self-statement training.
|

1.  First, challenging your x;egative thoughts does not mean just “posi-
tive thinking.” You will fnot need to replace all of your negative
r.houghr.s with positive tihoughr.s. Positive thinking is just as inaccu- -
ratc as negative thmkmg Instead, you will examine all of the evi-
dence available to you, in an effort to balance your thinking and in-
terpretations by using airealistic perspective. Sometimes negative
events do happen, and therefore, positive thinking can be unadaptive
and get in the way of pnf'oblem—solving. However, negative events
probably occur less often than you are predicting, and with fewer
negative consequences r.han you are imagining.

2. Worrisome thoughts and images tend to become habitual and almost
automatic. For exampleé, a woman who was treated at our clinic re-
ported that she always inade sure that her house was clean and tdy
by mid-morning, just in case friends ot neighbors dropped by un- |
expectedly. It was not until she asked herself why it was important
to have a “perfect” house that she realized that she automatically as-
sumed that people wou;ld disapprove of her if her house wasn't in

“perfect” order. Observing your own behaviors will help you to dis-
cover your underlying beliefs and assumptions.

3. Finally, although beliefs and self-statemnent partterns can become ha-
bitual, they are not impossible to change. With the right kind of
effort and experience, we can change our views and beliefs abour the
world and ourselves just as we can change our religious beliefs or our

language. Of course, this type of change takes practice and effort.

}Beginning to Change Your Anxious Thinking (Selt—State}ment Analysis)

As a fifst step, it is essential to know exactly what it is that you tell yourself
in different situations. The more specifically you can describe your thoughts,
the easier it will be to correct or challenge your assumptions.

For example, simply stacing, “I am worried about my child gerting sick,”
is not specific enough. Instead, ask yourself about the details of the worri-
some thought. What do you think might happen if your child were to be-
come sick? Do you think your child might die or be disabled for life? Do

A



you worry that his or her sickness means that you have failed as a parenc?
Do you worry that his or her sickness would be unbearable? The following
is a description of how a therapist is helping a client, Joan, to describe her

thoughts and worries more specifically:

Therapist:

Joan:

Therapist:

Joan:

Therapist:

Joan:

Therapist:

Joan:
Therapist:

Joan:

Therapist:

You said that you are constantly worried about others watch-

ing you at work. What is it that you're worried that they mighe

sce? And what leads you to assume that they're warching you?

1 feel like th.cy’re watching to see that I'm doing everything that
'I'm supposed to be doing . . . that 'm not making mistakes.

Whart kind of mistakes?

"Well, for example, typing errors and wasting time retyping .

-lecters over and over again.
‘Do you often retype letters over and over again?

*No, actually, believe it or not, I'm a pretty good typist. I

guess ic's just that I worry that if I did make a mistake, they :

‘would see it.

And what if they did notice that you made a mistake?

Then whac?
Well, T would worry that they might tell my boss.

Go on. What next?

“Well, my boss would either keep an eye on me continually
' or ask me to leave, and then I'd be withour a job. I don't
~want to lose my job.

So, the bottom line for why you're concerned that others are

- warching you is that you could be fired. Anyone who believed
' tha they were about to lose their job would most likely fecl

some anxiety. We need to examine whether the evidence is
consistent with you being fired, such as whether your col-
leagues really are watching you, what they would actually do
if they did notice a mistake, and what your boss would actu-
ally do if someone mentioned that you had made a mistake.

As an exeércise, choose three to four examples from your Worry Records ov?:r’
the past two weeks. Now, think back to those events, and read the anxioixs
thoughts that you recorded. Can you expand on those thoughts and pro-
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vide 2 more detailed description of what you thought might happen or what
you were worried about? Ask yourself the kind of questions that the thera-
pist asked Joan. What, specifically, did you think could have happened? In

the following example, Joan describes her worries about her boyfriend, Rob.

When Rob didn’c call me last night, I thought it was because he didn't
like me anymore, or that I wasn’t good enough for him. I thought
chat it was the end of our relationship, and that I would never see him
again. Then I'd have to explain to all my friends what happened. My
friends would feel sorry for me, and:that would make me feel even
worse, because they would think of me as someone who is never going
to be in a stable relationship. What is even worse is chat I think they
might be right. I'm never going to meet someone who really cares for me.

As you can see, Joan is not just worried that her boyfriend doesn’t like her,
buc that she will never meet anyone and that her friends will judge her to
be incapable of ever meeting anyone. Notice how Joan assumed the worst
and did not consider possible alternatives for why her boyfriend didn't call
her. Pechaps he was tired, or upset with her, or out with friends, none of
which necessarily means the end of the relationship. Also notice how Joan
then extended her worry from the end of this relationship to never having
a relationship. That sounds like jumping to conclusions. Similarly, her worry
that her friends would ;udge her poorly if her relationship with Bob ended
sounds like another example of jumping to conclusions.

judgmeMs of Risk

Errors in judgment tend to occur whenever someone is in a state of high
anxiety. First, we tend to overestimate the likelihood of negative events
happening. Second, we tend to view the consequences of negative events
as being catastrophic and unmanageable. In short, we think the worst. Of
course, as you probably understand by now, this type of error in judgment
only increases our anxiety. So, the very first step in correcting your think-
ing is to recognize that whenever you feel anxious, you are probably over-

estimating, catastrophizing; or both.

In this chapter, we focus on the first error in judgment, which is to over-
estimate the likelihood of negative events or jump to conclusions. In the
next lesson, we focus on catastrophizing, or blowing things out of propor-
tion. A good example of overestimation:was reported in a study in England
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some years ago (Buder & Mathews, 1983). The researchers assessed a oroup
of university students one month before and one day before a major exam
Each time, the students were asked to judge the likelihood that they would
fail the exam. Interestingly, despite having a full month to study and pre-
pare, many of the students rated the possibility of failure as much hi,_,he"r
one day beforc the exam compared with one month earlier. The studen

overesumated the chance of failure because chcy were more anxious the da

before the mm

Overestimating the risk means jumping to conclusions about a pamculJ.r
event, and believing that it will happen, even though the actual odds are very
low. From the earlier example, we could say that Joan was not likely to be
fired although she felt as if it were a strong possibilicy. She was overlooking
the fact that she was a good typist and other people were probably not evalua-
ting her in the way that she assumed. Similarly, the likelihood that Joah
would never meet anyone who really cared for her, or that her friends would
judge her incapable of sustaining a relationship, was not supported by the

evidence. Joan had just jumped to those conclusions. \‘

Go back to the examples that you chose from your Worry Records over chc
last couple of weeks. Were any of those episodes of anxiery related to over-
estimating the likelihood of negative events? Were you judging someching
to be a high probability, only to find that it did not oceur? This will be very
apparent if you typically worry about the same thing over and over, yet it
has never happened. Have you worried about your children being kxdnappcd

and how many times has that happened? Have you worried about missing aé-
pointments, and how many times has that happened? Have you worriéd
about your neighbors being unfriendly to you because your house was un-
tidy, and how many times has that happened? Have you worried about btmo
fired, and how many times has that happened? Have you worried about your
vacations being a total disaster, and how many times has that happcncd.’f

Your Doubts about Probabilities

Typically, people have several doubtful responses when asked to reconsider
the probabilities in this way. However, these doubts only keep the worry
going. The following are the most typical doubts:

“Even though it hasn’t happened in the past, it could still happen.” This type
of thinking is one of the reasons why repeated disconfirmation (repeated
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evidence to the contrary) does not change worrying. For example, Joan may
have worried about being fired every day for the past six months, despite
the fact that no one has ever tc§>ld her that she makes too many mistakes, and
even though her boss has always given her positive reviews. Why haven't
these disconfirming pieces of evidence prevented Joan from worrying about
the possibility of being fired? Most likely, it's because she continues to tell
herself that, “There is always a first cime, and today could be the day.”

By believing that “it could still happen,” you have thrown out all of the evi-
dence and assumed that the probability of the negative event is high, with-
out any valid reason. By telling yourself char the chance of being run over
by a car when crossing the roiad is one in a million, but today could be that
one in a million chance, mcinm.lly, you have inflated the chances of your-

self being hit for no good reason.

“Negative events have not bapioenea’ yet because I have always managed to pre-
vent them. I always keep close watch on my children, I always make sure I get
everything done on time, and I am always early for my appointments.” As an-
other example, you mighc think, “The reason why my neighbors have not
rejected me is because my house is always clean.” These examples represent
the mistaken thought.that your worry and anxjous behaviors have actually

prevented negative events. |

Instead of realizing that the negative event is probably not going to hap-
pen, the tendency is to assume that the only reason why negative events have
not occurred is because of your extra care and worry. Therefore, the extra
behavioral cautions that you take convince you that negative events are
very likely and must be prevent'cd. In other words, your careful and safety-
checking behaviors interfere with learning that your wotries may not re-
Aect the true situation. At the very least, you must realize that you do not
know what the real risk is because you have never allowed che situation to

arise (because you have always taken extra care to ensure that it does not).

* You can discover the real risks by testing what happens when you do not

carry out your usual anxious, safety-checking behaviors. For example, you
could test what happens if you do not clean your house before inviting a
guest over, or what happen‘fs if you arrive exactly on time, or even 2 licde
late, for an appointment. This is the focus of chapter 9.

“But I have had bad things happen o0 me before, and I don'’s wans anyshing
like that to happen again, so by worrying, I can prepare myself for the worst
and be ready for it.” When a negative event has indeed happened (maybe

you were fired, or maybe a family member came down with an illness, or
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What Are the Real Odds?

i
!

1
maybe your ¢ decxs:on about a new car yielded more problems than you cx-
pected), it isimportant to return to probabilities and ways of coping. First,
the fact that a negative event has happened does not necessarily mean thag
your cha.ncesi of it happening again, or of other negative events happening,|
have incr&setti It is important to realize that negative events happen to every-
one, and wor ing will not necessarily prevent them from happening to you,
Instead, focd,s on ways of coping when they do occur.

“Because I think about my children being kidnapped, then they could be kid-
napped.” This is called “thought-action fusion,” or the tendency to confusc 3
thought with!reality. Obviously, every day, we have many thoughts about dif
ferent possibilides and events. The occurrence of these thoughts does not mean|

that they areiimportant or that they will influence whar actually happens.

)
H

i

1

The first strategy for dealing with overestimation is to question the evi-

dence for prébabilicy judgments. The general format for this strategy is to
remind youréelf that your thoughts are guesses, not facts, and that your in-
terpretauons' represent one of many possible interpretations of given ob-
ject or event Next, question the evidence for a probability judgment. This
involves asking the following questions: What are the real odds of this hap-
pening? Has this ever happened before? What is the evidence to suggest

that it will n0t happen? For example, what are the real odds that my neigh-
bors will thmk I am a sleb if my house is not perfectly clean? ‘

Consider all of the facts and evidence before making a prediction about thc
likelihood oﬁ an event. For example, you may think that your boss is upsce
with you betnuse he did not greet you this morning, and fail to take into
account your boss’s own stresses. Similarly, you may assume that making a
single rmstakc is catastrophic, and fail to realize thar almost everyone makcs

mistakes occasxonally '

Consider whéther you are making negative predictions on the basis of a very .
limiced set of past examples. For cxample, you may assume that you wnll .

" be criticized for your performance on a particular task at work, when in che

past, the rcw,cws of your work were generally positive.

Consider whcr.her you are confusing low probabilities with high probablh-
dies, or acting and feeling as if negative outcomes are certainties, rather than
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possibilities. Remember, you may be able to list an array of possible nega-
tive outcomes, burt that does njc)t mean that those dutcomes will come true.

The second strategy is to generate alternative interpretations thar are based
on facts and evidence. Use a pie chart to show alternative interpretations
for your particular overestimation. Generate as many interpretations as you
can, listing your one initial negative interpreration as one picce of the pic
chart, as in the following example, which shows alternartive interpretations

regarding buying a new car.

Now, after considering the facts and considering alternative explanations
or possibilities (using a pie chart), for the three to four examples from your
Worry Records over the past‘;couplc of weeks, rate the probability of your
initial negative interpretation on a 0- ©© 100-point scale (0 = it will never

happen; 100 = it will definitely happen).

The chird scrategy for countering probability overestimates is to conduct
mini-experiments that will gather data and provide evidence that discon-
firms your misappraisals. Experiments are designed in such a way that spe-

Pie Chart Example
Others may There i§ no absolvie
like the choice Vighf‘ or wrong
| made chotce
| will makb' Dthers are
the g choice; unlikd~| to Judgp me
. | wll be viewed \ .
boin. dunb 3 bomg_ dumb Jvd‘ becovse
3 mg. um! offhcaarlbw,
H won't be 3 | OH'\W(' tr\avl have no
concerned abovt what / ‘ opiniont of
Significance about

car | bw, 6 | am
eavs
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Pie Chart ;

cific outcomes can be tested by the resules. Itis easiest to uSE extra-cautious
behaviors as a way of testing hypotheses. For example, if you typically call
your spouse twice a day to check his or her safety, then the hypothesis to
be tested is whether he or she is safe, even if you call only once a day; or if
you typically avoid looking your boss in the cye for fear of being repri-
manded, then the hypothesis to test is whether you are reprimanded if you
look at him direCtly. The hypothesis being tested is not related to the level
of emotional distress in a situation (such as how anxious you will feel when
you establish eye contact with your boss), but is about independent out-
comes (such as the likelihood of being reprimanded). We will be focusing

on these mini-cxperiments in chapter 9.

Homework

% Continue to;practice relaxation.
|

& Continue keeping records of your daily mood and anxiety episodes.
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Now that you have some idea about how you might fight your faulty OCD beliefs, try it on
your own using the beliefs you wrote down on Your Own Faulty Beliefs Assessment chart on
page 103. Make copies of the Challenging Your Faulty Beliefs chart for various activating events
and complete it, using the following instructions:

1. Write down an activating event that regularly triggers your anxiety. Choose one event to
begin, and then move on to others.

5. Rate the level of your discomfort using the SUDS scale (0-100)-

3. Write a description of your unrealistic appraisal of the situation that results in anxiety
and discomfort.

4, Using a percent rating of the SUDS scale (0-100%), assess the degree toO which you
- believe your appraisal is an accurate description of the situation (for example, that by
counting to 8 six times you will keep your loved ones safe from harm).

5. Then, decide which faulty belief or thinking error you are using to make your appraiéal.
There may be more than one faulty belief involved, and if you are not sure, that's okay
too.

6. Then, write a realistic appraisal using “coping self-talk” that you could apply in this

situation to “talk back” to your OCD. You should write the exact words that your

“}ogical brain” comes up with. Use the “Realistic Appraisals” column from the Coping
Self-Talk chart above 0 guide you. :

7. Using a percent rating, indicate the degree to which you truly believe in this realistic
appraisal right now.

8. Repeat this exercise for as many different activating events as you can.

e e e s e s e st e

———— -_._'—.._4._..--...,__,.—..,_‘.—...». e s e e e e e e ST -

Challenging Your Faulty Beliefs

Activating Event: __

Discomfort Level (SUDS Level: 0-100):
Unrealistic Appraisal (automatic irrational thought):

How much do you believe this appraisal is true? (0-100%) ,
Which “Faulty Belief(s)” is/are at work here? (choose from the list above)

i

Realistic Appraisal or Coping Self-talk: . 1|

How much do you believe this appraisal is true? (0-100%)



Thinking the Worst

tively at times of high anxiety at this point would be the same as asking a
pilot to make an emergency landing without having practiced all of the
emergency procedures. Training is essential, and training in more and more
difficult situations will occur over the next few wecks.

Catastraphizing

Earlier, we talked about che basic principles of self-statements and intro-
duced the notion of overestimating the risk, or assuming that negative cvents
are very likely to happen, when in fact, the real probability is low. Over-
estimating the likelihood of a negative event increases anxiety, because anxi-
ety is a response to the perception of threat or of negative events. We dis-
cussed the various ways in which overestimating the risk can continue, despite
disconfirming evidence (see the section in chapter 6 that refers to “your
doubrs about probabilities™). If you do not recall the information from the
last chapter, or are confused about the concept of overestimating the risk
and how to correct it.by questioning the real odds, we recommend that you

reread the previous chapter before continuing.

In addition to overestimating the risk, anxiety is associated with a tendency to

" view impending events with a sense of carastrophe or disaster. “Catastrophiz-

ing” means blowing things otit of proportion, or thinking the worst. State-
ments such as, “That would be terrible,” “I could not live through that,” or
“I could never cope with that,” give a sense of being unable to cope. Cata-
strophizing can occur while you are thinking about events that are likely to
happen or events that are unlikely to happen. For example, one might cata-
strophize about others noticing a particular symptom of distress or anxiety
that is indeed noticeablé, such as blushing or trembling. An example might be,
“They will think I'm really weak and incompetent. I would never be able to
face them again.” This is an example of catastrophizing an event that s likely—
a visible symptom of anxiety. Or, one might catastrophize about others notic-
ing a particular symptom of distress or anxiety that is not really noticeable ac

- all, such as an upset stomach. An example might be, “They will know how

bad I'm feeling and how uncomfortable my stomach feels, and they'll think
I'm a real idiot.” This is an example of catastrophizing an unlikely event.
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Decatastrophizing

Another type of catastrophizing is jumping to an extreme conclusion from
an unimportant event. Some examples are, “If my house is not in perfect
order, then I am no good,” “If my children argue with each other, then it
must mean that I have failed as a parent,” and “If I make a mistake at work,
then I am not right for this position.” This cype of catastrophizing is par-
ticularly relevant for those who find themselves striving for perfection and
worrying about issues of responsibility. Remember, as we described earlier,
thoughts such as, “Everything has to proceed in the right way, or some-
thing bad might happen,” “I must get everything finished on time,” and “if
I don't worry, then something really could go wrong,” result from underlying
beliefs that: (x) negative events are indeed very likely, (2) worrying prevents
those events from happening, and (3) since you can predict what those events
might be, it is your responsibility to be worried and to prevent their oc-
currence, because failure to do so means that you are neglecting your re-
sponsibilities. Through self-statement training, we aim to shift che percep-
tion that negative events are likely to occur at any moment, to help you to
realize that worrying has no effect on the probability of independent events,
and to help you to learn that letting go of worries does not mean that you
are irr&sponsfible, because whart you are worried about is unlikely to occur
in the first piace. Responsibility is important only when the event that you
are worried about is of high probability. Most of the events that concern
people who worry chronically are of low probability. Another underlying
belief has to do with a sense of incompetence, or the notion that, “If I make
a mistake inimy decisions or judgments, then I am incompetent.” Some-
times this idea is related to a concern thar other respected individuals will
recognize our mistakes, whether that person is our boss, a parent, 2 friend,
or a spouse. It is important to recognize that everyone makes mistakes, and

in most cases, you arc likely overestimating the significance of the mistake.

Decatastrophizing involves imagining the worst possible outcome and then
objectively judging its severity. Usually, you will realize that, although the
event that you were worried abour, if it were to come true, would be un-
pleasant, nonetheless, it would be manageable and time-limited. This means
that you would be é.ble to cope with the event and that the unpleasantness
would not continuei;. forever. Although some events may be very unpleasant,
and yo{x would not wish them on anyone (such as losing a loved one), the
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reality is that there is a way to survive these unpleasant events. It is impor-
tant to rccogvnizc‘that there is a way to continue, even if the event brings
about sadness and struggle. This is a more effective way of managing anxi-
ety about such events than focusing on how horrible the event would be,
without further consideration of ways to manage it. Recognizing your abil-
ity to cope with negative events involves recognizing alternative solutions
to problems, as opposed to continuing to dwell on the catastrophic nature
of negative outcomes. Thinking of a negative eventasa disaster is very dif-
ferent from thinking of the same event with the realization that you can cope
with it. We have to examine the evidence at hand to realize that we usually
do cope, in one way or another, cven when very negative events happen,
such as wars, losing loved ones, or severe illnesses. In fact, great strength
and mastery may come out of conditions of real sorrow or threat. This is
not to say that all of the events that you worry about will occur. Decata-
strophizing is just another strategy for learning to control the tendency to
worry excessively about negative events. Decatastrophizing allows you to see

that you can cope with negative outcomes thar do occur.

Imagine yourself being reprimanded at work for having missed a very obvi-
ous mistake in a very important document that resulted in the firm losing a
big project. Your boss is obviously disappointed in you. The question is how
to manage the situation. The catastrophic approach would be to interpret
this situation as a sign that you are incompetent in general, irresponsible in
your decision-making, and out of control, and that this mistake represents
the loss of all respect from others. The decatastrophizing approach would
be to recoghize that, while this is a very difficult situation that has had real
consequences for your firm, everyone makes mistakes, and the severity of
the. situation will subside with time. In all likelihood, the people around you
will continue to perceive you similarly to the way they perceived you before
this event, and if even if they don’, that, 1o, will subside with time. To make
a mistake is to be human, and to be judged negatively by others some of the

time is part of everyone’s existence.

In most cases, you can handle a worrisome thought by evaluating the evi-
dence to consider the probabilities and by decatastrophizing. For example,
Jet’s say that you are worried about making mistakes ac work and being
fired as a result. You can challenge these thoughts by asking the following
key questions: What is the likelihood that I will make a major mistake? What
is the likelihood that my boss would fire me if I did make a mistake? And
if T did get fired, what steps would I take to cope with the situation? For
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example, would you look for another job, seek assistance from friends or

- family, or take a break from work?

Review the episodes of anxiety that you recorded over the past couple of wecks,
and evaluate whether any of your thoughes are examples of catastrophizing,
or blowing things out of proportion. In other words, have you had the feel-
ing that an event, if it were to happen, would be unmanageable or terrible?

For each episode of anxiety, question the assumption that the negative
event would be a catastrophe. In some ways, you are being asked to say to
yourself, “So what if it happens? I can deal with it.” Of course, as discussed
earlier, some situations are certainly negative, and it is not accurate to say,
“It doesn’t matter.” However, it is important to realize that we all live through
bad times, and even if negative events happen, life gbes on and you can cope.

Putting Catastrophizing and Decatastrophizing Together

An example of catastrophizing and decatastrophizing with the help of a
therapist follows:

Therapist:  You said earlier that you sometimes worry again and again
about the effect that your deach would have on your family.
Tell me more about this worry. :

Sandra: Well, I worry because I don't want my kids to go chrough
what I went through, and am still going through, when my
father died last year. Besides the horrible sense of sadness
they would suffer, who would look after them, and what

would happen to them if I weren't around?

Therapist: What kind of situation do you imagine if you were to die?
What would happen to your children?

Sandra: (Teary) It's really hard to talk about because I chink it would
be so terrible. I see them being alone, and crying, and not
knowing what to do.

Therapist:  These kinds of thoughts are obviously very distressing for
you. Let’s cvaluate them. First of all, let’s consider the possi-
bility of overestimating the risk. Do you have any reason to
‘believe that you'll die unexpectedly or soon?
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Sandra:

Therapist:

Sandra:

Therapist:

Sandra:

Therapist:

Sandra:

Therapist:

Sandra:

Therapist:

Sandra:

Therapist:

Sandra:

Therapist:

Only that my facher died suddenly.
What was the reason?

Apparendly, he had a heart condition that we didn’t know
about.

What evidence do you have to believe that you have the
same condition?

None, actually. I had a complete checkup a few months after
he died because I was so worried, and I'm in finc shape.

Given the available evidence about your own health and
the population statistic for a woman of your age dying un-
expectedly for no apparent reason, what is the real probabil-
ity of that you will die soon? Use the o- to 100-point scale.

When I think of it that way, I suppose it’s really low—
maybe 10%.

So, you're telling me that for every-day you live over the
next few years, you have a one in ten chance of dying on

any given day?
(Laugh) No, I guess it’s Jower than tha, probably less than 1%.

Okay, now there are other arcas where you seem to have
made assumptions and overlooked the evidence. Can you
think of any?

You mean the way my children would feel? I really believe
that they would feel terrible.

No, I'm not questioning the sadness and loss, but I am ques-
tioning your assumption that their lives would continue in
that way. Even though it’s difficult to think about, imagine
what would happen over time, after your death.

I suppose that, eventually, things would get back to some
kind of normalcy, although not the same as if I were there.
Their father is a good dad. He could probably look after them.

Again, I want to emphasize that we are not saying that you
most likely will die in the near furure, or that you should think
about it with a carefree attitude. However, realizing thar, as

difficul as it would be for them to lose you, your children
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" may be able to survive and continue without you. That’s a
very different way of looking at the situation. Do you agree?

Sandra: Yes, I understand. I think I tend to do that with a lot of
things. I think of the worst and just focus on that, without

considering the alternacives.

Notice how this example demonstrates that negative thoughts can become
so powerful that reasonable alternatives aren't even considered. Sandra hadn’
considered the possibility of her family coping without her; she had only
considered how terrible it would be if she were to die. It is important that
you give full consideration to alternative ways of coping with future nega-
tive events or problems, so that you can interrupt the tendency to worry
chronically, without ever reaching a solution or recognizing an alternative.
Take the earlier example of worrying about being fired. Even though the
probability of being fired may be low, it is important to realize that losing
one’s job does not have to mean a catastrophe. Looking for another job
may not be enjoyable, but it can be donc. Another example is the feeling

' of being overwhelmed and not having enough time to get tasks done. A

good way to interrupt this worrisome thought is to ask yousself, What's the
worst that can happen? For example, “Whac's the worst that can happen if
1 don’t get everything done by the end of the day, or if somebody has to
wait until tomorrow? So what if I leave the office without tidying my desk,
or leave the house without making sure that it’s in perfect order! What's the
worst that can happen if I take thirty minutes to relax?” Your response
might be, “If I don't get everything done today, it will pile up tomorrow
and continue to pile up forever.” In reality, there will always be things to
be done, and one can never really reach the point of having everything
completed. A more effective strategy is to accept the fact that there will al-
ways be things to do and to realize they don't all have to get done immedi-
ately. In chapter 10, we describe ways to manage work overload.

Decatastrophizing Personal Examples

Go back to each example of catastrophic thinking that you recorded over the
past couple of weeks. As objectively as you can, consider the meaning that
you gave the event to see where you might be blowing things out of pro-
portion, and where alternatives can be generated. Keep in mind that the goal

91



of decatastrophizing is not positive thinking, but a realistic appraisal of pos-
sible outcomes.

Just as you used a pie chart to generate alternative interpretations for errors of
overestimation, you can use a pie chart to generate alternative meanings of nega-
tive events. The following example shows alternative meanings of being fired.

It is important to remember that, decatastrophizing means placing events
in perspective, and that means accepting the idea that we cannot prevent
all negative cvents from happening, no matter how much we try. In addi-
tion, making mistakes is a normal part of human existence. The error is in
blowing errors out of proportion by: (1) viewing mistakes as more signifi-
cant than they really are, such as viewing our mistakes as 2 sign of 2 fatal
character flaw or a sign of overall incompetence; and (2) failing to consider

realistic ways of coping, should negative events occur.

Next, switch gears from focusing on “how bad it would be if it happened”
to considering “ways of dealing with it.” No matter how intense your fear,

Decatastrophizing Pie Chart Example

[ con do
I am 3 loser other 'f’hings
OH‘M My friends
have M‘f‘Job‘: will be ”“"Pf“‘
7 | have found other

work before

| will have
a chance to
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n my life
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Decatastrophizing Pie Chart

you will survive. No matter how distressing the momeny, it will pass. So,
the final step in decatastrophizing is to generate ways of coping with the
event, if it were to happen. Think through what you would do if, for ex-
ample, you received a negative review at work, lost your job, found out that
you made the wrong choice when phrchasing a car or house, or lost a child.
Remember, you may become more anxious initially, as you face the situa-
tion and consider ways of coping, especially if you believe that the negative
events are your responsibility. In these situations, the goal is to recognize that:
(1) the event is unlikely to occus, (2) you are unlikely to be fully responsible
for all negative events, (3) negative events happen to everyone, and (4) there
are ways of coping with any event.

In fact, it is likely that, in the past, the intense anxiery associated with thesc
thoughts led you to think desperately about something else, withour fully
addressing your main fear. For example, the anxiety associated with think-
ing abour losing a loved one may lead you to divert your attention to other
worries abourt less important things. Here, we are asking you to face di-




rectly the events that you are most afraid of, and by facing them directly,
to realize thar, as negative as they may be, there is a way to manage them.
As we discuss in more derail in the next chaprer, you will find that thoughts
become less anxiety-provoking the more often you face them directly and
consider ways to cope.

Worry Record—Real Odds & Coping Example

Date: Friday 15th  Time be;gan: oo (A.M. Time ended: 4130 (A.M.

Maximum level of anxiery (circle a number below):

None Mild Moderate Strong © Extweme

Indicate which of the following symptoms you are expericncing:
ilesdcssness, feeling keyed up or on cdge
Easily fatigued
Difficulty concentrating or mind going blank
Iericabilicy

Muscle tension

NS

Sleep disturbance

Triggering events: _Qaﬂéhtecmf‘_m_mﬁhb&Lfﬁznéé_and has_not_called

Anxious thoughts: She wag in 2 car accident and i€ injwéd and dicorierted
Real odds 0-100 3

Alternative possibilities: WMML&%MMMI later
Ways of coping: —if <he i injred | nill holp ber recover
Anxious behaviors: —naited. by the. phone.
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Challenging Your Faulty Beliefs 107

Additional ChallengeSto Faulty Beliefs

your faulty beliefs by changing your self-talk when an
nsistent practice. Another way to challenge the faulty
»pehavioral experiments.” These exercises provide an
potential harm and catastrophic danger.
{11 further weaken the grip of the faulty

In the previous section, you challenged
OCD thought occurs. This requires co
beliefs of OCD is through the use of
opportunity for you to dispute your OCD predictions of
By testing out the faulty beliefs in the real world, you w

belief on your thinking.

H
3
3
3

ht/Action Fusion and Overvaluing Thoughts

rcises are to be used to test the faulty beliefs that thoughts can cause bad
e the same as actions (Freeston, Rheaume, and Ladouceur

Thoug

The following exe
events to occur and that thoughts ar

1996).
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Think and Win

Purchase a lottery ticket on Monday and think about winning the grand pr
hour every day (the typical odds are 27,000,000 to one). In your mind, create as vivid an image of ‘ &
yourself winning as you can. At the time of the drawing for the big prize, note the outcome.
Then, ask yourself, “To what extent did my repetitively thinking these thoughts influence the
outcome of the lottery? What was the effect of all my thinking on what actually happened?”

ize for half an El

Think and Break

Choose an old small appliance (like
Every day for one week write on a piece of paper: “The toaster
times and picture it in your mind each time. After one week,

thoughts affect the operation of the toaster?
” \

a toaster) that is known to be in good working order.
will break.” Write it one hundred

examine the outcome. Did your

sl e

Think Dying Goldfish

Buy a goldfish and a fish bowl from a local pet store. Set it up at home and provide normal,

proper care for the fish. For fifteen minutes twice daily, vividly imagine the fish dying. First
imagine it gasping. Then imagine it dead and floating on the surface of the water instead of
swimming in the bowl. Repeat this every day for a week. Observe the effect on the fish. Accord-
ing to your belief, the goldfish should die because merely thinking something bad causes bad

things to happen! Can you alter your rigid belief?

While these “experiments” may sound silly to OCD sufferers and nonsufferers alike, by
testing your prediction that your thoughts will cause harm against the outcome, you can begin to

challenge your faulty beliefs about the “magical” power of your thoughts.
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Overresponsibility for Harm to Others

As a person with OCD, you often fail to consider the numerous factors that may contribute
to a negative event such as losing your job or the illness of a loved one. Even when it clearly
doesn’t make sense, you tend to assume the entire burden and responsibility for preventing
negative events on your worried shoulders. The “pie technique” is intended to help you attribute
responsibility for negative events more accurately and appropriately.

Pie Technique

To demonstrate the Pie Technique, consider Michael’s situation. He has an obsessive
concern with the possibility of harming others through his own carelessness. He chec#ks
constantly that he has not injured others by acting carelessly; for example, by spilling water on
the floor and causing someone to trip and injure himself or herself. He usually keeps his car
windows rolled up for fear that something in his car might fly out and cause an accident.

His present obsession is that a piece of paper that did fly out of his car window did obstruct
another driver’s view and did result in an auto accident. (He had briefly rolled down the window
to get some fresh air.) The wind blew a folder on the passenger seat open and a piece of paper
flew out. It wasn’t an important paper, but it did have his name and address on it.

Now he worries constantly about that piece of paper and the accident it may have caused.
Sounds silly, doesn’t it? Even Michael, an intelligent professional engineer, admits it. Yet, despite
the complete lack of evidence of any mishap ever having happened, his OCD-style thinking
places his actions as the primary cause of an unfortunate chain of events. This type of thinking
ignores all other possible factors that could result in auto accidents, aside from his “careless-
ness.” Using the downward arrow technique, let’s look at the sequence of thoughts that make up
Michael’s obsession:

Paper blew out of car.
l

Y
Paper flew onto the windshield of another driver’s car; accident occurs.

Y
Driver and passengers seriously injured.

A\
Paper traced to my car.

. Y
I'm held responsible for accident by judge. Found guilty of crime.

I'm punished, fined, sent to jail.

I must live with the perpetual guilt of causing harm to someone through my irresponsible act.

With Michael’s case in mind, do the following exercise to learn how to plot percentag’és of
possible events in order to work on your own faulty assumptions of guilt and responsibility.
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1. Describe in detail your obsessive concern regarding your responsibility for the safety of
others and the possibilities of their being harmed. In the space below, write a scenario
where someone could be injured as a result of your negligence.

2. Then, try to identify every conceivable factor that could have contributed to the accident,
in addition to your contribution.

In every mishap, there are a number of factors that could have influenced the cause. For
example, in Michael’s case, some of the possible conditions that might contribute to an auto
accident (in addition to his negligence) include another driver’s state of mind (possibly impaired,
sleepy, or drunk), the condition of the roads (slippery), the automobile (bad tires or brakes), the
weather (dark, wet, or windy), etc.

Following is a chart showing the imagined percentage of other causal contributions to a
possible auto accident in addition to Michael’s piece of paper flying onto the road (all the various
factors are made to add up to 100%):

(o n e et e e e s eien e s DRI SRS SR RS S

Cause and Effect Chart

i Possible cause of an accident or mishap 1 Probability of contribution

g to an accident or mishap

P L i (0-100%) I
1. Driver carelessness L 20%

2. Defective car _ 15%

‘3. Poor road _conditions _ ) 10% L
4. Other driver’s poor vision 5% _
5. Other driver upset by an argument with spouse ' 5%

6. Driver emotionally upset over parent’s illness 5%

‘7. Bad weather conditions L 20% |

| 8. Poor driving skills—bad driver education 1 15% B
9. Paper flying out of my car, onto road 5% L

VTOTAL o e e e e e b e 100% .




Pictured as a pie chart, all of the competing factors would look like this:

}

|

1
__ . Driver’s Carelessntiss

Defective Car —___

Poor Roads —_
!
Paper flying out of

Bad Vision
car

+

Poor Driver Father's Iliness

Education Instruction

—---— Argument with
Husband

Weather

Think of your own obsessive worry that you might harm another, and list all the possible
factors that could result in the consequences you fear. For each cause, make an estimate of the
percent of the cause’s contribution to the overall imagined accident. There are no right anc
wrong responses. Don’t worry if it doesn’t add up to 100%—an approximation is fine.

Cause and Effect Chart

Probability of contribution
to an accident or mishap
(0-100%)

Possible cause of an accident or mishap

e e mie e+ e s

1.

2.

3.

4.
e T T B rat
5. | ‘

1
8. 5
e a s mm et 8 e - o - - - . - - - — -
9. i
- [ FDN RS

10. i
%.,, S
, TOTAL = 100%
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Now ask yourself the following questions:

1. Based solely on the chart above, if you knew an accident actually had happened, and
you knew nothing more about its specifics, what is the likely cause of the accident?

o
-
a3
.

2. What is the evidence for your decision?

3. Is your decision based on your feelings about what might have happened, or on the
“facts”?

4. What else might have caused the accident/mishap?

5. Are you certain about your decision?

6. If you are not certain, how uncomfortable are you with not knowing for sure?

I'd

7. How strongly do you rate your responsibility for the accident/mishap? (0-100%)

8. If you rated your responsibility higher than 50%, is this consistent with the facts of the
accident/mishap in light of all the other factors that could possibly cause it to happen?

Now, having completed this exercise, you may have a clearer idea that, for any accident/
mishap, it is possible that many factors could be responsible, in addition to your own contribu-
tion. Assigning responsibility for something going wrong is not easy. People with OCD make the |
assignment of blame so overly simple that it defies both logic and the facts. In the absence of
perfect certainty, people with OCD just automatically assume, “It’s all my fault! I'm going to be
punished for it!”
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Thought Challenging—Facing “The Accuser”

The experience of many with OCD has been described as feeling like being in a court of
law, having been charged with a crime (having carried out some act of negligence, or irrespon-
sibility on your part, that may result in catastrophic harm to others), and being vigorously
prosecuted by the “OCD attorney.” Unlike our present criminal court system, where a person is
“innocent until proven guilty,” in the courtroom of OCD-related thoughts and ideas, you feel
“guilty until proven innocent.” You must do that which is logically impossible—you must prove
you did not do something bad, negligent, or harmful. You have been placed on the witness stand
and are facing wild accusations from this overbearing, cunning accuser. This accuser will cite
even the most circumstantial, remotely related evidence to cast doubt that you are not guilty!
Each piece of “evidence” brings waves of anxiety and fear. And the more you try to defend your-
self or argue with the prosecution, the guiltier you look to the jury and feel within yourself.

In the spaces below, you are going to challenge this accuser by doing a Thought Challeng-
ing Exercise. First write down your worst fear (such as of causing an accident or harm to
innocents as a result of having done something negligent). Next, write down all of the accuser’s
“evidence” to “prove” the statement is true (it could be some remotely related fact, something
irrelevant, or “it just feels that way”). Also, rate the degree to which you truly believe that the
evidence proves that your worst fear actually happened. Then, you are to logically challenge
whether the evidence you cite really proves your obsessive fear. The goal is not to completely rid
yourself of the guilt and discomfort of the obsessive fear but to reduce it significantly, tolerate it
better, and “take the air out” of the accuser’s (OCD’s) claims of your guilt/responsibility for

catastrophes.

Thought Challenging Exercise

Fearful thought: (for example, I've caused a highway accident by throwing a banana peel out the window)

Using a scale of 0-100, how would you rate the probability (%) of your fear actually occur-
ring? (Probably pretty high at this point) %

What is the evidence to support the feared event took place? (“The accuser” is pointing the
finger at you! Write down as many as you can think of—3 to 5 is most typical.)

1. 6.
2. 7
3. 8
4 9.
5 10.
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Challenging the Evidence—rFighting Back Against
“the Accuser”

1. Is the fact that (write evidence #1)
really evidence of danger? Explain why not.

2. Is the fact that (write evidence #2)
really evidence of danger? Explain why not.

3. Is the fact that (write evidence #3)

really evidence of danger? Explain why not.

4. Is the fact that (write evidence #4)
really evidence of danger? Explain why not.

5. Is the fact that (write evidence #5)
really evidence of danger? Explain why not.

6. Continue in a similar manner for all “evidence.”

Now, when you’'ve argued against each bit of “evidence,” answer the following question:
Using a scale of 0-100, how would you now rate the probability (%) of your fear actually occur-
ring? (Probably somewhat lower at this point) %

At this point, you probably are better able to “argue back” against the accuser and find
some relief from these negative thoughts. One cautionary note: beware of playing into the
accuser’s game by repeatedly arguing back against the OCD in a compulsive or repetitive
manner. This means that you have been “hooked” again by the OCD into compulsions, and you
should stop immediately. You can make significant progress by merely acknowledging the
falseness of the accuser and “letting it just be there” without even doing anything. Eventually,
the accuser gets bored and the obsessive thoughts bumn out on their own as a result of your
decision to not respond to them.

If you should find after challenging your fears that your belief in the probability (%) of your
fear actually occurring has not decreased or has decreased only a little, you may be stuck with
overvalued ideas, which we discussed in chapter 4. Medication may be required to help you get
your beliefs “unstuck,” so you can make progress. See the section “What If My Beliefs Aren't
Changing?” at the end of this chapter.

Challenging “What if?” Thinking

Obsessional worries most often involve a catastrophic view of the future and persistent
feelings of doubt. These thoughts always start with “What if?” For example, “What if I get
AIDS?” or “What if I didn‘t turn off the stove?” or “What if I ran someone over?”

A helpful way to deal with “what-iffing” is to go one step beyond “What if?” and ask
yourself, “So What!?” Then go to the next step and ask yourself what you'd reasonably do if the
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situation you fear actually occurred. The third step is to ask yourself, “What might be a positive
result should the feared situation actually happen?” Finally, ask yourself what you might be able
to do now to be prepared should the feared situation actually occur. Here is how this exercise

might be done in Michael’s case:
What if a piece of paper flies out the window and causes an accident? So What?
Then I will accept the consequences, possibly pay a fine or go to jail. So What?

Then I will still have my life and three meals a day. My family will visit me there. I can
catch up on my reading and write a book while in jail.

What is the worst that can happen? I could run out of reading material.

What is a possible positive result of the “What if?” fear? 1 could become more knowledge-
able due }o the knowledge I'd acquire while in jail, improve my letter writing skills,
and learn the virtue of patience.

How can I prepare now for the possibility? Construct an exhaustive reading list, purchase
writing implements.

PN  f aTa TAIT gt gy

If this sounds like an exercise in absurdity, it certainly is! But then, so many of the obsessive
fears of OCD are exercises in absurdity! Now, do the exercise with your own obsessive fears and

worries: i
What if - So What!? 4
Then 1 will ~ So What!? B
Then 1 will
What is the worst that can happen? 9

1;.

B

f

What is a possible positive result of the “What if?" fear? ;| gi

How can I prepare now for the possibility? ‘ B

“What if” | Lose Control?

The “What if I lose control” theme of “What if?” thinking involves the obsessive preoccupa-
tion with the idea of “snapping,” or losing control and suddenly acting in a manner that’s alien
to how you know yourself to be (this will be discussed further in chapter 10). People with this
obsession often believe that normal emotions, such as fear, doubt, and anger, are dangerous and




