
The OCD Avoidance Cycle
Why compulsions feel helpful now, but make obsessions harder to face over time.

Avoidance is bigger than simply staying away

With OCD, avoidance can be obvious: not touching something, not driving, or avoiding a person or place. But a
compulsion can also function as avoidance. Checking, reassurance, washing, reviewing, confessing, neutralizing, or
trying to "figure it out" can all help you escape the discomfort of an obsession without physically leaving the situation.

OBSESSION / TRIGGER

"What if...?"

DISTRESS

Anxiety | doubt | disgust

COMPULSION

Escape | check | neutralize

SHORT-TERM RELIEF

"I feel better."

THE LOOP
relief teaches the brain

"do that again next time"

Why the cycle gets stronger: when a compulsion quickly reduces distress, your brain can learn that the obsession was
dangerous and that the ritual protected you. The next obsession may then feel more urgent, believable, or difficult to
tolerate.

Short-term relief, long-term cost

In the moment Over time

The compulsion lowers distress or creates a sense
of certainty.

Your brain gets less practice tolerating uncertainty
without the compulsion.

Avoidance feels like it "worked." Triggers may feel increasingly important, and the
urge to ritualize can become stronger.

You escape the obsession instead of staying with it. OCD gets another opportunity to set the rules for
what must be avoided or controlled.

Where ERP interrupts the cycle

ERP asks you to approach the trigger and reduce the usual escape response. This gives your brain a different experience:
"I can have the obsession, feel the discomfort, and continue without doing what OCD demands." The goal is not to
force anxiety away. It is to stop teaching the brain that anxiety and uncertainty require a ritual.

The compulsion is understandable because it brings relief. ERP targets the cycle because
repeated relief through avoidance can keep OCD powerful.

ERP client psychoeducation handout. Use with individualized clinical guidance.



