THE BRAIN AND OCD
Why Harmless Thoughts Can Feel So Threatening

In OCD, a harmless thought can trigger the brain’s alarm system. Relief from a compulsion

teaches the brain that the thought is dangerous and that the compulsion is needed.
Over time, this cycle gets stronger and keeps OCD going.
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FRONTAL CORTEX
(Thinking & Decision Making) )

e Helps evaluate situations

and consider long-term
consequences

e Helps regulate emotion
and urges

¢ More deliberate and
slower to react

e |n OCD, it can be
overridden by alarm

signals or habit loops
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THE BIG PICTURE

These brain areas are all

(amygdala) and habit loo
(striatum) can become

brain (frontal cortex) has

and breaking the cycle.

connected and work together.
In OCD, the alarm system

overactive, while the thinking

harder time calming the alarm
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Intrusive Thought

“What if
| hurt my
dog?”

e

A harmless thought
pops into your mind.
It is just a thought,
not an action.

12

Alarm System
Activates

The amygdala treats
the thought like a

threat, causing anxiety,

unease, or discomfort.

HOW OCD MAINTAINS ITSELF: THE CYCLE
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Compulsion
Provides Relief
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You do a compulsion
(e.g., checking,
washing, asking for
reassurance).
Anxiety drops—for
now.
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AMYGDALA
(Alarm System)

e Detects potential threat
very quickly

e Triggers fight/flight
and anxiety

e Can learn to fear a
thought even when it
is not actually dangerous

e In OCD, it can become
overly sensitive

STRIATUM

(Habit & Action Center)

e [nvolved in learning habits
p and automatic routines

e Drives urges to do
compulsions

® Relief from a compulsion
strengthens the habit loop

e |n OCD, this loop
becomes very strong
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Brain Learns the
Wrong Lesson

The brain learns:
“This thought is
dangerous and |
need the compulsion
to feel safe.”

The cycle gets stronger.
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OCD Cycle
Continues
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The thought feels
more threatening
next time, leading
to more anxiety
and more
compulsions.

ERP breaks the cycle by helping
your brain learn something new.

HOW TREATMENT HELPS: EXPOSURE AND RESPONSE PREVENTION (ERP)

You face the thought and the uncomfortable feelings
without doing the compulsion.

0 This gives your brain new information.

@ Over time, the brain can learn: “I can have this thought

I and uncertainty without treating it like an emergency.’
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KEY TAKEAWAY
You are not broken. Your brain is trying to protect you, but it has learned the wrong lesson.
With practice, your brain can learn new, healthier lessons.
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