Understanding Ritual Prevention

People with OCD often engage in rituals to reduce distress, gain certainty, prevent a feared
outcome, or make something feel right. Ritual prevention means practicing a different
response instead of automatically doing what OCD urges you to do.

What counts as aritual?

Behavioral rituals

» Checking

» Hand washing or cleaning
* Repeating actions

» Counting or arranging

» Rocking or other repeated
movements

» Seeking reassurance

* Avoiding or redoing

Mental rituals

* Rumination

* Reviewing memories

* Mentally checking

» Repeating words or numbers

* Replacing a feared thought with a
positive thought

* Praying to neutralize fear

* Trying to gain certainty

What happens when you prevent a ritual?

You may still have a strong urge to perform the ritual. When you choose not to respond to that
urge, distress may increase at first. With practice, you learn that you can experience the urge,
anxiety, and uncertainty without automatically performing the ritual.

OCD trigger

A thought, feeling, image,
sensation, or situation creates
distress.

Response prevention
You practice not doing the ritual,
even while the urge is present.

Learning to live with uncertainty

Urge to ritualize
OCD pushes you to do something
to feel safer or more certain.

New learning

You discover that you can tolerate
uncertainty and continue without
giving OCD the usual response.

Rituals can create a temporary sense of control, but they also keep you focused on the core
fear and teach OCD that the ritual was necessary. Response prevention gives you practice
living with doubt and uncertainty without spending increasing amounts of time, energy, or

money trying to make the fear go away.

Distress often rises temporarily when rituals are reduced. Over time, distress may decrease,
but the larger goal is learning that you can move forward even when anxiety or uncertainty is

present.



Your participation matters

ERP can feel counterintuitive because treatment asks you to stop doing the very things that
have helped you feel safer in the short term. Understanding how OCD is maintained can
make it easier to practice exposures and ritual prevention consistently. The more you practice
the skills between sessions, the more opportunities you have to build new learning.

Ritual prevention is not about forcing yourself to feel calm. It is about
learning that you can have the urge, fear, or uncertainty and choose
not to give OCD the ritual it is asking for.





