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ERP HIERARCHY WORKSHEET
Downloadable worksheet • Use in-session or between sessions

Want structured treatment instead of coping forever? Request a consultation at
muradcounseling.com.

Designing Exposures That Effectively Facilitate Progress

The Purpose of a Hierarchy/Fear Ladder

An exposure hierarchy is more than a mere list of anxiety-provoking situations; it serves as a
behavioral framework for recalibrating the nervous system's response patterns.

Common errors include:
● Listing triggers without strategic order.
● Ranking exposures based on subjective emotional intensity rather than functional

relevance.
● Targeting superficial fears instead of underlying cognitive themes.

The objective of exposure is not primarily to demonstrate safety, but rather to cultivate an
increased ability to tolerate uncertainty without resorting to compulsive behaviors. If the
hierarchy does not address uncertainty, responsibility, or identity-based themes, progress
may be impeded. The focus is not fear reduction but strengthening tolerance for distress in
the absence of rituals.

Professional Insight from Felix

If an exposure is designed to merely “prove” the irrationality of a fear, it constitutes
reassurance rather than genuine exposure and response prevention (ERP). Effective
exposures intentionally leave outcomes ambiguous, fostering the acquisition of new learning.

Step 1: Functional Analysis Before Hierarchy Development

Before structuring exposures, it is essential to analyze:
Trigger → Obsession → Core Fear → Compulsion → Relief → Reinforcement

Select one primary OCD theme and document it clearly.
● Primary trigger theme:
● Typical intrusive thought:
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● Core feared outcome (root concern, not just surface-level fear):
● If this were true, what would it suggest about your self-concept?
● Specific compulsions:
● Short-term anxiety relief provided by these compulsions:
● How do these behaviors perpetuate OCD over time?

Clarity is required in identifying:
● The core feared implication regarding identity
● The precise compulsion involved
● The pattern of temporary relief

A lack of clarity at this stage diminishes the effectiveness of the hierarchy. Exposure should
target core themes, not isolated triggers.

Step 2: Identification of the Core Fear

Example of a surface fear:
“What if I left the stove on?”

Examples of core fears:
● “I would be responsible for harm.”
● “I am inherently careless.”
● “I cannot trust myself.”
● “I must eliminate uncertainty.”

Document your specific core fear:

Now, rephrase it as a statement of uncertainty:
“It’s possible that.”

The central aim of exposure is to develop tolerance for this uncertainty.

OCD DISTRESS SCALE
SUDS 1–10 — Calibrated for Genuine OCD Experiences

This scale evaluates the activation of obsessions and the urge to ritualize, not the success of
exposures. A higher score signifies entry into optimal learning conditions—not failure.
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1 — Background Static

Obsession is faintly present but not engaging; the urge to ritualize is minimal.

2 — Mild Hook

Noticeable but slight desire to react; ignoring is feasible with little effort.

3 — Persistent Thought

Obsession lingers, creating tension; urge for relief is present but manageable.

4 — Internal Debate

There is an active mental debate seeking certainty; the urge is notable yet controllable.

5 — Cognitive Pressure

Heightened sense of responsibility and planning for neutralization; this represents an ideal
exposure threshold.

6 — Urge Spike

Strong compulsion to check, avoid, confess, or review; physical discomfort escalates.

7 — Acute Sense of Urgency

Obsessions demand immediate attention; feelings of guilt or dread are prominent, often
triggering compulsions.

8 — Alarm State

Intense physiological arousal paired with perceived threat; significant opportunity to enhance
distress tolerance.

9 — Overwhelming Wave

Obsession’s credibility surges: compulsions seem necessary, and distress is pronounced.

Exposures at this level require careful preparation.

10 — System Overdrive

Maximum activation where resisting ritualization feels untenable; best approached gradually.

Important Distinction

Professional Insight from Felix

If a SUDS rating decreases post-exposure immediately, consider the possibility of a covert
mental compulsion. Inhibitory learning may result in sustained anxiety, which is consistent
with genuine progress.

The intent is neurological adaptation, not momentary comfort.

Implementing This Scale Within the Hierarchy
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For each exposure, record:
● Anticipated SUDS before beginning
● Peak SUDS encountered during exposure
● SUDS after successfully resisting the compulsion
● Confidence level in the feared outcome (0–100%)

The goal is to measure cognitive shifts, not simply emotional fluctuations.

Step 3: Hierarchy Construction (Structured Template)

Organize exposures incrementally from least to most challenging.

For each exposure, specify:
● The precise action to be undertaken
● The specific uncertainty being experienced
● The compulsion being resisted
● Predicted SUDS score (1–10)
● Anticipated catastrophic outcome
● The intended target for new learning

Exposure #1

Action:

Uncertainty allowed:

Compulsion resisted:

Predicted SUDS (1–10):

Predicted outcome:

Learning objective:
Exposure #2

Action:

Uncertainty allowed:

Compulsion resisted:
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Predicted SUDS (1–10):

Predicted outcome:

Learning objective:
Continue for a total of 8–12 exposures.

Professional Guidance from Felix

A hierarchy consisting solely of high-intensity exposures will likely overwhelm and
discourage. Commence with manageable challenges to build momentum and
confidence—these attributes are more critical than sheer intensity.

Inhibitory Learning Tracking

Traditional approaches emphasized habituation (i.e., reduction of anxiety levels).
Contemporary models prioritize expectancy violation:

“What did I anticipate occurring, and what was the actual outcome?”

Post-exposure, log:
Exposure #: _

Peak SUDS: _

Compulsion performed? Yes / No

Anticipated consequence:

Actual outcome:
Current perceived credibility of original fear (0–100%): _

Insights about distress tolerance:
Key Concept

Anxiety reduction is not requisite for meaningful progress. What is
pivotal:

● Acceptance of uncertainty
● Active resistance to compulsions
● Non-occurrence of anticipated catastrophe

This discrepancy underpins inhibitory learning. Current research recommends shifting the
focus away from immediate anxiety reduction towards expectancy violation (see Craske et
al., 2014).

Advanced Calibration Questions
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Reflect on the following:
● Are exposures being adjusted to feel less threatening?
● Is covert reassurance occurring during the exercise?
● Am I engaging in post-exposure checking or reviewing?

Mental rituals can be more insidious and obstructive than overt ones; thorough exposure
work necessitates their identification and cessation.

Clinical Foundations

Foa & Kozak (1986)—Emotional Processing Theory

Abramowitz (2006)—ERP Principles

Craske et al. (2014)—Inhibitory Learning Model

This framework synthesizes principles from behavioral conditioning, expectancy violation,
and response prevention.

Conclusion

A hierarchy is a strategic progression, not simply a catalog of fears. If core beliefs remain
unaltered over time, revisiting and refining the ladder is indicated. For individualized,
expert-guided ERP plans tailored to specific OCD subtypes and reinforcement mechanisms,
consultation is recommended.


