Murad Counseling PLLC Client Handout

EXPOSURE & RESPONSE PREVENTION:
Inhibitory Learning Model

Downloadable worksheet ¢ Use in-session or between sessions

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

The Mechanism That Makes ERP Work

The Part Most People Skip

Exposure gets attention.

Response prevention creates change.

If you expose yourself to fear and then ritualize — even mentally — OCD wins.

Response prevention is the deliberate refusal to perform the behavior (or mental act) that
reduces anxiety in the short term.

No ritual.

No checking.

No neutralizing.

No reviewing.

No “just making sure.”

Exposure without response prevention is rehearsal.
Exposure with response prevention is rewiring.
What Actually Changes the Brain

Older exposure models emphasized habituation — anxiety decreasing over time.

Modern inhibitory learning research shows something more durable:

Learning happens when your feared prediction does not unfold the way your brain expected
— while you resist the compulsion.

That gap between prediction and outcome is inhibitory learning.

We focus on expectancy violation, not comfort.

If anxiety drops, fine.

If it doesn’t drop, fine.
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The real question is:

Did you ritualize?

Why Anxiety Must Be Activated

The amygdala detects threat.

If it is not activated, it does not update.

Mild discomfort produces mild learning.

Strong activation + no ritual produces powerful learning.

When your anxiety spikes during ERP, that is your nervous system engaged.
That is attention.

The brain rewires under attention.

If you immediately neutralize the spike, the brain concludes:
“Good thing we did the ritual. That prevented danger.”

That is how OCD stays alive.

Social Justice & ERP

Anxiety is not always irrational.

Many people experience real instability:
Economic stress
Discrimination

Medical uncertainty

Structural inequities

ERP does not invalidate lived reality.
We do not expose people to genuine danger.
We target OCD'’s distortion of responsibility, certainty, and threat amplification beyond what
is actionable.
Social justice-informed ERP means:
® \We respect context.
® \We differentiate systemic stress from compulsive over-control.

® \We strengthen agency without denying oppression.
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ERP is behavioral freedom training — especially in systems that already limit autonomy.
How to Do Response Prevention Correctly
Step 1 — Identify the Compulsion

If the purpose is relief, it's likely a compulsion.

Common forms:
Checking
Avoidance
Reassurance seeking
Googling
Confessing
Mentally replaying
Analyzing “one more time”

Comparing

Over-preparing

Mental rituals count.
Rumination is not “problem solving” if it is driven by anxiety reduction.

Step 2 — Choose Your Prevention Strategy
You have two primary options:

Full prevention:

“l am not doing this ritual.”

Strategic delay:

“1 will wait 15 minutes before deciding.”
Delay is not avoidance if it is intentional.
Urgency weakens when you delay.

Most compulsions feel urgent.
Urgency is not evidence.

The 15-Minute Containment Protocol

When distress is high:
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Commit to no ritual for 15 minutes.

Continue functioning.

Let anxiety rise and fluctuate naturally.
Reevaluate after the window.

Often, the urge decreases before the timer ends.

If it does not, repeat the window.

This builds tolerance gradually without overwhelming the system.

Do | Have to Sit Still?
No.

You do not have to freeze.

You may:
Go for a walk
Continue working

Talk with someone

Engage in valued activity

What you may not do:
® Distract to suppress
® Replace one ritual with another

® Reassure yourself mentally

Movement is allowed.

Avoidance is not.

The difference is intention.

When Response Prevention Becomes a Compulsion

Yes, this happens.

Examples:
Monitoring yourself obsessively
Forcing yourself not to think

Repeating “Maybe maybe not” rigidly

Over-timing exposures
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® Seeking reassurance that you resisted correctly

Response prevention should feel firm, not frantic.

If you are trying to control the anxiety instead of allowing it, OCD has shifted shape.

High Distress Strategy (SUDS 8-10)

When distress peaks:

Identify the feared prediction.

State the uncertainty clearly.

Refuse the compulsion.

Let the nervous system do what it does.

Anxiety does not need to drop for learning to occur.

Learning happens when:
® You allow uncertainty.
® You resist the ritual.

® The catastrophe does not unfold.

That discrepancy is inhibitory learning.
That is the target.

Response Prevention Statements

Use neutral uncertainty language:
“Maybe.”

“That’s possible.”

“I'm not solving this.”

“l can tolerate this.”

“I'm choosing not to check.”

Avoid reassurance:
“l know it's fine.”

“That won't happen.”
“I'm safe.”

Reassurance strengthens OCD.
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Uncertainty acceptance weakens it.

Post Exposure processing questions. (Do not SKIP)

Ask yourself after exposure:
Did | resist the compulsion?

Did I allow uncertainty?

Did | chase relief?

Success is behavioral, not emotional.

You are training your nervous system that:
Urgency = danger.
Distress # catastrophe.

Uncertainty # action required.

Clinical Foundations
Foa & Kozak (1986)
Abramowitz (2006)

Craske et al. (2014)

This protocol integrates emotional processing and inhibitory learning principles. To learn
more, visit muradcounseling.com.

muradcounseling.com | Private-pay telehealth in TX, WA, NH, FL Page 6
Educational content only. Not a substitute for medical advice or emergency care.



