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Riding Out the Urge
An in-the-moment guide for resisting compulsions

An urge to check, wash, ask or repeat can feel like an emergency, but urges behave like waves: they build, crest and ease on their own.

Each wave you ride without the ritual teaches your brain that you can cope, and that the ritual isn't what keeps you safe.

In the Moment Four steps for riding the wave

Answering the Urge Acknowledge what's true, then add the fuller picture

W H AT  T H E  U R G E  S AY S A  M O R E  B A L A N C E D  R E S P O N S E

“Do it now, or something bad will happen.”
This feeling is strong and genuinely convincing. But urgency is a feeling, not evidence. I've felt

this before, and the feared outcome didn't depend on the ritual.

“You can't stand this feeling.”
It really is uncomfortable, and I'd rather not feel it. But uncomfortable isn't the same as

unbearable, and I've stayed with hard feelings until they eased before.

“Just once won't hurt.”
One ritual would bring relief, which is exactly why it's tempting. But relief teaches my brain the

ritual was needed, so the urge keeps coming back.

“But what if this time is different?”
I can't be 100% sure, and no ritual has ever given me that. Living with some doubt is the skill

I'm building, one urge at a time.

H E L P S  YO U  R I D E  I T K E E P S  T H E  C YC L E  G O I N G

If the ritual happens anyway

It's a slip, not a failure. Skip the self-criticism and notice what

tipped the balance. When you're ready, return to the trigger and

practise again; a therapist may guide you to re-expose deliberately.

Track this wave Urge strength, 0 (none) to 10 (strongest)
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What did I learn?

You don't need to make the urge go away. Let it be there, without letting it decide.

B E S T  P R AC T I S E D  A LO N G S I D E  E R P  W I T H  A  Q UA L I F I E D  T H E R A P I S T

S O U R C E S Rachman, S., de Silva, P., & Röper, G. (1976). The spontaneous decay of compulsive urges. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 14(6), 445–453. · Foa, E. B., & Kozak, M. J. (1986). Emotional

processing of fear: Exposure to corrective information. Psychological Bulletin, 99(1), 20–35. · Marlatt, G. A., & Gordon, J. R. (Eds.) (1985). Relapse Prevention: Maintenance Strategies in the Treatment of

Addictive Behaviors. Guilford Press. · Bowen, S., & Marlatt, G. A. (2009). Surfing the urge: Brief mindfulness-based intervention for college student smokers. Psychology of Addictive Behaviors, 23(4), 666–671.

· Craske, M. G., Treanor, M., Conway, C. C., Zbozinek, T., & Vervliet, B. (2014). Maximizing exposure therapy: An inhibitory learning approach. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 58, 10–23.

© 2026 B&F Clinical Psychology · Evidence-informed educational resource · For educational purposes only.

U
R

G
E

 S
T

R
E

N
G

T
H

T I M E

…and it returns

The peak

hardest moment, about to turn

Eases on its own

within minutes for some urges,

up to an hour or so for others

T R I G G E R
○ ritual: quick relief, but the urge keeps coming back

Without the ritual, the urge fades more slowly, but you learn what the ritual never teaches: I got through it.

Riding it out

Doing the ritual

NOTICE & NAME

“This is an urge to check. It's

OCD, not an emergency.”

Naming it creates a small gap.

1 PAUSE

Set a short timer, even 2–5

minutes, and stay where you are.

You're not promising “never”, just

“not right now”.

2 RIDE THE WAVE

Get curious about where it sits in

your body. Rate it 0–10 and

watch it change. Let it rise; don't

push it away.

3 CARRY ON

Return to what you were doing,

even with the urge still there. Life

doesn't need to wait for certainty.

4

Naming the urge, out loud or silently

Breathing at a normal, steady pace, not to escape the feeling

Staying in the situation rather than leaving it

Remembering why this matters: the life OCD is taking time from

Doing the ritual “just this once”, or a quicker, partial version

Seeking reassurance from others, or from online searching

Mental rituals: reviewing, counting or praying it away

Avoiding the trigger so the urge never has to be faced


