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Do you have thoughts that seem loud, or worries that spiral 
out of control? Are you afraid of doing things—or not doing 
things—a certain way? Do you ever feel like something bad will 
happen? Does this loud stuff make you feel alone, or worse—

crazy? You aren’t alone, or crazy. But you may have something called obsessive-compulsive 
disorder (OCD). Fortunately, there are tools you can use to move past the noise and get back 
to building a life you can love.

Stuff That’s Loud is a fun, illustrated guide full of real ways to help you break free from OCD 
thoughts and behaviors—anytime, anywhere. You’ll discover how to “unspiral” when thoughts 
start sucking you in, how to stop avoiding stuff that scares you, and how healthy choices—like 
getting enough sleep and exercise—can help you manage your symptoms. If you’re ready to 
turn the volume down on loud thoughts and take charge of your OCD, this book can help you 
get started now!

“Stuff That’s Loud is a book I wish teen me had.” —Stuart Ralph, author of The OCD Stories

“The book is everything OCD hates: Insightful. Supportive. Challenging. Encouraging.  
I highly recommend it.” —Chris Baier, producer of the award-winning UNSTUCK

BEN SEDLEY, PhD, is a clinical psychologist and acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT) 
practitioner who works with adults and adolescents facing mental health difficulties.
LISA COYNE, PhD, is founder and senior clinical consultant of the McLean OCD Institute for Children 
and Adolescents (OCDI Jr.), and assistant professor in the department of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School.
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“Sedley and Coyne are two experts who have written a terrific guide for teens with obsessive-compulsive 
disorder (OCD). They walk the reader through how to understand obsessions and compulsions, and how 
to use exposure and response prevention (ERP) and acceptance-based strategies to better manage these 
unpleasant experiences. What’s unique about this book is how well the authors speak to their young read-
ers; engaging them with personal accounts of OCD and abundant illustrations. If your teen with OCD is 
having difficulty engaging with treatment, this is the book for them!”

—Jonathan Abramowitz, PhD, professor in the department of 
psychology at The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 
and author of Getting Over OCD

“Stuff That’s Loud is a book I wish teen me had. It’s written in a comforting and encouraging way by clini-
cians that get OCD, and its treatment. But more than this, it’s a book about exploration and invention of 
the life you want to live. If you are a teen with this book in your hands, I hope it helps you work through 
OCD and create the life you want, filled with all the fun, meaning, and adventure possible.”

—Stuart Ralph, author of The OCD Stories

“In some ways, the fundamentals of recovering from OCD have not changed. You face the things you fear 
and resist engaging in compulsions. What has changed, however, is the way in which many therapists con-
ceptualize, motivate, and guide individuals through this process. Sedley and Coyne represent a new gen-
eration of therapists who have infused the recovery process with concepts like resiliency, willingness, and 
psychological flexibility. Most importantly, they challenge us to live according to our values, rather than 
the dictates of our negative emotions and thoughts. And they do so in an informative and engaging way.”

—C. Alec Pollard, PhD, director of the Center for OCD and 
Anxiety-Related Disorders at Saint Louis Behavioral Medicine 
Institute; and professor emeritus of family and community 
medicine at Saint Louis University School of Medicine



“Hearing and telling stories is at the heart of being human. Sometimes we tell a story that eases a friend’s 
pain, or at least lets them know they are not alone. Sometimes we hear a story, and in it, we hear a way for-
ward. Ben and Lisa bring together many stories of actual teens who have struggled with OCD. These are 
real people who have made the journey and are continuing to make the journey. They share their stories 
in the hope that you will join them on the road. There is a deep kindness in this book and a way forward. 
If you are weary of the struggle, read this book. Maybe in its pages you will find some rest, fellowship, and 
a road map to meaning and purpose.”

—Kelly G. Wilson, PhD, professor emeritus in the department 
of psychology at the University of Mississippi, and author of 
Mindfulness for Two and Things Might Go Terribly, Horribly 
Wrong

“Coyne and Sedley have come up with some ‘stuff that’s great’ for teens grappling with OCD. Stuff That’s 
Loud offers its readers easy-to-understand therapeutic concepts in a tone that is both credible and com-
passionate. The book acknowledges how painful unwanted thoughts and rituals can be, but rather than 
dwell on this, the authors consistently bring the reader back to a focus on the wonderful potential teens 
have when they learn to relate to their OCD differently.”

—Jon Hershfield, MFT, author of Overcoming Harm OCD and 
When a Family Member Has OCD

“Helping a teenager manage OCD isn’t easy. There just aren’t many resources to help them understand 
OCD in a relatable way. Stuff That’s Loud successfully demystifies OCD, clues kids into what’s going on 
with their brains, and, most importantly, helps them find a way to fight back. The book is everything OCD 
hates: Insightful. Supportive. Challenging. Encouraging. I highly recommend it.”

—Chris Baier, parent of a teen with OCD, and producer of the 
award-winning UNSTUCK



“Combining Ben Sedley’s approach to helping teens with Lisa Coyne’s skill in working with adolescents 
with OCD results in a great book. The skills taught in this book will help at any stage of the struggle with 
OCD. Every teen struggling with OCD will benefit from their work.”

—Michael Twohig, PhD, professor in the department of psychology 
at Utah State University

“Much has been written about how to develop resilience in young adults. The problem in the past is there 
has been an inadequate framework and insufficient science to back up the claims. It is hard to teach chil-
dren and teenagers about emotional difficulties without triggering their interest, unleashing a variety of 
effective strategies (because nothing works for everyone), and offering empathy and guidance on how to 
apply these strategies to optimize their day-to-day lives. This short, compelling book is a pleasure to read, 
and I suspect even skeptical readers will feel the same way. The exquisite illustrations; the direct commu-
nication to the reader; the clear and concrete suggestions and experiments. I suspect many people will 
be helped by reading and rereading these pages.”

—Todd B. Kashdan, PhD, professor in the department of 
psychology at George Mason University, and coauthor of The 
Upside of Your Dark Side

“Stuff That’s Loud is hands-down the best self-help I have seen on OCD. If you’re a teen, inside these 
pages you’ll find a way to make your life bigger than OCD. If you’re a professional, you’ll find the tools 
and language that will help you guide young people out of the spiral of OCD. And if you’re a parent, you’ll 
find the language to help you support your teen’s journey into a life well lived.”

—Louise Hayes, PhD, clinical psychologist, and coauthor of The 
Thriving Adolescent 



“Lisa Coyne and Ben Sedley have written an irreverent, compassionate, and informative book for any 
teen struggling with OCD. It’s a pleasure to read, and it’s grounded in ERP, the most effective treatment 
we have for treating OCD. I would recommend this to anyone who wants to get to know how they spiral, 
and how to get out.”

—Matthew S. Boone, LCSW, editor of Mindfulness and 
Acceptance in Social Work

“If you’re a teen with OCD, reading Stuff That’s Loud is like hanging out with a trusted best friend: some-
one who’s not only been there, done that, but is hip and cool, completely gets you and your struggles, 
and shares things in a way that you actually find useful. Lisa and Ben have created an empowering and 
engaging guide that will help teens focus not on what OCD cares about, but what matters to them. Every 
teen with OCD needs this book!”

—Shala Nicely, author of Is Fred in the Refrigerator?
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Welcome to the unofficial beginning  
of Stuff That’s Loud.  

I find it hard to listen to someone I don’t know 
so I’m going to start off by introducing myself. 
I am an eighteen-year-old boy who has just 
entered university. Now, depending on who you 
are, eighteen may sound either really old, really 
young, or just right. I’m not an accomplished 
author, researcher, or doctor, but I am someone 
you might be able to relate to. 

When I was fourteen years old, the anxiety and 
OCD I had been struggling with for years came 
to a peak. I won’t bore you with the details, but I 
was in pretty bad shape. I was miserable, I barely 
left the house, and on top of that, I was making 
my family miserable as well. The stuff that’s loud 
in my head was all I ever focused on. For the 
longest time, I didn’t even want treatment for 
my condition. Not because I didn’t want to get 
better, but for the opposite reason. I wanted to 

get better, but I wanted to be sure that I was 
the one who made it happen. I didn’t want any 
therapist to “fix” me. The way I saw it, this was 
my struggle, and if I could overcome this on my 
own, I could live the rest of my life knowing that I 
could do anything.

Well, I was half-right and half-wrong. This was 
one of the biggest struggles I’d ever faced, and 
overcoming it was invaluable in shaping the 
person I am today. But I was wrong to think that 
anyone could “fix” me. Whether it’s a therapist, 
medicine, or even a book like this one, there is no 
magic that is going to “fix” you. If your struggle is 
a battle, then those are your weapons. All anyone 
or anything can do is give you weapons and 
strategies to fight your battle with. But in the end, 
you are the only one who can make a difference.

You may have mixed feelings about hearing this.  
I know I’ve had moments when all I wanted was 
for somebody to wave a magic wand over my 
head and make everything all right. I just wanted 
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to be better and for the noise in my head to be 
silenced. I’d do anything to make it happen. I’m 
sorry to tell you that it’s not likely to work out like 
that. You can choose to see this as a bad thing, 
or you can see it as a great opportunity. There are 
many problems in this world and struggles in life 
that, no matter how hard we try, we may never 
make a difference in. But this is not one of those.  
I can personally tell you that you, and you alone, 
have the power to shape what the rest of your 
life will look like. Life has presented you with an 
opportunity to gain experience that others may 
not get until much later in their lives. Although it 
may be hard to feel this way at the moment, one 
day you might even think you were lucky to have 
come face-to-face with the stuff that’s loud.

—Ethan Ganster, May 2019 

Hey there! I’m a seventeen-year-old girl, and if 
you hadn’t already figured this out, I have OCD. 
I was lucky enough to be diagnosed at just nine 
years old, but at the time the diagnosis was no 
more than more incomprehensible doctor talk. 
As a young girl and later a teenager playing 
tug-of-war with my thoughts, what I wanted more 
than anything was for someone else to make the 
distress go away. Unlike many kids with similar 
struggles, I wasn’t opposed to treatment. In fact,  

I was eager to meet anyone who might lift some  
of this burden off my back. At the lowest point  
of my life, I felt paralyzed by these uncontrollable, 
loud thoughts. Some days, they were so loud  
that I couldn’t get off the floor. I was scared. My 
family was petrified. I wanted a magic solution  
to my problems.

It took me years to learn that I had to be the one 
to make the change; no one else was going to do 
it for me, because no one else had that ability. If 
there’s one thing you take from this book, I hope 
that’s it: you have the power to make your life 
better. But it’s your choice. I firmly believe that 
this book will help people with struggles similar to 
mine. I wish something like this had been around 
at the beginning of my journey, but I am grateful 
that it exists now.

I know that words of encouragement will take you 
only so far. With that in mind, I’ll try to keep this 
brief. If you’re experiencing something similar 
to what I felt, you might not be able to even 
imagine digging yourself out of this hole. I’m here 
to tell you that even if you can’t visualize such 
a change, it’s possible. Trust in your ability to 
choose a life worth living. 

—Shira Folberg, May 2019



The young warrior roused herself and went  
toward Fear, prostrated three times, and 
asked,”May I have permission to go into battle 
with you?” 

Fear said, “Thank you for showing me so much 
respect that you ask permission.” Then the young 
warrior said, “How can I defeat you?” 

Fear replied, “My weapons are that I talk fast,  
and I get very close to your face. Then you get 
completely unnerved, and you do whatever I say.  
If you don’t do what I tell you, I have no power. 

You can listen to me, and you can have respect  
for me. You can even be convinced by me. But  
if you don’t do what I say, I have no power.” 

In that way, the student warrior learned how to 
defeat fear.

—Pema Chödrön 
When Things Fall Apart: Heart Advice for Difficult Times
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Listen to me or something terrible  
will happen.

Does your mind say stuff like that? Does it say  
it really loudly?

Do your thoughts and worries spiral and then 
suck you in?

Do the thoughts show up and make you scared 
of doing certain things—or not doing things—a 
particular way?

Are you ever certain something bad will happen?

Do images sneak into your mind and attack you 
or repulse you or make you worry that you might 
do something you would hate to do?

Do you ever feel like you need to do things until 
they feel just right or perfect?

Do you question whether you are okay?  
Or whether you did something harmful?  
Or whether life has meaning?

Does not knowing feel terrifying? Is uncertainty 
intolerable?

Does your mind get stuck doing things over and 
over, or even just avoiding doing things, or going 
to places, or being with people, entirely?

Do you worry? Are you scared to tell anyone?

Do you try to hide these worries from other 
people because you’re terrified about what they 
might think of you?

Do you worry that having these thoughts means 
something bad about you? Like if you can think  
it, you could do it? Are you ashamed of the 
thoughts you have?

Do the worries make you feel alone?

This is the stuff that’s loud.
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You’re not going crazy (although you might worry 
that you are).

You’re not alone (even though you might feel it).

You can get through this. In fact, you can do more 
than just get through this. You can live a life full of 
meaning and healthy relationships and joy.

Right now your mind might be asking “How can 
you make claims like that when you don’t know 
me, and you haven’t heard my loud stuff?” Your 
mind is right. We don’t know you. We don’t know 
what your particular thought spirals are, and we 
don’t know which particular sneaky games your 
thought spirals play on you.

But we do know lots about the stuff that’s loud 
and the tricks it likes to play to make it harder for 
you to do things you would like to do. What we 
offer are ideas and strategies that have helped 
other people. These ideas have research behind 
them to show they are likely to work for you too.

We invite you to be open to these ideas. Try 
them. Really try them, even the uncomfortable  
or scary ones. If they help you, then yay. If they’re 

not quite the right fit for you, then keep looking 
for solutions that help you move toward the life 
you would like to be living. Because your life 
doesn’t have to stay stuck (even when thoughts 
are loud). And if you are having any doubts about 
whether the ideas in this book will help (or that 
anything will help), chances are that worry is one 
more sneaky trick the stuff that’s loud is playing 
on you.

spoiler alert
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We’re guessing that you’re holding this 
book because you are struggling with loud, 
unrelenting, worrying thoughts. Your struggle 
might have been labeled obsessive compulsive 
disorder (OCD), or it may not have been given a 
name before. We’re calling it the stuff that’s loud.

The stuff that’s loud is those thoughts, or feelings, 
or sensations that are so persistent, intrusive, 
and terrifying that they occupy your attention, 
your emotions, and your body. Often other 
things need to be put on hold until you’ve done 
something to calm the loud stuff. Maybe you 
even have to do those things over and over. 
These things you do are often called rituals or 
compulsions and they can take away the anxiety 
temporarily, but then the anxiety returns and you 
find yourself having to do the ritual again and 
again. These rituals might be inside your head, 
or they might be things that others can see you 
do. Or maybe you’re really good at hiding them 
(at least some of the time). Or maybe things have 
gotten so loud that you have opted out of doing 
anything, because it’s been so hard to do stuff 
over and over, or to try to get things to feel right. 
If you’re like many other people with OCD, you 
may also feel hopeless and down and trapped  
by this.

There’s you, and there’s your OCD. We’re going 
to assume that you wish the stuff that’s loud 

didn’t have such a powerful grip on you. You are 
ready to find a way to make it go away and stop 
having so much power over your life. But at the 
same time, you’re terrified of what life would be 
like without the stuff that’s loud being bossy and 
controlling. It’s hard to even imagine a life without 
it telling you what to do.

Most people around you probably don’t get what 
you’re going through. You may have worked really 
hard to make sure no one finds out about your 
worries. The stuff that’s loud might tell you that it 
is more likely to become true if you tell someone. 
You might be incredibly worried that others will 
think you’re crazy if they find out. You might be 
really ashamed of what you’re doing. Because the 
stuff that’s loud tells you to do things and then 
tells you you’re a freak for doing them.

Maybe you have tried to tell people. Maybe they 
got it or maybe they didn’t. Perhaps they told 
you not to think about such things or not to be 
so silly. They might have told you that you have 
a mental illness or that it’s not your fault. Maybe 
they even help you plan your day in such a way 
that it’s easier to do what the stuff that’s loud is 
telling you to do, or they tell you that it’s all going 
to be okay.
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Regardless of how others respond, there are likely 
times when you feel alone, crazy, broken, or 
wrong. These thoughts, and the stuff you try  
to do to quiet them, are very common for people 
struggling with the stuff that’s loud. In fact they’re 
one of the ways that the stuff that’s loud keeps its 
power.

One of the goals of this book is to let you know 
that you’re not alone and you’re certainly not 
crazy or broken or wrong. In fact, you’re part of  
a tribe.

Did you know …

Anxiety and obsessive compulsive disorders aren’t 
rare. Approximately 30 percent of teens struggle 
with anxiety, and up to 3 percent of teens have 
OCD, so others you know are trying to live a life 
with the stuff that’s loud. Maybe you’re one of the 
50 percent of people with OCD who had their first 
symptoms in childhood, so it’s really had time to 
settle into your mind and get comfortable making 
you uncomfortable. It is equally common in males 
and females, and for lots of young people with 
OCD, other stuff like sadness and anxiety tend to 
show up along the way too. Teens who struggle 
with OCD are also more likely to have depression. 
And the sadness and anxiety can make life even 
tougher, especially when really dark thoughts 
show up.

But did you also know …

 … just having to deal with the stuff that’s loud 
may have already made you stronger and more 
resilient. Often in ways you didn’t expect  
or maybe aren’t even aware of yet.

Your experiences might be stressful and 
frustrating and getting in the way of so many 
parts of your life. But please know, just because 
you’re stuck in a thought spiral, tormented by 
the stuff that’s loud, that doesn’t mean there is 
anything abnormal or unwell about you. We all 
have different things we struggle with, and this is 
what you’re struggling with at the moment. And 
it can pass.

All those thoughts that are telling you that 
there’s something wrong with you or that you’ll 
be stuck like this forever or that no one will 
ever understand what you’re going through—all 
those thoughts are just more stuff that’s loud. 
Sometimes really loud. And sometimes really 
sneaky and persuasive.
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In the next chapter, Stuff That Spirals, we’re going 
to meet a range of people who have struggled 
with the stuff that’s loud. Obviously we’ve 
changed a few details to protect their privacy, but 
the experiences and the worries are real. We feel 
so grateful for all we’ve learned from the young 
people who have shared their stories with us.

Then we’re going to talk about Stuff That Makes 
the Spirals Spirallier. We know that when the 
stuff that’s loud is at its loudest it can tell you to 
do rituals or check things or clean things or all 
sorts of other frustrating messages. It might lead 
you to develop some strategies that help you 
feel safer or make the worries less likely to come 
true. Maybe the stuff that’s loud tricks you into 
avoiding certain places or activities or people. 
For some people, even leaving home or their 
bedroom becomes overwhelming or terrifying. It 
doesn’t take long before big painful emotions like 
shame, self-blame, loneliness, or despair show up. 
The whole world can feel out of control. The stuff 
that’s loud can really do a number on you.

Next we’ll introduce some ideas that can help 
you unspiral in three steps. First we’ll talk about 
Curiosity; you’ll notice where you are right now 
and what it feels like to be looking from this 
perspective. By doing this, you’ll notice other 
angles too. Then we’ll move on to Willingness, 

where you’ll use your curiosity to help take steps 
toward the life you care about. In Giving a $#!%, 
you’ll do more thinking about the people, things, 
and ideas that matter to you, and that can help 
with willingness. Finally, the Flexibility chapter 
will discuss ways to practice these three steps 
anywhere and everywhere.

Near the end of the book we’ll talk about Your 
Parents, and What to Do with Them, so that the 
help they provide actually feels helpful. We’ll 
discuss ways to go about Building an Army, 
finding others who struggle, because you are not 
alone. We’ll also suggest Other Stuff That Helps.

This book is intended to be a guide to get you 
started on the way to unspiraling and finding 
freedom from OCD. That being said, tackling 
OCD is best accomplished with a therapist who 
is knowledgeable about OCD and exposure and 
response prevention (ERP). If you have a therapist, 
maybe you and your therapist might even choose 
to work through this book together. We will also 
ask you questions throughout the book. You 
might choose to answer these in your mind, 
write them in a journal, or discuss them in an 
OCD community (near where you live or online). 
However you do this, please slow down, and take 
your time on our questions. ’Cause if you don’t, 
who will?
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So who’s going to come along with  
you as you experiment with new ways  
of living with the stuff that’s loud?

Ben is a clinical psychologist and the author of 
Stuff That Sucks: A Teen’s Guide to Accepting 
What You Can’t Change and Committing to What 
You Can. He works with teens and adults, many 
of who are struggling with stuff that’s loud or 
weighed down by shame, self-blame, sadness, or 
despair. He often wishes his brain would stay on 
one topic for longer or be a bit quieter from time 
to time.

Lisa is a clinical psychologist and the founder 
of the McLean OCD Institute for Children and 
Adolescents, and an affiliate of Harvard Medical 
School, and the New England Center for OCD 
and Anxiety, and is active in the International 
OCD Foundation. She’s the coauthor of 
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy: The 
Clinician’s Guide for Supporting Parents, along 
with other books and research papers. She 
spends most days with teens who are struggling 
with OCD or anxiety, and she also supports their 
parents. Lisa is a perfectionist, and her mind can 
be a real jerk about that.

Between chapters we’ve also included some 
quotes from young people who have used the 
ideas we recommend in this book and have come 
out the other side of OCD.

your guides
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There is one more guide we’d like you to listen 
to on this journey. This trip will be rough and 
spirally and steep at times; the stuff that’s loud 
is sneaky and will do all it can to keep you doing 
what it tells you. You’re going to need lots of 
support.

Is it okay if we try something now? We invite you 
to read the instructions, then put the book down 
and give it a go.

Take a breath. (You’ll soon see that many of the 
things we try will begin with asking you to take  
a breath.)

Notice as the breath comes in.

And as the breath goes out.

And in your mind’s eye, we invite you to think 
about who you would like to have come along 
with you on this journey. It can be anyone—
someone you know, maybe a friend or family 
member. It might be a celebrity you’ve read 
about or someone from a film or book. Maybe 
you’d like to choose You from the future, after 
you’ve gotten through this, made progress on 
your journey.

Whoever you’ve chosen is on your side. They 
speak to you in a way that is kind, strong, 
confident, and wise. They’re going to come 
along with you all the way, standing alongside 
you shoulder to shoulder cheering for you. 
They’ll help you celebrate when you have a 
good moment, and they’ll say something kind 
but firm when you have an off moment so you 
can refocus and get back on track. They are your 
compassionate guide.

Notice what it feels like as you tune in to their 
voice. 

Notice that you’re not alone.



Chapter 2

Stuff That 
Spirals
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You are not alone. You’ve got us on your 
team, as well as many others you haven’t 
met yet—more on that later. You’ve got 
your own kind, strong, and wise voice you 
can tune in to.

You are climbing a mountain that others have 
walked. Let’s listen to some of their stories.

She was stuck
Daisy was stuck in the same chair, in the same 
room, for five years. Moving just didn’t feel 
right. And it was really the only place she felt 
was uncontaminated in her house. One by one, 
her friends drifted away. She kept lots of art 
supplies—so many she could barely get into her 
bedroom—because one day, she might become 
an artist. Keeping all the art supplies meant that a 
life as an artist would be possible. Getting rid of 
anything meant closing that door. But becoming 
an artist felt like a distant dream. 

Right now, she was too busy trying to keep 
herself from getting contaminated, and the rules 
were tough. She couldn’t touch anything, had to 
keep her hair tied up at all times, could barely 
use the bathroom, couldn’t dress herself, couldn’t 
speak sometimes. She couldn’t move. Some days 
it would take her hours to even pee. Her mom 
had to do most things for her. It felt like there was 
no way out.
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his mind never rested 
Years before anyone else even noticed he was 
struggling, Evan was stuck doing mental rituals. 
Soon it felt like if he didn’t do one of the rituals 
right, he would die. His mind told him that he 
would take on qualities of his stepfather that he 
hated—it was terrifying. If he felt contaminated 
by his stepfather’s voice or presence, it felt like his 
throat was filling up with sand. It got so bad that 
his stepfather had to move out of the house.  
From the moment he woke until he finally fell 
asleep, Evan was doing rituals or avoiding moving 
so he could avoid doing rituals. At least when he 
was asleep he couldn’t feel anything for a while.

She worried she 
wasn

,
t getting it right  

Mira worried about what she ate. She couldn’t 
stop checking and rechecking in her mind. She 
lost weight. She felt sick to her stomach. Then 
she started thinking about her relationships. She 
worried about the rightness of the emotions she  
felt toward others. She would constantly check  
her feelings. Was she really feeling the way she 
thought she was? Deep down, did she actually  
hate this person? Did she like that person too 
much? She exhausted herself by constantly trying  
to make others happy. Unfortunately, she started  
to neglect herself in the process. She began 
to isolate from her friends. She was losing the 
people and things she cared about most. Was  
she ever going to get her old life back?
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he had to save the world
Adam was sure that a huge meteor was going  
to hit Earth and kill everyone. It was imminent.  
If he didn’t do his rituals just right, his parents and 
other people would be in grave danger. But it was 
soooo hard to get the rituals right—sometimes 
he’d have to do them for hours. He could hide all 
of this at school, and then he would get home  
and fall apart.  

He’d have to do tapping and stepping and saying 
protective statements and asking for lots of 
reassurance for hours and hours. His parents got 
so mad at him. He was so sad—he was only trying 
to keep them safe, to keep the world safe, and 
they just didn’t understand. He felt like he was 
failing, and that would be catastrophic. He didn’t 
know what to do.
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he thought, therefore 
he was, or was he?  
Harry had to know whether we really existed. 
He felt alive, but what if he wasn’t? What if his 
feelings were just an illusion, and neither he nor 
anyone else existed? What if he existed, and 
no one else did, and he was all alone? That was 
terrifying. How could he know? There was no one 
to trust. He kept asking his mom for reassurance. 
He asked her to look stuff up online about the 
nature of existence—he couldn’t bring himself to 
do it. What if he found out we didn’t exist? That 
would be horrifying—but he had to know. But 
what if he could never know? He wasn’t willing to 
live in a world where he couldn’t know for certain.

he had to hide  
the monster 
Derrick had terrifying images in his mind all the 
time. He was convinced he was going crazy. He 
kept imagining harming little kids … or people 
around him who he loved. He was terrified he 
might snap and harm them. If he saw a pen, he 
thought, “Am I going to stab my friend in the 
eye?” And then the images would come of him 
doing it. Was he a murderer? A sociopath? Or 
schizophrenic—was he losing his mind? How 
could he know if he was going to act on these 
thoughts? He was terrified of telling anyone—but 
if he didn’t, did that mean he was trying to hide 
his true nature? He couldn’t figure out a way to 
protect other people from him. He was so afraid 
he was a monster.
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She prayed to be okay  
Claudia prayed all the time because she was 
scared she might have committed a mortal sin. 
She couldn’t get the thought out of her head. 
Did she do something that was sinful? Sometimes 
she worried that she had been unkind or had said 
something hurtful to someone, so she said a little 
prayer, always the same way, in her head until it 
felt right. The only problem was, more and more, 
she couldn’t get the “just right” feeling about 
the prayer. She now had to feel the “right” way 
in order to say her prayers; otherwise she worried 
that they wouldn’t work—they wouldn’t be honest 
or real. Nighttime was especially hard because 
she was alone with her thoughts, and they were 
so, so loud. Some nights it was impossible to 
sleep.

She had to Make 
Everything Perfect 
At school, Mona lived from test to test. She 
needed perfect scores on her tests, perfect 
grades on her papers. All of them, every time, 
perfect. She had to rehearse everything she was 
learning in her mind over and over again, until 
it felt just right. Otherwise she couldn’t be sure 
it would be perfect. She checked with teachers 
incessantly to make sure she knew what she 
was supposed to; she showed them multiple 
drafts of her papers—so many that her teachers 
started to look annoyed and say that they didn’t 
have any more time to meet. She didn’t have 
time for friends or sports or anything else. Her 
mind berated her all the time. It told her she 
was stupid, that she needed to work harder, 
that anything less than a perfect grade made 
her worthless. “I need this voice in my head in 
order to achieve,” she told herself. There was no 
other option. And yet … she was exhausted. She 
tried not to think about all the friends she had 
lost. That type of life just wasn’t for her … but 
part of her was so very sad that she had to make 
everything perfect … that she worried so much 
about it.
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he couldn
,
t know  

for sure
Noah couldn’t keep the images out of his mind, 
and he didn’t know what they meant. It was 
horrible—every time his eyes fell on another 
boy … he saw himself doing sexual things to 
him … he felt a jolt of terror. He had friends who 
had described their struggle coming out as gay. 
They knew they were gay but weren’t sure how 
to tell people. That wasn’t Noah’s struggle. He 
didn’t have a problem with gay people; however 
he knew he wasn’t gay himself. So what did the 
images mean? If he wasn’t gay, why did these 
pictures keep popping up? He felt more and 
more distressed … he just needed to figure it 
out. He needed to find answers. He went over it 
all in his mind, telling himself “I’m not gay.” But 
his mind would interject, “But what if you are? 
What if you really do like boys, and you’re just 
lying to yourself? And … aren’t you aroused down 
there?” He would check, and sometimes he was 
… but what did that mean? He couldn’t stand 
the uncertainty. It was excruciating. He started 
avoiding looking at anyone who was male, and 
when that stopped working, he started avoiding 
going out at all. He started googling to see 
how you could tell if you were heterosexual or 
homosexual. He needed to know. If he just went 
over it all, one more time, in his head, maybe he 
would figure it out … 

She felt betrayed  
by her body
La’Keesha’s stomach hurt—could it be cancer? 
She pushed away the thought. But her appetite 
wasn’t so good these days—was that a sign? 
Could it be a tumor? Was it far along? She 
begged her mom to take her to the doctor 
again, to check. She must’ve missed something. 
Something was definitely wrong. She knew 
it. What if it was too late, and she couldn’t be 
helped? Her heart began to race. “Oh no, here it 
comes, I don’t want to feel this again”… and her 
arms and hands went numb. She couldn’t think. 
The volcano of panic was building, and she would 
be out of control. What if her heart burst because 
it was pounding so loud? Was she going to die? 
As that thought began to spin faster and faster, 
her breath came shorter and shallower. The world 
receded and she was in full panic—she had to get 
out. Was there no end to this?
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They all spiraled
OCD can attack in so many different ways. It 
can assault you with content about yourself, the 
world, the future. It can hurt you at the very core 
of your being. It can make you think you don’t 
even have a core of your being.

So what do all these people have in common? 
It’s not the content of their thoughts (or worries 
or body feelings). It’s the patterns they’re pulled 
into. It’s the effort they are putting into not having 
these thoughts. They might do rituals that can 
be seen or rituals in their head. Those rituals are 
what tighten the spiral.

your Story
As you can see, there are so many different  
OCD spirals.

What does the stuff that’s loud say to you?  
What images does it show you?

What does it tell you to do? What does it  
say will happen if you don’t listen to it?

What does it say will happen if others  
find out?

How does it dictate your life?

What would you do if the stuff that’s loud 
wasn’t in control?



Stuff That  
Makes the  
Spirals  
Spirallier

Chapter 3
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The worst thing about OCD is probably the fact 
that you feel trapped in a horrible cage that you 
yourself are responsible for building.

Horrible things happen to many kinds of people 
every day. I don’t want to undermine anyone else’s 
struggle when I say that OCD is a different breed 
of hardship. It is not an outside force that is making 
your life difficult. It is your own brain that is doing 
this to you. Every time you complete a compulsion it 
may provide temporary relief, but at the same time 
it reinforces the cage you have trapped yourself in.

—Ethan
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Think of the sneakiest thing you can think of.

Double it.
The stuff that’s loud is sneakier.

Much sneakier.

It can pull you down a hole and then tell you 
that you’re crazy for following it down the hole.

It can tell you that bad things will happen if you 
don’t follow it. Really bad things.
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Sometimes the stuff that’s loud starts as a single 
thought. Other times there’s an image. Or maybe 
your body tells you that something doesn’t 
feel right. Or perhaps you have a really intense 
feeling of uncertainty or doubt. Then your mind 
tries to figure out what’s wrong, so it explores 
the thought or image some more, and the awful 
feeling gets louder and more painful.

But if I have the same thoughts as a serial killer, 
how can I be different from a serial killer?

If I can’t trust my thoughts, how do I know  
who I really am? If my thoughts are not me, do  
I even exist?

What if therapy makes me feel better, and then  
I feel okay about harming someone else?

I’M SO CONFUSED

And the thought or image or body sensation feels 
really awful so you try hard to get away from it, 
and you find some things to do that make you 
feel a bit better … 

for a while …  

but then the stuff that’s loud sneaks  
back again … 

and again … 

and before you know it the stuff that’s loud is 
spiraling and the things you do to try to make it 
stop make it spirallier. 

As we saw in the last chapter, some people 
engage in mental gymnastics to help get rid of 
the thoughts or images. The stuff that’s loud says 
that if you can just say this phrase to yourself in 
the right way or enough times or if you can just 
rehearse this enough times or just count these 
things enough times or …

Other people find that they need to check things 
and then check them again and then again … 

Or clean things over and over … 

Or not touch things that don’t seem clean 
enough ... 

Or research and research and research …

but more information doesn’t seem to 
lead to reassurance. 

The more you fight the stuff that’s loud, the more 
it fights back. The stuff that’s loud spirals down 
and down and down, consuming more and more 
time and energy on the way down.
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There are other things you try that can make 
the world feel temporarily safer too (these are 
called safety behaviors). One common example 
is making sure you have excuses prepared in 
advance in case something goes wrong or so no 
one notices that you’re always late (or early).

Maybe you’ve found others who are good at 
reassuring you that it’s going to be okay or that 
the door is actually locked or whatever else 
the stuff that’s loud is telling you isn’t the case. 
Maybe the reassurance even helps.

For a little bit …

Perhaps you’ve become really good at 
researching and planning in advance so you feel 
like you know exactly what’s going to happen in 
each situation and can plan what time to go and 
where to sit and what to say and what to wear 
and so on.

Maybe you have lucky objects you need to carry 
with you, or certain numbers that dictate what 
times or order you can do things.

What do you do to try quiet down the stuff  
that’s loud?

Controlling the 
world around you
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Maybe you just find it easier to avoid  
things altogether.

Does your shower routine take too long?  
Maybe it’s easier to just skip the shower.

Does eating certain foods take too much energy? 
Avoid them.

Are you exhausted when you need to go to 
particular places? Stay away.

How about those people or types of people  
who stress you out? Maybe it is just easier and 
safer and less exhausting to stay in your room.

Or in certain parts of your room.

Or in one exact spot.

Until that spot doesn’t feel easy or safe. But by 
then moving no longer feels like an option either.

And you get stuck in your own head.

Trying to think your way to a safe space

Around and around and around

Looking for even one moment to rest  
your mind.

But it isn’t there.

You can’t even find that safe moment … 

The stuff that’s loud is so sneaky. It can 
create spirals within its spirals. And spirals 
for following the spirals. And spirals for not 
following the spirals.
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Before you know it, your mind is busy beating you 
up for anything and everything. And your heart 
just feels heavy and sore. Your stomach aches. 
Your body is exhausted.

And then the shame sets in. And the self-doubt 
and self-blame.

It’s humiliating; there is no way in the world you 
want anyone to find out how crazy you feel. But 
you also need others to reassure you. You need 
others around … and not around.

Your mind feels out of control.

Your emotions feel out of control.

The whole world feels out of your control.

Here’s the thing that you need to know 
about the stuff that’s loud:

IT’S LYING TO YOU!!!

It’s not interested in the truth. It doesn’t care 
about what is actually happening right now, nor 
what happened in the past, and has no desire 
to paint a realistic picture of the future. It wants 
one thing and one thing only, and that is your 
complete and undivided attention at all times.

It pulls all kinds of tricks:

It’ll tell you to not talk to other people. It’ll tell 
you to not go out. It’ll tell you to not try to fight 
it. It’ll tell you that no other thoughts or evidence 
can be trusted. It’ll even tell you that you should 
be ashamed for listening to it. Or that someone 
will die or go to hell if you try to fight it.

It will say anything and everything it can to make 
sure that it has all your attention all the time. It 
will make you doubt things you’ve done. It will 
make you worry that you’ve done something 
really bad that you don’t even remember doing. It 
might even make you doubt that you exist. It will 
make you check everything. It will make you feel 
WRONG or incomplete or full of dread …

It will wait until you’re feeling pushed to your 
limit—stressed, alone, or vulnerable—and then 
say its worst things. It will find the things that 
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matter the most to you and twist them beyond 
recognition.

It’s like you’re wearing headphones that can block 
out all other sounds so you can just listen to the 
stuff that’s loud at maximum volume nonstop.

It doesn’t only use words. It will paint pictures for 
you that are so convincing and compelling that 
they will feel completely true, deep deep in your 
gut. Or they won’t feel true, but that “what if it is 
true …” will niggle and squirm at the back of your 

neck, and just below your heart and at the side of 
your consciousness.

Or there will be no words. There will just 
be a sense of … dread. Or wrongness … or 
incompleteness … not just rightness … or 
perhaps your skin will feel … crawly or dirty …  
or things will feel … dangerous, and you don’t 
know why. But whatever it is will bother you … 
and get louder … 
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But here’s another thing you need to know about 
the stuff that’s loud:

Your mind is doing its job. You are not defective.

Your mind’s number one job is to be on the 
lookout for danger, and to make sure that once 
you’ve spotted a danger you focus on removing 
or reducing the threat before you move on to 
other tasks. This is what minds are supposed  
to do.

Maybe your mind is doing its job too well and as 
a result it is incredibly difficult to do the things 
you want to be doing in your life.

Imagine Lisa is walking down the street thinking 
about what she wants to do this weekend or how 
much fun it was going to the beach last summer. 
But then suddenly she hears a loud ROAR!!!

Right away, Lisa stops thinking about the past or 
the future and focuses on the next few minutes. 
She loses sight of what matters to her and 
focuses on the danger. What made that sound? 
What dangerous things make that sound? Where 
is it coming from? Which direction should she 
move in? Where are her friends and family? Will 
they be okay where they are? Sure, the sound 
might just be a loud motorbike, but it also could 
be Godzilla, and Lisa will be safer if she assumes 
it could be a monster until she knows otherwise. 
Very quickly, the danger becomes all she can 

think about. There’s no mental space left to 
think about what else it might be or what else is 
happening this week. All she can think about is 
“How do I get away from Godzilla?” Assuming 
something new or unknown is dangerous until 
proven otherwise is an important survival skill.

It is true that the chances of a monster attack 
aren’t that likely, but our minds are really good 
at imagining dangers and overestimating their 
likelihood. (And our news and social media 
sources know that—and stoke it.)

It’s not just Lisa’s mind that prepares for the 
worst-case scenario. Her body does too. Her 
heart rate increases, her muscles tense, her 
senses sharpen. Her body doesn’t wait to find 
out if there really is a danger before preparing to 
flee. Instead it reacts in the way you would want 
it to if there actually was danger. This is a useful 
survival reaction, because it gives Lisa extra time 
to prepare for the danger.

It is this survival instinct that the stuff that’s 
loud can exploit. All it needs to do is suggest 
a possible worst-case scenario, no matter how 
unlikely that might be, and your body will react  
as if it is actually happening or about to happen.

Then the stuff that’s loud doubles down on 
sneakiness. It tells you what behavior you need 
to do to reduce the anxious feeling, and when 
you do what the stuff that’s loud says, the anxious 
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feelings do reduce—for a short while, which gives 
the stuff that’s loud even more power. While 
you’re doing what it tells you, there’s no time left 
to do things that matter to you or connect with 
people you care about, so you feel even more 
anxious. And then it suggests a ritual to help 
reduce that anxious feeling.

Told you it was sneaky.
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So you try to do something about it.

You ask for help or see a therapist or find a 
YouTube clip that tells you how to battle the 
stuff that’s loud. It helps; you find something that 
works. Maybe you tell yourself it will be okay or 
that it’s just OCD talking.

But then before you know it, the stuff that’s loud 
has turned those things that help into rituals too. 
If you just tell yourself, “It’s OCD” enough times, 
it will feel okay. Except it doesn’t. So you need 
to say it again. Or seek new ideas. Or do more 
mindfulness exercises.

The stuff that’s loud can make anything into  
a ritual.

Anything.

Including this book and the unspiraling ideas 
that we’re going to talk about in the next few 
chapters.

Sorry.

So before you read the next chapter, please take 
a breath. And another one. Slow, deliberate, 
focused breaths. It’s time to embrace the 
uncertainty and chaos that come with unspiraling.







UnSpiraling
Part Two



Curiosity
Chapter 4
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The road is twisted.

It is steep and choked with thorns.

The view is worth it.

—Olivier Clarke

What if …

Aren’t you sick of your mind asking you that 
question?

How do you manage something that is so sneaky, 
such a blatant liar, and so demanding of all your 
attention?

How do you fight something that loves a good 
fight?

George Bernard Shaw said, “Never wrestle with a 
pig. You both get dirty, and the pig likes it.” Your 
mind isn’t a pig, but the stuff that’s loud does 
enjoy a good wrestle. It dares you to provide 
evidence against what it’s telling you so that it 
can discount your evidence and then laugh at you 
for even trying to engage.

The stuff that’s loud wants to be the only thing 
blasting out of your headphones. It demands 
total domination of your perspective and your 
time.

So the first step in unspiraling is to notice that 
you’re wearing headphones that are blasting out 
the stuff that’s loud.

What if … you choose to stop and notice?

Noticing is a deliberate choice.

When you watch a fantasy film, you can be so 
completely absorbed in the world of the film that 
it all feels completely true—the dragons and the 
dwarves, the magic powers and the time travel. 
As long as the internal logic of the film holds up, 
you don’t start questioning how dragons can 
really breathe fire and fairies can fly.
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Or you can choose to watch the film while 
maintaining your awareness that you’re watching 
a film. You can marvel at how good the special 
effects are or focus on the costume your favorite 
actor is wearing. You could even step further 
back from the film and think about how this film 
compares to other films with the same actor or 
how it compares to the book it is based on. A 
good film tries to be so gripping that you don’t 
step outside its world to notice these things, but 
being aware of all these layers can often actually 
increase your enjoyment of the film.

Music is the same. When you listen to music, you 
can be totally in the zone, letting the music carry 
you away with its emotion or groove. Or you 
might choose to shift your attention and notice 
what different instruments are doing in the song 
or read the lyrics and think about what the singer 
is trying to say.

What if … you could notice the stuff that’s loud 
the way you can observe a film or music?

The stuff that’s loud can be observed on different 
levels too. It does all it can to completely absorb 
us, so that it is all we can hear and all we can think 
about. It tries to be so gripping that you don’t 
step outside its internal logic or pay attention to 
anything other than what it is telling you.

What if … there’s much more to the story than 
your OCD is telling you?

What if … the first step toward finding out is … 
stepping back, and being curious?
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Right now it’s time to do some noticing. 
And to really notice things you’re going 
to need lots of curiosity. 

Imagine that this is the first time you’ve ever 
spent observing these things. See if you can 
notice things you’ve never noticed before.

Look around the room; what can you see? What 
shapes can you see? What is the light doing? 
What is happening in the shadows? How many 
shades of green can you see?

If you’re in a familiar place, see if you can notice 
something you have never noticed before.

Notice different places where the air touches your 
body—is it warm or cold? What are you touching 
right now?

Notice that the stuff that’s loud nearly always tries 
to pull you into the future …

  … or keeps you stuck in the past.

What if something bad happens?

What if I don’t do my rituals correctly?

What if it’s just like last time … and that was 
terrible?    

What if it will always be like this?

The stuff that’s loud doesn’t like being in the 
present moment. Sure, it shows up here ALL THE 
TIME, but then it tries to whisk you away … so it’s 
harder to notice what’s going on RIGHT NOW.

Notice that the stuff that’s loud is talking to you. 
Notice its sneakiness. Observe the ways it tries 
to be the only sound you can hear. Check out 
how truthy it sounds. It doesn’t need evidence 
or logic; it just talks to you in its loud, confident 
voice and it becomes all you can hear.

And now it’s time to play what if?…

Listen to what the stuff that’s loud is telling you 
and spend the next thirty seconds doing what it 
tells you to do.

(tick tick … thirty seconds later …)

This time, listen to what the stuff 
that’s loud is telling you and 
spend the next thirty seconds 
resisting what it tells you to do.

(tick tick … another thirty seconds 
pass …)

What happened? What was different between the 
thirty seconds when you did what the stuff that’s 
loud tells you to do and the time spent resisting?
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Now we invite you to try both of those things 
again. This time, spend a minute doing what it 
tells you and a minute resisting what it tells you. 
Go for it.

What felt different between the times you obeyed 
and the times you resisted? What happened in 
your body? Where did you feel discomfort? How 
long did it last?

The stuff that’s loud tells you to expect the worst, 
that the feelings will never go away.

What happened when you noticed?
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The stuff that’s loud demands certainty. It makes 
up stories and predictions about the future or 
reinvents the past and then demands that you 
believe all it says.

The stuff that’s loud insists that things need to feel 
right. In your head or in your body. Maybe your 
body feels uneven, incomplete, or not just right.

The stuff that’s loud also tells you what you can 
and can’t do. Or what’s too hard to do. Or what 
you can and can’t handle.

What if

… there’s a whole other story, just waiting  
for you to discover

… about how strong you are

… about what you can do

… about how this all works?

What if

… it’s in the uncertainty where the magic 
happens? Only when we step into the unknown 
can we move our life in meaningful directions. 
Because when we stay in our certain places, our 
lives certainly stay still.

In order to unspiral and step into the world we 
want to be living in (rather than stay in the one 
the stuff that’s loud tells us we need to stay in),  
we need to invite curiosity into our lives.

Let’s begin by being curious about what the stuff 
that’s loud is telling you. Notice the tone of voice 
it uses. Observe its sneaky and distorted logic. 
What happens when you don’t do what the stuff 
that’s loud tells you to do?

Does it get louder?

Does it stay louder?

Does it make threats?

Does it yell like a crazy 
dictator who is losing control?

Curiosity is your friend
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The stuff that’s loud is not going to play fair. It’s 
going to try every dirty, sneaky trick it can think 
of to keep your complete attention at all times. 
It will lie. It will yell. It will throw big emotions at 
you. It might try to get you to feel overwhelmed, 
sad, scared, angry, frustrated, confused, ashamed, 
guilty, terrified … It will threaten havoc in your 
body too—heart racing, legs and arms tense, 
stomach doing backflips, tearfulness, shakiness …

Take a breath. Doesn’t need to be a deep  
breath. Just the breath that your body can do 
right now. Take another breath. Remember 
that confident, strong, kind, wise voice you’ve 
selected to be alongside you as you take these 
bold, curious steps.

You’ve got this. Even though this is scary, you 
can do it. You’re not alone.

Use your curiosity to notice all the tricks the stuff 
that’s loud is throwing at you.

Use all your curiosity to notice what happens 
if you do what you want to do even when the 
stuff that’s loud is telling you to do something 
different.

What if …
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Okay, we’re trying to make this sound simple, but 
we know it doesn’t feel simple. We know that the 
first step is hard. You might feel like you’re risking 
your health or your life or someone else’s life or 
eternal damnation taking a curious step away 
from what the stuff that’s loud is telling you.

We know we’re asking a lot from you.

And please don’t do it because we’re asking  
you to.

Do it because you’re curious about what will 
happen.

And if the first step feels too hard right now, then 
maybe there’s a smaller first step you can take. 
It doesn’t matter if you’re taking a big step or a 
small step; all that matters is that you’re curious 
about what will happen when you take the step.

Be curious about what happens when you let 
things feel uneven or just not right in your body. 
Even if just for a minute or two.

If it feels like the stuff that’s loud is blasting at 
you from headphones, then be curious about 
what color or shape the headphones are. Notice 
whether you’re able to hear any other noises in 
the room besides what the stuff that’s loud is 
telling you.

Maybe the stuff that’s loud is telling you things 
that you can’t answer with curiosity. It might be 
telling you about things that will happen a long 
way in the future or even in the afterlife. Or it 
might be throwing stories about an imagined or 
forgotten past at you.

And even in the midst of that sneakiness, are you 
able to be curious about what’s happening in the 
world around you right now? Notice the room 
you’re in. Be curious about the door and what’s 
beyond it.

Also notice what’s happening in your body. What 
happens when things feel uneven? Or they just 
don’t feel just right? Can you be curious about 
that sensation too? Even if only for a minute.
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Curiosity might sound like hard work, but 
it can be fun. It is your friend on the path 
through OCD and other noisy thoughts.

Curiosity is like a muscle.

The more you use it, the easier it is to use when 
you really need it. So put on your mental gym 
clothes, your psychological yoga pants, because 
it’s time for a curiosity workout.

Notice how many things the stuff that’s loud can 
say to you in one minute if you give it a chance. 
Get some colored sticky notes and write down 
each thing it says (or paints—often the stuff that’s 
loud hands us images instead of words). Don’t 
forget to include the things it says to try to get 
you to not write the thoughts down.

What can you do with all those sticky notes? 
Make a pattern on the wall? Stick them all  
over your body? Put them on the floor and  
dance on them? Throw them in the air and  
watch how different notes float to the floor at 
different speeds?

Let’s get even more confrontational. Listen to 
something the stuff that’s loud says to you and 
write it on a piece of paper.

Then below it write: “The stuff that’s loud is 
saying …” (and again write down what it said  
to you).

Read each sentence back. Be curious about what 
each feels like. What happens when you notice 
that the stuff that’s loud is talking to you?

And while you’ve got the stuff that’s loud’s words 
on your page, let’s take your curiosity workout to 
the next level. What happens when you say those 
words really quietly? Then really loudly? Then in  
a really high voice? And in your lowest voice? Can 
you read the words backward?

If the stuff that’s loud is handing you an image, 
can your curiosity have fun with that too? Can 
you sketch the image? Or imagine it black and 
white? Or zoom the picture out and see what else 
is hiding just beyond the edges of the original 
frame? How far out can you zoom?
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If the stuff that’s loud is a body feeling rather 
than a specific thought or image, then be curious 
about that. Examine the body sensation like 
you’ve never felt it before. Can you give it a 
name? Can you watch it move?

Now take one more step backward. Once you’ve 
noticed the things the stuff that’s loud is saying 
to you, see if you’re able to notice that you’re 
noticing the things that the stuff that’s loud is 
saying to you. Notice that you are separate from 
the stuff that’s loud.

Notice the story that the stuff that’s loud tells you 
will happen. Let’s see what actually happens …

Maybe the stuff that’s loud is telling you that 
writing or drawing down the things it says will 
make them more likely to occur or that others will 
think you’re crazy or evil if they see what you’re 
writing. We know that the stuff that’s loud is a 
sneaky liar, and it’s going to do all it can to block 
your curiosity.

It will probably even tell you that when you  
think these things you’re making them more  
likely to occur. Yep, the stuff that’s loud hands  
you a scary thought and then tells you that  
you’re endangering yourself or someone else  
by thinking it.

Let’s be curious about that threat too. ’Cause if 
you’re able to make things true just by thinking 
them, then you are one powerful person. And 
with great power comes great responsibility.

So let’s use your power. Right now, imagine 
that you’re a superhero and can save the world. 
Imagine the sky turning green. In your mind, paint 
wings on your neighbor’s dog.

How are you getting on making things true just 
by thinking them?

Or is the loud stuff lying to you when it tells you 
that you can make things true with your mind?

Or maybe you won’t be able to see what 
happens because who knows what will happen 
in the future? But let’s be curious about what’s 
happening in your world right now, while you’re 
listening to the stuff that’s loud or not.
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And speaking of sneakiness, start  
noticing the ways that the stuff that’s  
loud is trying to steal the ideas we’ve 
already talked about and use them 
against you. Or even try to turn these 
ideas into more rituals.

If I just say “the stuff that’s loud is telling me that 
…” enough times ,then it won’t be able to hurt 
me anymore.

Or

What if someone sees what I’ve written down and 
decides I need to be locked up?

Or maybe

I know drawing the images of me hurting people 
probably won’t hurt me, but what if it does?

We are not trying to be sneakier than the stuff 
that’s loud. We don’t have any magical formula 
that will make it shut up and leave you alone.

And at the same time, if you bring in some 
nondefensive curiosity and listen to your 
compassionate guide, maybe some more doors 
will open.

Are you willing to find out … 

What if …?



Willingness
Chapter 5
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I remember the specific day that I told myself that I would 
overcome my OCD. I thought about how many people  
will never experience something so difficult in their lives. And 
that this may be the most difficult struggle I ever face as well.

After establishing that, I had another thought: If I can overcome 
this, if I can “lean in” and move toward helping myself, I 
could live the rest of my life knowing that I had conquered an 
adversary unlike any other. I could live with complete confidence 
that if I set my mind to it, I can do anything. 

That day, I went out of the house for the first time in weeks.  
I said good-bye to my mom on my way out and looked her in 
the eyes when I did it. I then got on my bike and rode into the 
busiest part of town. Instead of covering my eyes, holding my 
breath, and completing countless other compulsions, I did the 
opposite. I looked for people who would give me anxiety.  
I looked to make myself uncomfortable. And while it may have 
been the hardest thing I have ever done, that day, I felt on top 
of the world. For every bit of discomfort I felt, I felt even more 
amazing knowing that I had proved to myself that I really can do 
anything. That day was the beginning of my getting better. 

—Ethan
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How do you do hard stuff? All those things you 
would like to do if only the stuff that’s loud wasn’t 
trying to stop you. Wanting it to be different isn’t 
going to be enough. There’s a reason it’s called 
hard stuff. And we can do this.

Now that we’ve got our curiosity active, we can 
add willingness.

What does it mean to be willing? Does it mean 
to have WILLPOWER? Is that some kind of 
motivational product you can buy at a sports 
shop? Drink this and in an instant you’ll be able  
to WILL yourself to do whatever you want?

We’re sure others have made you feel like it 
should be that simple. 

Does it mean completely wanting to do 
something? Waiting until that morning when 
you wake up and say, “Hell, yeah! Bring on the 
ANXIETY AND DISGUST AND SENSE OF SHEER 
TERROR AND DREAD! LET’S FIND OUT IF I 
REALLY AM A SERIAL KILLER AFTER ALL—I’M 
TOTALLY PUMPED! WOOHOO!”

Spoiler alert—you could wait until you’re 150 and 
that day isn’t going to come.

Also: sorry not sorry if we were a little bit 
triggering just there. It’s just—we trust you. Your 
OCD/anxiety brain might think you can’t handle 
stuff like that. We beg to differ. You’ve got this, 

even when the stuff that’s loud yells at you that 
you don’t.

Here’s the thing about unspiraling:

You’ll never feel ready.

It will never be the right time.

You will never feel like, I can 100 percent 
do this!

It doesn’t get easier/righter/better 
tomorrow, if you don’t do it today. 

Right this moment.

Ever go off a high dive? Like, the three-meter 
kind? If you have, then you know what we’re 
talking about. If you haven’t, imagine you are 
a little kid, scared of heights. You look up that 
waaaay tall ladder. Your little legs are burning, 
your knees knocking as you climb up. You feel 
the open air all around you, see the glint of the 
blue water far below. Then you step out onto 
the narrow board. “Don’t look down,” your mind 
says. “What if I fall,” your mind says. “Freeze. You 
can’t do this. It’s too high.”

So you stand there, trembling, or maybe you 
walk back to the top of the steps … and pause. 
And walk out to the end again …  and freeze. 
And this goes on, over and over again. When 
you have OCD, your whole life becomes this 
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little tiny shaky narrow space … where you could 
fall anytime … where you are trying. Back and 
forth, over and over again. Walking those same 
footsteps.

Trying really, really hard.

Back and forth. Back and forth. Waiting for it to 
get easier. For you to be ready. For it to be less 
scary.

And

you

are

STUCK.

Sound familiar? Does it feel like your OCD has 
you trapped in a narrow little place where all you 
notice is how scared and uncomfortable you are, 
and you are not moving?

Does this feel like the opposite of willingness?

Hang on a sec—who is noticing that? You? Or 
your OCD?

For a second there, you had stepped back and 
were in that noticing place. WELL DONE!

Let’s take this a step further—when you are 
unwilling to feel anxiety, do you feel safe?

Really slow down to notice this.

When is the last time you really felt safe? Or 
okay? Or like you finally did enough of the stuff 
OCD told you to do that you’d never ever have  
to do another ritual …

… or check anything

… or tap anything

… or solve anything

… or do mental rituals

… ever again?

How long before you get triggered again, and the 
whole spiral gets spirallier … again?

When is the last time you really felt safe?

How long have you been stuck on that diving 
board?

Don’t look down … 

Notice that the loud stuff, sneaky as it is, tells you 
one story …

What if … there’s a whole other story here for you 
to discover?
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The key to that other story is willingness.

Willingness is saying yes to being scared.

Willingness is letting go of trying to control what 
you feel and think (because if you were able to 
control those things, you’d be doing it already).

Willingness is allowing yourself to be. It is seizing 
the moment, ready or not.

Willingness is letting yourself notice what you are 
feeling and thinking WHEN you feel and think it, 
and then being curious about the outcome. It  
can start small and grow as you lean into the what 
if-ness of the moment.

Willingness is a choice.

Willingness is not white-knuckling: it’s not doing 
the thing you need to do but at the same time 
trying not to feel it, or think about it. It’s not doing 
a hard thing, bracing yourself against it, and 
waiting until it’s over.

Willingness is not tolerating being scared, 
pretending you’re not scared or not wanting to 
be scared.

Willingness is not a thing that you either have or 
don’t have; rather it’s a thousand small steps.

Willingness may not be easy.

Sooner or later, you have to jump off the diving 
board whether you feel ready or not.

But what if I can’t?  

What if I splat?  

What if it all goes wrong?

Minds are good at shutting down willingness.  
The stuff that’s loud might tell you that willingness 
is a feeling and that you just haven’t got it. Or 
that you can’t be willing while you’re anxious.

But what if that’s just one more thing the stuff 
that’s loud is telling you?

This is a good spot for you to get curious.  
Time for a high-intensity curiosity workout.





Part Two Unspiraling

Try a few of these:

Ice cube challenge:  
Hold an ice cube in your hand. Let your 
hand feel the cold. Notice it. Notice how the 
experience changes. 

Waiting in line challenge:  
Pay attention, on purpose, to how you 
feel waiting. Notice whether you’re doing 
something to change your experience. If 
you are, quit it, and embrace the boredom/
frustration/urgency you might feel. See what 
that’s like.

Eating something you don’t  
love challenge:  
Brussels sprouts. Weird cheese. Licorice. A 
bug (no joke, Lisa did this). Listen to what 
your mind says to you, even as you read 
these words. Listen … and pop that thing 
in your mouth anyway. Notice what is going 
on in your mouth, your sense of taste, your 
feelings, your mind talking. Take your time.

The High-Intensity Curiosity Workout

Wearing two different shoes 
challenge: 
Ah, go on. Try it. Pay attention to what it’s 
like. Notice whether other people even 
notice your two different shoes. Try out 
walking around in these mismatched shoes.

Pen-mark on your face challenge:  
Put a mark on your face big enough to be 
visible. We recommend not using a Sharpie 
or other permanent marker. Notice how your 
face feels. Pay attention to what your mind 
does with this. See what others do if they 
see it—and notice what your mind has to say 
about that.

Giving up the last bite challenge:  
Of course you want the last bite of that pizza! 
No, you don’t want to give it up! So do it 
anyway, and see what that’s like.
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Going outside in the rain 
challenge:  
Rather than trying to stay dry, dashing 
between the raindrops, or making yourself 
smaller by hunching over, experiment with 
embracing the raindrops. Really getting wet. 
Notice their tender cold little pecks on your 
face. Catch them in your hands.

Other random ideas:  
At the nail salon, close your eyes, point, and 
get whatever nail polish color you pointed at. 
Walk home on a different street that you’re 
not used to. Try on clothes in a store you 
don’t normally go to.

Are you starting to get what we mean here?  
Think of something uncomfortable, and 
choose to do it. Say yes. Let your mind tell you 
aaaaaaaaaallll about what it will be like. We 
promise, the stuff that’s loud will have a lot to  
say about this. Do it anyway.

Notice what that’s like. Sloooooow down. Take 
off your coat. Stay awhile. Notice all the pieces 
of your experience—how your body feels, what 
your mind (or rather, your OCD) is saying, what 
feelings you are having. Get curious about what’s 
in there, in this moment.

Did it feel how you expected it to?

Now time for another experiment. This time, 
instead of being curious and willing, try to make 
yourself do one of the challenges. Bully yourself 
into doing it. Notice how this feels.

Is it the same or different as when you chose 
willingly?

Notice that challenging yourself can either be  
a tug-of-war between you and your mind, or you 
could … choose.

Notice
everything!
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GREAT! We’re not talking to your mind, we are 
talking to you! Your mind can come with you, 
though. It can stand alongside you on the board 
telling you not to do it, and you can still dive.

But where are we diving? And why?

Your mind might say, “To get away from my 
OCD.” Or maybe, “To feel better.”

Maybe.

But what if there’s something more to this story? 
What if we can dive toward things we give a $#!% 
about, rather than just away from feelings we 
don’t like?

You don’t have control over thoughts and 
feelings. But you can always choose to be more 
or less willing.

You can feel willing, in your heart … and more 
importantly, you can be willing, by taking steps.

Make sure you stay awake—attuned to the here 
and now—to really see what happens.

Wonder. What happens next?

Are you ready to take the leap off the diving 
board?

(NO, says your mind.)





Giving  
a $#!%

Chapter 6
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I would tell myself to not let OCD consume who I am. 
However long it takes to fight through it, that is okay.  
But make sure that when I come out, I’m still me.  
Make sure that I’m still kind, still lighthearted, still creative, 
and everything that I want to be. —Ethan

These days there is so much pressure to feel 
happy and to be successful. Doing “okay” isn’t 
enough. You might think that you need to be 
feeling awesome and doing awesome things and 
posting about those awesome things online and 
getting tons of likes and views. Because everyone 
else does, right? Does your mind tell you that 
story too? And do the whole social comparison 
thing? Ugh. Ours too.

You’ve already noticed that it isn’t possible to feel 
happy and to be doing awesome all the time, 
because to do that you’d need to get rid of all 
anxious and sad feelings completely and forever, 
and no human being can do that.

You’ve already tried getting rid of those unwanted 
feelings. You’ve done everything the stuff that’s 
loud tells you to try, hoping that eventually the 
feelings will go. Yet they’re still here.

And there is only so much time in the day, and 
you’ve got only so much energy to use each day. 
And spending all your energy trying to get away 
from feelings and thoughts has been exhausting 
and not very effective.

But what other options are there?

What if you spent your time and energy moving 
toward the stuff you give a $#!% about—the 
people, things, and ideas that matter to you? 
Putting your energy into being how you want to 
be in this world and how you want the world to 
be?

Probably tons of people have asked you what you 
want to do with your life. They ask what job you 
want or what college you want to go to and so 
on.

Maybe you have some answers to these questions 
or maybe you don’t. Or something in between. 
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And all those options are okay. All we’re asking 
is that you look at the questions and the answers 
and the no-answers with curiosity.

If you know exactly where you want to go, we 
ask you to be curious about why that direction 
matters to you. What is it about that career or 
course of study or adventure that appeals to you? 
What relationships are important to you? What 
causes and issues do you want to be involved in? 
Will there be other ways you can move toward 
the same ideas even if the first path is blocked?

If you have no idea where you want to go with 
your life, can you be curious about what might be 
out there? If you could try stuff that you’ve never 
done before, what might you try? How about …

Asking someone to hang out? Someone you 
really like, but have been scared to talk to?

Signing up for a club or some volunteering?

Learning a musical instrument?

Trying a new sport?

Doing theater? Being in the spotlight, singing 
with your heart, bringing the audience to their 
feet?

Writing? Creating a world that you really enjoy 
spending time in, that others might dig too?

Skateboarding? At a really cool skate park full of 
other kids who look like they already know what 
they’re doing?

Mountain climbing? Feeling the rough rock 
underneath your hands, as you pull yourself up 
into the blue sky?

Baking a cake for someone you love? Working 
on getting the icing the right color, noticing that 
wonderful smell coming from the oven?

Horseback riding? Galloping on a horse as fast  
as you can?



Notice any ideas that feel uplifting … sort of 
like you are going up in a hot air balloon? Even 
though your worries are yelling at you, giving 
reasons why these things can’t be options, are 
there things that feel exciting or fun or interesting 
as you think about them? What might you 
discover about yourself if you tried new stuff? 
Sometimes when you aren’t sure what you care 
about, your mind will try, in its risk-averse way, 
to help you think your way to an answer. BUT it’s 
likely you’ll discover more about what’s important 
to you by doing stuff—rather than just thinking 
about it.
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Or maybe you’re somewhere in between—you’ve 
thought of a direction that matters to you, but 
your mind says something like “Never gonna 
happen,” and you get stuck in that thought. Or 
the stuff that’s loud has told you not to listen to 
those parts of you that dream of moving forward.

All options are okay. It’s totally fine to know or 
to not know or to half know. Wherever you are, 
please be curious about the stuff that matters to 
you. The stuff you give a $#!% about.
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Are you interested in discovering what matters to 
you? Try this:

Make a bucket list. What’s that, you say? That 
is all the stuff—and we mean really all the 
stuff—possible or impossible—that you might 
have dreamed about doing during your lifetime. 
Or thought about doing. Or wanted to do. Or 
thought was too crazy or improbable to do. If 
there are people you want to do these things 
with, write that down too, for each item on your 
list. Write down as many things as you can think 
of. Your mind will probably say, “Never gonna 
happen.” Write them all down anyway … 

Go on, write it now … 

Keep writing, see how many ideas you can get 
on your page. See if you can write twenty, even if 
some feel far-fetched.

When you have a good bunch of these—and 
the more the better—take a good look at them, 
and start crossing out the ones that are the least 
important. Keep only the TOP five.

Is there something that ties all these together? 
Something underneath them, that is what each 
of these things is about? Does thinking about 
that thing make you feel … alive? Hopeful? 
Scared? Inspired? If so, notice that. Your heart is 
trying to tell you something about what makes 
you tick; about what makes you, well, you. It’s the 
stuff that you give a $#!% about.

At this point, you might notice your OCD 
chiming in with something like …

But you have to deal with ME first. ME ME ME.

And you might begin to spiral down again …

Just like always. It’s almost like a rule your mind 
tells you: FIRST get rid of the OCD, and THEN 
you get to have your life.

But … what if it’s time to change the rules?

Change rules? How?

Confused? You might be feeling a little lost … 
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Sometimes the best way to get to know a place is 
to get lost in it. To step out of the familiar streets 
of your internal map.

In order to do that, you’ll need to notice all your 
efforts to do away with your stuff that’s loud for 
a bit, and then choose to look up, look for new 
unexplored directions.

Let’s take a few minutes to think about rules … 
like the one about how you have to get rid of 
your loud stuff in order to have a good life.

And as well as your own self-imposed (or OCD-
imposed) rules, parents, school, government all 
have rules for you.

Mostly these rules are in place to reduce the risks 
to you and others. For example, wear your seat 
belt! Use the crosswalk! Don’t smoke! Sometimes 
this is great! And helpful! Other times, you might 
feel constrained. You might feel like you’re 
being treated like a little kid, even when you’re 
supposed to be learning how to adult.

Parents and the systems around you know best. 
Until they don’t. You only need to watch the news 
for a few minutes to know that adults haven’t 
figured out the answers. Adolescence is about 

Getting lost
discovering—about finding your life. Around 
the world, teenagers are questioning the rules 
that are hurting people or the planet we live on. 
We see young people asking the hard questions 
and making important decisions and calling 
out the adults around them. Making the world 
better by challenging beliefs and actions about 
the environment and fighting prejudice and 
broadening the range of acceptable life options.

Consider Greta Thunberg, for example. She’s a 
young person from Sweden with her own loud 
stuff, including OCD. When she was a little 
girl, she became very concerned about climate 
change. She couldn’t understand why none of the 
adults in her life were doing anything about it. 
She realized that for herself, and others her age, 
the world would become a very different, much 
hotter, much less livable place than it is right now.
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When she was sixteen years old, Greta decided 
to do something about it. She broke the rules: 
She started a school strike on Fridays. By herself. 
She made signs and sat outside the government 
buildings in Sweden, week after week.

One by one, others joined her—young people 
from all over the world. She spoke at the United 
Nations, and the World Economic Forum. She 
gave a TED talk. She was nominated for the 
Nobel Peace Prize. And now, people listen to 
her. She said, “Once we start to act, hope is 
everywhere. So instead of looking for hope, look 
for action. Then and only then, hope will come 
today.”

Greta stepped off the map of what she was 
supposed to do and changed the rules. Instead 
of thinking about it, she acted. And when she did, 
she created hope.

How about the confining map that OCD tries to 
keep you on? This narrow map that developed 
to keep you and others safe, and inside your 
comfort zone? (Even though the zone probably 
stopped feeling comfortable a long time ago, and 
the rules feel more like a prison.)

If you are stuck on an OCD map, then you have 
rules that are holding you back. The stuff that’s 
loud wants to be safe too. So it gives you lots and 
lots of rules, usually starting with “Don’t …” or 
“Be careful …” or “You can’t …”

If you are in an OCD story, how are you going to 
learn if you can’t try new things sometimes? How 
are you going to know how something works until 
you take it apart and put it back together again?

It’s time to change the rules and expand your 
map. It’s time to be curious, and act. Being an 
adolescent is about exploring the world and 
developing your own rules along the way. When 
you step out of your own OCD story and start 
working on stuff that you care about, you can 
make new rules that will help you get closer to 
what matters to you. As you learn more and see 
more, the rules can keep evolving to match where 
you are, what you want to be doing, and the 
person you want to become. You can become an 
explorer in the adventure of your own life.



Chapter 6 Giving a $#!%    65

So what makes a good explorer?

Before the sixth century BCE, people thought the 
earth was flat. And between the sixth century and 
the fifteen hundreds there was a whole truckload 
of uncertainty. Maybe the earth was flat. Maybe 
not. Nobody really knew.

So what would it take for somebody to say, Hey! 
What a cool idea to face sudden death by sailing 
off the edge of a flat earth, where on the way 
there are probably dragons and man-eating sea 
monsters of all kinds! And also, I don’t know how 
to swim! GREAT! Let’s do it!

Insanity? Maybe.

Death-defying bravery? Perhaps.

Curiosity? For sure.
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What about a dream? A really big dream, one 
that was bigger than the fear explorers must’ve 
felt, and bigger than the obstacles in their way?

In 1977, the Voyager 1 and 2 spacecrafts were 
launched into space. Their mission was to explore 
Jupiter and Saturn. On Voyager 1 was the Golden 
Record, which included a gold-plated disk that 
held recordings of sounds and images selected to 
portray life on Earth.

The scientists involved depended on two really 
different kinds of what-ifs. The first kind was all 
about problem solving, because about a million 
things could go wrong and make the mission fail. 
And the team needed to anticipate and solve as 
many possible problems as they could in order for 
the mission to go forward.

If they had stopped there, there probably 
wouldn’t have been a mission. After all, it seemed 
so insurmountable, so expensive, so improbable. 
The longest of long shots.
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But they didn’t stop there, because they also had 
a different kind of what-if, one that was much 
bigger than all their doubt and uncertainty.

What if we could learn something about our place 
in the universe? What if we could see something 
we’ve never seen before, from a totally different 
perspective than we thought possible? What if 
that would help us understand humankind, our 
planets, our place in the galaxy? What if we could 
send a message out to other possible worlds, to 
see if we are not all alone here?

So the scientists did all the problem solving 
they could, and then they took a giant leap, and 
launched the spacecrafts.

What if …?

The Voyager mission was expected to last 
approximately five years.

Today, this very minute, Voyager is still going. 
On August 25, 2012, Voyager 1 crossed into 
interstellar space, followed by Voyager 2 on 
November 2, 2018. These spacecrafts are the 
farthest human-made objects from our planet, 
still sending back data from the stars. This is well 
beyond what anyone in their wildest dreams ever 
thought possible.

What makes a good explorer?

Not the absence of fear.

Not feeling ready.

Not knowing for certain everything would be 
okay.

Instead … 

 … curiosity … 

  … willingness to discover, even when  
  there might be dragons … 

… and a really big dream that sets your heart  
on fire 

  … that inspires you to go big,   
   or go home

   … and makes being afraid worth it.

How do you touch with your heart what’s 
important to you? How do you discover your 
inner adventurer? What could be big enough, 
inspiring enough for you to risk shame, isolation, 
dragons, zooming into interstellar space for?

Is it scary to even ask these questions? What if it 
all goes wrong?
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So let’s ask some big questions.

Imagine your world without OCD or the stuff 
that’s loud. Gone. Yes, we know your mind is 
saying this exercise is pointless and impossible. 
It may even hurt to imagine something different 
from your “now,” or make you sad, or feel lost 
because a different life feels so far away. Let that 
feeling come along for the ride. Imagine anyway.

Imagine you’re given a time machine. It’s really 
cool—it can take you ten years into the future. So 
you jump into the machine, push the buttons and 
KAZAAM you’re in the future. And surprisingly, 
stuff is actually great. The first thing you notice is 
that the people around you are the people you 
most want around.

(Pause here, take in a breath, and give this 
question some loving consideration.)

Who is there with you?

Next you notice that you are doing stuff that 
is interesting to you and inspires you. You love 
being in this future. It’s not necessarily that you 
have stuff. It’s that you are engaged in your life, 
doing things that matter to you.

Spend a few minutes imagining what this life  
is like.

What are you doing? Why do these things  
inspire you?

Imagine you’ve built yourself a life that you 
love—really LOVE. In it are people who love you, 
and things you do that make you feel inspired. 
Getting up in the morning is joyful. Yes, really. 
Imagine.

Imagine YOU have built yourself this life. It was 
hard work. There were a ton of times you were 
sure you’d hit your wall, that you couldn’t do it. 
There were lots of times things didn’t follow your 
initial plan, and you had to regroup and start 
again. And yet you did. All of your effort … every 
hard day … each step … led to this.

If you could be anywhere, where would you be 
ten years from now? Close your eyes and picture 
it. Take some time. What do you look like, in this 
life? This one, that you built?

Imagine that this Future You could travel back in 
time to visit you now. What would Future You—
from this place where you have arrived, in this life 
you love—tell you now? What advice would they 
give you?

Take a few moments to listen. Listen close.

When your OCD gets in the way, you will have  
a choice to make:

Forward or………….. stuck?



Chapter 6 Giving a $#!%    69

What if …

… each time you leaned into your OCD you took 
a step closer to a life you could love? Maybe 
one you lost—that your spiraling took away from 
you—or maybe one you get to build the way you 
wish?

Go out and explore your world. And beyond…



Flexibility
Chapter 7
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The first step is not the hardest. I think it is certainly hard to take that first 
step toward facing your OCD and your fears, but it is not the hardest or the 
most important. The hardest step is the second step, and the third step, the 
fourth, and all the steps that come after that. 

Just because you fought back once does not mean you are in the clear.  
To get better takes the perseverance, effort, and vigilance to be constantly 
ahead of your illness and to keep working until you are satisfied. —Ethan

Rules can keep us stuck. All rules get us stuck 
sooner or later. So in order to unspiral, you’ll need 
flexibility. To find ways to follow rules that are 
helping you get closer to the people, things, and 
ideas that matter to you, and change your rules 
when they’re getting in the way of you being 
the kind of person you’re working toward being 
everywhere you want to go.

The Steps
The first step: Make a promise to yourself about 
something that really matters. An example might 
be the kind of person I want to be isn’t the kind 
of person who is held back by my OCD, so I’m 
going to choose not to let myself do a ritual for 
the next ten minutes, no matter what. Out of the 
question! Keep this promise in your head for the 
next two steps!

The second step: Start small. If you’re not willing 
to resist doing rituals for ten minutes, then do  
five minutes. Or two minutes. Or thirty seconds. 
Just whatever you do, choose. Notice when it’s 
harder and when it’s easier. Use what you notice 
to make a menu of scary, hard, loud stuff, and 
work out what rituals (or flat-out avoidance tactics) 
you typically do to make yourself feel better. Do 
the hard stuff in whatever order you like. Don’t do  
the rituals.

The third step: Repeat the second step. Keep it 
up. Practice everywhere, everywhen, everyhow, 
everymood, with everyone. Don’t stop.

These three steps are called exposure and 
response prevention, or ERP. It’s how you teach 
your OCD mind that no matter how loud it gets, 
you’re not going to do what it says.

It’s also how you teach yourself that if you let 
OCD talk to you, right up in your face and super 
loud, it doesn’t have power over you.
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Now for the how.

Be curious. Wonder what will happen if you 
do what the loud stuff doesn’t want you to do. 
Impossible? Let’s find out!

Pay attention. Notice everything. Slow down. 
Open up.

Turn toward the loud stuff. Make the scary, gross, 
uncomfortable, uncertain places cool spaces to 
hang out in. Lean in—and don’t do the thing you 
normally do (or anything else, for that matter) to 
make yourself feel better. Notice the stuff that 
scares you, makes you uncomfortable, makes you 
disgusted or horrified or terrified or uncertain. 
Notice when those feelings show up.

Watch for OCD thoughts. Listen to what your 
OCD says will happen. Very likely, your OCD 
will have a lot to say about you not doing what 
it wants. It will get LOUD, right up in your face. 
Don’t give in!

Be willing. Let thoughts and feelings wash over 
you. No need to defend yourself from them. Get 
to know them. Pay attention on purpose to all 
the different shades and nuances of each feeling. 
Where does it show up? Notice that there is room 
inside you for this feeling. Notice that there is 
space for the thought that there is no space for 
this thought. Notice all the feelings that show up 

in your body with the thoughts—feel their edges. 
Notice where they begin and end. Step back from 
your thoughts and observe them. Be willing to let 
OCD say whatever the heck it wants.

One way to work on your willingness is to 
rightsize your exposures. You can come up with 
what we call a hierarchy, or a list of stuff to do that 
starts small and gets really big and scary.  
And if you like, you don’t have to go from small 
to large—you can jump around too! Make a menu 
instead of a hierarchy. As you launch yourself 
toward the stuff that really matters, the stuff 
that’s loud might get in your way. Take those 
opportunities to avoid doing rituals. Improvise. 
Do over-the-top scary stuff!

An example might help. Let’s say your stuff that’s 
loud tells you that you need to check stuff, or else 
something terrible will happen. Think of Adam, 
in the Stuff That Spirals chapter—he needed to 
check and google and ask for lots of reassurance 
that a meteor wasn’t going to destroy the earth.

Adam might…

Start with drawing a picture of a meteor.

And then lots of pictures of meteors.

Little ones, then bigger, scarier ones.

And then carry them around in his pockets, or put 
them on his bedroom wall, right over his bed.



All the while, he might resist asking for 
reassurance. And if he asks his mom, for example, 
he might have her say, That sounds like your OCD 
talking. No need to answer that question.

And THEN he might write scripts about what 
would happen if (WHEN) a meteor hits the planet. 
And those scripts or stories might get more and 
more detailed over time.

And THEN he might tell his mom to show  
him stuff from the Internet about meteors hitting 
the earth.

MAYBE he would visit a museum where there  
are actual meteors!

Maybe he’d watch a movie (there are several) 
where giant meteors are going to hit the earth.

MAYBE when he goes to leave for school he  
has his family say, Hope a meteor hits you on  
your way to school!

You get the idea. If you have this kind of stuff 
that’s loud, you are probably pretty triggered. 
GOOD. That means we are headed in the right 
direction! The more triggering the ERP is, and the 
more willing you are to experience it, the better 
the learning will be!
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As you work through your ERP hierarchy or menu, 
don’t accidentally (or on purpose) do rituals. If it 
feels scary and bad, you’re doing it right. If you 
do something to make yourself feel better or to 
keep control, or reduce uncertainty, it’s probably a 
ritual. If you try to distract, or rush through, or just 
get it over with, you’re probably white-knuckling.

Give a $#!%. We know it’s tough to choose 
to do ERPs, so it can be super helpful to work 
them into your life, into activities that are 
consistent with the stuff you give a $#!% about. 
For example, start by imagining yourself doing 
a tough ERP so that you can build yourself a life 
that you love. Picture it. Notice what OCD says 
when you do this. Let it be as loud as it wants!

Be flexible. Take it on the road. If you practice 
in the same place, in the same mood, with the 
same people all the time, you’ll probably notice 
that your OCD is louder in places you haven’t 
practiced. If you are feeling more vulnerable—
like if you are tired, or feeling anxious about 
something else, or grouchy—you might notice 
OCD raising its volume. That’s okay. It simply 
means that these are new places and contexts 
where you should practice ERP. Try ERP in all sorts 
of places.

Mix things up. Jump around when you do your 
exposures. You could do them easiest to hardest, 
or you could do them randomly—either way 

is okay. Capitalize on unexpected exposures. 
Improvise exposures. If you feel triggered by 
something unexpected, practice thinking that 
this might be a great opportunity for exposure. 
For example, let’s say that Adam is walking 
outside on the beach at night with his girlfriend 
and sees some shooting stars. Immediately, the 
stuff that’s loud is back, looking for certainty and 
reassurance. Instead of hiding his fear, or asking 
his girlfriend for reassurance, Adam might take a 
deep breath and say, Did you see those shooting 
stars? What if they were huge meteorites heading 
toward the earth? Sometimes I get these scary 
thoughts … and they are loud. Let’s see if we see 
any more shooting stars, and stay out here a bit 
longer, looking at the sky. It’s beautiful, isn’t it … 
even if his OCD says it’s ALSO pretty scary.

Change your perspective. Once upon a time, 
there was just you and OCD. Think about your 
relationship with it. Did you (or do you) have 
a hard time telling where OCD ends and you 
begin? Did you (or do you) think you’re OCD?

What if you thought of OCD as another person, 
or a character in a book? How would you describe 
it? Would it be bossy? Crazy? Kind? Paranoid? 
Gentle? What would it look like? If you could 
imagine the sound of its voice, what would it 
sound like? Gruff? High-pitched and whistly?
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What if you imagined that your OCD was like a 
little child, hiding behind a chair in the corner, 
waiting for you to take it by its hand and show 
it how to be courageous? How would your 
relationship to OCD change if you imagined it  
like that?

Screw it all up, and try again. This is maybe 
the most important step. You will mess up, or give 
in, at some point. Then your mind will tell you 
you’ve failed, and you can’t do it, and there’s no 
point. Of course. We told you that OCD is ninja-
level sneaky.

As you go through your ERP practice, you might 
notice that when you make headway in one 
area, the stuff that’s loud might pop up again, in 
another place. For example, if you did meteor-
hitting-the-earth ERPs, and those thoughts now 
come and go without you getting spiraled up 
in them, NOW you might have intrusive images 
of harming someone physically or sexually. And 
you might think, “Crap. My stuff that’s loud is 
LOUDER now, and this ERP stuff doesn’t work.” 
Or “Maybe there IS something wrong with me, 
and I just can’t do it.” THAT is a good example of 
the stuff that’s loud tricking you again. Remember, 
what the thoughts are about doesn’t matter. It’s 
about the pattern—scary thought or feeling, 
urge to do a compulsion or ritual, and then the 
spiraling begins again … UNLESS you notice the 
new loud stuff for what it is—sneaky old OCD, 
trying to spin you in again.

Keep going. Keep going. Keep going.
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Work just outside your comfort zone. 
When you practice ERP, it’s best if you are 
working in a zone where you are willing to be 
uncomfortable. If you stay inside your comfort 
zone, you’ll never stretch it and make it bigger!  
In fact, OCD often steals ground and can make 
your comfort zone smaller … and smaller …  
and smaller … maybe until you can’t move or 
think at all.

To work outside your comfort zone is to make it 
bigger—to give yourself more room to move and 
live and love and breathe. It can make you feel  
so vulnerable to be outside your zone. Learn to 
hang out there. Spend some time. See the sights. 
Then step beyond that zone. Onward.

Mix it up. There are a million and one ways 
to do ERPs. It can be helpful to talk to an ERP 
therapist to help you come up with ideas that are 
right for your OCD. Fine-tuning your ERPs can be 
super important. Here are some examples: 

Cool ERP Ideas
If you miss your friends, call them,  
text them, go visit them. If OCD shows 
up, don’t just white-knuckle it—really be 

with your friends. Give them your whole attention. 
Appreciate what it’s like being with them, even with 
OCD there too.

If your OCD tells you that you need to 
move a certain “just-right” way, choose 
to go to a place that matters to you—
and move in a “just-wrong” way.

If your OCD makes you scared of 
particular thoughts, like harm thoughts, 
then make signs with those thoughts 

and put them up in your room. Count each time 
you look at them and don’t tell yourself it will be 
okay. This is even more powerful if you are also 
worried about what people would think if they 
knew you had these thoughts.

If scary OCD thoughts pop into your 
head, make a study pack of index cards 
with a scary thought written on each 

one. Keep them with you. You can start with just 
one if you need. Pull the cards out from time to 
time, in different settings, during the day, and 
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look at them. When you’ve built up a few, add 
random words, like “banana” mixed in there, 
so you never know which one you’ll get. If you 
are doing ERP with harm thoughts, add in the 
names of people you’re scared you might harm 
to the deck.

If your OCD makes you worry about 
there being poison or contamination 
in your food, go to the coffee shop, 

and when they ask you what you want, say, “I 
don’t know. What’s good?” and get that.

If OCD says your stuff needs to be 
organized just so, mess it up! Leave 
it there.

If your OCD makes you want 
reassurance from other people, 
don’t ask. Instead, tell on yourself to 

those who are helping you with your OCD. For 
example, say, “I’m pretty sure I just committed a 
mortal sin; don’t tell me I didn’t.”

On the other hand if your OCD tells 
you that you need to confess, don’t say 
a word. Zip it. Notice the discomfort.

If you do rituals in your head—like 
saying certain things in a certain way, 
or even giving yourself reassurance—

resist that and lean into the feeling of discomfort 
or uncertainty.

Do ERP bingo. Mix it up. Do 
improvised ERPs. Capitalize on when 
you are surprised by an unexpected 
trigger. Life is unpredictable!

Go after ERP! You might start out by 
thinking “Okay, I won’t let my OCD 
make me do this ritual,” but then try 

moving toward really pushing your OCD, like 
“I wonder what would happen if I did THIS?” 
If you notice your OCD getting louder about 
something, think “THIS would be a GREAT ERP! 
I’m gonna do it!”
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Make sure to work in the places and on the 
tasks where you are willing to be in contact with 
uncomfortable, triggering thoughts. Remember, 
to be willing doesn’t mean wanting to do an 
ERP, or liking it, or being ready to do it. It just 
means that you willingly choose to put yourself 
in situations where you are triggered and anxious 
and uncomfortable AND still resist doing rituals.

Troubleshooting 
Don’t make yourself do ERPs. OCD does enough 
of making you do stuff anyway. Your power lies 
in choosing, and noticing that you are choosing 
to do hard stuff, no matter how loud OCD is, 
because you’ve made a promise to yourself that 
really matters.
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It can be hard to tell what’s a ritual and what’s 
not. And sometimes, sneaky OCD can co-opt 
good stuff you are doing and make that into a 
ritual. When your OCD is loud, anything you 
do that makes you feel better/less anxious/
less uncomfortable/more certain or relieved is 
probably a ritual.

If you get stuck, don’t give up. Know that 
almost everyone gets off track—it’s not a straight 
path. Instead, it’s really treacherous and goes over 
rocks and through swamps and … and … You are 
not alone. Ask for help. Talk to an ERP therapist.

Keep in mind that your OCD will sometimes be 
loud and sometimes be quiet, even if you keep 
doing ERPs. That’s okay. It will probably get quiet 
after lots of ERP practice. The trick is, if and when 
it gets loud again, remember, you KNOW what to 
do. Be curious, be willing, be flexible.

Remember the three steps … no matter how loud 
it gets, you’re not going to do what it says.

Be kind to yourself when you are working hard, 
and especially when you fall down. Celebrate 
your successes, no matter how small. They are all 
steps in the direction of the life you will build for 
yourself.

Tune in to that kind, strong, and wise voice. It is 
with you on this difficult path.

Once you start seeing that there are  
little things you can do, and you start 
making a little bit of progress, it’s 
amazing how satisfying it is, and how 
much you can start going after it. I 
started wanting to go after it. It stopped 
being “I can’t let myself do this,” and 
being more like “I want to challenge 
myself and see what I can do.” And 
once I caught that wind, I sort of sailed 
on from there.

—Ethan
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Well done for making it to Chapter 8. Have we 
sparked your curiosity? Have you identified things 
you’re willing to try and try them flexibly? Have 
you identified the things you give a $#!% about? 
If you’ve already been experimenting with the 
ideas we’ve shared so far, take a pause and step 
back for a moment. Breathe. Notice.

Consider what the cost of struggling with your 
OCD has been in your life. What might it be 
like for you to unspiral? What would it be like 
to be curious, rather than simply doing what 
the stuff that’s loud says? To be willing to feel 
uncomfortable stuff? To live flexibly, outside of 
OCD rules?

What if simply asking these questions is  
a powerful thing that could shift you into  
a different sort of life—one you love?  
Into freedom?

You’ve probably felt trapped for a long time.  
And just as the stuff that’s loud has kept you  
in a cage, very likely it’s trapped those around  
you too.

Especially your family and friends. Because the 
stuff that’s loud can have impacts on other people 
as well. It can be really hard for others around you 
to see you suffering, so they might try to make 
you feel better by reassuring you, or helping you 
with your rituals, or letting you just stay in your 
room/on the couch/in bed because you feel like 
it’s too hard to do anything else. That’s called 
accommodation, and it can feed your OCD.

Other stuff can happen too. You might have 
found really effective ways to get people to 
help you in the short term—maybe yelling or 
screaming, or worse. Maybe stuff you’re not 
proud of. We all get it wrong sometimes, even 
when we’re trying to do our best. And when 
we get it wrong, we apologize and try to act 
differently next time.



OCD can drag in your family. When it’s really 
loud, your family life becomes about the care and 
feeding of the stuff that’s loud. Normal family life 
slips away. Parents might blame themselves or 
blame you for your OCD. Siblings might become 
resentful or embarrassed. Friends might give up 
asking you to do things or stop expecting you 
to show up. Of course, all these things make it 
harder to unspiral. It’s likely you also feel crappy 
about some of the ways the stuff that’s loud has 
led you to treat others.

All these strong feelings make the OCD very 
hard for the family to talk about. OCD thrives in 
secrecy. It makes itself the center of everything by 
becoming the thing that nobody is talking about. 
It becomes the biggest secret at the heart of your 
universe.

Be curious about all the important conversations 
you’re not having with your parents and friends 
and siblings. What are you not saying to them? 
What does your OCD not allow them to say to 
you?

What percentage of the time are you hanging 
out, doing regular family activities … and what 
percentage of the time is occupied by OCD and 
everyone keeping quiet to accommodate it?

If you are trying out the ideas in this book, you 
are working so hard to grow your curiosity, your 
willingness, and your flexibility. You’ve thought 
about what you give a $#!% about and are taking 
steps toward those things. Now we really want to 
bring the stuff that’s loud into the light to reduce 
its power even more.

In this chapter we’re going to give suggestions 
for how you can talk to your parents about what 
you’re going through and how they can help 
you—and your family—unspiral. You might want 
to try some of these words, or you might have 
your own words. Either way, let’s get talking.
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There’s me and there’s my OCD.

Sometimes it’s hard to keep these 
separate, but I am learning where 

I begin and my OCD ends.
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OCD is when I get caught in a spiral.

Thoughts, images, or feelings come up that feel 
loud, true, and terrifying, and I often feel wrong 
or crazy for even thinking them.

So I try really hard to keep away from this stuff 
that’s loud.

—  I do some rituals in my head. 
—  I do some rituals that can be seen. 
—  I avoid some places or activities. 
—  Sometimes I even get you to help me  
 with my rituals or avoidance.  

I know you’ve seen me do some of these  
things. And there are still a lot of things you 
haven’t seen me do.

Sometimes it feels like I have no control  
over them.

Sometimes it feels like I can’t help yelling.

Sometimes I feel desperate, sometimes I’d rather 
just … stop … and not be … just so I don’t have 
to listen to OCD anymore.

And sometimes it’s easier to do nothing at all, 
because if I do anything that means I will have  
to do a ton of rituals.

Sometimes it feels impossible.

But I’m not going crazy. OCD is an anxiety 
disorder, and it is more common than we know 
because it is so hard for people to talk about and 
can take people so many years to ask for help.

Things you Might  
want to Say about OCD
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I’m not doing my rituals to be difficult or to get 
attention. I do my rituals because they feel like a 
“have to” that’s really, really hard to resist. It can 
even feel like people’s lives depend on me doing 
my rituals.

I’ve been dealing with this for a long time, 
longer than you’ve even noticed. Sometimes I’ve 
managed doing things without you discovering 
how hard and how terrifying it was for me to do. 
Other times I responded by being upset or angry.

And I’ve been trying really hard to reduce the 
power that the OCD has over me. This book has 
given me some ideas to try too. I’m trying to be 
curious, willing, and flexible.

I (like every other human on the planet) have 
good days and bad days. Every day, I push myself 
and do what I’m able to do, but just because I 
can manage something one day doesn’t mean 
I’ve got it mastered for life. We all take steps 
forward and backward.

Things you Might  
want to Say about you
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OCD is super loud. And I often don’t know how 
to handle it. I’m trying. I’m going to screw it up, 
so please be patient with me. I’m learning.

This is the hardest thing I’ve ever done. And 
much as I want to be independent, I need your 
help. I’m scared to say that, because a big part  
of me just wants you to tell me it will be okay.  
But I need you to not do that.

It won’t be easy, and sometimes I won’t react in 
ways that are helpful. I’m sorry.

There may be stuff that pops into my mind that 
I’m afraid to tell you. I’ll work on learning to talk 
about the things that scare me, but it may take 
some time.

Just know, even when OCD is loud, and I seem 
totally different from that sweet little kid I once 
was, I’m still in here. I’m stuck, and I’m working 
my way out.

When I was small, I know you always wanted to 
protect me and keep me safe. Now is the time to 
help me learn to be brave, even when I’m asking 
for you to reassure me. Even though I know it 
might be hard for you to watch me being anxious, 
I want you to know it’s okay. We can do this.

It’s going to feel weird and wrong letting me 
be anxious. Your mind might be telling you that 
good parents don’t let their children feel scared 
or sad or stuck. I promise you that’s just what I 
need. I can handle it. I don’t need you to solve it 
for me, but I do need you there, no matter what, 
especially when I’m at my most stuck.

Sometimes I’ll need your help resisting my rituals, 
or help noticing when I’m avoiding something 
because of the OCD. I need you to encourage 
me to go out and explore and discover my own 
strengths. I need you to believe they are there, 
even when I can’t see them. Especially when my 
OCD says I’m weak.

Things you Might want  
to Say to your Parents 
about How They Can Help
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I’ll fall down a lot and you’ll feel frustrated 
because some days will be harder than others.  
It won’t be a straight path. Please know I’m trying.

Celebrate the small wins with me. Because 
the small wins all add up to something bigger. 
Something that matters.

It’s okay to ask me more about what I’m 
struggling with, and you can borrow this book 
from me if you want to learn more about OCD.

As a family, we need to look out for times when 
someone is helping me do the rituals, either 
willingly or unwittingly. I know you do this 
because you think it would help. Our whole 
family needs to understand that if the family 
accommodates OCD, we are all allowing it to 
rent space in our home, in your family. This  
isn’t anyone’s fault any more than having OCD  
is my fault—it’s just that this is how OCD changes 
the way families work. It spirals others in too.

In order for our family to unspiral from OCD,  
we’ll all need to resist my OCD rituals. It will be 
hard for me and hard for you. Let’s work together 
to notice ways in which we’re allowing the OCD 
to be sneaky or secretive. Let’s work together to 
bring it into the light where it has less power.

If I ask for reassurance, maybe family members 
can ask, “Is that you or your OCD talking right 
now?”

Instead of saying “It’s all going to be okay,”  
maybe family could say, “I’m not sure. Maybe  
it is, maybe it isn’t. Let’s just see what happens.”

If I’m in a new situation where I haven’t practiced 
much ERP and the OCD becomes really loud, 
then family can remind me that this is a great 
learning opportunity. The louder it is, the better 
the learning.

Mostly I just need to know that you’re  
in my corner, no matter what.





Chapter 8 Your Parents, and What to Do with Them    89

Okay, so that’s a big list of things you might  
want to let them know. But it doesn’t all need 
to be in one conversation or at one time. In this 
book we’ve broken down the steps of unspiraling 
from OCD by being curious, willing, and flexible. 
Ask your parents to talk with you about what 
you’ve read so far in this book. Or lend the book 
to them!

It’s important for us to mention that this book isn’t 
therapy. It’s a guide that you and your parents can 
use to start unspiraling and to take some steps in 
your chosen directions. Hopefully you’re able to 
do this work with a therapist who is skilled in ERP, 
and who has experience working with OCD.

You may be reading this going, “I’m just not 
ready to say all this.” That’s okay. But can you say 
some of it? Can you start the conversation?

It can be helpful to plan out what you want to say 
when you have a clear head. Don’t wait till you 
are in the middle of an OCD crisis and then try  
to explain what’s going on.

When do you have your best discussions with 
your parents? Late at night? In the car? On the 
weekend? Trying to explain things to them while 
everyone is at their most stressed probably isn’t 
going to be the most effective time to talk. Try to 
pick a time when they are calm, and not rushing 
from one thing to the next, or working on getting 
you to do something.

Do you want to talk to one parent first or talk to 
them together (assuming you have two parents 
that you’re talking to)? Is there another adult you 
want to talk to first and have them help you talk 
to your parents? Sometimes it helps to talk things 
out first … even to yourself, in the mirror, before 
launching into it with your parents.

How and when to Talk 
to Parents



building  
an army

Chapter 9



Chapter 9 Building an Army    91

OCD likes to divide and conquer.  
It’s important to remember that you  
are not alone.

Social isolation is bad for your health.

We can’t stress this enough. We get that you 
need your alone time to recharge. But human 
beings were designed to be social creatures. We 
learned to work in groups to catch food, build 
homes, raise families, and just generally support 
each other.

OCD loves to keep you all to itself. It demands 
so much of your attention that being with others 
can feel impossible. It will use so many dirty tricks 
in order to keep you isolated. It will tell you that 
no one else will understand what you’re dealing 
with. It might make you feel ashamed of all you’re 
thinking and doing. It tells you that there’s no 
time to see people because you’ve got important 
things to do or that you’ll have to do too many 
rituals if you see others.

As you’ve probably noticed throughout the book, 
if the stuff that’s loud is telling you that you need 
to do something, you probably don’t.

So think about who matters to you and ways that 
you’re able to spend time with them. It might be 
that on a rough day just sending someone a quick 
message might feel like a huge step; other days 
you might feel more able to go out and hang with 
friends or spend more time with the rest of the 
family rather than in your room.

Obviously, lots of your social interaction will 
be online. That’s where people tend to hang 
out. Hopefully you’ll also find ways to do some 
hanging out with another human actually in the 
room. Connecting with your friends online can be 
a helpful way to keep in touch, but there is also 
something special about seeing someone smile 
when you talk or getting a hug from them.

Have you thought about telling others about your 
OCD, but been scared to? To open up to others 
in your life who are on your side and won’t judge 
you (although OCD might tell you that everyone 
is judging)? This can be a helpful thing to help 
you feel more connected to others. Find a quiet 
moment and talk about what OCD is really like. 
Of course, it’s okay to share as little or as much 
about your OCD as you want to.  
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Here’s some advice for how to tell others 
about your stuff that’s loud: 

— Start slow. Everybody feels anxiety sometimes. 
You might talk about feeling anxious about 
thoughts that bother you, that you have 
trouble getting out of your head. You might 
also talk about how this interferes with stuff 
in your life—like maybe, your friends feel like 
you are distant sometimes, or preoccupied. 
Maybe they’ve noticed you doing rituals and 
don’t know what to make of them. Starting 
with things you do, rather than saying “Hey, 
I have OCD” can help ease people in, and 
give you time to educate them a bit. Many 
people don’t know what OCD is, or they may 
have stereotyped ideas about it. Starting slow 
will help you lay out the details you’d like to 
share, as they relate to that person and your 
relationship, at your own pace.

—  Share only the details that are important to 
help others understand and empathize with 
you. You don’t have to share the content of 
your thoughts unless you want to. However, 
you could share that you experience thoughts 
that are scary and hard, and feel shameful or 
horrible.

— When and if you share with others, don’t let 
the stuff that’s loud direct what you say, and 
how you say it. For example, your stuff that’s 
loud might want you to be sure that you share 
every single detail, correctly, and to check that 
it is 100 percent understood. Or perhaps your 
OCD wants you to tell people so that they 
accommodate it and make it easier to do OCD 
rituals. See if you can resist talking about it the 
way OCD wants you to. 

— Stigma busting is scary and hard but can be 
helpful. Educating others can help remove 
obstacles for you—and for others. Think about 
talking to your teachers and friends. Go at your 
own pace, and choose who you are willing to 
share with and who you are not.

 Another way to reduce stigma is to stand up 
for yourself when people say, “I’m so OCD.” 
If you’ve heard someone saying this who 
doesn’t have OCD—they just like things neat, 
or they use hand sanitizer during winter—it 
can feel offensive. Keep in mind that lots of 
people just don’t understand what it’s like. 
They might say something like “I’m so OCD 
about my studying,” or “I keep my room 
clean; I’m so OCD.” If you are willing to help 



educate others about OCD, that will make 
a space for you to feel more comfortable, 
and it will help others who also have OCD.                                                                                                                                             
                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                                                                   

Build your army. Connecting with others  
with OCD can help. There is a whole community 
out there who understand and want you to join 
them. The International OCD Foundation website 
(www.iocdf.org) is a good place to start your 
search for a community. There are likely to be 
some local groups near you too.

There is strength in numbers. You can learn  
from others and offer support to them too.  
You are more powerful than you know. 
Many of the young people we have worked with 
are actively involved in helping others—through 
sharing their experience, through speaking out, 
through volunteering.
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Science is clear that a healthy lifestyle 
can reduce your vulnerability to anxiety 
or OCD. That doesn’t mean it will take 
away all the stuff that’s loud or the urges 
to quiet those thoughts or feelings. 
However, when you’re feeling stronger, 
the stuff that’s loud is likely to be less 
frequent and less intense.

Have you noticed that you tend to stay up later 
and get out of bed later too? That’s actually a 
normal part of adolescence—just when your body 
needs sleep the most, your body clock makes 
it hard to sleep at night and be awake in the 
mornings. It’s called a sleep-phase shift. This can 
make it tough to get to school on time; if you are 
in the habit of late-night video gaming or being 
on screens, that can really make it hard for you to 
sleep. When your sleep gets messed up, it can 
increase anxiety and depression. And when you’re 
anxious or depressed, it can be harder to sleep.

So when we tell you that getting enough sleep is 
likely to help take away some of the power of the 
stuff that’s loud, we are still aware that it might 
be a challenging thing to work on. If we tell you 
to get more sleep to help yourself, we have put 
even more pressure on you to sleep, which might 
make it harder to sleep. So we’re not going to 
suggest you get more sleep. Instead, we’re going 
to ask you to be curious about how to improve 
your “sleeportunity.”

Sleep
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Sleeportunity is our shorthand way to describe 
the things you do to help you sleep. Teens should 
be getting between eight and ten hours of sleep 
a night, although most young people get less 
than that. Sometimes you’ll sleep for all those 
hours; other nights you’ll be lying in bed hoping 
to sleep but not able to. Something that helps is 
to develop what is called sleep hygiene, which 
can help improve how much you sleep, and the 
quality of your sleep.

Good sleep hygiene includes creating habits. 
Notice how these practices work for you: 

— Go to sleep at the same time each night and 
be awake in daytime.

— Resist napping.

— If you do stay up later on weekends, still get 
up at a reasonable time; sleeping in late can 
mess with your sleep all week.

— Don’t have caffeine or energy drinks after  
4:00 p.m.

— Avoid alcohol and nicotine.

— Get off your screens a half hour before you 
want to fall asleep; find something else that 
relaxes you in the last hour before bed.

— Add more exercise or physical movement  
into your day.

Also, remember that bodies take a while to get 
used to a change in sleep routine. If you decide 
to experiment with a different bedtime or trying 
different things before bed in order to give 
yourself more sleeportunity, be aware that you 
might need to give yourself at least a few weeks 
of any routine to get enough information about 
its usefulness. You might want to even keep notes 
about what helped.

Change doesn’t happen overnight …
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We know that exercise can help you feel stronger 
and give you energy. Exercise also makes your 
body more tired, which means you might sleep 
more hours or more deeply, and that will reduce 
your vulnerability to the stuff that’s loud. Exercise 
can help you feel more willing to take risks and be 
curious. It also gives you a chance to focus on the 
here and now—it can be harder to worry about 
the future when you’re just focusing on running 
to the next lamppost. Some forms of exercise are 
also social, like team sports, which means you 
need to get out and spend time with others. Plus 
there are all sorts of positive physiological and 
chemical things that happen when you get your 
body moving.

But if you’re like us, you probably find exercise 
easier said than done. We make all sorts of 
promises to ourselves and plans that this week 
we’re going to do more, but life gets busy, 
our bodies get tired, other options feel more 
appealing at the time, and so on …

So how can you develop an exercise plan that 
is likely to actually happen? First, pick a type of 
exercise that appeals to you. Is there a sport you 

Exercise
enjoy playing? Are you someone who likes to 
get out in the sun and go for a run? Perhaps you 
prefer going to a gym or a pool? Or maybe you 
like doing exercise in the privacy of your own 
room—YouTube has lots of great yoga or workout 
videos to guide you through a workout that’s at 
your level.

It doesn’t need to be a whole workout either. Add 
more small stuff into your day. Walk the dog. Take 
the stairs instead of the elevator. Get off the bus 
one stop early and walk to the last stop.

Also be curious about the things that make it 
more likely that exercise actually happens and the 
things that discourage you. Can you find a time 
of day when you actually have time and energy to 
do it? Can you do the exercise before the game 
or Netflix comes on? Do you know someone who 
might enjoy exercising with you? Maybe you can 
encourage each other? Or sign up for a class or 
an event?

Bonus points if the exercise you try is also one 
that allows you to practice your breathing or 
present-moment focus—examples include yoga 
or martial arts.
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Are there certain foods or quantities of food 
that make you feel healthier and better about 
yourself? Are there other foods that make you 
feel sluggish or invite your mind to be mean to 
you? Do your values influence what foods you 
choose to eat?

There are a million guides to food intake or 
trendy diets available; some of them might be a 
good fit for you, helping you feel stronger and 
more ready to be curious. There are other diets 
that feed the stuff that’s loud, encouraging you to 
have inflexible rules or complex rituals. So keep 
your eyes open, and notice whether your chosen 
diet is allowing you to move toward the life you 
want to be living, or reinforcing the OCD and 
social avoidance, or getting in the way of you 
doing the stuff you care about.

Food & Drink
As well as food, there are other substances we 
can choose to put into our bodies, and again we 
encourage you to be really curious about what 
happens. Often getting drunk or wasted on drugs 
seems like it might allow for a brief break from 
the stuff that’s loud, but it actually makes the stuff 
that’s loud ten times louder the next day when 
you feel awful and are going over the things you 
said or did under the influence. Drugs or alcohol 
are also likely to get in the way of sleep, exercise, 
and eating patterns that you’re choosing to 
experiment with. Bring your inner scientist, and 
notice what actual effects these things are having 
on the life you want to be living.
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If you see a psychiatrist or medical doctor about 
your OCD, they might recommend medication. 
Medication is another area where curiosity can be 
useful. Doctors know a lot about medication and 
what the research says about effectiveness—so 
ask lots of questions.

Research on OCD suggests that the skills we 
describe in this book—specifically, ERP—are 
your best bet for your OCD. However, some 
medications have also been shown to help some 
people with OCD, especially if you use them 
in addition to ERP. If you think you want to try 
medication, we suggest you find a doctor who is 
a good listener and who you feel like you trust. 
Make sure you feel that you have time to ask any 
questions you have about the medications and 
that you’re always welcome to go away and think 
some more before trying anything. You might 
choose to do your own research, but of course  
Dr. Google isn’t always that reliable, and you’ll 

Medication
find lots of pill lovers and pill haters online, 
regardless of what the facts actually say. Your 
OCD will probably not be a reliable source of 
information either. 

You need to be a good listener too. If you try  
a medication, listen to what your body tells you 
about whether it’s helping or making you feel 
worse. Give it time to see if the side effects 
settle. And if you have questions or notice side 
effects or changes you don’t like, call your doctor 
straightaway. Also, sorry to have to tell you that 
medication alone won’t fix your problems. You 
might think of it as something that may support 
your use of the skills in this book.
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If you’re like most people in the twenty-first 
century (including us authors), you probably 
spend too much time on your devices. Phones, 
tablets, laptops, TVs, and other screens all 
compete for our attention and are very skilled at 
keeping us hooked in and online. They can also 
keep us disconnected from the world.

What happens when you put down your devices 
and step outside? What do you notice? Maybe 
it’s just a whole lot of other people walking down 
the street with their heads down looking at their 
phones. Or maybe you also notice other things 
that are happening in the world around you. 
People, animals, plants, clouds, colors … There’s 
so much to see. So much to connect you to the 
world that the stuff that’s loud is trying to keep 
you away from.

And while you’re outside, or at least away from 
your screens, what do you enjoy doing? What can 
you do that will give you a boost? A sport or a 
hobby or a topic to learn more about? Something 
that will give you a sense that your world is 
opening up again or that you have room to move, 
and that there’s so much to discover.

Stepping Outside
Maybe the stuff that’s loud has been causing 
trouble for so long that you’re not even sure what 
you like. Maybe you’ll need to use your curiosity 
to experiment with different things and find out 
what you’re good at or what you’re not yet good 
at but would like to get better at.

Time is limited. We only have so many hours 
on this earth. The stuff that’s loud wants you to 
spend every one of those hours doing what it tells 
you. Now’s your chance to spend some of your 
hours learning more about yourself and what you 
like to do. Even when the stuff that’s loud is trying 
to stop you. Especially when the stuff that’s loud 
is trying to stop you.



Hopefully the ideas in this book have been 
helpful for you, and you also might need more 
support. You might need more support with your 
OCD, or maybe there are related difficulties, such 
as alcohol or drug use or past trauma you haven’t 
been able to talk about (or talk enough about).

If you have a diagnosis of OCD, it’s important  
to find a therapist trained in ERP who can  
guide you well. A great place to do this is to 
check out the International OCD Foundation 
website (www.iocdf.org). A good therapist can 
help you rightsize your ERP and troubleshoot 
when needed.

You might already be seeing a therapist, or 
that might be something you want to try. This 
book draws on principles of acceptance and 
commitment therapy (ACT), so if it resonates, you 
might like to try finding a therapist (or counselor 
or psychologist) who uses ACT so that their ideas 
and the book’s ideas are consistent. Or maybe 
you want to try someone who works in a different 
way. Let your curiosity guide you. 

Therapy
Whoever you see, make sure that you feel heard 
and respected and not just viewed as OCD with 
legs. You are more than your difficulties. Although 
your therapist might spend a good bit of time 
talking about the hard stuff, you still want to 
feel like they see you as a whole human being. 
Remember your therapist is a human being too; 
they haven’t got their whole life sorted, and 
they’ve got their own thoughts and emotions 
that cause them distress. And at the same time, 
maybe they’ve got some ideas that will help you 
move closer to the life you want to be living.
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We wish you well on your journey. May you have 
many adventures! May you meet fellow travelers 
and may you discover, one small step at a time, 
your many strengths. Our wish for you is that you 
take the ideas in our little book and build yourself 
a spectacular life, worthy of all that you are, of all 
you hope, and all you dream.

Keep the discussion going at: 
 
www.stuffthatsloud.com  
or  
www.facebook.com/stuffthatsloud. 

So lONg FOR 
now, here at 
THE end…OF 
THE begINnINgAs you are finding your way through the stuff 

that’s loud, there’s lots of stuff that helps.  
The International OCD Foundation website  
(www.iocdf.org) has recommendations, resources, 
and a whole world of useful ideas. There are 
books, YouTube clips, podcasts, and discussion 
groups, and stuff for your family, friends, and 
teachers too. There’s a strong and growing 
community of young people with OCD who will 
welcome you—there’s an annual conference 
where you can actually go and meet them!  
Get curious and discover.

Extra 
Support  
& Ideas



Spirals grow infinitely small the 
farther you follow them inward, but 
they also grow infinitely large the 

farther you follow them out.

John Green, Turtles All the Way Down



Part Two Unspiraling

Acknowledgments

Before we go, we have to say a few really 
important thank-yous.

This book was written after years of talking to 
young people struggling with OCD, anxiety, 
sadness, and life. We remember you, we care 
about you, and we’re grateful for all we’ve 
learned from you. Thank you.

Thank you to the many kids and families 
struggling with OCD who have been my 
teachers—you are my heroes. You inspire me, 
every day, to do my best, just as you do. It’s a 
privilege to walk alongside you on your journeys, 
and a joy to see you find your many strengths. 
To Rory, Josie, and John—you are my heart. 
Thank you for putting up with me, every day. I am 
not whole without you. To all of the staff at the 
McLean OCDI Jr.— you amaze me. Without you, 
we could not make the difference that we do for 
these many families. I could not love you guys 
more.

—Lisa



Acknowledgments    105

Thank you, kia ora, todah raba to all my amazing 
family, friends, and community. Geraldine, 
Susana, Norah, and George—thank you for 
supporting me, inspiring me, and tolerating me 
working on this at times when I should have been 
playing with you. Thank you to all my colleagues 
at Wellington ACT Centre, Te Aro Psychology 
and School of Psychology, Victoria University 
of Wellington, as well as the whole ANZ ACBS 
community. And a particularly big thank-you to 
my clients, especially those who have tried ideas 
from this book. I won’t name you here, but I am 
thinking of you. 

—Ben

Huge thank-yous to our many friends and 
colleagues who have helped, one way or another, 
as we worked on this project, and especially these 
folks: Olivier Clarke, Alyssa Faro, Shira Folberg, 
Ethan Ganster, Evelyn Gould, Louise Hayes,  
Jialin Hu, Phoebe Moore, Mark Picciotto,  
Vanessa Sloat, Denise Egan Stack, Jeff Szymanski, 
Claire Turner, Caitlin White. Thank you.

You are our people. We are so grateful to have 
you in our lives. Thank you with our whole hearts.

Nā tō rourou, nā taku rourouka ora ai te iwi.

With your basket and my basket the people 
will thrive.

Māori whakataukī (proverb)



Ben Sedley, PhD, is a clinical psychologist and acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT) practitioner 
with over fifteen years of experience working with adolescents and adults facing mental health 
difficulties. Sedley’s research and practice has focused on examining children and young people’s 
understanding of mental health, which has helped guide him on the best ways to explain mental health 
concepts and ACT to young people. He is author of the teen self-help book, Stuff That Sucks. 

Lisa Coyne, PhD, is founder and senior clinical consultant of the McLean OCD Institute for Children 
and Adolescents (OCDI Jr.), and assistant professor in the department of psychiatry at Harvard Medical 
School. She also founded and directs the New England Center for OCD and Anxiety, and is coauthor of 
The Joy of Parenting (with Amy Murrell) and Connect and Shape (with Koa Whittingham). She lives near 
Boston, MA, with her family and two therapy dogs, Doog and Peach.



More for Teens
An Imprint of New Harbinger Publications

1-800-748-6273 / newharbinger.com
new h a r b i n g e r pub l i c a t i ons

(VISA, MC, AMEX  /  prices subject to change without notice)

Follow Us

THE ANXIETY SURVIVAL 
GUIDE FOR TEENS

CBT Skills to Overcome  
Fear, Worry & Panic

978-1626252431 / US $17.95

STUFF THAT SUCKS
A Teen’s Guide to Accepting What 

You Can’t Change &  
Committing to What You Can

978-1626258655 / US $12.95 

THE GRIT GUIDE FOR TEENS
A Workbook to Help You Build 

Perseverance, Self-Control &  
a Growth Mindset

978-1626258563 / US $16.95

PUT YOUR WORRIES HERE
A Creative Journal for Teens  

with Anxiety
978-1684032143 / US $16.95

THE INSOMNIA WORKBOOK 
FOR TEENS

Skills to Help You Stop Stressing  
& Start Sleeping Better

978-1684031245 / US $17.95

FREE FROM OCD
A Workbook for Teens with  

Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder
978-1572248489 / US $20.95



An Imprint of New Harbinger Publications 
www.newharbinger.com

Do you have thoughts that seem loud, or worries that spiral 
out of control? Are you afraid of doing things—or not doing 
things—a certain way? Do you ever feel like something bad will 
happen? Does this loud stuff make you feel alone, or worse—

crazy? You aren’t alone, or crazy. But you may have something called obsessive-compulsive 
disorder (OCD). Fortunately, there are tools you can use to move past the noise and get back 
to building a life you can love.

Stuff That’s Loud is a fun, illustrated guide full of real ways to help you break free from OCD 
thoughts and behaviors—anytime, anywhere. You’ll discover how to “unspiral” when thoughts 
start sucking you in, how to stop avoiding stuff that scares you, and how healthy choices—like 
getting enough sleep and exercise—can help you manage your symptoms. If you’re ready to 
turn the volume down on loud thoughts and take charge of your OCD, this book can help you 
get started now!

“Stuff That’s Loud is a book I wish teen me had.” —Stuart Ralph, author of The OCD Stories

“The book is everything OCD hates: Insightful. Supportive. Challenging. Encouraging.  
I highly recommend it.” —Chris Baier, producer of the award-winning UNSTUCK

BEN SEDLEY, PhD, is a clinical psychologist and acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT) 
practitioner who works with adults and adolescents facing mental health difficulties.
LISA COYNE, PhD, is founder and senior clinical consultant of the McLean OCD Institute for Children 
and Adolescents (OCDI Jr.), and assistant professor in the department of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School.

                                                                                                                                                                      TEEN/SELF-HELP

SED
LEY

z n s t a n t  h e l p  s o l u t i o n sn s t a n t  h e l p  s o l u t i o n s

a teen’s guide to unspiraling when OCD gets noisy

BEN SEDLEY  |   LISA COYNE

C
O

YN
E


	Contents
	The Unofficial Beginning
	Part One: Spiraling
	1. Stuff That's Us
	2. Stuff That Spirals
	3. Stuff That Makes the Spirals Spirallier

	Part Two: UnSpiraling
	4. Curiosity
	5. Willingness
	6. Giving a $#!%
	7. Flexibility
	8. Your Parents, and what to Do with Them
	9. Building an Army
	10. Other Stuff That Helps

	Acknowledgments
	About the Authors



