
Anxiety Disorders: OCD - Cognitive Theories & Treatment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

Cognitivists believe 

that OCD is the 

result of faulty and 

irrational thinking 

processes. 

Cognitivists believe that 

people are information 

processors, a bit like 

computers.  Emotion and 

behaviour are the result of 

how people process 

information in the mind.   

OCD patients tend to be 

perfectionists.  The 

thought of doing 

something ‘bad’ tends to 

make them anxious. 

Two 

important 

processes 

why? 

 

How? 

OCD starts with anxiety-

provoking thoughts.  In 

response the person does 

things to reduce their 

anxiety levels.   

 

Treating OCD 

requires the 

patient to alter 

the thinking 

processes that 

underlie their 

symptoms 

Paradoxically, 

this makes the 

bad thoughts 

more likely to 

occur, resulting in 

the obsession. 

They try to suppress 

the bad thoughts by 

deliberately not 

thinking about them. 

They do things they 

believe will reduce 

their anxiety (e.g. 

washing their hands if 

the thoughts are 

about dirt.  

The short term 

reduction in 

anxiety makes the 

compulsive 

behaviour more 

likely to recur. 

Cognitive 

restructuring involves 

questioning the client 

to help them uncover 

the hidden assumptions 

contributing to their 

anxiety. 

In habituation training 

the client deliberately 

thinks of their 

obsession to help them 

learn to stop trying 

to suppress it. 

In reality testing the 

client deliberately 

doesn’t do their 

compulsion to prove to 

themselves that 

nothing bad happens as 

a result. 
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