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			“I was blown away when I read this book. It perfectly describes my anxiety-­reddened patients who are so consumed with doubt and uncertainty, that they need constant reassurance to live their life. If you are filled with doubt; can’t make a decision without input from others; are constantly checking and rechecking; or lie awake dwelling, planning, and reviewing—rest assured, this is the perfect book for you.”

			—Ken Goodman, LCSW, board member of the Anxiety and Depression Association of America, and president of www.quietmindsolutions.com

			“Repeated checking or asking for reassurance even when know that you locked the door, turned off the stove, or prepared adequately for that meeting or test—often accompanied by feelings that something bad will happen if you don’t—is incredibly common. But at its most severe, in the form of obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), it can be crippling. Now, Martin Seif and Sally Winston, two of the foremost experts in the world working in this area, provide a very helpful and easy to implement set of interventions to overcome these annoying and sometimes life-interfering problems. I would recommend this book to my patients and to some of my friends.”

			—David H. Barlow, PhD, ABPP, professor emeritus in the departments of psychological and brain sciences, and psychiatry; and founder and director emeritus for the Center for Anxiety and Related Disorders at Boston University

			“Many times, the damage our own immune system does in response to a bodily signal is more destructive than the injury or antigen itself. So it is with the torment of doubt and uncertainty, and the rush to relief and reassurance. Seif and Winston have laid out the challenge and the solution to the self-inflicted torment of anxiety and distress about uncertain future threats. This volume will help people live.”

			—Jerrold F. Rosenbaum, MD, chief of psychiatry at Massachusetts General Hospital, and Stanley Cobb Professor in the department of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School

			“For those of you who have found yourselves caught in the endless cycle of reassurance seeking, this book is for you. Needing to Know for Sure provides much-needed guidance to help you know the difference between reassurance seeking and information seeking by giving you great examples and helpful facts throughout the book. Most importantly, the authors offer step-by-step guidance to get you disentangled from reassurance seeking and back to living your life by increasing your ability to handle uncertainty. I am excited to share this book with my clients.”

			—Kimberly Morrow, LCSW, anxiety therapist, author, national speaker, and co-owner of www.anxietytraining.com

			“Needing to Know for Sure is a terrific resource for anyone who wants to understand how futile attempts to eliminate uncertainty in life are at the core of any obsession. The authors’ clear expertise in OCD and anxiety is reflected in their believable examples of people trapped in the need to know. The book offers a great variety of tips and tools for abandoning unproductive reassurance and learning that life really is better with doubt.”

			—Jon Hershfield, MFT, author of Overcoming Harm OCD, and director of The OCD and Anxiety Center of Greater Baltimore

			“Seif and Winston have a talent for identifying and explaining commonly misunderstood aspects of human anxiety. Their last book explores the nature of unwanted intrusive thoughts, and offers useful concepts and tools to disempower and transcend the thoughts. In Needing to Know for Sure, the authors turn their attention to the various ways in which people try to cope with anxious uncertainty. We learn that, in the face of a threat, attempting to feel safe by resolving doubt is a natural human response. After all, who hasn’t double-checked to ensure their door is locked, or asked their physician for reassurance about a medical condition? But we also learn that, for some individuals, uncertainty can become intolerable and disabling. Fortunately, the authors provide a new, more effective approach to the problem. I highly recommend this book to anyone struggling anxiously to ‘know for sure,’ and to loved ones and health care professionals attempting to assist them.”

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

			“If you’ve ever become paralyzed by worries like ‘Am I crazy?’ or ‘Will my kids be ok?’ then this book is for you. If you have OCD, it will help you stop trying to replace your negative thoughts with positive ones. This book will free you to accept all your thoughts, and give up the pursuit of certainty. The authors clearly explain the value of surrender, allowing worry without being dominated by it. If you care about someone with OCD, this book will show you how to stop offering unproductive reassurance and help this person embrace a challenging life.”

			—David L. Kupfer, PhD, clinical psychologist with a private practice in Falls Church, VA, with forty years of experience treating OCD

			“I love this book! It’s the only book specifically on reassurance, and it explains in great detail the categories of fears that keep reassurance going. If you compulsively seek reassurance, after reading this book, you may feel understood and empowered in ways that you haven’t previously felt. It offers helpful clarifications about unproductive reassurance seeking, unhelpful self-talk, and common categories of reassurance traps. The book’s examples make the concepts easy to apply in your own life. With their combined seventy-plus years’ experience, Sally and Marty’s style is deeply compassionate and deeply knowledgeable.”

			—Maggie Perry, PsyD, licensed psychologist, and founder of www.huddle.care

			“Can you answer ‘yes’ to any of the following six questions? Do you spend a lot of time and effort checking things and seeking reassurance? Do you need to know ‘for sure’ about areas or issues in your life? Do you constantly check your phone, email, or the internet? Do you keep checking locks, alarms, or appliances? Do you have endless internal debates with no resolution? Do you repeatedly ask others for reassurance? If you answered ‘yes’ to one or more of these questions, this book can be a huge shortcut to lifting the burden of anxiety and distress.”

			—Neal Sideman, self-help advocate, internationally known coach and teacher for people recovering from anxiety disorders, member of the Anxiety and Depression Association of America (ADAA), and cochair of the ADAA Public Education Committee

			“Uncertainty is at the heart of treating many anxiety disorders, and is especially relevant when treating OCD. Martin Seif and Sally Winston have written an excellent book that addresses this theme common to so many of the anxiety disorders. In clear and straightforward language, the authors lay out how our unwillingness to accept uncertainty creates anxiety, and offer a variety of very helpful suggestions for ­surrendering to and simply accepting that uncertainty is part of living. This is a book that I am certain to recommend to many of my clients for years to come.”

			—Robert W. McLellarn, PhD, founder and director of the Anxiety and Panic Treatment Center, LLC in Portland, OR

			“Filled with examples and step-by-step instructions, Seif and Wilson have written a book that I will highly recommend to my clients. Needing to Know for Sure clearly explains how to learn to give up on relying on compulsive checking and reassurance seeking, and embrace the beautiful uncertainty of life.”

			—Elizabeth DuPont Spencer, LCSW-C, clinician, trainer, supervisor, and coauthor of CBT for Anxiety

			“In this book, Martin Seif and Sally Winston explain how intolerance of uncertainty and reassurance seeking are major contributors to anxiety and other negative emotional states. They offer an innovative and easily understood perspective on the relation between intolerance of uncertainty and excessive reassurance seeking that has immediate clinical application. Using numerous case illustrations, diagrams, and plain language interpretation of the latest scientific evidence, Seif and Winston provide guidance in self-identifying, destructive forms of reassurance seeking. Later chapters offer detailed instruction on how mindfulness, distress tolerance, and exposure to uncertainty are effective in breaking the ties between reassurance seeking and anxiety. This is essential reading for anyone who has struggled with anxiety or found conventional treatment approaches unsatisfactory. You will walk away from this book with a new understanding of anxiety and fresh ideas for its treatment.”

			—David A. Clark, PhD, professor emeritus at the University of New Brunswick; author of The Anxious Thoughts Workbook; and coauthor, with Aaron T. Beck, of The Anxiety and Worry Workbook

			“The authors have been guiding lights in the community of professionals devoted to helping people recover from anxiety disorders for the past thirty-five years. Here, they pass on their best guidance and wisdom to people who continually fall into the traps of trying to reassure themselves that bad events won’t happen, only to find that they feel worse for all their efforts to be sure. Here is solid science, written in plain and empathic language, with lots of examples and specific steps you can use to tone down the voice of uncertainty. Come get some!”

			—David Carbonell, PhD, director of the Anxiety Treatment Center in Chicago, IL; “coach” at www.anxietycoach.com; and author of Panic Attacks Workbook, The Worry Trick, Fear of Flying Workbook, and Outsmart Your Anxious Brain

			“Doubt is distressing, painful, and threatening. Who wants that? But trying to get rid of your uncertainty is exhausting. And if you succeed in carving out a safe and controllable life, you have built a world that is small. Within these pages you will learn not only how to tolerate uncertainty, but the wonderful benefits that will motivate you to relax your guard. Here’s one of the many surprising lessons of Needing to Know for Sure: To create a fulfilling life, don’t invest your energy in getting rid of your doubts. Step forward into new adventures and bring your doubts along for the ride.”

			—Reid Wilson, PhD, author of Stopping the Noise in Your Head

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Publisher’s Note

			This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering psychological, financial, legal, or other professional services. If expert assistance or counseling is needed, the services of a competent professional should be sought. 

			Distributed in Canada by Raincoast Books

			Copyright © 2019 by Martin N. Seif and Sally M. Winston

			New Harbinger Publications, Inc.

			5674 Shattuck Avenue

			Oakland, CA 94609

			www.newharbinger.com

			Grateful acknowledgment is made to the following creators from the Noun Project for use of their work in the figures in this book: to Berkah Icon for icons used in figures 1.1 and 3.1; to Arafat Uddin for icons used in figure 3.1; to vectoriconset10 for icons used in figure 3.1; and to Tatina Vazest for icons used in figure 3.1.

			Cover design by Sara Christian

			Text design by Michele Waters-Kermes and Tracy Carlson

			Acquired by Jess O’Brien

			Edited by Kristi Hein

			All Rights Reserved

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data on file

			In memory of Dr. Morton Winston

			
				
					Contents

					Contents

					Introduction

					Chapter 1: The Limits of Reassurance

					Chapter 2: How Voices of the Mind Can Set and Release the Trap

					Chapter 3: Recognizing Your Trap

					Chapter 4: “Are You Sure?”

					Chapter 5: Therapeutic Surrender

					Chapter 6: Breaking the Bonds of Compulsive Reassurance Seeking

					Chapter 7: Addressing Obstacles to Recovery

					Chapter 8: The Benefits of Tolerating Uncertainty

					Acknowledgments

					References

				

			

			Introduction

			Benjamin Franklin observed: “In this world, nothing is certain except death and taxes.”

			While we can all agree about death, there are some places without taxes. But the question remains: What can you actually be certain of? Can you know for sure that some catastrophic accident or illness will not ruin your life in the next day? Can you know for sure that you have not at some time overlooked some careless mistake that will cause harm? Can you absolutely guarantee that you will love your partner forever? Can you know for sure that all of what you take for granted is real and not a dream or an elaborate projected reality from a futuristic computer network?

			Actually, no!

			And while we all want to do the right thing, how can you can know for sure that your actions and feelings and motivations are moral, proper, or as they should be?

			In short, you can’t. We can’t guarantee certainty about anything, really. So most of us just carry on as if we could, allowing the illusion of certainty to prevail.

			Some of us, however, become haunted by needing to know for sure. Since you are reading this book, you know what we’re talking about. You become acutely aware of wanting to know something specific for sure—and develop rituals to try to nail down certainty. You check things, ask others for feedback or opinions, and try to reassure yourself over and over, which helps for a while but never lasts. You might become hypervigilant about something—perhaps an unwanted thought crosses your mind, and you suddenly feel compelled to prove it is not a warning, an urge, or a wish. Or a memory begins to feel fuzzy and you have to go back and check. Or a doubt arises and it feels compelling; you can’t let it go. You become hooked on the checking and reassurance.

			This book is about how to give up reliance on compulsive checking and reassurance seeking—the obvious and the not-so-obvious ways we attempt and fail to satisfy the need to know for sure.

			If you tend to automatically imagine the worst possible consequence and then spend an inordinate amount of time and effort trying to convince yourself that it won’t happen, or mull over your past actions, wondering whether your motives were pure enough, while scrutinizing your thoughts, behaviors, and attitudes to make sure you did the right thing or did it for the right reason, then uncertainty has become your enemy. The reassurance you get from others or from the things you say to yourself—“That will never happen,” “I’m sure I took care of that,” “That didn’t happen that way,” or “It won’t be so bad”—makes that feeling of dread go away for a bit, and you experience a moment of relative calmness. But only a moment. Because then that sense of “Am I sure?” roars back; your anxiety, guilt, and distress spike; you have new urgent questions and look for further reassurance. The cycle repeats. You are stuck.

			We call this compulsive, driven, unrelenting need for reassurance the reassurance trap.

			Are You Caught in the Reassurance Trap?

			Do you find yourself preoccupied with situations like these?

			
					Are you unable to get yourself to stop checking and reassuring?

					Are there areas or issues in your life where you need to know “for sure”? Does uncertainty about these things drive you crazy?

					Do doubts take over? Are you unable to accept or overlook them?

					Do you find yourself overthinking something that did happen or could have happened or might happen?

					Do you seek “empty” reassurance? (Empty reassurance is reassurance from someone who doesn’t know the answer any better than you do.)

					Do you find yourself checking repeatedly on the Internet, with friends and family, at work, and with authorities?

					Are you continually monitoring your body to make sure you are okay?

					Are you unable to stop constantly checking your email, texts, phone?

					Do you find it nearly impossible to stop checking locks, alarms, or appliances?

					Do you engage in constant self-talk to counter something you are worried about?

					Do you ask others for their opinions about something, over and over?

					Do you annoy others by over-apologizing or by never letting go of something?

					Do you lie awake analyzing or planning to try to be less anxious?

					Are you subject to endless internal debates that never resolve?

					Do you experience paralysis over decisions because no amount of reassurance or checking is enough?

					Do you often search for the one last piece of information that will finally settle a question or help you decide—and then when you find it, you realize that you are still looking for more?

			

			If your answer to any of these is yes, then this book is for you!

			If you repeatedly ask yourself, your friends, and “experts” (including Dr. Google) for reassurance, and all that checking or reassurance simply does not stick, then you are getting snared in the reassurance trap. Studies have shown that the need to know for sure—the problem many have with tolerating uncertainty—is the major reason why so many suffer from anxiety, stress, and misery (Anxiety Canada n.d., Beck 2015, Peterson 2017).

			The problem with trying to know for sure is twofold. First, it is an impossible goal. Second, the need for reassurance can become excessive, all consuming, and even torturous. It can stop you from living freely, from making both large and small choices, and from living without constant doubts. Checking to be absolutely sure can take over your life.

			And as you may have already figured out, compulsively addressing your doubts with this kind of checking and reassurance doesn’t make them go away! It doesn’t provide the relief for which you strive. In fact, it adds to your stress and anxiety.

			Your efforts don’t provide comfort because you are trying for the wrong solution: when you are stuck in doubt, greater certainty is not the answer. Despite how surprising and counterintuitive it may seem, your tendency to seek reassurance is more of a problem than your worry itself. The solution to your distress is to feel more comfortable and confident with uncertainty.

			Our message is that your present efforts are aimed in the wrong direction. And, as always, if you want end up in a different place, you need to try a different path.

			In this book, you will learn how to change your relationship to the anxiety you feel when you experience doubt. You will learn how to trust yourself and be willing to accept mistakes you might make and outcomes that can be less than ideal. This might seem like an impossible task right now, but the information we give you and the shift in attitude toward uncertainty that we explain will make it possible. To overcome your exaggerated need to know for sure, you will learn how not to bow to the internal pressure to seek reassurance.

			Remember that knowledge is power. We believe that the information contained in this book can give you the power to set you free.

			Getting the Most Out of This Book

			In this book, you will learn about reassurance—what it can do, and what its limits are. If you feel immobilized by your need to know for sure, you are working very hard to avoid uncertainty. Even though the rational part of your mind knows it’s impossible to avoid uncertainty, the experience of uncertainty seems intolerable. Freeing yourself will take some time and effort. But it will become easier.

			In chapters 1 and 2 of this book, you’ll learn about reassurance—why it’s sometimes productive and sometimes not—and exactly how it works. In chapters 3 and 4, you’ll learn about the different reassurance traps we can fall into, and the psychological and biological mechanisms that drive them; in chapter 5, you’ll learn about a profound and powerful therapeutic attitudinal shift. Chapters 6, 7, and 8 will help you continue to hone your newfound ability to navigate uncertainty by guiding you through exposure to what you fear and the obstacles that might arise as you work to release your reassurance traps.

			We have written this book to be read from the beginning to end. Please don’t just look at the last few chapters, because our intention—right from the start—is to teach you an entirely new way to look at your reliance on reassurance and your need to avoid uncertainty. Additionally, many of you who are caught in the reassurance trap may not realize it. Or you may recognize one obvious kind of trap but not realize that you are in several other, more subtle ones as well. You might see yourself as extra cautious, analytic, needing to figure it out, just plain afraid, or maybe neurotic or dependent. You might even think you have a memory problem, jealousy, hypochondria, or insecurity. We provide realistic examples derived from our clinical experience to help you identify your own self-defeating pattern of reassurance seeking.

			A New Attitude Will Release You

			Most of our distress about uncertainty is caused by the effort to fight uncertainty with reassurance. And you can have a much more fulfilling and gratifying life—with much less anxiety and worry—when reassurance takes its proper place. We will show you that most of your anxiety and distress is caused less by uncertainty in your life, and much more by your efforts to fight uncertainty and try to know for sure. This book can help you lift that burden.

			Chapter 1: 

The Limits of Reassurance

			There are times when you feel hesitant or unsure about something, so you seek a bit of reassurance—and it works! Then there are other times when you become so overwhelmed with the need to know for sure that you are making the right decision, or evaluating something properly, or not taking an unacceptable risk, that no amount of reassurance seems enough.

			Most of the time, about most things, you don’t feel trapped. So why are you sometimes trapped in endless loops of worry and reassurance, and other times not? To answer this important question, we need to first discuss normal reassurance. In this chapter, we will explain the profound difference between helpful and unhelpful reassurance and why it sometimes works and sometimes becomes a trap.

			Sometimes Reassurance Sticks, Sometimes Not

			Have you ever noticed that sometimes reassurance sticks and sometimes it doesn’t? For example, you might hear that your next-door neighbor just bought a car and got a great deal on it. Suddenly you become concerned that you did not get a good enough deal on the car you just bought. You check a few websites and find out that it was probably about as good as you could get—more or less. That ends the issue. No more checking.

			A few more examples: You put on an outfit and wonder if it looks okay. You check the mirror, wish that you’d lost a few pounds, tell yourself it’s fine, head out the door, and don’t think about it again. Or you have a thought that you might have forgotten to pay a bill; you check once and see that you did. No recurring doubts.

			These examples may seem trivial, but sometimes reassurance sticks with very important issues too. We are both psychologists who specialize in treating people with anxiety disorders, and patients often come into our offices after having a frightening panic attack. Their doctors have already told them they have no medical issues but are suffering from acute anxiety. We agree that they aren’t dying, they aren’t having a stroke or a heart attack, they don’t have cancer, and they aren’t losing their minds or going crazy. We reassure them by giving it the right name—a panic attack—and explain what it is, how it happens, and why it is not dangerous. They immediately feel relieved—sometimes to the point of not having any more panic attacks—and they learn to not fear anxious sensations. Within weeks of starting therapy, they rate themselves as “much improved.”

			For other patients, though, research and fact-finding and explanations just don’t do it. They come to us after a series of panic attacks. They also have gone to their doctor and been reassured that they are not suffering from any serious illness. We give them the same information: anxiety is the culprit, this is a panic attack, and it is harmless. However, the reassurance just doesn’t stick. Each time they feel their heart thumping or experience odd sensations, they run to the doctor for additional reassurance. Uncertainty and doubts resurface, causing additional anxiety and worry. They struggle in therapy, having additional panic attacks and increased anxiety, never really making peace with their doubts. “How can I know for sure that I’m not having a heart attack? I need a second (or third) opinion.” Their anxiety attacks continue unabated, and they run from doctor to doctor, therapist to therapist, trying to find out “for sure” what ails them. They make no progress and continue to search for reassurance.

			Here is another example. Sometimes frightening thoughts can respond to one informational reassurance—and sometimes not. A patient of Dr. W. reported that she was terribly distressed by the fact that pop-up mental images of her prior boyfriend kept intruding into their lovemaking. When she was told these were meaningless symptoms of her obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) and should not be dignified with attention and analysis, they faded away on their own. On the other hand, a young man with a sudden horrifying image of having sex with his toddler cousin was so stuck on the remote possibility that he could be a pedophile that hearing “This is just your OCD talking” was not helpful; he was avoiding children, praying for redemption, and seeking constant affirmation that he was not a pedophile.

			So, clearly, reassurance can come in two different types: one type is productive; the other is not. To get out of the trap, it is important to understand the distinction.

			Productive Reassurance

			The productive type of reassurance is instructive; it may involve researching a topic on the Internet or asking the opinions of others who are knowledgeable in an area, so that you know more about it, become familiar with the possible outcomes, and find a way to plot the best course for a decision. Anxiety loves ignorance, and ignorance is reduced by facts.

			Productive reassurance seeking is helpful. It has the capacity to reduce anxiety if it leads you to resolve or live with whatever uncertainty remains. You settle in with credible, responsible information when you get it, so you don’t find yourself looking for more and more information, more opinions, more research to eliminate every doubt. Productive reassurance sticks. If the information source is credible, that is all you need. You can tolerate the fact that there could possibly be something you have missed. You do not have to follow every link or google other options.

			Sometimes even just one piece of information can provide complete reassurance. As an anxious child, Dr. S. convinced himself that he was having every symptom of a terrible disorder he read about in a newspaper column. If only someone had told him one fact he had missed, he would have been greatly relieved. The disorder was menopause!

			Helpful Fact: A good rule for avoiding a reassurance trap is to limit the reassurance you seek to a single factual response from a credible source.

			Productive reassurance leads to an action plan: it helps guide you either to take a particular action (“I worry that my child will see inappropriate websites, and here is an app that gives me control over web surfing content”) or to avoid making some unfortunate decision (”I worry that I might have lead paint in my house, but I found out that lead was removed from paints in 1978—and my house was built in 1991”), or to take no action at all (“I had a weird thought—so what?”). The action or nonaction is the end of the story, even if some doubts might remain.

			Productive reassurance can be as simple as checking once that you have your keys in your purse or that you did in fact respond to an email. It does not raise new questions and doubts.

			Most importantly, productive reassurance doesn’t spin round and round. It doesn’t cover the same ground over and over again. It doesn’t lead to a cascade of asking other people or checking other sources or asking the same question in a different way. It progresses. It leads to an action plan.

			It’s important to note that productive reassurance doesn’t necessarily eliminate anxiety. Rather, it helps you clarify your position: to see what information you might need, and perhaps determine what action you might take—even if that action involves just leaving it alone and doing nothing. Here are some examples:

			Anxious thought: What if the pain in my stomach is cancer?

			Productive reassurance lets you look at the probabilities and take a responsible course of action. This might be reminding yourself that the last time you felt like this it was a minor bug, which allows you to wait a few days to see what happens. You can tolerate the thought of the possibility of a serious illness, but you can let time pass for a while. It does not feel urgent. You don’t feel frantic to get an immediate answer to the question. You have created a plan of action that you don’t have to keep revisiting in your mind.

			Anxious thought: What if I hurt my friend’s feelings?

			If you are concerned that you may have slighted a friend, the most direct type of reassurance is to simply ask that friend (only once!) if that is the case. For this reassurance to be productive, you must be willing to accept the response, despite the fact that you can never know for sure that he is telling the truth and not just being polite or avoidant. You must settle for the answer and move on. Doubts may linger, but you don’t dwell on them or let them take over. You can tolerate whatever doubts remain.

			Anxious thought: What if the plane crashes?

			With a thought like this, getting the facts—for instance, that flying is just about the safest form of transportation that exists (certainly safer than driving!)—can be quite reassuring. It may help you make a rational decision to fly to your destination, despite your worry. You have evaluated it as an acceptable risk.

			An important point, though sometimes difficult to grasp, is that productive reassurance does not make you feel absolutely sure about something. It’s a way of making the best guess, even while knowing that it is a guess. Productive reassurance is accepted alongside whatever doubts remain. It is not followed by an urgent desire for more reassurance.

			So you can tell whether reassurance is productive by the way it acts, not by the content of what it tells you. Productive reassurance helps you to proceed despite your anxiety and uncertainty. Being perfectly sure is not the goal.

			Helpful Fact: Productive reassurance can’t make you absolutely sure about something, but it helps you make the best guess.

			But there are limits to productive reassurance. If, after knowing the facts about flying, you remain unwilling to fly, this unhelpful attempt at reassurance may make it clear that your fear of flying is not a rational one, and that more facts will not help. Similarly, if you simply cannot accept your friend’s response that you did not hurt her feelings, or if you keep revisiting and changing your action plan, or you are back trying to allay doubts, more facts won’t help. This is evidence that what may have seemed initially to be legitimate fact-finding or problem-solving is now in fact a very different problem: getting caught in a reassurance trap.

			Helpful Fact: When you are caught in the need to know for sure, more facts won’t help resolve the issue.

			And once we’re caught in the need to know for sure, the reassurance we seek becomes unproductive.

			Unproductive Reassurance

			This type of reassurance does not lead to any reasonable action plan, and it fails to provide information that helps to resolve the issue. It doesn’t stick. It is never enough. It can start out innocently enough, like asking a friend for their opinion or reassuring yourself that a thought is silly, and it easily masquerades as productive, especially at first. However, this type of reassurance is not really about fact-finding; it is about reducing anxiety and avoiding uncertainty. It offers the illusion that feeling certain is possible and that this feeling of certainty should be pursued.

			Unproductive reassurance is your attempt to reduce anxiety, discomfort, and distress. It allows you to pretend, and therefore to feel the relief of imagined certainty, for a little while. You worry, for example, that your child might have a brain tumor because he is unusually irritable. A neighbor says “Not likely.” And you briefly feel better—as if your neighbor knows anything more than you do! But inevitably, the worry returns, and with it, the need to be reassured. Or you have had unwelcome thoughts about a mistake you may have made at work, and you scan your boss’s facial expression for reassurance. This briefly makes you feel less uncertain, until it crosses your mind that she may have just not found the mistake yet.

			Another way to look at it is to understand that unproductive reassurance is a failed attempt to reduce uncertainty.

			Helpful Fact: Unproductive reassurance temporarily creates the illusion of certainty.

			Identifying and refraining from unproductive reassurance seeking is one way of avoiding the reassurance trap. As shown in the following figure, there are three types of unproductive reassurance: hidden reassurance, empty reassurance, and checking reassurance. Each type tries to lower anxiety, reduce worry, and address uncertainty in a slightly different way.
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			Hidden Reassurance

			Hidden reassurance is your attempt to lower anxiety without making it clear to others that you are looking for reassurance. Hidden reassurance can show up in a variety of ways. It can be deduced from your own attempts to reason with yourself, or it can entail creative ways of trying to divine what others might be thinking. It can also be experienced as planning or analyzing or obsessively trying to solve a worrisome problem. It may be so automatic and habitual that you don’t even realize you are seeking reassurance from someone else or from yourself.

			Sometimes you look for signs that what you’re worried about isn’t happening, hasn’t happened, or won’t happen in the future. For instance, you look at the technician who does your mammogram. Is she concerned or relaxed? Can the expression on her face tell you something? You are looking to be reassured, hoping to see signs that all is well. Or when your flight starts to get bumpy, you focus on the flight attendant. You are asking yourself whether he or she looks unafraid. You are looking for signs that the flight will be safe, that the turbulence won’t get too severe. The attendant’s calm manner allows you to feel that all will be well—at least for a moment.

			Sometimes looking for signs can be so subtle that you do not realize you are doing it. It may just seem like “seeking feedback.” If you are concerned that you have made a foolish or hurtful comment, or flubbed a presentation at work, you might search for approving nods or glances from those around you. You can carefully judge the next interaction for hints of hurt or disapproval. The problem is, you are subjectively determining the reaction of others, so you can always question your own guess. You can never be sure. It is a form of mind reading, a way of asking without asking.

			Hidden reassurance can also masquerade as “planning.” For example, you might lie in bed at night trying to come up with the best possible response to any twist or turn an anticipated conversation might take. You are trying to convince yourself that you will have a good script to use that will avoid a problem or achieve a goal, no matter what the other person says or does. Similarly, you can be “escape planning” for any possible thing that could go wrong—like reminding yourself where every bathroom is, just in case, or coming up with possible excuses to use if you get too anxious. You may already have realized that this kind of “planning” does not help in the long run and does not give you any confidence that you can think on your feet the next time.

			Sometimes hidden reassurance is a form of rational self-talk. Unfortunately, it does not stick. This can be particularly frustrating because it feels as if it ought to stick. Somehow the subsequent “yes, but” doubt always wins out, and the internal looping argument between your rational and irrational selves escalates. It doesn’t stick because whatever remains of not knowing for absolutely sure is not accepted, tolerated, or allowed. You can’t convince yourself, even if your reasoning is good, because you allow any uncertainty to keep you from settling down.

			Such self-talk is an attempt to cope with anxiety over uncertainty, but it does not actually succeed in reducing your anxiety. You find something to tell yourself to counteract your fear, but you don’t actually buy it for long. Here are some examples: “I love kids; I would never hurt them.” “You must have added up the numbers right; you always do.” Or “The last time I worried about this, I was wrong.” Unfortunately, this kind of unproductive reassurance—essentially arguing with yourself—tends to escalate the problem. Lists of pros and cons can function the same way. So can “replacing negative thoughts with positive thoughts.”

			Here is another example: You keep asking yourself “What are the chances that this bad thing will come true?” or “What are the probabilities that that would happen?” Or repeating to yourself over and over that there is only a .01-percent chance that the waitress coughed on your food or a one-in-a-million chance there will be a terrorist attack in this mall today. Most people who spend time in the reassurance trap already know that this kind of reassurance backfires.

			Here is a subtle variation: Suppose you have the fear that you might suddenly drive your car off a bridge. Your therapist has recommended facing your fear and driving over the bridge. If you reassure yourself by repeating to yourself “My therapist wouldn’t put me in danger,” this lowers your anxiety for the moment. The problem is, you then immediately wonder whether you have explained everything to him and whether he really knows his stuff; maybe you will be the exception that proves the rule.

			Helpful Fact: Calculating probabilities of a negative outcome is not helpful in the long run.

			A covert request for reassurance can come in the form of positive talk or affirmations made to others. The essential aspect is that the other person doesn’t object to the statement, so the reassurance can be assumed. Here are some examples, followed by the unvoiced request for reassurance:

			
					This will cure my problem. (Won’t it?)

					I didn’t offend him. (Did I?)

					I didn’t run over anyone. (You didn’t see anything, did you?)

					Love you. (Do you love me back?)

					I am really a good guy. (Do you agree?)

					This was a good therapy session. (Wasn’t it?)

			

			The person requesting this kind of reassurance is often a bit embarrassed to ask directly, since they believe it is something they should already feel confident about. The people they’re speaking to usually comply with the trap by kindly agreeing or at least letting the statement stand.

			Helpful Fact: Hidden unproductive reassurance is asking without asking, mind reading, and unhelpful self-talk.

			Empty Reassurance

			The second category of unproductive reassurance is empty reassurance: reassurance sought from someone who doesn’t know any more than you do how likely an outcome actually is. Often, asking for empty reassurance is a request for an answer to an unanswerable question such as what the future holds, or that some bad thing won’t happen—as if anyone can actually guarantee good luck or fairness or positive outcomes. It is hollow comfort. It has no rational value and unwittingly reinforces the trap.

			Dr. S. had a patient with many health fears. He once coughed in my office and then immediately asked if he could have lung cancer. This patient was asking me to reassure him that he didn’t have a serious disease, even though I had no more information than any stranger on the street.

			
					“Tell me the plane won’t crash.”

					“Tell me I will ace the test.”

					“Tell me this headache isn’t a stroke.”

					“Will I be okay?”

					“My son will get into a good college, don’t you think?”

			

			These are all examples of empty, unproductive reassurance seeking. Any question that starts with “Are you totally sure this will or won’t happen?” is a request for empty reassurance.

			Empty reassurance is pretty easy to get. We can provide it for ourselves with self-talk in an instant (“Of course! You are being silly; everything will be fine!”) And if you ask them, many people find it very hard not to offer this kind of meaningless response—it just seems kind of mean not to reassure someone who is asking for help with their doubts. So they supply temporary comfort, unknowingly ushering you right into the reassurance trap. Sometimes your need for empty reassurance becomes so great that you can act and feel like a reassurance junkie, which makes you feel foolish and can annoy and irritate friends and family.

			Checking Reassurance

			This form of reassurance involves behavior you engage in to make absolutely sure you have taken care of something that might be a danger later. “I need to make sure one last time.”

			Checking reassurances comprise a wide range of activities: checking the flame on the burner, the lights in the house, the iron on the ironing board, the locks on the doors and windows, the alarm clock, the weather report, the contents of your pockets or purse. It can happen at work or at home. It can include checking with someone else. Here are some examples: “Do I remember this right?” “Did I just hear what I think I heard?” “Did you see whether or not I took my medicine?” “Can you double-check to see if I checked this correctly?”

			A very common compulsive checking reassurance is reading and rereading and re-rereading information on the Internet, looking for unattainable certainty. Or checking texts and emails to make sure everything is okay or no one needs you urgently. Another is to apologize over and over to make sure that another person is not angry or upset about something you may have said or done.

			Some reassurance seeking by checking can seem far-fetched: Did that bump I heard while driving mean that I hit another person and didn’t notice it? Should I go back and check, just to reassure myself? Or maybe I should check the news tonight for reported accidents. Or they can even seem bizarre: I know it makes no sense, but let me just check one more time that I did not lock a child in the refrigerator.

			However, many checking compulsions feel like you are simply doing additional research. (“I need to check just one more time to make certain that these new carpets don’t give off deadly fumes—there is still another study I need to access,” or “I’m still doing my research about which school is the best one to enroll my daughter in—I’m already past the enrollment deadline, but I need to do just a little bit more checking.”) It can even start out as sensible, like making sure you have your wallet, keys, phone, and emergency anti-anxiety pills…just once…or maybe twice in case you thought you saw your wallet in there…but maybe when you checked you accidentally dumped it out…or you didn’t. Or more. It can go on and on.

			Checking reassurance has a way of mushrooming. It can turn a small task into an overwhelming one. It may start out as a simple Google search or asking one other person just to make sure. But researching or checking one question can lead to another, and this new apparent fact can raise additional doubts. This expands the project into entirely new directions and proliferating worries. You can even lose sight of the original question. People can become trapped in checking activities all day long, even when they know they are spinning their wheels and have lost perspective. People with checking reassurance problems may often refer to themselves as being “obsessed” with something. Actually, checking reassurances are identified as compulsions—not obsessions—in people with obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD), particularly when people know they are irrational but nevertheless feel compelled to check.

			Sometimes you know you are driving yourself (or others) crazy, but you can’t get yourself to stop. Trying to keep yourself from actually checking may lead to additional, but more subtle, reassurance seeking. For instance, you might substitute various forms of checking self-talk for overt checking behavior. This might include checking your memory of your last check or switching to “rational” self-talk. You may even try some reassurance technique you were taught in therapy or read in a self-help book. But reassuring yourself that you don’t have a memory problem or you “must have done it right” or you did check already or “what are the chances that…” lasts only until the next doubt arises.

			Some people with checking reassurance compulsions are automatically flooded with doubts as a task is ending: “Is the column of numbers added right?” “Did I really understand what I just read?” “Do I remember exactly what she said or what I am supposed to do?” “Did I really finish?” “Was I concentrating or focused enough?” They treat the doubts as warnings or signals or messages that something might be wrong, and they feel compelled to go back over and repeat things. They reassure themselves by either redoing the task (like rereading what they just read) or memory checking—going back over, in exquisite detail, what was said or done to make sure it is correct, completed, and accurately remembered or understood. Memory checking is done to make you feel reassured, but it invariably leads to increased doubts. In extreme cases, mental checking reassurance can blossom into stuck mental looping that develops a life of its own, distracts from the present moment, and causes immeasurable misery. Memory checking as a substitute for actual checking is also unproductive reassurance.

			One subtle form of memory checking happens while reading: you find yourself going back over what you just read, over and over, to make sure you remember or understand it fully, to be certain of what you just read. People with this form of memory checking often think of themselves as slow readers, but they are actually dealing with constant checking compulsions.

			When Reassurance Fails to Stick

			Now that we have explored the different types of unproductive reassurance one might seek, let’s look more closely at the person who comes to us for therapy after experiencing panic attacks but can’t seem to hold onto the reassurance we provide.

			What happens is that each explanation, each reassurance, each bit of information that she receives lowers the level of uncertainty and anxiety she experiences and gives her a momentary feeling of relief. (“Okay, so now I know that these horrible feelings of having a heart attack, or losing my mind, are just harmless but uncomfortable sensations of anxiety. I’m in no danger, and I can relax about it.”)

			Remember, reassurance isn’t always something you seek from others. It’s also something you seek from yourself. People use self-talk to try to get out of the reassurance trap by telling themselves something to make themselves feel certain—which can be as unhelpful as reassurance sought from others. Let’s see how this patient again gets overwhelmed with anxiety and uncertainty.

			Soon after the therapy session, she begins to wonder, “But then why do I have these racing feelings in my heart (or weird spacey feelings in my head), and how can the doctor know for sure that I’m not about to have a stroke, or that I am not going to faint? I just can’t be sure!” These fears take center stage; she goes back to her doctor or checks with Dr. Google (or both), and she experiences yet another panic attack. So she needs additional reassurance, additional medical tests, more reassuring information that her symptoms are indications of panic and not a life-threatening disease. She is relieved for a while, and then the entire cycle starts up again.

			Here’s another example: You might be terrified that one of your children might be in a car accident. So you text them to be careful, check on them, install a GPS tracking app on their phones, make sure they check in with you upon arrival. Each time they text back saying they are okay, each time you see their location on your tracking app, you feel relieved and calmer. But no amount of checking or rational self-talk that they are probably just fine calms your fears. No amount of reassurance is enough. You remain worried about their safety, just can’t shake the feeling, and continue to bother them with excessive checking. The fact that nothing has happened yet is no guarantee that it won’t.

			It is not that reassurance doesn’t help at all; rather, it helps only for just a little while, and then serious doubts creep back in that require additional reassurance. You simply can’t know for sure that you are making the right choice, being careful enough or safe enough, or that you know the real truth about yourself, or have written a good enough paragraph. You still feel compelled to check again.

			You might have a lot of trouble following through with a decision. Or you might make a decision and then second guess yourself. You might be sure of your choice before you go to sleep, but wake up horribly worried that you made a huge mistake. Sometimes the consequences seem disastrous (“I waited so long to tell my doctor about the headaches I get that I might have let cancer grow past the point where it could be cured”), to important but not catastrophic (“I’ll never be able to show my face there again after that stupid suggestion I made”), or ultimately trivial (“What if I overlooked a grocery coupon?”)

			Here is a major point: Whether the outcome is objectively disastrous or trivial, your upset feels the same. You can’t stand not knowing for sure. We have heard so often from anxious patients: “I would rather just know I have cancer than be in this state of not knowing for sure and waiting for the test results. But then, even if it is a good result, I know I will worry that the test was not accurate and want another.”

			Helpful Fact: It is not the content of the worry or even the feared outcome that causes the most misery. It is the not knowing for sure and being unwilling to accept that knowing for sure is not possible.

			Now that you know it’s all about uncertainty, you can see why certain kinds of self-talk are problematic. Efforts we make to simply tell ourselves to be more certain (or to be more rational, or to stop focusing on the negative) just don’t help for long. Let us explain why.

			Coping Self-Talk Can Be Unproductive Reassurance

			Typical self-help/self-improvement advice includes ways to reassure yourself when feeling low in confidence, or anxious, or blue. Many include some form of intentional self-talk, sometimes called positive thinking, affirmations, or visualizations of positive outcomes. Often there are suggestions that you can actually banish doubts, boost self-confidence, or substitute optimism for worries—and this will make you feel better. Sometimes there is an almost magical component to this recommendation: that negative attracts negative and positive attracts positive, as if your outlook on the world can actually affect external reality. And conversely, that your negativity is the reason why things have gone wrong.

			Most people who are caught in the reassurance trap already know that this intense focus on positivity is not helpful and that attempts to make some thoughts go away by substituting other thoughts just does not work.

			Helpful Fact: “Replace negative thoughts with positive thoughts” simply does not spring you out of the reassurance trap.

			Self-Talk Can Be Helpful or Unhelpful

			Now that you know more about reassurance, it is easy to see that some self-talk can be productive reassurance and some can be unproductive. Knowing the difference is important, because hammering away at unproductive reassurance, quietly and desperately, in an attempt to feel more certain is a sure way to solidify the reassurance trap.

			Here are some examples of productive self-talk:

			
					I can put one foot in front of the other even while I feel scared.

					I can do this even though I’m not absolutely certain.

					It is okay to be anxious and also do this.

					I can go on without asking for reassurance, even though I would like some more.

					I am having my usual doubts right now. This is not a message or a signal. It is automatic.

					This is my best guess, and I’m going to take it, because I’m getting stuck.

					I am having the thought that [something bad]. So what!

					I can handle this feeling without checking anything.

			

			You’ll note that all these examples are about dealing with the uncertainty one feels by just letting the uncertainty be there. They’re not about seeking comfort from the anxiety; rather, they’re about dealing with the anxiety while proceeding forward.

			Here are some examples of unproductive self-talk. Notice that each statement is an attempt to eliminate uncertainty:

			
					Everything will be okay.

					I will check the weather to make sure my flight is safe.

					I won’t make any mistakes.

					God would never give me cancer or take my children.

					I can always leave if I need to.

					I am a fine person who would never do something like that.

					I must banish all doubts.

					Stop thinking that negative thing; think this positive thing.

			

			Helpful Fact: Self-talk can be helpful or unhelpful, depending on whether it consists of productive or unproductive reassurance.

			The figure distinguishes between productive and unproductive reassurance questions.
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			Moving Forward

			In this chapter, we have examined the different types of reassurance, differentiating between productive and unproductive ones, and we’ve considered the ways you might seek it from others and from your own self-talk. In the next chapter, we’ll move to what happens when you’re in the reassurance trap. We’ll look at the two voices of the mind that can set the trap and the third voice that can get you out of it.

			Chapter 2: 

How Voices of the Mind Can Set and Release the Trap

			In this chapter, we will look at what can be observed inside our minds when we inadvertently create a trap while trying to get relief from anxious thoughts and feelings.

			The Natural Voices of the Mind

			We all have many voices inside our heads that dialogue with each other. Of course we don’t really hear those voices, but they’re present in the way we sometimes argue with ourselves, debate with ourselves, even fight with ourselves inside our head. Inner voices can soothe us, warn us, and worry us.

			How often have you said about something, “On the one hand I feel this way, but on the other hand I feel the opposite”? These represent opposing internal voices.

			It is remarkable and fascinating that we can have a variety of thoughts and feelings about the same thing at the same time. If not for this, our choices would seem much more clear-cut, but our lives would be far less interesting and exciting.

			Many people caught in the reassurance trap complain that their mind is too noisy and cluttered—that there are too many voices, speaking too loud and too fast. Many of our patients come to us with the wish that they could quiet their mind, turn down the volume, and make the inner debates go away. Silencing inner voices is not an option, but slowing down to listen to them and changing how you respond to them most certainly is.

			In a previous book, Overcoming Unwanted Intrusive Thoughts (Winston and Seif 2017), we introduced three characters who represent common internal voices of the anxious mind. The reassurance trap is driven and maintained by two of those voices, which we call Worried Voice and False Comfort. A third voice, which we call Wise Mind, observes without judgment, offers commentary, and leads the way out of the trap.

			Worried Voice

			Worried Voice is the one who comes up with the doubts, “what ifs,” and “yes, buts.” It is the voice of anxiety-provoking thoughts and feelings. It is incredibly creative and imaginative, and it leaps automatically and continuously toward awful possibilities and catastrophes. It wants to know for sure that everything is going to be okay. It begs for reassurance; it rebels when asked to accept any uncertainty or ambiguity. Worried Voice is an all-or-nothing thinker. It has a hard time waiting. Everything feels urgent and important in the moment. Worried Voice begs for relief from anxiety, demands attention and comfort, wails and escalates when left on its own.

			False Comfort

			The second voice, False Comfort, issues reassurance at the drop of a hat—at any hint of anxiety or doubts. It follows immediately after the “what ifs?” of Worried Voice. The mission of False Comfort is to give Worried Voice immediate relief from anxiety. It argues, suppresses, reasons with, and tries to distract from the messages of Worried Voice. It offers avoidance suggestions. The problem is that False Comfort provides unproductive reassurance. It therefore has no staying power and automatically retriggers another concern from Worried Voice. That requires False Comfort to step back in, and Worried Voice is triggered once again. Worried Voice always seems to have the last word: anxiety goes up, while tolerance for uncertainty goes down.

			Wise Mind

			Wise Mind is the third inner voice. It is able to rise above and separate itself from the unhelpful interplay between Worried Voice and False Comfort. Wise Mind has learned that doubts are a natural production of the human mind, that some thoughts are not worth considering or reacting to, and that nothing can be guaranteed. It can see that any quest for ultimate certainty is hopeless and produces more distress in the long run. It understands that most thoughts—even horrible “what if?” thoughts—are not danger signals. It also understands that the mind can issue false alarms, and it knows how best to react to a probable false alarm: not with immediate, urgent action, but by simply letting time pass. Wise Mind is mindful; it knows how to observe the mind without judgment, and it does not get entangled in the argument between Worried Voice and False Comfort. Wise Mind is not judgmental or critical, just wise.

			Wise Mind’s ability to observe the internal dialogue in real time is an essential component of breaking out of the reassurance trap. In particular, Wise Mind has the ability to discern, in a nonjudgmental and noncritical manner, the interplay of Worried Voice and False Comfort.

			When Worried Voice and False Comfort Argue

			In this section, we will show you how these voices interact, and why Wise Mind is the voice that will help you engage less in unproductive reassurance. Here is a typical dialogue between Worried Voice and False Comfort when you’re stuck in the reassurance trap.

			Worried Voice:	I am worrying that I left the stove on.

			False Comfort:	Don’t be silly! Of course you turned it off. You are an extremely safe and responsible person.

			Worried Voice:	Yeah, but two years ago I was about to leave the house and I realized one of the burners was still on.

			False Comfort:	Well, no one is perfect. Don’t be hard on yourself for one time.

			Worried Voice:	But I might have burned down the whole house! I would be homeless.

			False Comfort:	Seriously, what do you think the chances are of that happening? Highly unlikely!

			Worried Voice:	But it only has to happen one time! I need to make absolutely sure the burner is off.

			False Comfort:	Well, maybe you should leave work and check it just to make 100-percent sure.

			Worried Voice:	Okay, but last time I left work to check on it, I got in trouble. And anyway, when I got back to work, I was worried that I had accidentally turned it back on because I was so upset with myself. Maybe I have a memory problem.

			It seems clear that False Comfort cannot get Worried Voice to stop asking for more and more reassurance. In fact, Worried Voice actually thinks of new things to worry about in response to False Comfort’s efforts to help. They are stuck together in the reassurance trap. This is the worry-reassure-worry again cycle that maintains and reinforces the trap. When you are in it, you lose perspective and develop emotional tunnel vision, focusing only on your goal of needing to be absolutely, positively, 100-percent sure.

			Wise Mind Steps In

			Here is where Wise Mind can make a difference. Notice what happens when Wise Mind steps into this conversation.

			Wise Mind:	Okay, give me an example of something in life that is risk-free.

			(Both Worried Voice and False Comfort are silent…)

			Wise Mind:	That’s right, you can’t think of anything, because nothing exists that is risk-free. So why are you trying to be absolutely, 100-percent sure that you didn’t leave the stove on? A guarantee is not possible.

			Worried Voice:	But I can’t stand not knowing.

			Wise Mind:	Worried Voice, you have trouble seeing that you are taking your thoughts too seriously. Thoughts are just thoughts, even if their content is frightening. You tolerate not knowing for sure all kinds of other terrible things all the time. You just had this particular thought pop up, and it scared you.

			False Comfort:	He gets so upset. I am just trying to help.

			Wise Mind:		I understand. You think that you have to reassure him every time he brings up something to worry about. But it hasn’t worked so far, so why would it work in the future? You are making him think he just can’t handle any anxiety or doubt. And you are reinforcing the idea that such thoughts are valid warnings. Let’s allow one check and then deal with the uncertainty that remains. In the long run, this is how you bypass the misery.

			In this dialogue, Wise Mind has shown Worried Voice and False Comfort a path out of the reassurance trap. This might be a difficult path, involving tolerating some uncomfortable feelings, but Wise Mind has pointed in the right direction.

			Conversations between Worried Voice and False Comfort are the driving force behind the creation of the reassurance trap. Wise Mind is the way out of it.

			Helpful Fact: The interaction between Worried Voice and False Comfort drives the reassurance trap. Wise Mind is the way out of the trap.

			Here is another conversation between Worried Voice and False Comfort. The content of the worry is quite different, but the pattern is the same: Worried Voice is still asking for reassurance, and False Comfort is bending over backward to provide it.

			Worried Voice:	I worry that there is something wrong with my brain. I don’t think I can concentrate properly.

			False Comfort:	Your brain? You are a very smart person. You are fine.

			Worried Voice:	Yeah, well I hope I’m not getting dementia. That terrifies me.

			False Comfort:	Dementia? They ask you who is the president and what you had for dinner last night. If you know those, then you are just fine.

			Worried Voice:	That’s too easy. Maybe I’m forgetting and I don’t know what I’m forgetting. It starts slow, you know. I couldn’t remember the name of that movie star yesterday, and I lost track of what I was reading last night.

			False Comfort:	Stop those negative thoughts! Think positive! You did your job today, your drove your car, you seem fine to me. I’m sure of it. Just stop thinking about this.

			Worried Voice:	But I keep noticing things. Like I wasn’t absolutely sure of the date when I was signing the check. I can’t handle going senile.

			False Comfort:	Just count backward from one hundred. If you can do that, you know you aren’t senile. Anyway, you are only forty-seven. What are your chances of dementia?

			Worried Voice:	There is early onset dementia. It happens. How can you be so sure?

			False Comfort:	Well, you could get tested. Then you will be certain you are okay.

			Worried Voice:	OMG! What if I fail? You are not helping!!

			Once again, Worried Voice and False Comfort have continued to provoke each other. Worried Voice ends up more anxious than when the dialogue started, and False Comfort is just throwing out one unproductive reassurance after another.

			Wise Mind Steps in Again

			Now let’s see how Wise Mind might handle this. Let’s imagine a conversation between Wise Mind and False Comfort:

			Wise Mind:	(to False Comfort) Do you realize that each time you try to reassure Worried Voice, you make him even more upset?

			False Comfort:	Of course, but I don’t want to give up on trying to soothe him. I just have to find the right way to reassure him. Maybe I could send him this list of symptoms I found on the Internet. I have to keep trying.

			Wise Mind:	Actually, if you want to be most helpful to your friend, you might try to help him cope with uncertainty.

			False Comfort:	What does that mean?

			Wise Mind:	Worried Voice is afraid he is losing his mind. That’s an anxious thought. He wants to be ­absolutely certain that’s not happening. Even 99-percent certainty isn’t enough for him.

			False Comfort:	I know! That’s the problem. I can’t give him absolute certainty.

			Wise Mind:	Exactly! And every time you try to reassure him, you make that thought seem like an issue worth addressing. Even though absolute certainty is impossible, I suggest you tell Worried Voice how much you care about him—how much you want to soothe his worries—and that the best way to help him is this: to encourage him to be willing to have some uncertainty in his life.

			Worried Voice:	(He has been listening!) Wait, don’t do this to me. I need False Comfort!

			Wise Mind:		The fact is, no one can be absolutely certain they are not becoming demented. But most people don’t get stuck on the thought, because they don’t want to waste energy and distress trying to answer, for sure, an unanswerable question. It means being uncomfortable for a bit—but it passes.

			Once again, Wise Mind has pointed out a path whose goal is increased tolerance of uncertainty rather than trying to find some way to know for sure.

			When You Seek False Comfort from Others

			The conversations we have to try to reassure ourselves are not always internal. Worried Voice will also try to seek reassurance from other people who try to calm and soothe you, providing you with unproductive reassurance that functions just like False Comfort.

			Here is a dialogue between Worried Voice and her supportive friend as they leave a party. Although the friend is trying hard to be supportive, and to reassure Worried Voice, you can see that every reassurance from this friend results in yet another concern raised by Worried Voice. Worried Voice just can’t be sure that the reassurance given by her supportive friend is correct.

			Worried Voice:	I think I just made a fool of myself. I’m humiliated…

			Supportive Friend:	No, you didn’t; you were great at the party.

			Worried Voice:	You really think so? Great, I feel better.

			Supportive Friend:	Yes, and your outfit was a hit.

			Worried Voice:	Oh, so you didn’t hear what I said to that guy?

			Supportive Friend:	What guy?

			Worried Voice:	The one who walked away from me after two minutes.

			Supportive Friend:	I don’t think you could have turned him off so fast. I’m sure he just had other people to speak with.

			Worried Voice:	But I said the dumbest, stupidest thing to him. That I liked tall people! And I know I started to blush! I’m so stupid.

			Supportive Friend:	That wasn’t so bad. You are smart and kind. Don’t beat yourself up so much.

			Worried Voice:	That’s what you think. But you can’t tell me I didn’t blow it with this guy. I’m such a dork!

			Supportive Friend:	No, you are not! And anyway, he was probably a jerk. You’ll find someone, I promise.

			Worried Voice:	I’m never going to get together with a guy. Are you really sure I’ll find someone someday? I can’t tolerate the thought of dying alone!

			Look at what has happened here. No matter how supportive, reassuring, and encouraging the friend tries to be, no matter how many kinds of Empty Reassurance she offers, Worried Voice always comes up with something to be upset about. This is often what happens when someone who is caught in the reassurance trap speaks with friends in her Worried Voice: it is hard for friends to withhold reassurance. They tend to try to be kind and supportive, which often does not help.

			Now let’s look at this from an entirely different perspective—that of Wise Mind. How do you imagine this dialogue would go if her Wise Mind took over from Worried Voice and started handling the urge to be reassured? Let’s imagine it is Wise Mind instead of Worried Voice who is seeking support. Here’s one possibility:

			Wise Mind:	You are a supportive friend, but your efforts don’t seem to be helping. In fact, I feel worse.

			Supportive Friend:	You are right. I am making you even more upset. What am I doing wrong?

			Wise Mind:	I know I ask for reassurance way too much. I need to be reminded that I can’t be sure about every interaction, I can’t deliver a flawless performance at every party, and I certainly can’t predict the future.

			Supportive Friend:	But that just sounds mean.

			Wise Mind:		You can do it gently. As my friend, you can give me room to feel upset. You could even say “I wish we could know your future, but none of us do, really. No point in bleeding before you are cut.” You could remind me that I can handle these feelings. You could also just give me a hug and say “Yeah, it’s those thoughts again!” and steer me to carry on with what we were doing—which I believe was after-party ice cream?

			Here, we see Wise Mind counseling the friend to help Worried Voice let go of its need to be sure—and normalizing the uncertainty; after all, that’s something we all feel. And it’s something most of us can deal with, even when it feels like we can’t.

			Helpful Fact: Wise Mind is what will get you out of the trap. It will remind you that while uncertainty feels bad, it’s something you can deal with.

			Components of the Trap

			Now let’s take a closer look at what is actually happening when the conversations between Worried Voice and False Comfort are spinning their web.

			Helpful Fact: Understanding how the trap is set is the first step in extricating yourself from it.

			Two psychological processes—negative reinforcement and paradoxical effort—take a normal desire for reassurance and turn it into a trap.

			Negative Reinforcement

			Reinforcement is a psychological term for a consequence that makes it more likely that a behavior will occur again, more frequently, longer, and stronger.

			Training a dog to sit is a great example of reinforcement. Get the dog to sit while saying the word “sit.” It sits, and you pet it, say “Good dog!” and give it a biscuit. Every one of those actions on your part—petting, praising, and feeding—provides reinforcement. Your dog will eventually learn to sit whenever you say the word “sit.” This kind of reinforcement is often called reward.

			To be effective, reinforcers must immediately follow the action you want to strengthen. If a dog sits and you wait five minutes to give it a treat, there is no association created between the action and the reward.

			This represents what psychologists call the principle of contiguity. Reinforcement works best when given right after the action you mean to reinforce.

			Rewards like petting the dog and giving it a treat, saying “Thank you” when your child does something good, getting a bonus at work—these are all examples of positive reinforcement. They feel good while they reinforce. They provide incentive to repeat what just happened.

			A positive reinforcer can be physical (a piece of candy), emotional (a smile or a kind word), or behavioral (a pat on the back, a hug or kiss) (Klatt and Morris 2001). It can even be just a thought (“I am looking forward to getting to the restaurant and ordering my favorite dish”). And it is possible to reinforce (and therefore increase) the strengths not only of overt behaviors, but of emotions and thoughts as well (Ellis 1977).

			Sometimes reinforcement is quite subtle. Studies have shown that people who are asked to write down a list of adjectives while sitting in front of a researcher will write down many more positive adjectives if the researcher smiles with each positive adjective. And the reverse is true as well. If the researcher smiles whenever the subject writes a negative adjective, there will be more negative than positive ones. The subject may not be aware of the influence the reinforcement is having.

			However, there is another type of reinforcement that works in the brain in exactly the same way as positive reinforcement. It is called negative reinforcement.

			If positive reinforcement is adding pleasure—something that feels good—then negative reinforcement involves taking away displeasure—reducing pain, distress, or anxiety. Just like positive reinforcement, negative reinforcement will strengthen an action and make it more likely to occur.

			Just a note of clarification here—negative reinforcement is not the same as punishment. Punishment reduces the strength of a behavior—it stops you from doing something. (An example of punishment is saying “Bad dog!” when you find your dog chewing on your shoe. This reduces shoe chewing.) Negative reinforcement, in contrast, is a strengthener. It works by providing relief or stopping pain. For example: I’m driving my car and it starts to rain. I have difficulty seeing the road with a wet windshield, and that makes me feel worried, tense, and grumpy. It is an unpleasant feeling. I turn on my windshield wipers. I am able to see the road quite clearly, and I immediately start to feel much better. This reduction of discomfort reinforces my tendency to put on the windshield wipers when it starts to rain. Negative reinforcement has taught me to use my windshield wipers.

			This is relevant to what we are discussing because unproductive reassurance provides negative reinforcement. Here is how it works: If you worry, and you receive unproductive reassurance, then your worry will immediately—but temporarily—go down. Your distress is reduced, and—here is the surprising part—your relief from worry is a form of negative reinforcement! And what is reinforced? Recall the principle of contiguity we just mentioned: just before your worry and doubt got reduced, you were worrying and having doubts. So worry and doubt are reinforced!

			To be clear, it is not that you want to worry. And it is not at all obvious to you that the temporary relief is making you worry again. But your worrying and your feeling of doubt is actually negatively reinforced when you get unproductive reassurance. That is why the relief is only temporary. You worry longer, stronger, and more frequently. Doubts feel stronger and more persistent. This is one essential part of getting stuck in the reassurance trap.

			Helpful Fact: Negative reinforcement is an essential component of the reassurance trap.

			Paradoxical Effort

			Paradoxical effort—the second essential component of the reassurance trap—refers to effort that works backward. The harder you try to not do something, the more it gets in the way. As a little experiment, right now, try not to think of a zebra for the next thirty seconds. Don’t think about its stripes, and don’t imagine a picture of it. Don’t even think of the word zebra. Try it now. We’ll wait.

			What happened? Most people will think of a zebra, just because we ask them not to. That is an example of paradoxical effort, and it applies to a large number of tasks. Here are just a few:

			
					Putting a lot of effort into falling asleep immediately.

					Trying not to notice an argument going on near you.

					Trying to relax in the dentist’s chair when she says to you, “Just relax. This shouldn’t hurt, but let me know if it does.”

					Working harder and harder to concentrate on not messing up your golf swing.

					Trying to ignore the stain on your shirt that you just noticed.

			

			Seeking reassurance to banish uncertainty is an example of paradoxical effort. The more we feed the need to know for sure, the hungrier it gets. Not only does unproductive reassurance not reduce the doubts you feel, but it can actually function to increase doubts; yes, unproductive reassurance can actually increase anxiety. The effort we put into fighting uncertainty makes us more aware of it. Your own Worried Voice becomes louder and more consuming. Reassurance seems to become less helpful. And, just like an alcoholic who needs more and more alcohol to feel its effects, you start to rely more heavily on reassurance to soothe your worries.

			Ultimately, paradoxical effort can be summarized by the phrase “less is more.” There are times when anything you do to try to make something better works in the opposite way and ends up making the situation worse.

			Paradoxical effort tends to occur when there is an attitude of urgency, intensity, and intolerance of discomfort or distress.

			Learning to Drop the Rope

			Think of the game of tug-of-war. Let’s say you are evenly matched with your opponent and you are struggling back and forth. The more you pull, the more strongly he pulls back. No matter how hard you try, he matches and beats you. You are getting exhausted and want the game to be over. A different way of winning is to stop trying. Try dropping the rope. See who ends up falling down. It is the other guy (Harris 2009).

			When it comes to the cycle of negative reinforcement and paradoxical effort, sometimes doing nothing is preferable to every other option. Other ways of putting it are “what you resist persists” and “what you fight, fights back.”

			Helpful Fact: What you resist tends to persist: resistance is not a way out of the reassurance trap.

			When you are caught in the reassurance trap, the more you try to avoid worry thoughts and the discomfort, distress, and uncertainty they bring, the more those worry thoughts poke their way into your awareness. Worried Voice and False Comfort become trapped in a tug-of-war. When Wise Mind suggests dropping the rope by expending less effort, letting go of the need to “fix it,” and accepting doubt, you are surrendering the struggle. This springs the trap open.

			Helpful Fact: Surrendering the struggle springs open the trap.

			Notice the way Wise Mind does this in the following dialogue:

			Worried Voice:	I’m afraid that I’ll never be able to stop worrying. What if it eventually drives me crazy?

			False Comfort:	Try not to think of that. Take your negative thought and switch it to positive one.

			Worried Voice:	Do you think I haven’t already tried that?! I just can’t do it! I’m sure there is something wrong with me! It works for other people, but not me.

			False Comfort:	There is nothing wrong with you, I guarantee it.

			Worried Voice:	How can you know for sure? People can just have nervous breakdowns.

			False Comfort:	I’ve known you since you were a baby. I just can’t be wrong. Maybe you should take a tranquilizer.

			Worried Voice:	That’s what I’ve been worrying about! Even you think I am losing it. I’m terrified of tranquilizers; you can get addicted! I’ll lose control; I’ll damage my brain. I can’t go on like this for one more second!

			False Comfort:	Well, forget the tranquilizer then. How about coming for a walk in the woods with me? We can talk about anything else except what you are worrying about. We just have to keep your mind off it. Come on, let’s go now!

			Worried Voice:	That never works. I just walk and have battles in my mind. And now I’m worried that you are going to give up on me.

			Wise Mind:	(speaking up) Can we please step back and take a look at what is going on here? This urgency you are both feeling is an illusion. It is an aspect of anxiety. In this moment, there is no immediate danger. You don’t have to work so hard.

			False Comfort:	But we are suffering!

			Wise Mind:	I know you are trying to help, but you are scrambling to reassure Worried Voice with guarantees that you can’t back up. You are providing empty reassurance and distraction, neither of which lasts for long. Trying to push away worry and doubts this way only makes them more intrusive and stronger. You are playing an exhausting tug-of-war that can’t be won. Believe it or not, all this effort to find the best answer is wasted energy.

			Worried Voice:	Will you catch me if False Comfort stops helping me and I fall down?

			Wise Mind:	I have faith that you will be able to tolerate feeling anxious. And I think it will just be for a while. Better to allow whatever worries your creative mind comes up with, and remember they are just thoughts with no power of their own if you don’t fight them. The way to win here is to step back and let go.

			Putting the Trap Together

			The reassurance trap cycle depicted in the following figure is self-reinforcing and can go on indefinitely. Because unproductive reassurance can be subtle, and anxiety makes you feel an urgent need for relief from uncertainty, often it is not immediately obvious that you are caught in a trap. It takes a different perspective—a mindful perspective—to recognize that you are stuck there, and to understand that it is driven by the negative reinforcement of unproductive reassurance and the paradoxical effect of effort where none is needed. And since this trap is self-reinforcing, the only way to extricate yourself from its grasp is to counter the forces that keep it going. That requires a mindful approach.
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			Mindfulness is a state of open attention to the present, in real time, moment by moment. The mindful experience involves observing your thoughts, sensations, and feelings, leaving behind judgment or evaluation. There is a part of you that can stand back and look at your experience—in real time—with perspective and objectivity, without judging. This is your own Wise Mind. We each have our own Wise Mind, and we can all get better at hearing its voice. We will show you that cultivating this part of yourself will be extremely helpful in breaking out of the reassurance trap. Wise Mind offers these positive actions: (1) accepting the anxiety of uncertainty, (2) embracing a mindful perspective, (3) disentangling yourself from the content of your thoughts, and (4) letting time pass. Mindful observation offers a helpful perspective on anxious thoughts by making it more clear that they are just vivid imaginings; sometimes the inherent humor or absurdity of the trap becomes evident and the feeling of uncertainty loses its power.

			Helpful Fact: A mindful approach will help you avoid falling into the reassurance trap.

			Moving Forward

			In this chapter, we have shown you the processes that form the reassurance trap—negative reinforcement and paradoxical effort—and we have explored how two voices of the mind, Worried Voice and False Comfort, interact to get you into the trap, as well as how a third voice, Wise Mind, can get you out of it. Before we explore that in more detail, however, let’s take a look at the specific reassurance traps you might be struggling with. All reassurance traps are driven by difficulty accepting uncertainty, but knowing which category your particular traps might fall into can be helpful in identifying your own areas of sensitivity and your own ways of inadvertently seeking unproductive reassurance.

			Chapter 3: 

Recognizing Your Trap

			In this chapter, we will look more closely at the four major categories of reassurance traps and present real examples from real people who are stuck in the trap (with identifying details changed).

			Some traps are more obvious than others. Most of you tend to get ensnared in several different ones, either at the same time or during different periods in your lives. The many ways people elicit unproductive reassurance can be quite creative and subtle; there are also plenty of traps that are not explicitly described in this book. Ultimately, while particular traps may initially seem very different from each other, the mechanisms behind them work the same way: they are all driven by having difficulty accepting uncertainty. Extricating yourself from any of them will require that you make very similar changes in your attitude toward uncertainty, and that you modify very similar patterns of thinking, acting and avoiding. Our goal is to teach you the most efficient way to make those changes.

			Reassurance traps fall into four general categories:

			
					Do No Harm

					Guarantees Forever

					Banish All Doubts

					Don’t Mess Up

			

			Let’s look more closely at each of them along with their common subtypes, shown in the following figure. As we describe them, try to think about your own traps, and clarify for yourself which of these types and subtypes apply to you.
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			Do No Harm

			In the Do No Harm trap, you feel you must make absolutely sure that you will never hurt anyone or do anything that could possibly—even unintentionally—damage the feelings or the physical well-being of anyone. This trap can be divided into four subtypes: intrusive harming thoughts, always be careful, religious scrupulosity, and secular scrupulosity.

			Intrusive Harming Thoughts

			We think of ourselves as having control over our minds. We can certainly pivot our attention from one thing to another, but modern brain research has shown that we actually have relatively little control over lots of the thoughts that pass through our mind. Many thoughts just pop up—some of them useful and creative, but others just worthless. At some time or other, just about everyone has experienced weird, strange, random, unkind, violent, or outrageously funny thoughts. Most of us forget about these thoughts, and they get washed away in the normal stream of consciousness.

			However, sometimes thoughts become stuck. Unfortunately, stuck thoughts—which psychologists call unwanted intrusive thoughts—often have violent, sexual, or embarrassing content. Typical of this trap are intrusive thoughts of suicide, homicide, or pedophilia, or impulsive, crazy, and violent thoughts that are utterly unwanted, unbidden, and the opposite of the person’s values and wishes. (We explain this process in Overcoming Unwanted Intrusive Thoughts [Winston and Seif 2017].) Briefly, thoughts get stuck by means of the energy you put into trying to resist them, the excessive importance you attribute to them, and basic misunderstandings about thoughts themselves. Unwanted intrusive thoughts are the opposite of wishes, but they feel as if they have power and meaning. If you have unwanted intrusive thoughts, you may be terrified that you might actually do the things that get stuck in your mind. You may hear these harmless thoughts referred to as harming obsessions. Naturally, you look for reassurance—absolute reassurance—that you would never do those things. Or you might believe that these thoughts are meaningful indicators of your true nature or subconscious desires, so you become ashamed, secretive, and afraid that these awful repeating thoughts mean something awful about you. You need to be certain that you are not a bad person. You crave reassurance, and you keep trying to reassure yourself that you are not the sort of person who would do or want or believe the things that go on in your mind. But the reassurance does not take away the thoughts or the fear of them.

			What It Looks Like

			“I need to be sure I’ll never hurt a child.”

			Charlie—a gentle, kind, and generous human being, father of two—has persistent thoughts that he might molest a child. Charlie avoids changing his children’s diapers and never bathes them unless some other adult is in the room with him, watching what he is doing. He often asks his reassurance buddy “Did you notice whether I did anything strange with my children?” When he needs to be around young children—at swimming pools or playgrounds—he makes sure that he is always holding onto something in each hand. He reasons that he can’t reach out and grab a child if his hands are full, and this is a major source of his reassurance. If he has to be alone with his children, he makes videos of their interactions so that he can check to make sure there has been no inappropriate contact. Charlie believes 99.9 percent that he would never molest anyone, but he is tormented by his intrusive thoughts, and he needs to be absolutely, positively, 100-percent sure.

			Notice that… Charlie’s creative methods of avoidance and checking have not led to any greater willingness to tolerate even the tiniest hint of uncertainty. He was attending to the horrifying content of his intrusive thoughts as if they were important, instead of treating them as just meaningless passing phenomena of no importance.

			Helpful Fact: Intrusive harming thoughts are often driven by internal and external checking compulsions, and they elicit unproductive empty reassurance.

			“Are you sure I will never hurt myself?”

			Jennifer is a young woman who teaches art in a local elementary school. She is married with two children, not depressed at all, and enjoys her life as a wife, mother, and teacher. But she has been plagued by intrusive thoughts about suicide since she was fifteen. Jennifer has extremely high standards for herself, and whenever she does something embarrassing, she has the thought, “Now I have to kill myself.” She then calls and texts her husband, her mother, and her sister, asking for reassurance that she won’t really do anything like that. She wants them to argue with her when she says that “some people are just headed for self-destruction, and I might be one of them.” Jennifer is adamant that she is not depressed, loves her husband and children, and is alternatively perplexed and terrified about her long-term struggle with the intrusive thought that she has to kill herself.

			Notice that… By focusing on the possible meaning of the thought instead of its automatic pop-up nature, Jennifer becomes more and more entangled with it and feels the need to seek repeated unproductive reassurance. The long discussions, which attempt to banish all doubt about these thoughts being unimportant, serve only to reinforce them. In fact, often discussions that seem helpful and constructive at the time end up creating more concerns and further the desire for additional reassurance. We call these faux helpful discussions co-compulsing.

			Helpful Fact: Discussions about the meaning of an intrusive thought instead of its automatic pop-up nature provide unproductive reassurance.

			Always Be Careful

			The always be careful reassurance trap involves the need to repeatedly check something until you feel absolutely sure that you won’t do or haven’t done anything harmful or potentially harmful or neglectful. It asks you to meet the impossible requirement of never making a mistake. Checking can be focused on what you are doing in the moment or on your memory of actions you have taken or might have taken. Checking reassurance is the means by which the trap is cemented.

			What It Looks Like

			“One can never be too careful!”

			Alan leaves the office last, and he needs to be sure that everything has been turned off: computers, copiers, lights. He says, “It’s the only way to make sure there aren’t any electrical fires in the building.” So he checks several times before leaving. He tries to get a vivid image in his mind that everything has been turned off. He goes back into his memory to make sure that the office is dark. If his memory isn’t sufficiently vivid, he opens the door and starts the checking once again. Recently he has started to take selfies of himself turning off the equipment so he can feel more sure that he did. Similarly, to avoid inadvertently sending out an email with obscene or insulting language, he checks all of his emails, reading them carefully over and over. Sometimes he gets “stuck” on an email and doesn’t feel sure enough to send it no matter how many times he checks. “I wonder if I’m skipping a word, or maybe spacing out when I should be concentrating. I just can’t trust myself 100 percent.” Alan has missed deadlines because of this reassurance trap, and orders have been canceled because of these delays.

			This father suffers from a common trap psychologists call “hit and run OCD.”

			“Could I have committed vehicular homicide?”

			On the way to work one day, Tyrone thought about his daughter going to school, and he had the horrific thought, “What if my daughter gets hit by a car getting off the bus?” He felt a whoosh of anxiety going through his body, and then the equally painful thought: “What if I accidentally hit someone while I was driving?” Tyrone immediately felt that he had to pay absolute, 100-percent attention to his driving, for fear that he might run over someone in the street. On the way home, his fear mushroomed, as he imagined that every bump and every unusual sound from the car might possibly indicate that he had hit some innocent pedestrian. He began to circle around the block if he felt something unusual, checking to make sure that there wasn’t a body on the street. Sometimes he “had to” get out of the car and check for blood behind parked cars. He checked local news for accident reports every night. He needed to be absolutely sure that he didn’t “commit vehicular homicide.” His constant need to reassure himself made him late for everything.

			Notice that… In these two examples, the thought that a possible attention lapse could turn a normal activity into a dangerous one triggers this trap. “What if” catastrophic thoughts take over, followed by rigorous scrutiny and checking to make sure no harm occurs.

			Religious Scrupulosity

			The religious scrupulosity trap involves an overwhelming fear of offending God. Most religious people make an ongoing effort to live their lives in accordance with their beliefs and values. However, if you have an out-of-proportion fear of offending God, breaking religious rules, or committing a sin, then you might be caught in this reassurance trap. If you need repeated reassurance that you haven’t been less than perfectly pious or have allowed an impure thought or violated religious rules or committed a sin; if you are silently repeating prayers to undo thoughts, or constantly trying to convince yourself you are in good grace—you could be caught in this reassurance trap.

			Religious practice is based on faith—which is a feeling, not a fact. Since nobody can know without any doubt the exact meaning of religious texts or what God might intend for each of us, there are no certain answers to many religious questions. Even those who profess 100-percent certainty about their religious convictions are referring to a feeling. If your mind tends to get stuck on negative possibilities, trouble with doubts, and an intense desire to live according to your religious values, this can be a particularly difficult issue.

			Religion itself does not cause scrupulosity any more than teaching someone about ordinary hygiene causes them to start washing their hands for hours on end. In fact, religion and religious scrupulosity have very little to do with each other, despite the fact that they may seem so connected.

			Religion is about feeling comfort and peace and enjoying connection to God and to other people. It is a source of guidance for behavior, not a tyranny of impossible rules. Scrupulosity makes you feel disconnected from God and others and provides nothing but ongoing worry and misery. Although religious practice may feel compulsory, it is often clear to others that it is utterly out of proportion. Religious faith and living according to one’s values help us live a meaningful existence. Scrupulosity takes away from that meaning.

			Helpful Fact: Religion doesn’t cause scrupulosity any more than ordinary hygiene causes compulsive washing.

			Here is someone who formerly enjoyed daily prayer, but it turned into a driven compulsion, and she got caught in the scrupulosity trap.

			“We must pray with the right devotion.”

			Cheryl is a young woman raised in a Christian household where religion was a centerpiece of family life. Asking herself “what would Jesus do?” provides guidance. As an adult, Cheryl had a short prayer she said before bed that she learned as a child. After she had two children of her own, however, she suddenly had the thought that she was responsible for their souls. To guarantee that they sleep in a state of grace, they must recite their prayers with the proper feelings, focus, and devotion. She prays with them while watching them closely, and if they are impatient or seem distracted or skip over parts of the prayers, she has them repeat it. It now takes over an hour, kneeling by the bed, trying harder and harder to have the right feeling, which has become ever more elusive. She wishes that she could be more casual about prayer, but the risk involves the souls of her children; it’s just too great.

			Notice that… Cheryl tries to control the focus and feelings of devotion during prayer, which are subject to paradoxical effort: the more desperate she becomes, the more elusive her goal. Her anxiety makes her believe that absolutely no risk involving the fate of her children’s souls is reasonable, and her mind becomes sticky. As a result, she can’t stop checking and becomes caught in the reassurance trap.

			Sometime religious scrupulosity turns the entire world into black or white, right or wrong (“Am I like Hitler or Jesus?”). This harsh and demanding view of human nature ignores all subtlety and makes it almost impossible to engage in the give and take of normal human interactions. In this case, trying to follow all the religious laws perfectly leads to an utter distortion of religious practice and eventual alienation from the religious community.

			“I have to know I am following the rules perfectly.”

			Jacob is a young man residing in a small highly observant Orthodox Jewish community. While he was studying Talmud (Jewish religious teachings) in high school, he came across a section that addressed the obligation to point out to another Jew any violation of religious law, such as the law against gossip. Jacob took this to an extreme. He began to constantly interrupt conversations and became critical of his parents, teachers, and even strangers in public if he noticed even the most minor infractions. He was rapidly losing friends, offending teachers, and angering siblings. His disruptive behavior eventually resulted in his being asked to leave his school. He continued to ask many different rabbis the same questions, comparing answers. At any variation in response, he became distraught. He was brought to treatment when he deliberately withdrew from all social and educational activities to avoid having to correct others.

			Notice that… An overly concrete interpretation of what it means to follow religious laws is obvious to those around him, but not to Jacob. Even when he asks for guidance and reassurance, he argues and cannot accept it. He has ended up trying to avoid everyone because he could not live in the grey zone of maybe.

			Secular Scrupulosity

			Secular scrupulosity is sometimes described as overblown conscience. If you find it extremely hard to tolerate doubts around questions of moral values, goodness, decency, generosity, kindness, or justice, you might be experiencing secular scrupulosity. You don’t have to be religious to feel this—it may feel like extreme conscientiousness. You might become intensely aware that there is no easy answer to how much is enough? or what is fair, or right, or just? or a myriad of other issues. Sometimes there is guilt or moral regret about the most ordinary of human transgressions. If you find yourself on a never-ending quest to always do the right thing, or you have a need for continual reassurance that your intentions, thoughts, and feelings are perfectly in line with your values, you might very well be caught in the reassurance trap.

			What It Looks Like

			Here is an example of a man who is stuck in the secular scrupulosity reassurance trap.

			“How much charity is enough?”

			Philip is in his sixties and has worked hard to provide for his family. One day, he was walking past a homeless person and felt the urge to put some money in his begging cup. He pulled out a dollar, changed his mind, then put a ten-dollar bill in the cup. He initially felt great. But then he thought “Why didn’t I give him a twenty? I don’t really need it.” He then spent the rest of the evening going back and forth in his mind, unable to decide how much was the right amount. Some people walk past homeless people without giving it a thought. Others write checks to charities. But he has become overwhelmed by an unquenchable obligation to the poor. A book suggested that personal involvement was even more important than giving money. He spent an evening downtown with poor people, giving out some sandwiches and blankets. He was exhausted but felt jubilant. But by morning, doubts crept back in. “I could have bought gift cards. What about metro cards? Backpacks with personal items like soap and toothpaste? Maybe I should house someone in our spare room?” Now, he spends almost every night downtown trying to give things away and help people. When he takes a night off, he is in agony. No matter what anyone says, he never feels certain it is enough. He is considering cashing in his retirement savings and giving it all away.

			Notice that… Philip is struggling to find a definitive answer to an important but unanswerable question. He is unable to be at peace with the good enough idea that guides most of us as we try to lead a life according to our values.

			Guarantees Forever

			The Guarantees Forever reassurance trap is an attempt to predict the unknowable future, trying to create certainty when none can exist. It is characterized by repeated efforts to gain reassurance in the form of impossible guarantees. There are three main subtypes: health, safety, and happiness.

			Health

			Seeking reasonable reassurance that we are healthy is part of our normal, everyday navigation through life. We check our bodies periodically, and we pay attention to sensations that seem out of the ordinary. However, if you find yourself continually seeking out reassurance to prove that you don’t have a serious illness, because you imagine some unusual sensation or spot on your body to be the beginning of a fatal or near-fatal disease, then you might get caught in the trap. If you are constantly checking some sensation or medical indicator like blood pressure or pulse or temperature without being told to do so by a doctor, you may very well be in the trap.

			Three kinds of illness-related concerns can lead to this trap: (1) fear that you already have an undetected or undiagnosed health problem, (2) fear that you could get such a problem by being neglectful or by exposing yourself unwittingly, and (3) fear that minor or unimportant aspects of your body, or sensations of less than perfect well-being—like an asymmetry of your face or the normal effects of anxious arousal on the body—indicate a danger to your health. In the first case, this can lead to endless “research” reassurance seeking and repeated checking. In the second, extensive and expanding avoidance behaviors are triggered. And in the third case, visits to doctors, emergency rooms, and alternative healers can proliferate. In all three kinds of health guarantee seeking, your friends and family may label you a hypochondriac and grow weary of reassuring you.

			Here are some examples of people solidly stuck in the health trap.

			“What if I am sick and no one can diagnose it?”

			Julie has become focused on the possibility that a course of antibiotics she received might have adversely affected her brain, and she continually takes online “brain tests” to determine the severity of her affliction. With great anxiety, she had approached her primary care doctor, who dismissed her concerns, but Julie was only partially reassured. “He acted like I was just neurotic and didn’t even take me seriously,” she told her therapist. The next day, after spending hours researching the topics of “rare adverse effects of antibiotics” and “organic brain syndrome,” she became particularly worried about her sense of “fogginess.” She felt like her concentration might be impaired. She began looking for a neurologist who would give her an MRI. The neurologist said there was no reason to request an MRI and suggested Valium instead. After weeks spent looking for reassurance that she hadn’t been damaged by the antibiotics, and after countless hours on line, four appointments with doctors, and hours of testing her memory with online apps, Julie is even less reassured then when she started.

			Notice that… Julie’s case shows a variety of elements that are typical for someone stuck in the health trap.

			
					Constant checking on sensations or possible symptoms

					Catastrophic interpretation of unusual sensations

					Inability to accept reassurance from experts

					Seeking many different ways to be reassured

					Stuck thought that her brain was damaged

					Misunderstanding of the limits of medicine

			

			Helpful Fact: Even the best medical specialists will not eliminate all uncertainty. Understanding and accepting the limits of medicine helps us stay out of the reassurance trap.

			“I am always worried about the health of my family. I can’t get enough reassurance”

			John, forty-two, has a constant need to be sure that he, his wife, and his two children are healthy. “When I know that my son has a doctor’s appointment, I can’t stand the uncertainty. I worry that he might be sick; I check his eyes, his nose. I check his armpits for lumps.” John also needs enormous reassurance whenever someone in his family is ill. He somehow hears the most catastrophic interpretation of what the doctor says and then pesters her for reassurance that all is well. When his wife’s liver tests were abnormal for a few weeks, the doctor said it was probably a virus, and she would be checked again in several weeks. John became so distraught, calling the doctor daily, that the doctor finally said, “Look, this is most likely a virus. If her tests aren’t normal in a month or so, we might do a liver biopsy to rule out anything serious. But I really think this is just a virus, and so should you.” When the doctor said this, John felt that the uncertainty would drive him crazy. He said to his therapist, “Can’t she just get a liver biopsy right away? How does the doctor expect me to wait?”

			Notice that… John’s urgent sense of needing to know for sure is an indication that he is caught in the trap. What might have been productive reassurance (“Probably a virus; safe to wait and see”) should have alleviated enough uncertainty to make waiting tolerable. And should the doctor have ordered an unnecessary biopsy, it is likely John would have had a hard time trusting the results and would have sought yet another way to check.

			Helpful Fact: The sense of urgency, when others suggest “patience” or “watch and wait,” is an indication of anxiety triggered by uncertainty.

			“Tell me I won’t go crazy on the airplane, please!”

			Emma, in her late twenties, has a severe fear of flying. She fears not that the plane will crash, but rather that she will go insane, have a heart attack or a stroke, or maybe lose control and open the door when the airplane is in midflight. This fear was decreased when she discovered that doors had a fail-safe construction making it impossible for anyone to open doors during flight. But she couldn’t stop the dread of going crazy and losing control on the plane. She took shorter flights, telling herself that she could tolerate “one or two hours, but no longer.” She always flew with a trusted friend for reassurance. She has looked into traveling with an emotional support animal, but she has the thought that she might hurt the animal when she feels so out of control. Emma has an ongoing conversation with herself whenever she flies, and this conversation keeps her enmeshed in the reassurance trap.

			Here is Emma’s internal conversation:

			Worried Voice:	I don’t think I can stand it! My heart is beating like crazy—am I having a heart attack?

			False Comfort:	No, you aren’t. Don’t you remember that the doctor said you were fine? You are having a harmless panic attack.

			Worried Voice:	But how can he know for sure? And that’s not the only thing. I’m really feeling crazy! I can’t stand this stress. What if I try to open the emergency exit?

			False Comfort:	You are not crazy! You are sane. Don’t even think that way!

			Worried Voice:	But my thoughts are so loud, and they are going faster and faster, and I’m about to lose control. Oh no! If I don’t try to get out, I’m going to scream or punch someone!

			False Comfort:	Don’t be silly. You wouldn’t do that. Anyway, the flight is almost over.

			Worried Voice:	I won’t make it! Kill me! Put me out of my misery!

			False Comfort:	Don’t talk crazy! Calm down. Watch the movie.

			Worried Voice:	Don’t be ridiculous! I can’t concentrate on a movie! This flight is making me suicidal. I need to get off now. I can’t stand it.

			False Comfort:	We’re almost there. Can you hold on for just a few minutes more? Try that calm breathing thing, that should work.

			Worried Voice:	But what if we have to wait on the runway?

			False Comfort:	Well, that’s an over-the-top worry. There’s no danger once you are on the ground.

			Worried Voice:	See? It makes no sense. I told you I’m messed up!

			Once again, False Comfort fails to calm Worried Voice; in fact, the reassurances seem to confirm its worst fears. Let us imagine what Wise Mind would say.

			Wise Mind:	Do you realize that fighting that feeling by seeking reassurance makes it stronger and more persistent? No matter how many flights you take, if you do them with the same attitude, you will stay in the reassurance trap.

			False Comfort:	I’m just trying to help Worried Voice get through each flight.

			Wise Mind:	Worried Voice, more reassurances that you won’t go crazy, act weird, or have a heart attack aren’t the answer. The better way is to allow the feeling of being trapped and to surrender the struggle.

			Worried Voiceand False Comfort:	That is really, really difficult.

			Wise Mind:		No one can offer complete guarantees about losing control or going crazy. It serves as Empty Reassurance to do so. And Worried Voice never gets any better on the next flight. Screaming at yourself to calm down is not helpful. Nor is offering avoidance strategies like distracting yourself or breathing better to try to make the discomfort go away. It will just come back even more intensely. What can be learned is how to sit with the discomfort of not having the guarantee, while letting some time pass. It may feel like a terrible risk, but you are just being fooled by an anxious feeling.

			Notice that… Emma may not seem like she is doing anything except sitting on the plane worrying about going crazy. But her active internal dialogue—in which she is trying to calm herself down, provide herself with empty reassurance to cope with catastrophic thoughts and images, and distract herself—backfires and tightens the trap.

			Safety

			Reassurance seeking by trying to avoid anything that is or could possibly be toxic or dangerous can lock you in the safety trap. This could refer to your safety or the safety of someone you love as well. Many forms of overprotection can be related to this trap. Whatever its particular form, people stuck in this trap have a difficult time with any perceived risk.

			What It Looks Like

			“I’m just trying to keep my children safe.”

			Isabella has always been what she calls a germaphobe. She carries hand sanitizer with her all the time, avoids people who cough, laughs a bit when people suggest she has OCD—no, that’s her father; she’s just being careful. She has managed public restrooms by not sitting directly on the toilet and by grasping faucets with paper towels. She is well practiced at managing steps without the handrail. A problem arose when she adopted one-year-old healthy twin girls from an orphanage in Guatemala. She was told they had had a rough start in life. She was utterly entranced with her daughters and devoted herself completely to their health and safety. She won’t let anyone come near them unless they’ve washed their hands. She washes any surface they touch. If they fall down, she quickly washes their hands and changes their clothes. Her pediatrician told her that immunities are built by being exposed to germs, but she can’t tolerate the idea of deliberately allowing them to be anywhere near germs. Eventually she came to treatment when her own mother insisted. She had been unwilling to allow her daughters to interact with other children, and nursery school was out of the question. She was having a terrible time coming to the realization that potentially harmful germs are everywhere.

			Notice that… Isabella’s understandable desire to protect her children actually leads to restricting and isolating them. She is unable to allow any reasonable risk because she is trying to be certain that they will be completely safe.

			Here is someone whose checking compulsions are multiplying day by day as he tries to address every possible danger that crosses his mind.

			“I’m making sure everything’s safe before bedtime.”

			Soon after he moved into a new house, a drainage pipe backed up in DeAndre’s basement, resulting in an unhygienic situation that required professional cleaning. That mess made him extra careful about potential hazards, like the possibility of fire. He installed smoke alarms in every room of the house. He then did the same with carbon monoxide alarms. He felt unsafe getting into bed without first going into the basement, checking to make sure that all the pipes looked sturdy, and then making sure that the burners on the stove were turned off. The problem was, he could never be totally sure that he had checked correctly. He would get into bed and then get up and go downstairs again to check on his checking. It then occurred to him that an open refrigerator could result in spoiled food, and that might make Darnell, his young son, sick. So he had to make sure that the refrigerator door was closed and sealed shut. DeAndre was repeatedly getting out of bed, checking, getting back into bed, and then leaving once again. Finally, he realized that he could take a video of his checking with his cell phone and replay it in bed whenever he felt unsure. He slept with his phone and watched the video when he needed reassurance.

			Notice that… DeAndre’s checking reassurance failed to provide any lasting relief. Instead, it mushroomed from needing to check for fire, to carbon monoxide, to floods, to gas, and then spoiled food, so that a small task turned into an overwhelming one.

			Happiness

			The happiness trap is created by the need to feel certain that your love will last; that you will always have a well-paying, satisfying job, friends you like who stay loyal, a fine financial future, and a secure path to happiness. It is fueled by the attempt to guarantee what lies ahead.

			What It Looks Like

			“I have to be sure my daughter is successful at her career.”

			Charles is a successful business owner with an MBA from a prestigious university and a lifetime of academic and vocational achievements. He has aimed his three children at similarly high goals by making sure they attended highly ranked private schools, took up numerous extracurricular activities, participated in varsity sports, and had travel and volunteer opportunities that would enhance their college applications. He encouraged his oldest daughter to apply to the very best engineering and Ivy League schools. He insisted on helping her by rewriting her college essays and developed a spreadsheet to aid the applications process, complete with acceptance rates and expected salaries of graduates ten years out. She reported that she felt smothered, frightened, and under tremendous pressure; she was starting to complain of headaches and GI distress. Her mother tried to stop the endless discussions about the best schools, the best majors, and the best careers but to no avail. Charles finally agreed to come to family counseling after the pediatrician suggested that their daughter was stressed and needed her parents’ help.

			Notice that… Charles’s quest for guaranteed success and happiness for his daughter’s future work life is hurting their relationship and creating anxiety, dread, and stress for her. His need to be sure she would succeed is making her miserable. He cannot accept that no future can be guaranteed for anyone.

			“I need to know I won’t be fired.”

			Tracey is a thirty-seven-year-old mother of two. She has comfortably taught elementary students for the past seven years. This year, however, Tracey couldn’t shake the feeling that her job was in jeopardy. While dealing with a problem student, she thought she noted a look of disapproval from her assistant teacher. The next morning she saw this same assistant exiting from the principal’s office as Tracey came to work. Tracey was struck by the thought that her assistant was complaining about her, so she tried to chat with the principal to make sure everything was okay. But she couldn’t tell for sure, and she was left with a very uneasy feeling. In response to her questions, a close teacher friend reassured Tracey that there was no negative buzz about her job performance. But the idea that she might be fired would not go away. She asked her assistant whether she had complained about her but didn’t believe her denials. Tracey’s husband told her she was a “baby” and should stop talking about it—that she was making a mountain out of a molehill. Tracey just wanted to be sure she had a job.

			Notice that… Tracey took her initial feeling of uncertainty and her thoughts of disapproval as a warning that her job was in danger. She then became vigilant, trying to become sure that her job was secure, and thereby stimulating more doubts with every check.

			The world of relationships is fertile ground for doubts. One can never know for sure what lies in the heart and mind of another person. For some, uncertainty about friendships and love relationships can be excruciating. Doubts abound, moment to moment, about rejection, disloyalty, commitment, “true feelings,” and potential misunderstandings. The urge to seek reassurance can be overwhelming. Let’s look at a few people who are stuck in this trap.

			“I have to know he is faithful.”

			Casey, forty-five, came to therapy at her husband’s insistence because she is pathologically jealous and is driving him away with her mistrust and constant checking up on him. He claimed he did not warrant her mistrust and had never been interested in any woman but his wife. Nevertheless, she demanded to see his cell phone and email records daily and questioned him repeatedly about any interactions he had not disclosed to her, no matter how trivial. She went through his pockets. She followed his eyes in public places to make sure his gaze did not follow any women for more than a moment. She monitored his work calendar. She scanned his face and body language for signs of lying. She became irate if he did not respond to a text message within minutes. To spare both of them, he started to avoid telling her about people he had met at work because she would worry about whether he was attracted to them and question him incessantly. In the midst of this ongoing checking and questioning, Casey told her therapist that she knew deep down that her husband was loyal. But she could not bear the doubts that arose. Casey and her husband had tried marital counseling for a few months. Not surprisingly, they focused on their own childhoods for the origins of her issue with trust and explored why he had chosen such a controlling life partner. While this was indeed interesting, there was no change in her checking.

			Notice that… Casey’s need for reassurance about her husband’s fidelity is exacerbated every time she checks. The increasing availability of instant, real-time, and historical information from his phone and computer has escalated and reinforced the reassurance trap. Notice, too, that it is not helpful to frame the problem as jealousy or mistrust. The problem is Casey’s inability to accept anything less than absolute certainty, leading to an impossible quest. It is the checking itself that fuels the cycle.

			Helpful Fact: Repeated checking on fidelity is a powerful engine that fuels obsessive doubts.

			Here is an intergenerational example of the happiness trap.

			“My teenager is addicted to his smartphone.”

			Simon is a fourteen-year-old boy who has had a cell phone since he was six because his mother wanted to be able to track his location and reach him at any time. He has always had friends and neighbors to play with, but as he entered middle school, social media and texting took over. He began to test and evaluate his popularity with every text, tweet, and posting. Simon found it increasingly difficult to wait for responses from friends, checking incessantly for emails, messaging, and texts. His acceptable wait time became shorter and shorter, until he was already having doubts about whether he would receive a response even as he was sending messages. He scrutinized every text or message for hidden meaning or tone. With Instagram, it was even harder to be sure about what messages really meant. He began to avoid people at school if he had sent them a message and he doubted their response, either in tone or speed or meaning. He was in a constant state of craving reassurance. His smartphone had become both his lifeline and his curse. He felt humiliated and trapped.

			Notice that… The initial trap was set by Simon’s mother, who wanted to be in contact with him at any time, to deal with her own need for reassurance that he was safe and happy. Meanwhile, Simon had learned at a very young age to rely on his phone for almost everything. His “addiction” to texting and social media was fueled by his need for constant reassurance that he was liked and was popular.

			Genuine tragedies can trigger reassurance traps. In this next example, Worried Voice and False Comfort turn a painful experience into a compulsive need to be certain it can’t happen again. Once again, Wise Mind points to a path out.

			Voices of the Mind

			Here is a dialogue inside the mind of someone caught in the Guarantee Forever Trap, touching on the issues of safety, happiness, and health.

			Worried Voice:	I am really freaked out. My best friend just learned that her niece committed suicide. She overdosed. She was only twenty-three. My friend had no idea she was even in trouble; she always seemed cheerful and happy. She left a note about failing everyone.

			False Comfort:	How sad. But there’s no need for you to freak out.

			Worried Voice:	I am worried about my grandchildren. They both seem cheerful. But you never can know.

			False Comfort:	They are five and seven years old. Little kids don’t take drugs and commit suicide. They are fine.

			Worried Voice:	But they will grow up, and what if they start drugs in high school or get depressed or fall in with the wrong people? You might not be able to tell.

			False Comfort:	They are being raised well; they will be supervised as they grow up, and there is time to intervene if there is trouble.

			Worried Voice:	But you are not getting it. My friend had no idea. They were blindsided. What if my grandkids get in trouble and we don’t even know about it? I need to do something to make sure they will be okay.

			False Comfort:	Maybe you should develop a close relationship so they tell you everything.

			Worried Voice:	The little one is really shy. What if he doesn’t talk much? I don’t think I could stand not knowing for sure whether he was okay.

			False Comfort:	Why don’t you just give yourself a few years before you worry about this?

			Worried Voice:	This is really important. Patterns of behavior start in childhood. We have to do something now to make sure they will never get depressed or get into drugs or, God forbid, commit suicide.

			False Comfort:	There are some good books on this. Maybe some kind of prevention treatment. Or maybe you could get in the habit of checking in with them every night before bed, tell them you love them, just to make sure they are okay.

			Worried Voice:	Why don’t I feel like that would work? I will still worry.

			Wise Mind:	It has got to be incredibly difficult to even imagine your grandkids in serious trouble sometime in the future. But we have to tell the truth: there are no guarantees in life. We do know you can make yourself constantly miserable trying to prevent unpredictable catastrophes. And still you could fail. There is no way to make sure that you could not be blindsided by misfortune no matter what you do. Accepting uncertainty, even about something so very important, is the only way to stop feeding your fears and keeping alive your search for the control you can’t have. Be a good grandparent. That’s all you can do.

			Banish All Doubts

			This trap is created by attempting to know for sure the answer to questions that are essentially unanswerable. These are usually doubts that pop up about subjective thought, feelings, beliefs, and intentions, as well as interpretation of bodily sensations. Because they are about internal experience, they are rarely soothed by fact-based productive reassurance, but they are fertile ground for unproductive reassurance. There are four subtypes: sexual orientation or identity, pure motives, mental health, and existential certainty.

			Sexual Orientation or Identity

			It might seem that every adult knows their gender and to whom they are attracted. But this is complex territory. We now know that both sexual identity (“who I am”) and sexual orientation (“who I am attracted to”) are complex, subtle, and even fluid, with biological underpinnings and psychosocial and cultural factors playing some role. We also know that neither identity nor orientation are choices. Those whose internal experience and public presentations or bodies are in conflict, as well as those who experience negative judgment from others (or from themselves), can suffer greatly. And we also know that, while some people are indeed 100-percent one way or the other, the vast majority of us lie somewhere else on a continuum. Can you imagine, then, a more fertile ground for issues of uncertainty, doubt, and confusion in someone who has a sticky mind and a need to know for sure?

			Have you ever had a weird passing thought about your own sexuality? A flicker of attraction to someone you would not expect, or a thought about yourself that does not fit with everything else you know? Most people have had such thoughts, and they pass without much impact because they receive little attention. They have no meaning. But for those with sticky minds, occasional passing thoughts about attraction or identity that are different from the way they usually identify are perfect triggers for doubt attacks and reassurance seeking. Suddenly needing to know for sure that such a thought is meaningless is an invitation into the Banish All Doubts reassurance trap. Even stopping to ask why the thought occurred can entrap you.

			This reassurance trap differs significantly from the situation of people who are genuinely exploring, questioning, or acknowledging their sexual orientation or identity.

			What It Looks Like

			Jimmy falls deeply and rapidly into a reassurance trap after a single, passing intrusive thought.

			“I can’t possibly be gay…or can I?”

			Jimmy, fifty-two, is an attorney with a wife and two teenage kids who never before had any doubts about his own sexual orientation. On a business trip, he went to the hotel bar to unwind after a long day. He sat down next to an attractive young man with whom he struck up a friendly conversation. He suddenly noticed what seemed like a shocking impulse to grab the stranger’s hand. It completely freaked him out. He abruptly left the bar and spent the night struggling with worries about what this experience could mean. The following day, he noticed himself mentally checking to see whether he was attracted to men at his conference. He became, as he described it, “obsessed” with having to know for sure whether he was possibly gay and had just been in denial his whole life. He tried to reassure himself that the whole thing could be attributed to fatigue and a beer, and that he needed to just not think about it. But he started to watch porn, both heterosexual and homosexual, to try to compare his responses. He developed sexual performance anxiety as he started to test himself with his wife. He went to a chat room with young men who were questioning their sexual orientation, which provided no relief or clarification. He was avoiding being alone with any men. He had never been homophobic or uncomfortable around gay men, having grown up with an openly gay cousin. He was not homophobic, just stuck in the agony of uncertainty. He was considering picking someone up in a gay bar, to try to “get the answer once and for all.”

			“What if wanting breast reduction surgery really means I am transgender?”

			Sherry is a healthy and fit, single twenty-eight-year-old mechanical engineer with naturally ample proportions. She has always struggled to find professional clothing to fit well and suffers frequent shoulder pain because of the weight of her large breasts. She decided to seek breast reduction surgery. As part of the evaluation of medical necessity required for her insurance to pay, she had to undergo a brief psychological screening. Two of the questions were “Do you wish you were male?” and “How do you identify?” She answered “no” and “female.” However, she was vaguely uncomfortable after the interview and kept reviewing her responses to see if she might have hesitated. Then she began to question herself as to why she was even concerned about this. “So what if I hesitated; that did not mean anything, right?” She brought it up with a friend, who pointed out that she was in a male profession, she really had little sexual experience and never wore dresses, so her friend could see why that might be something relevant…was it? This sent Sherry into a tailspin of constant internal checking and sleepless nights, until she finally canceled the surgery. The fact that she had never thought about this before did not reassure her. How could she know for sure that she was not trans? Could that be the reason she wanted smaller breasts?

			“What if I really like women?”

			Suzanne is a single twenty-eight-year-old woman. While watching a romantic movie she suddenly—with a frightening startle—realized that she was becoming enthralled with the female lead. She thought, “What if I really am attracted to women?” She was seriously involved with her boyfriend at the time, and they were discussing moving in with each other. Suzanne became panicky with the thought of being attracted to women. It wasn’t that she saw anything horrible about the idea of living her life as a lesbian; rather, her fear centered on the idea that she really didn’t know herself, and if she could just—one day, out of the blue—realize that she is gay, then what else didn’t she know about herself? In her fevered attempts to gain certainty, she read stories about women coming out, talked with sexual identity hotlines, checked her arousal levels whenever she was with her boyfriend or thinking about women—all in the attempt to know for sure whether or not she was gay. She described herself as being in a “constant state of panic,” and she couldn’t tolerate living with all those uncertainties.

			Notice that… This trap usually begins with a startling thought that seems new, shocking, and somehow extremely significant. It might be a sense of emotional or physical attraction to a person you would not be expecting to be attracted to, or the sudden thought that “perhaps I would feel more like myself as another gender.” Once it is noticed, this thought can’t be banished or let go, and there is often a disturbing urgency to know for sure, right away.

			Worried Voice and False Comfort can transform virtually any interaction into fertile ground for doubts that demand to be resolved. The trap is released when Wise Mind steps in.

			Here is a dialogue among the voices of mind of the proprietor of a gay bar. He has been a long-time gay rights activist and married his husband last year after twenty-seven years together.

			Worried Voice:	I am ruminating about by how close I felt to LeeAnn last night. I really felt safe, and we talked so intimately. For a moment there, I wanted to hold her hand and reassure her that Mariko would never leave her.

			False Comfort:	That was only natural. It is not like you were actually attracted to her.

			Worried Voice:	How can you be so sure? I really wanted to touch her.

			False Comfort:	It was only a momentary thing. You’ll see. Next time you see her, you won’t feel anything.

			Worried Voice:	No! You don’t get it. Now she is popping into my mind constantly, and I keep wondering if I might have some straight tendencies. Harry would be devastated if he knew what was in my mind.

			False Comfort:	He never will know, and you won’t do anything unfaithful anyway. You never have in all these twenty-seven years.

			Worried Voice:	I keep imagining being in bed with her. Trying to see if I am aroused. I thought maybe I was. This is a total catastrophe. I am not so worried that I will do something unfaithful, more that there might be a whole part of me that I never knew about, and how unfair this is to him.

			False Comfort:	It won’t hurt him if you never say anything. Try to think about how much you love him, and keep thoughts of her out of your mind.

			Worried Voice:	That is not working; I am obsessed with her! I am so scared.

			Wise Mind:	Hey guys! Unexpected thoughts about sexuality happen to everyone. They rarely stick around if you treat them as if they don’t matter and don’t mean anything worth exploring. Trying to banish thoughts keeps them coming back, and then it seems they should not be ignored. Lighten up! It really was a good conversation; the rest of this is probably a sticky mind overdoing a moment of closeness. Stop struggling. There is no need. It will most likely subside on its own if you just let it be.

			Pure Motives

			This trap focuses on the need to be certain that one’s motivations are pure and untainted. It centers on the need to be entirely clear about intentions, motivations, and feelings, which contradicts the reality that everyone has conflicting feelings and desires all the time. People caught in the pure motives trap continually analyze and replay interactions, thoughts, and feelings to try to be sure that they are truly nice or good people.

			“I am not who I seem.”

			Rita—who, ironically, was named after Saint Rita of Cascia, the patron saint of impossible causes—seemed to others to be a serene, thoughtful woman who always had little gifts for others, made kind visits to the sick, and never raised her voice or offended anyone, even those with whom she clearly disagreed. She had endured some serious health challenges without complaint and was everyone’s favorite patient in the hospital. Yet Rita was wracked by doubts, because she often was aware that she was feeling resentment, anger, jealousy, and even improper attraction—all while she was allowing others to believe she was a good person. She repeatedly told herself that all these feelings were normal, but she could not believe it. She confessed to her doctor that no one really knew her and that if they did, they would be horrified. She was not the person she appeared to be, she said. She was not sure she even deserved the attention of her therapist because she was such an imposter.

			Notice that… A need to feel entirely free of ambivalence about all her feelings and motivations made Rita feel responsible for and guilty about normal emotional experiences. Even while behaving according to her values, Rita chastised herself for feelings and thoughts that weren’t entirely in line with her unrealistic ideals. Her misery was not alleviated by confession or self-talk. Positive feedback from others was ultimately not comforting—in fact, it just reinforced her belief that she was an imposter living a lie. Her own internal dialogue was so self-critical and unrelenting that she could not experience pleasure in good works.

			This next example illustrates another aspect of the pure motives trap:

			“I can’t be attracted to my boss!”

			Mary Alice had finally found her dream job. Everything was going well. She loved interacting with the clients; she was succeeding at sales and making a decent salary. One morning as she got dressed she realized that she was wondering whether her boss would like her outfit—and suddenly was stricken with the thought, “What if I am attracted to him?” She froze. She quickly reassured herself that she was not and that her own boyfriend was in fact much more attractive. She dressed in something deliberately a little “frumpy.” A few days later, she noticed herself smiling enthusiastically at her boss while she was describing a client. She had the thought, “Why am I smiling like this? Am I flirting with him? That would be terrible.” Again, she reassured herself that this was silly—she was not flirting. But before she left that evening, she felt compelled to “check in” with him. Just to see if there was any awkwardness. He seemed normal; she felt okay and went home. The following day, she had trouble being in the same room with him because her eye contact seemed strange: she worried that he might think she was staring at him. Mary Alice felt she had to confess to her boyfriend that she was having utterly ridiculous thoughts about her boss. Telling him did not help. Her doubts spiraled, and she started to consider quitting her job.

			Notice that… All the “rational self-talk” reassurance that Mary Alice tried never really helped—it was essentially unproductive self-talk. And seeking Empty Reassurance, hidden from her boss and overtly from her boyfriend, was unproductive in both cases. She kept demanding certainty that her intentions were 100-percent free of any attraction, and this led her straight into the trap.

			Mental Health

			Some people with sticky minds become hypervigilant about the workings of their own mind. They notice and worry about any changes in their concentration or memory, often by engaging in word finding or reality testing, and they remain on guard for possible signs of depression, psychosis, mental illness, or dementia. This leads to repetitive compulsive checking to try to make sure that there is no mental health problem, either slowly progressing or acute. This checking will inevitably uncover normal small glitches in mental functioning, raising more doubts and demanding more reassurance.

			What It Looks Like

			Doris is caught in the mental health trap:

			“I have to find and treat dementia before it is obvious to others.”

			Doris, fifty-six, is a college professor of psychology. After going through menopause, she began to notice the occasional odd glitch in her memory, particularly with retrieving names of people and dates. She joked about having “senior moments” with her friends, who reassured her that this happened to them too and there was nothing to worry about. But she continued to feel unease about her mind and to worry about early-onset Alzheimer’s. She studied the symptoms of dementia, losing sleep as she stayed up reading journal articles, medical texts, memoirs of children of dementia patients, fiction, and films on every aspect of the topic. She was trying to make sure that she would know early on if she were declining. Doris implored her primary care doctor to agree to give her one of the Alzheimer’s medications if she asked for it, even before cognitive decline could be objectively demonstrated. This led to increasing vigilance about her memory. She checked and rechecked her work. She became distraught when she discovered she had forgotten to record the amount of a check she had written. She tested herself by reciting lists of capital cities and memorizing strings of numbers.

			Notice that… The more Doris checked her memory, the more she became convinced that there really was something wrong. There is often a kernel of truth inside a reassurance trap—something real but not important (like normal postmenopausal cognitive changes) that sparks the imagination of the inner Worried Voice.

			“How do I know I’m not going crazy?”

			Youssef is in his early twenties and spends a lot of time by himself, playing games with others online, and smoking marijuana. His mother is very concerned and has demanded that he see a therapist as a condition of continuing to live at home. He says he is looking for a job online, but he rarely leaves the house. He has never told his mother the real reason he is avoiding the outside world. His first words to the therapist are that he thinks he may be losing his mind, and he can’t shake the idea that he might have schizophrenia. Every time he gets a strange thought or an unusual sensation, a floater in his eye, a stray weird thought, or a momentary distraction, he thinks, “This is it,” and he goes through a silent mental health self-exam. He recites his name, the date, and where he lives. He scours his thoughts for signs of psychotic thoughts or potentially delusional thinking. If those check out okay, he concludes that his mind is still anchored in reality, and he feels a modicum of relief. Youssef says that he considers himself a “stoner” and that weed is the only thing that gives him relief from his fear of going crazy. However, he also worries that marijuana could cause psychosis. When the therapist tries to reassure him that he shows no obvious symptoms of schizophrenia, Youssef looks comforted for a moment, but then retorts, “You don’t know me; you can’t say that.”

			Notice that… Youssef’s “failure to launch” state stems from his fear that he has schizophrenia. The mental health tests he gives himself are typical empty self-reassurance.

			Existential Certainty

			This trap is characterized by the need to dismiss all doubts about the existence of God, the purpose of life, and other philosophical issues like the true nature of reality or what happens after we die. Sometimes people become aware that they cannot prove—or have significant doubts about—some metaphysical “issue” that suddenly seems profoundly important. A stray intrusive thought, a question posed by someone, or even popular movies that explore the nature of reality, such as The Matrix and The Exorcist, can trigger such doubts. This then provokes a persistent, urgent drive to find out for certain what makes up the real world or why we are in it.

			“How can I prove the world is objectively real?”

			Jeffrey, a twenty-seven-year-old philosophy graduate student, was admitted to the hospital in a state of agitation. He had been working on a paper designed to prove that our sense of objective reality is an illusion. He had read voluminously on the topic, and it fascinated him. He suddenly had the thought: “If this is all an illusion, what prevents me from misbehaving? Why am I or anyone else following the rules?” He could not answer this haunting question. Then he became frightened that he would do something with terrible consequences, like jump off a roof or strangle his cat while trying to prove a logical premise. He felt he had to convince himself that the world was indeed objectively real or he might die. He was wrapped up in loops of internal debates and had exhausted his colleagues in lengthy conversations seeking answers. Although it looked to his family as if Jeffrey were losing touch with reality, the admissions psychiatrist correctly suspected OCD. Jeffrey had found an unanswerable question and could not let go of needing to know for sure.

			Notice that… This kind of reassurance trap can easily masquerade as a religious, philosophical, or intellectual question of importance. But delving deeper into the original question, in search of certainty where none is possible, only tightens the trap. Ultimately, one can identify the trap by the way it feels and acts, not by the content of the topic it seems to be addressing. Jeffrey’s desperation and repetitive loops of internal argument were simply making things worse: his “work” was not progressing as a pleasurable exploration of ideas following an interesting argument. He was seeking urgent relief from the distress of doubting and providing himself with ever increasing barrages of unproductive reassurance camouflaged as logical discourse. He was tightening the trap.

			“I need to be sure that life is worthwhile.”

			Linda’s mother was in the terminal stages of dementia and would soon die. Linda had been caring for her mother at home for the past two years as her memory and personality gradually faded away. Linda’s mother had been a beloved pediatrician, but no one had called or visited in months. Linda began to think “What is it all about?” Theirs was not a religious family, and they had no belief in life after death. Linda had settled on the idea that the meaning of life was giving and receiving love and making good memories. Suddenly, now, she felt an urgent need to believe in something more. She became frantic: she could not stand the idea of nothingness, yet however hard she tried to make herself believe something else, she could not. She joined a humanist group looking for comfort. They all seemed at peace with having no answer. She went to a meetup group that discussed reincarnation and past lives and metaphysical questions. But every time she examined her own thoughts, all she found was “I don’t know.”

			Notice that… Linda’s anticipated bereavement was overshadowed by the search for a doubt-free faith in anything to counteract what Linda had accepted as unknowable until just recently.

			Don’t Mess Up

			Don’t Mess Up reassurance traps have a similar theme—the need to know for sure that you are not messing up or making mistakes, or are doing less than expected or demanded. This trap is present particularly in the workplace or in relationships, where your performance is judged and a wrong choice could lead to embarrassment, costs, or regrets. Subtypes are flawless performance, make correct decisions, and perfect parenting.

			Flawless Performance

			Work fulfills a multitude of functions in our lives, so it is easy to understand why so many become stressed about work. To worry about past mistakes, future projects, and upcoming evaluations is normal. But the line gets crossed when you feel stuck in repeated worries about your work and feel compelled to seek repeated reassurance or get caught up in checking. The following are examples of people caught in this trap.

			What It Looks Like

			“I keep on checking my work: I need to be as close to perfect as possible”

			Jane is a mid-level manager in a high-tech firm, married with no children. She has always put many hours into her work—so much that her husband has become upset. As Jane describes it, she just likes to be sure about her work. She is indeed slow, because she checks everything twice, even though she admits she is “almost certain” that her work is superior. “I aim for as close to perfection as I possibly can. I check my work constantly—you can never be sure some mistake won’t pop up.” Jane’s good work was rewarded by a promotion, which increased her workload. Jane started to feel overwhelmed and unsure of herself. Her solution was to spend more time at work and to bring a lot of work home. Her sleep began to suffer. She canceled a long-planned vacation with her husband to “catch up on work.” This irritated him so much that he has started talking about separating, “before we have children and make lifelong decisions.” This terrifies Jane, which adds to her work anxieties. Jane’s efficiency has plummeted, and a supervisor has wondered if the new job is a “good fit.”

			Notice that… Jane embraced “almost perfect” as a valued goal, but of course, this was unattainable and eventually backfired. Checking can interfere with the very performance it is designed to protect.

			Our relationships with others—friends, relatives, spouses, and even strangers—are emotionally charged and very important to most of us. We hope to make good impressions, we cringe at our social faux pas, and we work toward loving relationships with those for whom we care. But sometimes this normal desire to feel safe in the social world mushrooms into a need to be flawless, to avoid all doubts about how we are doing and how others feel about us. That sets the stage for the flawless performance trap.

			“I am too awkward to date.”

			Dominic, thirty-seven, is single with no children. The first of his family to graduate college, he has a job as a bookkeeper for a small accounting firm. Dominic cannot tolerate thoughts of being embarrassed, ashamed, or humiliated whenever he is with other people. He is extremely self-critical. He avoids almost all social contact except online, and even then he considers and reconsiders everything he writes. He wants to start dating, but not only can he not bring himself to meet women, but he also agonizes over his dating profile and is constantly changing it when he reads others’ profiles. The one time he arranged to meet someone for coffee, he spent so much time trying to decide what to wear that he was late and the woman left before he arrived. He writes scripts for himself to start conversations and practices them in front of the mirror, but he never feels sure enough of himself to actually approach anyone. His coworker tells him he is a “good catch” and encourages him, but his Worried Voice tells him that the risks of total humiliation are not worth it.

			Notice that… Dominic tries to reassure himself with extreme planning and analyzing so he can be ready for a flawless social performance. This paralyzes him.

			Worried Voice and False Comfort can make even trivial decisions feel overwhelming, so that something as simple as giving directions to one’s babysitter becomes fraught with unacceptable uncertainty and perilous consequences. Notice how the two voices interact in the creation of a flawless performance trap in the context of a relationship.

			Worried Voice:	What am I going to do? I am completely dependent on my babysitter. I asked her not to give the kids chocolate, and I found a wrapper in the trash. She almost quit the last time I confronted her about something.

			False Comfort:	Maybe it was just her chocolate and not for the kids. Better not to say anything. Anyway, how do you know she almost quit last time?

			Worried Voice:	She seemed grumpy the next day. Remember, she was mad at me for that thing about the bathtub.

			False Comfort:	She didn’t actually say anything about it, though. Maybe she was not as upset as you think.

			Worried Voice:	Do you think I should apologize?

			False Comfort:	You already did. Twice. She said “no problem,” and she started to clean the bathtub. She would probably be fine if you asked her about the chocolate.

			Worried Voice:	No way! I know she will just be polite and won’t really tell me how she feels. I just don’t know how to talk to people properly.

			False Comfort:	Why don’t you write it down so you can get the wording just right, memorize it, and then talk to her? She is really a lovely girl, and your kids love her.

			Worried Voice:	I can’t manage without her. I think I won’t say anything.

			False Comfort:	How about giving her a raise, and then saying something very cautiously?

			Worried Voice:	Now I am going to be up all night trying to figure out how to handle this.

			Notice that… Even the smallest interaction can become a source of overwhelming concern, since there is no way to know for sure that the outcome will be the desired one. Every plan that False Comfort suggests is not good enough, because none of them provide certainty that the babysitter will not decide to quit. Wise Mind is needed here to counsel taking a reasonable risk in a relationship, tolerating that the conversation could possibly take a difficult or even irredeemable turn. That is the only path out of the trap.

			Make Correct Decisions

			This trap is characterized by excessive research, planning, and opinion seeking, which can range in importance from something as simple as making the right small purchase or taking the best route on a road trip, to making the right large purchase (car, house)—or choosing the right person to marry. It is sometimes called decidophobia.

			What It Looks Like

			Akira is so stuck in the trap that he cannot move at all.

			“I can’t do anything on my own.”

			Akira, thirty-eight, works in sales. Although he makes a decent living, he sees himself as unsuccessful. He freezes whenever he needs to do something on his own. Akira becomes terrified that he will say the wrong thing or make a mistake that will cost him business. His mind goes blank, he withdraws, and he looks for others to give him clues that he is okay. He checks every move with his supervisor and coworkers, who are getting tired of his ongoing “Are you sure this is okay?” questions. He constantly goes to voluntary training sessions. But none of these courses have given him the confidence to implement any new sales initiatives. He is afraid to alienate the coworkers with whom he continually checks his work, so he doesn’t protest when he is given “bottom of the barrel” assignments. Because he does not trust himself without immediate positive feedback, he has stopped making sales calls and resorted to emails, social media, and trying to partner up with other sales reps.

			Notice that… Akira believes his problem is lack of confidence, but it is really an intolerance for uncertainty. All that checking, and how he avoids feeling anxious by seeking reassurance, ends up backfiring.

			“I was right to break up with him—right?”

			Shanika is an avid Facebook user. She keeps in touch with family, old friends, and former work colleagues. Recently, however, she has become ensnared in a new Facebook problem. She broke up with a boyfriend three years ago: he was disrespectful, drank too much, and was not interested in having children, an important life goal for her. At the time, she had unfriended him and deleted his contact information. She felt sure it was the right thing to do and was glad she had moved on. One evening, she decided to look him up, just out of curiosity. Up popped a photo of him with his arm around a beautiful woman holding a toddler. Shanika got upset. She then looked up this woman and followed links to discover more about her. She became obsessed, spending hours lurking, reading whatever she could access, becoming more and more worried that she had made a mistake in breaking up with him. She cannot stop thinking about him. Had she made a terrible mistake? Were her reasons for rejecting him legitimate? She wants proof that she has not messed up. She is ashamed of her lurking and has tried to end it, but it is just so easy to take a quick look.

			Notice that… Shanika cannot resist the temptation to access information about her ex, despite the fact that almost everything she sees upsets her. Being uncertain about the life trajectory of her ex is more uncomfortable than knowing facts that are distressing to her. She is trying to nail down with certainty whether or not she made a mistake so she can make peace with it. Instead, she just becomes more and more ensnared in the search.

			Sometimes the need to make the correct decision leads to an inability to “pull the trigger” on what appears to be normal, ordinary, or even trivial daily decisions.

			“I need to get the best things for my grandchildren.”

			Candy, seventy-one, is a loving grandmother who always wants to be sure her granddaughters’ gifts are just right. She went shopping for Christmas cards for them in a high-end Manhattan card store with an extensive stock. She made no progress—many cards were good, but none really seemed “the perfect card.” After wasting a frustrating hour, Candy decided to visit a boutique store, where she wouldn’t be confounded by the extensive inventory. There, a salesperson accompanied her, which made her quite nervous. After looking at three or four dozen cards, she made an excuse to the saleswoman about her parking meter and fled the store. She failed to purchase any Christmas cards at all, but told herself that she would make it up to her grandchildren by buying them the “perfect Christmas presents.” This example was typical of Candy’s whole life: she had always had a problem with decisions. When her grown children visited her, they slept on couches, because she was unable decide which mattress to buy for their guest bedrooms. She had a similar problem choosing clothing, and her indecision had resulted in chronic lateness to meetings and social gatherings. Her family was both accepting of and irritated by her inability to make decisions.

			Notice that… Candy’s need to make the absolutely right purchase often led to her making no decision at all, and her grandchildren often got nothing when she couldn’t decide on the best choice.

			“I want to commit to marry this man, but I just can’t.”

			Jacqueline had been engaged to Stan for eight years. They lived together, but she still kept her own apartment, where she rarely spent any time. He kept encouraging her to give it up, but she just could not do it. She was thirty-six, and they both wanted children, but he could not convince her to set a date. She would agree, and then have doubts, retract her agreement, and cry for days. She believed that marriage was forever and that she had to be absolutely sure there was no chance that she would regret her decision or find someone else she would prefer. If she felt a hint of attraction to anyone—even, for example, a TV personality—she would find herself mentally comparing Stan and the other man. If she were annoyed at him, in her mind she would check off a list of all his positive attributes. She often asked her mother and her best friend what they thought she should do, but their encouragement didn’t help. She knew her biological clock was ticking, but no amount of analyzing and evaluating and comparing seemed to help. Sometimes she felt hopeless about ever making a decision, which she decided was proof that this must be the wrong man. She then tortured herself (and sometimes him) with the thought that they should break up right then so they could both look for someone else.

			Notice that… No amount of analyzing, lists of pros and cons, comparing, and seeking the opinion of others can provide Jacqueline with absolute proof that this is the one person in the world she should marry. If she is ever going to marry, she will have to tolerate whatever doubts remain and take a leap of faith.

			Perfect Parenting

			Proper parenting seems, at first glance, a natural aspiration that most parents share. However, for parents with an intolerance for uncertainty, the task of raising, protecting, and guiding their children can become overwhelmingly daunting because of the need to do it perfectly. If this is your trap, you try to make sure that your children do not face misfortune, illness, disappointment, unfairness, poor choices, or moments of unhappiness in the present. It is common for parents caught in the perfect parenting trap to seek certainty for the future, becoming ensnared in Guarantees Forever traps as well. This kind of obsessive oversight has been called “helicopter parenting.” Taken to an extreme, it can cause rifts between parents and children and undermine the development of emotional resilience.

			“It’s my responsibility to make sure everything goes well.”

			Claire, fifty-three, is a self-described “soccer mom” with three children who have either left home or are about to. She describes her life as devoted to providing the best things for her children. She made sure her children were placed with the best teachers and chauffeured her children because school buses seemed unsafe. She volunteered to drive long distances for her son’s soccer travel team. When a style of soccer shoes preferred by her children was being discontinued, she bought three pairs for each child—despite their asking her not to. Every day, she worked closely with them on their homework, even occasionally writing their assignments for them. Each child got a cell phone at the age of ten and had to text their mother regularly to check in. As her children became more independent, Claire worried more about them. One daughter, who lived nearby, had trouble getting out of bed in the morning, so Claire would wake her up, either by phone or by paying her a visit. She still spends hours each day thinking of ways to protect her children from hardship. Her children started getting annoyed at her intrusiveness, and her oldest child showed hostility at Claire’s incessant questioning. Her younger daughter developed anxiety and said to Claire, “You say you are trying to make sure I’m okay, but it just puts more pressure on me and makes me more anxious.” That was when Claire came to therapy, saying that she couldn’t stand “the worry, the anxiety, the feeling that everything could fall down any second, and it’s up to me to keep that from happening.”

			Notice that… No matter how diligently Claire tries to keep her children safe and happy, there is always something else to worry about. No amount of checking and protecting and reassurance is ever enough. She feels responsible for eliminating all risk—an utter impossibility.

			In the next example, technological possibilities have allowed a father to become so unbearably overly controlling of his children’s lives that he has effectively alienated them.

			“I’m trying to protect my children, but they won’t let me.”

			Sam, forty-eight, works in the IT field and is the father of two teenagers. Their mother is a nurse who does shift work, and Sam has always been an involved, active dad. He took the kids to their activities, oversaw their homework, and often provided dinner. He has always felt close to them and is proud of their academic and sports accomplishments. It has been a real challenge for him to allow them increasing independence as they have grown. He feels his wife is too lackadaisical about all the dangers facing kids in today’s world. She calls him fear-mongering, overly controlling, and intrusive. From the time he put parental controls on the television, computers, and phones when they were young, to monitoring the GPS trackers on their phones and cars, he has always known where they were and what they were doing. When they say they have been to a movie, he asks them the plot to make sure they were really there. He checks with coaches to be sure they were at practice. As a result, they feel smothered and distrusted, and they are often embarrassed in front of their peers and teachers. They are now “forgetting” their phones in the car, using their friends’ computers to look at forbidden sites, and evading their father’s questions. One of them snuck out last week to see a boyfriend Sam would not approve of. The other used a fake ID to enter a bar. Mom knows some of what is going on and is torn between supporting her children’s growth and provoking more family conflict.

			Notice that… Sam’s desire to protect his children completely and his unwillingness to tolerate any doubts about their safety have actually led his family to lie to him. Of course, the effect of all that checking is counterproductive—neither reducing his continuing need for reassurance nor providing safety for his kids. This perfect parenting trap overlaps with the safety guarantee traps that cannot be achieved.

			More About Recognizing Your Trap

			Remember, you might very well be caught in more than one trap, and this list of traps is not exhaustive. You might be seeking reassurance or checking compulsively, seeking certainty about something that isn’t specifically mentioned here. But no matter the specific trap, each one works the same way. They are all driven by the same mechanisms. Your attempts to feel completely reassured are not working.

			Most importantly, it is essential to try not to be taken in by the content of each reassurance trap, because the content will vary widely depending on your particular sensitivity. In fact, the problem is not the content of the worry, no matter how important, urgent, or upsetting it seems. The problem is the way you are trying to relieve the anxiety you feel. Ultimately, the best way to identify a reassurance trap is not by the topic it seems to be addressing but by the way it acts and feels. Each trap feels urgent, preoccupying, and demanding of resolution, yet more checking and reassuring results in unending loops of distress, relief, distress, relief, distress. It can be relentless.

			Moving Forward

			In this chapter, we have explored the four broad categories of reassurance traps and their subtypes, all of which are fueled by the need to know for sure. We hope that you now have a better sense of your own traps.

			In the next chapter, we’ll dive deeper into uncertainty, to explicate the basis of the need “to be sure.” As you’ll discover, this need is driven by particular psychological and biological mechanisms. Understanding those mechanisms will help clarify why you need a profound attitude adjustment to release you from compulsive checking and reassurance seeking.

			Chapter 4: 

“Are You Sure?”

			The Psychology and Biology of Uncertainty

			This book is about attempts to gain certainty when none is possible. In this chapter, we explain what it means to “be sure,” and we explore why you become intolerant of doubts and get trapped in some situations, but have little problem with uncertainty in other areas of your life. We will explicate some of the biology behind this, and the psychological factors that affect perception of risk.

			Certainty Is a Feeling, Not a Fact

			If you own a car, does it have a flat tire right now? If you answered no, then how can you be sure of that? Maybe your car’s tires were fine last time you checked…okay. But did you check carefully enough? Are you really sure you can remember that you even looked at them when you parked the car? And what about being sure that nothing has happened to the tires since you last checked? Now you realize that you only feel sure; you don’t actually know for sure.

			Do you have the urge now to go check your tires?

			If you have teens, where are they right now? If they are away, how can you know for sure where they are? It has been a while since they texted you. If they are home, sleeping in their beds, how can you know that they didn’t sneak out or even that they are still breathing? Are you suddenly feeling less sure of their safety than you were moments ago? If you checked on them, you have just reassured yourself. If you didn’t check, we guess you can handle uncertainty, even about important things, more than you might realize. Because you don’t actually know for sure that your children are safe right now. You feel sure—but you do not actually know.

			The fact is, unexpected things do happen. We read about seemingly random, tragic events in our daily news feeds, and we watch them on media. Any of these things could possibly happen to us, even if they seem remote and unlikely. And this points to yet another truth: certainty is a feeling, not a fact.

			Our language even embeds this concept. We say “I feel sure that…” or “I do not feel certain that…” Ultimately, knowing something for sure is really knowing something for sure enough. It means feeling comfortable enough to act as if you know for sure. It is a feeling of confidence in the future that is unencumbered by anxiety. It is a belief. A leap of faith. A faith that the world usually works in a certain way, even though there is the possibility of unpredictable things from time to time.

			I call my friend and suggest, “Let’s meet down the street for coffee at noon.” I don’t add, “If I don’t have a stroke or a heart attack, or if I don’t get hit by a car while crossing the street.” These are all possibilities. They are highly unlikely possibilities, but not impossible ones. I lead my life as if they don’t exist. Even though some us might add “God willing” or “knock on wood,” we hold on to the feeling of certainty even though, if we stop to think about it, we know it isn’t a fact.

			Much of the time, we have no problem with this. We don’t put our car up on a lift and hire an expert mechanic to check out the brakes, transmission, and steering each time we pull out of the driveway. We just assume the car is good enough. We assume we are fine most of the time.

			But for some situations—and they correspond to your own particular reassurance traps—a thought or a worry triggers a strong feeling of uncertainty. It could be the image of driving your car into a busy intersection while waiting at a light (intrusive harming thought), or the thought of dying of cancer when you have a sore throat that has lasted a few days (health guarantee), or suddenly thinking you might have forgotten to turn off the stove and you could burn down your home (always be careful). When this happens, you can’t get your mind off the possibility of being wrong, or doing wrong, or being in danger.

			Perhaps some “what if?” thought just popped into your mind. Or you heard about something that happened to someone else, or you read about something online. Or you just imagined something weird or immoral out of the blue—and it upset you. Suddenly you feel anxious, and you want relief; you want to know for sure that something bad won’t happen. You want to be certain, and you want to be certain right now. That’s when you can easily get caught in the reassurance trap.

			In these particular situations, you have become sensitized to a specific uncertainty, and your brain reacts in a way that is different from those situations that you feel sure enough about.

			Sensitization and the Reassurance Trap

			We use the term sensitization to refer to an involuntary, automatic, exaggerated fear reaction to triggers that normally don’t trigger that response. It is your alarm system being set off by nondangerous triggers. It is common to be sensitized to only some uncertainties and to continue to be absolutely fine about others. That is why there are any number of reassurance traps—each trap corresponds to your particular sensitivity.

			Over time, categories of what feels threatening and what seems to be “an issue” begin to form, while the rest of the uncertainties of life seem completely normal. As we have explained, the typical categories of events that can trigger the reassurance trap are things like safety, morality, relationships, and unanswerable questions such as what will happen in the future, or complex issues of identity, beliefs, or motivations. Although you don’t question most things about which you seem to feel sure, it suddenly becomes necessary, important, and urgent to establish certainty about a particular topic. It is as if there were actually facts (if you could just establish them) that could give a 100-percent guarantee. There is the illusion that certainty is both needed and possible. That is when you start searching for reassurance—and continue on your way toward the reassurance trap.

			Helpful Fact: Certainty is a feeling, not a fact. Certainty is neither possible nor necessary.

			Your Brain Makes Uncertainty Look Dangerous

			There is a real neurological reason why it seems so important for you to know for sure, and why uncertainty feels so intolerable. Let us explain:

			There are times when specific “what if?” thoughts trigger a part of your brain that controls your alarm response. You may have already heard about this part of the brain: it is called the amygdala. It triggers the fight, flight, or freeze response, which involves your entire autonomic arousal system, so that your body and mind are ready to cope with real dangers: fight for your life, flee from real danger, or play dead in hopes that you will be overlooked. Your body automatically releases a surge of neurochemicals. And, at least initially, your body responds to false alarms the same way it responds to actual emergencies. We are wired this way.

			The figure shows how your “what if?” thoughts can trigger your amygdala, resulting in an automatic alarm response.
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			We are primarily concerned here with the psychological effects of the alarm response. The response is experienced as a whoosh—a rush of feeling that takes you to a different state of awareness that we call anxious thinking.

			Anxious Thinking

			Anxious thinking profoundly changes the way you evaluate and tolerate uncertainty. There are four main perceptual changes characteristic of anxious thinking:

			
					No risk feels reasonable.

					Thought and action feel fused together.

					Worry thoughts become sticky.

					The world is viewed as a dangerous place.

			

			First, perception of risk changes dramatically. Even if something has a less than 0.10-percent chance of happening (that’s one chance in a thousand!), you can’t stop thinking “Okay, but what if it does happen? I have to know for sure that it won’t. Tell me it won’t! Please!” The idea of a reasonable or tolerable risk just disappears.

			Another way to understand this is to think that the odds of something happening have been replaced by the stakes of the occurrence. The odds are the probability that something will occur; the stakes are the consequences of its actually happening. So if something is very unlikely to happen (your accidentally mixing cleaning fluid into your child’s cereal), but the stakes are enormous (your child might die of poisoning, and you would be responsible), anxious thinking has you focusing on the horrible stakes, rather than the absurdly unlikely event that you could confuse cleaning fluid with milk. This increases your attempts to secure reassurance. The feared consequence feels so significant that the probability feels irrelevant, no matter how remote the possibility.

			Helpful Fact: Anxious thinking makes the consequences of something you fear feel so significant that the probability feels irrelevant.

			Second, anxious thinking blurs the distinction between thoughts, on the one hand, and actions, on the other. When you are feeling relatively relaxed, there is a clear distinction between thoughts and actions. Thoughts are a safe way to imagine anything without any consequences in reality. You can imagine an argument, an affair, an assertive comment, quitting your job in a dramatic exit—all without engaging in any behavior at all. It is a form of mental rehearsal.

			But anxious thinking changes that. The distinction between thoughts and actions can become fuzzy, so that thinking about something awful starts to feel as dangerous as having some awful thing happen. Having a thought that you could jump off a balcony suddenly feels as if you just might do it, which initiates an effort to restrain yourself, followed by worries that the thought is actually dangerous. That feeling cries out for urgent reassurance. And of course, no absolute guarantees are possible, so you seek unproductive reassurance. This could be self-reassurance: “I am not crazy or suicidal”—followed by doubts—“How do I know this for sure?” Or the reassurance could be external—“This railing is too high to climb over,” followed by “Well, it is pretty flimsy, and if I tried, I could break it.” And so the reassurance trap is reinforced. Anxious thinking has created what seems like a dangerous problem out of a mere thought.

			Helpful Fact: Anxious thinking can create what seems like a dangerous problem out of a mere thought.

			Third, this state of anxious thinking makes worry thoughts very sticky. A sticky mind means that “what if?” thoughts about negative possibilities tend to get trapped in conscious awareness, much as flypaper captures its prey. Stickiness makes thoughts repeat and elaborate and grab attention. Worry thoughts don’t pass on their own, the way most thoughts just flow in and out of awareness. They cry out for reassurance. This continues the cycle and reinforces the trap.

			Stickiness of the mind is a biological phenomenon. It has a genetic component; some people are born with a predisposition to have a sticky mind. This means that you are more likely to experience this if you have a parent, grandparent, aunt, or uncle who also has a sticky mind. Stickiness also increases under stress, when you are tired, have a cold, are premenstrual, or drank too much last night. It can be worse when you are hungry or lonely or working too hard and not sleeping much. Sometimes it is just not clear why some days are stickier than others. Whatever their cause, because sticky thoughts repeat, hang around, and keep coming back, they seem more true, more important, more urgent, more demanding of attention. This is, of course, an illusion, but it can certainly increase the desire for reassurance in a fruitless attempt to get the thoughts to go away.

			Finally, anxious thinking leads to a perception of the world as dangerous. You focus on uncertainties, possible dangers, flaws, mistakes, and the impossibility of knowing for sure that you are safe, so you become hypervigilant to dangers and continually search for threats in your effort to prevent them. Relaxation feels like you are letting down your guard—abandoning your guard post—and safety becomes equated with worry, vigilance, and seeking reassurance that all is well. Anxious thinking can be exhausting!

			These perceptual changes happen automatically; some aspects of these changes creep up on you outside of your awareness, whereas others are immediately apparent and grab your attention. The reason for this becomes clear as you remember that anxious thinking has been triggered by the amygdala sounding the emergency flight, flight, or freeze alarm response. The amygdala has identified a danger.

			In the figure, you can see how a thought triggers the amygdala, which then clangs a false alarm, resulting in anxious thinking. This is all part of our brain circuitry.
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			The Amygdala and False Alarms

			The amygdala sets off many alarms, in response to many types of triggers. Almost all of them are false alarms. In fact, the tendency to create false alarms is built into the brain’s wiring, for good reason.

			Your amygdala is designed to protect you from danger. When a real danger exists, the worst thing that could possibly happen is that your brain doesn’t notice the danger and fails to sound the alarm. In that case, a failure could mean great harm or even death. So evolution has fine-tuned the amygdala to respond to even the barest, most subtle hint of danger. Your amygdala would rather trigger hundreds of false alarms than miss a single real one.

			While this feature is great for protecting you from real danger, it also means that you’ll frequently react to safe situations as if they are dangerous. In primitive times, threats were almost always external—like an unusual sound in the jungle that might possibly signal a predator.

			In the modern world, potential threats are far more varied and complex. They include things like the suggestion of a minor social rejection, or a thought that might indicate a possible mistake at work, or having done something wrong or risky. The problem, of course, is that the alarm set off by your amygdala has only two settings: on and off. So true and false alarms feel exactly the same.

			The alarm set off by the amygdala is your unconscious brain working, and no amount of effort or willpower will help you react differently. (We will see in later chapters that there is plenty you can do to change your reaction to a false alarm, and that is part of the therapeutic process.)

			Helpful Fact: In our modern world, most of the alarms triggered by the amygdala are false alarms.

			As long as you are sensitized to certain worry thoughts, your sensitized brain perceives the triggers as something to avoid and responds exactly as if you were in real danger. The world becomes a frightening place: it never seems right to not feel afraid. You urgently look for certainty that you are safe and that you are on the right course. You hunger for reassurance much as an addict hungers for their next fix.

			Excitement and Anxiety Are Related

			Dr. W. recalls a patient who had a panic attack in the middle of watching an exciting football game on TV. He was completely bewildered, as there was nothing to be scared of. What had happened? He had money riding on the outcome, and when his team looked like they were about to score, he jumped to his feet, his heart rate went up, his breathing changed, and his throat felt tight. When he noticed this, he thought “Uh-oh! What is wrong with me?” and then panicked.

			What started as excitement turned into fear. He misunderstood the excitement in his body as dangerous; he thought he might be having a heart attack. He had been to the emergency room a few times that year with similar symptoms, only to be told it was simply anxiety, but he was never quite sure that he did not have an underlying cardiac vulnerability. He went back to the ER yet again for another dose of reassurance.

			Many of us can closely relate to the experience of excitement turning to anxiety and then needing to know for sure that we are safe. This occurs because there is a physiological relationship between excitement and anxiety. The physical arousal that underlies excitement is extremely similar to the arousal associated with anxiety, worry, and distressing uncertainty.

			For example, suppose someone rang your doorbell, you opened the door, and they thrust a gun into your belly and yelled “Give me your money or I’ll kill you!” You would most likely react with terror—rapid heartbeat, increased blood pressure, shaking in your body, sweating—the full catastrophe!

			Now, let’s rewind that scene and start again. Someone rings your doorbell, you open your door, that person thrusts a letter at you and says, “You just won the fifty million dollar lottery!” You would feel enormously excited, and your heart would start racing, your blood pressure would go up, and you would start shaking and sweating.

			If someone had wired you to record all your physiological reactions, and they could view them only as readings on a computer monitor, they would have a hard time distinguishing between the robbery and the lottery win. The reactions are that similar. Without the context, there is no way to tell the difference. This explains how easy it is to confuse excitement and fear. It is our interpretation of the arousal that determines whether it feels good or bad.

			Those who are prone to anxiety may learn to habitually interpret any physiological arousal sensations as the beginnings of anxiety, so signs of excitement can become triggers for panic or worry. It is not uncommon to become afraid of excitement and avoid arousal in general (from a potential argument, from exercise, or even from pleasure). It can lead to trying to keep yourself from getting too worked up, too excited, or too hopeful of positive outcomes. In fact, many cultures have reassuring superstitions and rituals designed to “balance the universe” or ward off punishment for good fortune, as if getting excited would actually invite a negative backlash. This includes the Jewish kinahora (roughly “no evil eye”), “knock on wood,” or adding “God willing” or “Inshallah” when naming a positive expectation or event.

			What About Accurate Risk Assessment?

			You might understandably ask, how does anyone know what is risky and what is not? In truth, we are not very good at assessing risks. While certain activities are universally defined as high risk, nothing is absolutely safe. Most actions are not safe or unsafe, right or wrong, good or bad, wonderful or awful. Most fall into an area of uncertainty with some degree of subjectivity.

			The single most important factor that we use to determine subjective risk and comfort is how often we engage in that activity. Activities start to feel safe and comfortable as we become routinely involved with them. Even people who work in objectively high-risk jobs—think firefighters, or construction workers—see themselves as safe and comfortable on any given day—sure enough of their safety—once they have worked at their job long enough.

			In 2007, an automobile bridge that spanned the Mississippi River collapsed without warning, killing thirteen people. Cars, trucks, and a school bus plunged into the river. For months after that, drivers asked themselves if their bridges were safe, and many avoided driving over bridges for a while. They realized that they had no way to be certain that they wouldn’t be the next tragic news headline.

			However, after a while, for most people, these concerns took a back seat. The routine of driving made bridges feel safe enough. Only a very few people avoided bridges permanently—and these were people who had an extremely intense sensitized reaction to learning of the bridge collapse. They were the people who couldn’t get it out of their minds. “What if that happens to me?” And no matter how they tried to banish this sticky thought, it came back and demanded avoidance of the risk. They became caught in the reassurance trap.

			Anxiety Is Often Perceived as Danger

			Anxiety can be a sophisticated trickster. It fools you into believing you are in danger when you might be perfectly safe—or, since we are talking about reassurance here—perfectly safe enough. The whoosh you feel from a false alarm from your amygdala feels exactly the same as a whoosh from a clear and present danger. Since you feel like you are in real danger when you have a false alarm, your feelings are no help in making the distinction.

			Helpful Fact: Anxiety creates a false sense of danger, even when you are safe or safe enough.

			Your Wise Mind can identify that alarm as almost certainly a false alarm. Your Wise Mind can tell you when you have been hijacked by anxiety, and that anxiety has made you feel you are in danger when no danger actually exists. Importantly, however, although Wise Mind can allow you to label the alarm response as a false alarm, that doesn’t necessarily stop the alarm and end your discomfort. It simply allows you to respond differently to it while it is ringing. Accomplishing this requires practicing the skills and attitudinal changes that will be discussed fully in the next chapters.

			Factors That Influence Sensitivity

			It can be bewildering to observe that you are sensitized to certain “what if?” thoughts that make uncertainty particularly intolerable, whereas you are not particularly reactive to others. The key is what psychologists refer to as sensitivity. We have previously defined sensitivity to refer to an involuntary, automatic, exaggerated fear reaction to triggers that normally don’t set off that response. In other words, only some doubts trigger your alarm response, and those are the ones that really bother you, while other doubts don’t. However, that tends to strengthen the idea that these particular doubts are warnings or important in a way that other doubts are not.

			There are four main elements—genetics, stress, triggers, and values—that affect sensitivity. All of them contribute to getting caught in the reassurance trap.

			Genetics

			Sensitivity has a well-studied genetic component. Psychologists use the term anxiety sensitivity to describe a trait that consists of the triad of (1) fear of certain bodily sensations, (2) a tendency toward anticipatory anxiety, and (3) a tendency to avoid anxiety-producing situations. This is what President Roosevelt referred to when he said that we have nothing to fear but fear itself. Anxiety sensitivity is a formal term to describe the fear of fear. Those who are most afraid of fear are most likely to get caught in the web of ongoing, unremitting, unproductive reassurance seeking. Anxiety sensitivity runs in families; it is passed on both by biological inheritance and through the messages about risk and uncertainty that you receive as you are growing up.

			Stress

			There is a complicated relationship between sensitivity and stress. In general, additional stress will increase your overall level of sensitivity and make it more likely that you will react with a whoosh to certain doubtful thoughts. However, stress does not cause your sensitivity. Even if you could somehow reduce your stress to zero (which means you wouldn’t be alive!), you would still have areas to which you are sensitized. Avoiding stress is not the answer—in fact, certain ways of trying to avoid stress can actually contribute to the reassurance trap. However, knowing that you are more sensitized at a particular moment can help you to understand what is happening and remember to turn to your Wise Mind.

			For example, if you are rushing to not be late for an important appointment, and you suddenly feel the need to check your tires even though you checked them yesterday and there was no reason to be concerned, your Wise Mind can say “Of course! You are sensitized because you are stressed, so the urge to check got stronger—probably a predictable false alarm!” Or if you are very hungry or tired, you may feel the urge to repeatedly ask a loved one for reassurance that you will be okay. And your Wise Mind can step in with “You can tolerate feeling this way without seeking empty reassurance. You are just sensitized: eat and go to bed!”

			Triggers

			The events in your life can also increase your sensitivity to certain what if? thoughts and the awful feeling of not being able to know for sure.

			Personal triggers: Experiencing a real-life tragedy or crisis will often intensify your sensitivity. When illusions of safety, perfection, or predictability have been shattered, the desire for certainty naturally increases. Everything may suddenly seem riskier. The potential for triggers in reminders seems to be everywhere. Even longer “ongoing crisis” situations or drawn-out ordeals—like a tight financial situation or having a houseguest overstay his welcome—can increase sensitivity and make uncertainty seem particularly unbearable.

			Media triggers: Infrequent but dramatic events like terrorist attacks, freak accidents, or local food contamination outbreaks can dramatically increase sensitivity. Dr. W. recalls receiving a frantic phone call from a relative who was at home in Canada, seeking reassurance that Dr. W. was safe while vacationing in Durban, South Africa. There had been an explosion in Cape Town, thousands of miles away. Dr. W. did not even know about it, having spent the afternoon on the beach with her family. A similar example is a patient who had resolved to never ever take a cruise because of an outbreak of Legionnaires’ disease on a cruise ship decades before.

			Vicarious triggers: Bad things happening to other people can increase one’s own sensitivity by simply calling attention to possibilities that one had not previously contemplated. Some people actively avoid hearing about negative events because they don’t want to experience the natural increase in sensitivity that occurs. They don’t want something new to worry about. They do not trust that this kind of sensitivity can easily pass if allowed the normal temporary increase. In fact, it will subside without undue attention or reassurance.

			Values

			If you care about something, it is far more likely to influence your sensitivity levels. If you are in a tennis tournament, nailing that first serve is important; if you are practicing casually with a friend, it is not. If you are speaking with a friend, teacher, or colleague, what you say and how it is received can be far more important than it would be with a stranger you will never see again. If being kind is important to you, then you will be more aware of your motives and the effects of your behavior on others than it would be if you are someone who believes that getting what you want outweighs how people might feel about it. The more something matters to you (in other words, the higher the personal stakes), the greater your sensitivity will be. So people who find aggression highly disturbing and undesired have heightened sensitivity to harm triggers (Do No Harm trap) and are more likely to seek reassurance following any random passing thought about violence. People who love life might get stuck in a reassurance trap trying to make sure they never ever have any thoughts about suicide. And people who love their kids might be sensitized to thoughts about their children’s health, safety, and happiness.

			Moving Forward

			In this chapter, we have explored what it means to be sure, how the brain sets us up for anxious reactions to false alarms, how anxiety affects our thinking and perception, and what makes us sensitive to some doubts and not to others. In the next chapter, we describe the four mindful steps of therapeutic surrender—your guide for finding your own Wise Mind, for decreasing your need to know for sure, and for breaking out of your reassurance trap.

			Chapter 5: 

Therapeutic Surrender

			Four Mindful Steps for Escaping the Reassurance Trap

			In previous chapters, we introduced the four main reassurance traps, explained the limits of reassurance—particularly unproductive reassurance, the kind of reassurance that doesn’t stick and cries out for more—and showed you how the need for certainty is the major driver of anxiety, dread, guilt, discomfort, and misery. We presented examples of a variety of reassurance traps, showing how very differently the compulsive need to know for sure can present itself. We described three voices of the mind, and how Worried Voice and False Comfort have the capacity to create the trap. When you attempt to abolish doubts with checking or reassurance, this backfires—thanks to negative reinforcement and paradoxical effort—and becomes counterproductive. We have shown how Wise Mind can help you escape the trap by mindfully tolerating uncertainty while surrendering the struggle to control. Certainty is a feeling, not a fact; nothing in life is risk-free, and many important questions have no certain answers. We have also explained how the brain contributes to the sense of urgency, alarm, and danger.

			This chapter presents more guidance to help you train your brain and body to become more comfortable with uncertainty and produce lasting changes to reduce your overwhelming need to know for sure. This goal is not easily obtained. It requires a radical shift in attitude, from one that recoils from discomfort and struggles to alleviate distress to one of acceptance, mindfulness, and willingness to face the fear that haunts you now. It can be a bumpy ride, but the journey gets easier as you let go of old unhelpful habits and see the results of this new way of embracing uncertainty.

			Shifting to Willingness

			Odds are, you have sought help for your fears for some time already, and you’ve received advice—stress management, exercise and healthy living, positive thinking techniques, affirmations, rational self-talk—from many sources, only to find none of it really helps for long. This isn’t because you’re doing them wrong; you’re probably working hard to apply them exactly as described. But they have the wrong basic attitude. They don’t work because they don’t address the factors—paradoxical effort, negative reinforcement, and intolerance of uncertainty—that keep your reassurance trap tightly shut. Mindful awareness is a prerequisite to addressing all of these factors.

			Mindfulness is the state of open attention to the present, in real time, moment by moment, without judgment. It involves observing your thoughts, your sensations, and your emotions, without evaluating them. That means there is a part of you that can stand back and look at your experience—in real time—with perspective and objectivity, without judging.

			The goal in learning to be more mindful is to bring yourself back to the present when you stray from the moment—not if you stray, but when.

			Disentangling from Content

			We like to say that observing mindfully is becoming disentangled from content. This means that once we stand back and watch carefully, we can see that thoughts are just thoughts, and feelings are just feelings, and neither are facts. We can see that we are scaring or shaming or frightening ourselves with our “what ifs.”

			And standing back from our thoughts and feelings when we are trapped can reveal to us something incredibly important about how to get out of the trap: what you are struggling against is not the content of the worries or thoughts or imaginings—rather, you are struggling against not knowing for sure. The reassurance or checking or False Comfort efforts are your way of trying to become sure.

			Helpful Fact: Mindful observation can disentangle you from content.

			For example, you might find yourself worrying that you may have offended someone, so you keep compulsively checking their communications for subtle indications of anger or upset. Although it might seem that content is the issue (“Is he upset at me?”), what is really driving the reassurance seeking is not knowing for sure. If you knew for sure, you think, you would know the best action to take—apologize, relax, explain what you meant, or just let it go. Certainty, you believe, would lead to resolution. The problem is, when you are in the trap, each reassurance provides only momentary relief and then stimulates more doubts. The knowing for sure never comes. Nor does the resolution. Addressing the content does not solve the problem. You have to address the discomfort of uncertainty. Your goal is to be able to embrace that feeling.

			In other words, to be mindful in this particular trap is to observe that what is really bothering you is not how your friend feels, but how uncomfortable you feel that you do not know for sure how he is feeling. Your friend’s feelings may indeed be important to you, but the desperation for reassurance comes primarily from how awful it feels that you have only your best guess about him. This is despite the fact, as we have already discussed, that our best guess is all we can ever really have.

			Learning Mindful Acceptance of Discomfort

			Here is an exercise in tolerating discomfort that will help to grow your brain’s capacity to deal with wanting to know for sure. Whatever time you spend practicing mindful exercises like these reinforces new neural pathways, bit by bit.

			Imagine you suddenly notice a house fly crawling up your arm. You look to see if it could be a spider or a mosquito or something that could bite you. It is just a fly. Your instinct is to brush it away. In your imagination, resist the urge, and just let it crawl. Let yourself feel weird. It may feel excruciating to do nothing. You may feel the urge to check again that it is just a house fly. Don’t. Just let time pass till it eventually flies away.

			You have just grown your “tolerating discomfort” skills.

			Here is another exercise:

			Imagine that a terrible thought has just crossed your mind. Pick something awful: someone you love is dying, or you may have made a terrible mistake, or suddenly you don’t know for sure that you are a good person. Take the terrible words “My child is in danger” and think it on purpose. Now add the words “I am having the thought that…” in front of the terrible words. As in “I am having the thought that my child is in danger.” See how that simple addition changes your urgency, intensity, and alarm? This is a way to help you mindfully observe thoughts instead of becoming entangled with them. It is not about whether the content of the thought is true or false. It is about realizing that it is actually just a thought.

			This next exercise is a little more involved. Take a few minutes to try it.

			Sit in a comfortable chair. Take a quiet moment to scan your body until you find the spot that is itchy. It could be a small, barely perceptible itch, or it could be obvious immediately. It could be on an eyebrow or a spot on your arm. Or anywhere. It could be somewhere easy to reach or not so easy. If you have not found it yet, don’t worry; just give yourself a little more time and scan more slowly. It may not take very long.

			Once you have found it, place your attention right on that spot and notice that the itchiness is there. It may grow more insistent. It may stay the same. Notice your urge to scratch. Notice the discomfort. Do nothing except notice. You may notice yourself trying to convince yourself it is not really itchy. It does not work, does it? You may start bargaining with yourself: “Just one little scratch and then I can go back to the exercise!” Do nothing. You may decide you can just read about this exercise instead of doing it. Do nothing. Hang in there; this is not easy. Is it not amazing that you never noticed that spot before? And now it is torturing you. Zoom out and notice yourself struggling to simply not scratch. Let more time pass. When your mind wanders, simply direct it back to the itchy spot.

			Now here is the next step. Let the itchiness be there and while it is still there, add in something else. Add in an awareness of your breath. Allow your mind to follow the in and out of your belly and chest as you breathe. Yes, the itch is still there. There is plenty of room in your mind for both the itchy channel and the breathing channel. Don’t try to turn off the itchy channel. Let some time pass. Slow down. The urge to scratch will fluctuate. That is okay. Allow it all.

			In these exercises, as you allow thoughts and urges to just be there, you are growing your brain’s capacity to tolerate discomfort. You will use this same capacity to tolerate the thought “I do not know for sure.”

			Let’s take a look at how the three voices of your mind might handle this exercise.

			Worried Voice:	I don’t think I can do this. Every time I try to stay focused, I go off track. I really need to scratch. And I have trouble focusing on the itch. I think of my sore throat instead.

			False Comfort:	You are a very disciplined person. You just have to try harder.

			Worried Voice:	Yeah, but I just can’t! It’s impossible for me to stay focused in the present. I keep on thinking of how much I would like to scratch. Then my sore throat. Now I’m thinking about the chocolate cake I just ate, and how much I wish I hadn’t. I’m a mess. I will never be okay.

			False Comfort:	I am sure there are other ways to get better. Just skip over this exercise.

			Wise Mind:		No one can flawlessly stay in the present. We are all going to get off track, picture ourselves scratching the itch, losing focus. We even might scratch for a moment. That’s fine. The important point (a point that we all forget) is to do all this without judgment. We need to gently bring ourselves back to the present. Some people suggest “lovingly bringing ourselves back to the task.” And here is what I find so interesting:	the more we take that approach, the more we accept that we can’t stay mindful all the time, the more we gently refocus on the present, the stronger we become.

			At first, mindfulness practice might feel a bit artificial. So be gentle with yourself. Gently prod your wandering attention back to the moment—back to mindful awareness. The present moment includes your thoughts, images, body awareness, and information from all your senses. Be prepared to notice when your attention strays again. Your goal is to remain gentle—even tender—with yourself, but still maintain discipline and not lose sight of your larger goal. Mindfulness does not include being critical about how well you do this—rather, it is taking a step back and allowing yourself to be just as you are. By observing mindfully, you will be able to focus on and grasp without judgment the nature of your discomfort.

			Now that we have described how mindfulness changes your relationship with your thoughts and feelings, let’s look at the power of therapeutic surrender.

			What the Attitude of Therapeutic Surrender Means

			We often tell our patients that “surrendering the struggle” is one of the most helpful ways to deal with the discomfort of uncertainty. And very often we get the response, “Whoa! Oh no! Are you telling me that I have to just surrender to these traps? That I will never be free of checking? That I can’t do anything about it? That I just have to accept that I’m going to suffer from the anxiety and worry forever?”

			And we answer, “Of course not!” Rather, therapeutic surrender is a way to train your brain to work against the elements that are keeping you trapped. It is an attitude that allows you to counter the distortions of anxious thinking, to starve your worry of the energy generated by paradoxical effort, and to extinguish the effects of negative reinforcement. Therapeutic surrender is a way to contact your own Wise Mind. The result will be a lessening of your suffering, as your brain and body learn to be more comfortable with not knowing for sure. This makes therapeutic surrender the most effective and efficient way to break out of the traps and overcome the compulsive need for reassurance.

			The attitude of therapeutic surrender is not a technique for controlling or reducing anxiety itself. Efforts to suppress, control, avoid, or eliminate anxiety tend to backfire, as we have discussed, and as you probably have found out already by trying various “anxiety management” techniques.

			Nor is therapeutic surrender just giving in to your anxiety. It is not surrendering to the need for reassurance, and it certainly isn’t taking seriously the words of Worried Voice or False Comfort. It is also not a technique for banishing doubts; it is learning how to practice an essential attitude shift. It is not hopelessness or giving up; it is ending the miserable struggle. Therapeutic surrender is most effective not when used to reduce anxiety, but rather as a way to be while you experience anxiety. The relief comes not by making you feel more sure, but through your changing your relationship with doubt and uncertainty.

			Therapeutic surrender requires that you make a distinction between what you reject and what you allow. It means rejecting the option to end your discomfort with another dose of reassurance or some form of avoidance. And it means surrendering to the feelings of anxiety, distress, guilt, and frustration that arise when you forgo reassurance and avoidance. It entails allowing the feelings and thoughts while rejecting and refusing to do what the feelings and thoughts are telling you do. It means acknowledging the anxious bullies in your mind but not letting them bully you into seeking unproductive reassurance.

			When therapeutic surrender is well learned and has become your automatic response to an urge to seek unproductive reassurance, here is what happens: the urges no longer matter. They can’t derail you. They come and go. They happen less often. They fade away.

			Helpful Fact: Therapeutic surrender can get you to the point where your urges for reassurance no longer matter.

			Now, this means that therapeutic surrender will not immediately give you relief. In fact, you will probably experience additional discomfort for a while. Successful therapeutic surrender involves refusing to give in to the urge for reassurance. It means denying yourself the short-lived comfort that comes from “just one more check” and “it would be easy to find out whether…” and “I will feel better if I just do this…” In the moment, some kinds of unproductive reassurance are so easy and automatic that it is really hard to resist. It takes just a moment to send a text, just a glance to try to judge someone else’s mood, just a split second to reread what you have just read or flick the switch on and off one more time. It’s not an easy task to identify the trap, mindfully focus on the nature of your discomfort, learn to wait and let time pass. But it will eventually become easier to stay with those feelings of uncertainty.

			Therapeutic surrender is an attitude anyone can learn with practice. It is also an opportunity for you to focus on long-term goals and values instead of short-term relief. While you are doing nothing whatever about your doubts or worries, you can pursue doing whatever is next for you to actually do, whether that be petting your dog, making lunch, having a conversation, getting out of bed, or doing your work. There is plenty of room for both therapeutic surrender and a full life.

			This chapter describes in detail how to learn and practice this new attitude.

			The Four Mindful Steps of Therapeutic Surrender:

			These are the four essential steps for escaping your trap, retraining your brain, and reducing your suffering, which you can remember with the mnemonic DEAF:

			Distinguish the trap from a real emergency.

			Embrace the feeling of uncertainty.

			Avoid reassurance.

			Float above the feeling of discomfort and let more time pass.

			These steps work independently of the content of the thoughts or the topic of your uncertainty. They work for all the different kinds of traps.

			Helpful Fact: The four mindful steps of therapeutic surrender work independent of the type of reassurance trap and regardless of what you are seeking to know for sure.

			Therapeutic surrender helps you to learn that discomfort is not danger; that you can be DEAF to these worry thoughts. They don’t matter, and if you leave them alone and don’t get involved, they won’t last. You can learn to become DEAF to the beckonings of your reassurance trap and the bullies in your mind. You can turn a DEAF ear to the false alarm signals that are crying “Emergency! You need to check this out right now!” You can teach your brain that thoughts are just thoughts, and that doubt is part of every decision you make and is both inevitable and unavoidable.

			Step One: Distinguish the Trap from a Real Emergency (D)

			First, recognize when you are heading into or already stuck in a trap. Let us review some key features to look for:

			
					A sense of urgency: to get a plan in place immediately, or to get a question answered right away, or to find out something for sure right now or some reassurance that will provide immediate relief.

					A sense of something being either right or wrong, true or false, safe or unsafe. This is often demonstrated by an unwillingness to settle for maybe, probably, I can’t know for sure, or “this is good enough.”

					A “yes, I know—but what if?” rebuttal when others try to provide clarification or reassurance.

					A nagging sense that you are making too much of the issue, but you just can’t help it.

					An ongoing, repetitive, and looping internal dialogue between your own Worried Voice and False Comfort.

			

			Your own Wise Mind can be remarkably helpful here if you set up a thought experiment as follows: First, ask yourself whether this is a true emergency or a trap. Next, imagine that your Wise Mind must answer this question without any hesitation or delay and must choose only a yes or no answer, and you will suffer instant death if Wise Mind guesses incorrectly (Grayson 2003). Remember, you are not looking for certainty. That is impossible. But you are looking for your very best guess, and Wise Mind already knows what the best guess really is.

			Deciding you are entering a reassurance trap or are already in one does not mean knowing this for sure. It means your best course of action is to continue with steps two, three, and four of therapeutic surrender.

			Step Two: Embrace the Discomfort of Uncertainty (E)

			Once you have established that you are probably in a trap, the next step is to work toward embracing the actual nature of your discomfort. This requires being able to grasp something that may not be immediately obvious: that you are trying to avoid the discomfort of uncertainty, not the specific content of the trap. As we have described, mindful observation of your experience will help you to discern this. This requires you to pay attention to your thoughts and sensations as you feel uncomfortable. You will see how easy it is to get distracted, to go back to old habits, to get a little reassurance “fix,” or to imagine yourself someplace else, free from this discomfort.

			This may be quite difficult to grasp, as virtually every new trap masquerades as an “issue” and clamors for a solution involving reassurance of some type. The people we have described who were caught in reassurance traps often had spent years spinning creative ways to try to feel more sure. Yet all they were providing was more unproductive negative reinforcement. They were trying to address the content of their worries rather than learning how to deal with the overriding experience of uncertainty.

			The content might be something that seems inconsequential, or it might feel like life or death. Ultimately, as your Wise Mind will tell you, more of the same—reassurance—just won’t help. The thoughts or images are masquerading as the problem, but they are just the triggers. Your task is to learn to treat the content, whatever it is, in the same way, and to focus on the uncertainty that is giving you all that trouble.

			Step Three: Avoid Reassurance (A)

			Avoiding reassurance requires learning how to not let the feeling of urgency propel you into seeking unproductive reassurance when you already know it will only give you temporary relief and keep you trapped. Urgency is a hallmark of the reassurance trap and the compulsive need to know for sure. Urgency increases a sense of danger, independent of actual risk. Learning to leave your uncertainty alone teaches your brain and body to be more patient, to be able to proceed with greater calm, and to reinforce your ability to observe mindfully. Avoiding reassurance involves allowing false alarms to ring until they subside on their own. Doing nothing about the uncertainty means not getting involved with (or trying to change) whatever thoughts and feelings set off the alarm.

			Effort works backward when attempting to quell the urge for compulsive reassurance: as we explained in chapter 2, paradoxical effort is one of the engines that keeps the reassurance trap going. Avoiding reassurance is an essential step. But this works only when you are also actively allowing yourself to experience the discomfort of uncertainty.

			The goal is to deny yourself any short-term relief. No reassurance, no avoidance, no running away, no distraction, no problem-solving. Your job is to observe mindfully while refusing to give in to the impulse to check. Remember, long-term relief of suffering means greater short-term discomfort. This combats negative reinforcement—another pillar of the reinforcement trap.

			This is not a trick to make the discomfort of uncertainty go away. Almost everyone makes this initial mistake. We are not suggesting you seek to reduce uncertainty and then check to see if it is “working” to make you feel better. Every time you check, you will find the discomfort still there, dashing your hope that this is a reliable technique that solves the problem. Instead, not seeking reassurance requires an attitude of gentle willingness to be uncomfortable and not do anything about it. With practice, this attitude will distance you from the urges to check, reassure, fix, and control whatever it is you are uncertain about. And the discomfort will fade when the worries and thoughts no longer have the power you have inadvertently given them by yielding to unproductive reassurance.

			This may seem like a really hard task. You are teaching yourself how to do nothing when your Worried Voice is screaming “This is an emergency! I can’t stand it, and I need help now!” But also remember that tolerating uncertainty under most circumstances is a skill you already have: you tolerate not knowing for sure that you or anyone you love will live out the day or that your car will start or that you will not trip and fall with the next step you take. With every bite you take, you tolerate uncertainty that you will not choke; you tolerate uncertainty that your best friend will still like you tomorrow. Now you need to apply those same skills to whatever trap you are in.

			Keep in mind, too, that you are bound to make mistakes. After all, up to now you have depended heavily on reassurance to manage your worries and fears, and it would be unrealistic to expect that you can rid yourself of all reassurance in one fell swoop.

			Avoiding reassurance is not such an easy task, and ubiquitous technology and connectedness have made it more difficult than it once was. Today, the lure of potential reassurance seems ever at hand: a glance at your mobile device here, a check on the Internet, one more reading of a text, in addition to the more enduring methods (going over a positive statement in your mind, dialing up a friend). False Comfort will not retire without protest. So when it does protest—not if, but when—gently bring yourself back to uncertainty. Remind yourself that you can’t know for sure, that you might have misunderstood what’s concerning you, and that certain questions have no “for sure” answers. Bring yourself back to uncertainty and continue to do nothing.

			Helpful Fact: Avoiding reassurance requires mindful awareness of your discomfort with uncertainty, without making any attempt to become more sure.

			The temptation to do a quick check can be intense; it requires a constant Wise Mind awareness.

			Worried Voice:	Help! I can’t stand it! Can’t I just make a quick easy check? It would help so much. It will just take a second.

			Wise Mind:		No, even a little check will undermine getting over this. Step four (Float) will help you learn how to tolerate waiting.

			Step Four: Float (and Let Time Pass) (F)

			Float completes the steps of therapeutic surrender. Think of a cork floating in water. No matter how rough (or tranquil) the water, the cork exerts no effort; it just allows the force of the water to propel it wherever it may. Floating is a metaphor for an approach that allows you to go on with your activities and pursue your goals while you are feeling discomfort. It is a way of disengaging from, allowing, and becoming more tolerant of uncertainty. In this way, floating is the opposite of paradoxical effort. It is a way of refusing to be bullied by your own doubts, and of simply moving past them without getting involved.

			Helpful Fact: Floating is the opposite of paradoxical effort.

			Sometimes people use the metaphor of surfing to describe the ability we all have to ride the waves of discomfort and to leave upsetting things alone. Step four is about improving that ability so you can access it while your particular false alarm is ringing. Your brain will learn—on its own, and without any conscious effort on your part—to become more comfortable and more able to tolerate uncertainty.

			Acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT) encourages people to float through a process they call cognitive defusion (Hayes n.d.). When caught in the reassurance trap, your thoughts seem too important, and your catastrophic and worry thoughts feel like “truth.” Fused thoughts feel extremely powerful. They seem to take over your mind, and it becomes harder to recognize that thoughts are just thoughts. Learning to float helps to grasp that they are just words and pictures and ideas that float through our minds, with no power of their own.

			The use of the word “floating” in this context was introduced by Claire Weekes in the 1960s. Floating can be illustrated by using metaphors that show the effect of passive acceptance—not struggling—while letting time pass. Here are a number of metaphors that illustrate the fourth step of floating, some of which are derived from ACT (Stoddard and Afari 2014).

			Clouds in the Sky:

			Thoughts change all the time. New thoughts come into our awareness, then drift out of awareness and disappear. And if we give it enough time, every thought eventually dissipates and passes us by. You can imagine looking up from the ground, watching your thoughts float by, as you go about your usual activities, just like watching clouds float by in the sky.

			Flowing Stream:

			Your thoughts, feelings, and experiences flow through awareness in the same way water flows through a stream. The water in the stream is ongoing, and if you leave thoughts alone, they will just flow by with the stream of consciousness. Place your thought, whatever it is, on a leaf floating gently down the river. Give it time and it will pass by.

			Ball in the Pool:

			Imagine your thoughts as a huge red bouncy ball that is floating around in a pool where you are swimming laps. If you push it down under the water, it will bounce back and hit you. It is too big to grab and toss out. Just let it be in the pool with you and keep swimming. Sometimes it will float into your path. If you just let it be there, it will float aside as you approach.

			Smelly Socks:

			Imagine that you have to do three hours of important work at a computer that must stay in a small room. You open the door and are nearly knocked over by the stench. A big pile of unwashed athletic socks is in the corner, and they must stay there too. You try to cope by running outside the room every few minutes to breathe, but things are no better when you come back in, and the task is just getting longer with every break. You decide to stick it out and stay put. Two hours later, someone opens the door, gasps, and says “How can you stand to be in here?” You look up from the computer and say, “It’s not so bad. You get used to it!”

			Passing a Scary Bully:

			Imagine that you are walking down a secluded street, on your way to a friend’s house. Someone who looks sketchy and strange passes you walking in the opposite direction, and as he passes you he makes an offensive, insulting comment. You become frightened and angry, but you resist your impulse to yell back at this bully. Or even to turn around and look at him. Not because you endorse what he says, but because you know that any response at all is likely to escalate the situation and give the bully what he wants. So you continue walking down the street, feeling somewhat threatened and disgusted, but knowing that not responding at all is the response that will give the bully the least amount of power.

			Here’s How This Might Work

			Try this exercise in your imagination. Scan your awareness right now and find something you are uncomfortably uncertain about. Perhaps it is something you did or might have done, or something that you may not have prevented, or a decision you are having way too much trouble making. Now imagine the four steps:

			D: Can you distinguish whether this is a trap or a real emergency?

			E: Can you embrace the feeling of just not knowing for sure?

			A: Can you avoid reassurance of any kind by dropping your intention to seek it or to check anything?

			F: Can you allow yourself to float and let time pass?

			You may notice some internal objections along the way. Typically, your Worried Voice will try a few “yes, but” and “what if?” kinds of protests. But hang in there; stay mindful that all of this is your thoughts and imagination and nothing more. You are simply reading this book and having thoughts. You have not changed a thing in the real world. Your anxiety may fluctuate as you observe your own mind without judgment.

			This is the beginning of what will eventually become a smooth shift in your relationship with feeling uncertain.

			What to Expect from Therapeutic Surrender

			As you practice the four mindful steps of DEAF when you feel the need for compulsive reassurance, you will begin to notice fewer traps, fewer times you are triggered into a feeling of intolerable uncertainty, and less time spent struggling against the anxiety of not knowing for sure. You will stop seeking unproductive reassurance.

			This occurs because these four mindful steps starve the reassurance trap of the factors that maintain it: negative reinforcement, paradoxical effort, and intolerance of uncertainty. By observing your experience mindfully, you disentangle yourself from content, stop criticizing yourself for feeling uncomfortable or being anxious, and stop struggling. As you allow uncertainty to simply be there while you float past it, your brain is exposed to a new experience. The whoosh of anxiety has been triggered by a doubt, but no unproductive reassurance is sought and nothing happens to solidify a trap.

			This is actually a new pathway in the brain. The dominant theory about how this happens is called inhibitory learning, which suggests that your brain gradually “rewires” itself with each experience of repeating the four DEAF steps of therapeutic surrender (Craske, Treanor, Conway, Zbozinek, and Vervliet 2014). Because you do not reinforce looping and repeating brain fear circuitry with your efforts to quell the anxiety of uncertainty, it stops mattering to you when your amygdala sounds a false alarm. When you understand that you can handle not knowing for sure, you stop worrying about whatever it is that triggered your amygdala. This reduces vigilance, anticipatory anxiety, and worry, which reduces your overall sensitization or susceptibility to being triggered. So alarms happen less often, and you don’t even think about seeking reassurance, because you feel no urge to do so.

			Your brain has learned that not knowing for sure does not mean you need to activate any mental or physical activity to feel better. You don’t need reassurance. Following the four mindful steps of DEAF is a powerful force for not only leaving the trap you are in but also, over time, lowering your overall vulnerability to entering new traps or falling back into old ones.

			Working Toward Recovery

			We define recovery as a state in which ordinary doubts no longer matter and being uncertain does not stop you from doing what you want to do, or make you feel bad, or launch you into the paralysis or misery of a reassurance trap. Recovery is not the absence of doubts or the feeling of certainty. It is not a refusal to have at least some productive reassurance when the circumstances call for it. Rather, it is a change in your relationship with your own Worried Voice, a newly compassionate, mindful stance about your lacking confidence or having a vivid imagination for catastrophes. Recovery means that doubts do not hijack your experience and do not overwhelm your ability to make decisions, take acceptable risks, and move forward even while feeling uncertain. Often, recovery also involves being able to laugh at how preposterous our traps are and how zany and outrageous our imaginations can be. Therapeutic surrender encourages a gentle, humorous, and healing perspective on the contents of our experience.

			Moving Forward

			In this chapter, we have provided specific details to help you recognize when you are trapped, and explicated the path toward extricating yourself. The four mindful steps (DEAF) of therapeutic surrender address the paradoxical nature of anxiety, promote a relationship to your thoughts that views them as just thoughts, increase mindful awareness of your present experience, and promote willingness to accept the discomfort of uncertainty. The four steps are a means of training your brain and body to be able to float past the compulsive need to seek reassurance. Regular practice of DEAF over time will reduce the frequency and intensity of false alarms.

			In this next chapter, we will address how to practice therapeutic surrender so it can become a recurring response to the urge to check compulsively or seek unproductive reassurance.

			Chapter 6: 

Breaking the Bonds of Compulsive Reassurance Seeking

			Achieving, maintaining, and refining the attitude of therapeutic surrender is the path to overcoming compulsive checking and reassurance seeking. We have already talked about situations where you stumble into a trap, you are unable to cope with uncertainty, and you use various forms of unproductive reassurance to gain temporary relief from discomfort. The four steps of DEAF are the most effective way to cope each time a trap starts to pull you into its grip: you are living your life, the traps start to ensnare you, and you use your Wise Mind to say, “This is a trap, not a real danger.” You have managed to apply the first step of DEAF: distinguishing between a trap and a real danger. Applying therapeutic surrender whenever the opportunity arises, while you go about the activities of your daily life, is what we call incidental practice.

			Sometimes you have the time to carefully apply the four mindful steps, and other times you are just in too much of a rush. Life gets in the way. Of course. We understand. You are trying to practice the steps of DEAF in the midst of so many other things going on. Your practice is merged with the other activities on your schedule. You are doing the best you can to keep on track. Each occasion of avoiding checking and reassurance will help you learn to tolerate uncertainty. But your progress depends on whatever is happening in your life, and there is a more efficient addition to this incidental practice: intentional practice, or exposure.

			Imagine that, instead of merging your practice with other activities, you devoted all your concentration to mastering this attitude. This intentional practice is the subject of this chapter. Its goal is to help you consolidate the profound attitude change that underlies the four mindful steps of DEAF.

			Intentional Practice

			Intentional practice allows you to choose a time and a place to train your brain and body to feel more comfortable with uncertainty. You do this by exposing yourself to triggers that initiate your trap, intentionally bringing on the discomfort and distress of not knowing for sure. Your habitual response is to look for reassurance or keep checking, but you have intentionally set up conditions to practice the mindful steps of DEAF. This provides the opportunity to teach your brain that reassurance is not a necessary condition for you to experience relief.

			Planned exposure—the practice of intentionally exposing yourself to the situations that trigger your need to know for sure—provides the opportunity for you to engage in intentional practice. Now, you might ask, “Why in the world would I intentionally put myself in situations where I’m flooded with uncertainty?! As it is, not knowing for sure is the bane of my existence! It drives me crazy and interferes with my life. Why should I experience even more of it?”

			The answer is, you do this because your current ways of coping just aren’t working. And, just as you can’t learn anything new of importance without practice, you need to practice the new approach of therapeutic surrender while you are experiencing doubts. You can’t really learn to speak a new language without the practice of speaking that language in public; you can’t learn to play soccer just from reading a book, without practicing in the field. In exactly the same way, your brain and body can’t learn to master the attitude change unless you practice the four steps of DEAF while experiencing the discomfort of uncertainty and the insistent need to feel reassured. Intentional exposure packs a bigger punch than incidental exposure because it begins with a conscious intention of learning the attitudinal shift, while allowing for increased focus on all the steps of therapeutic surrender.

			Effective Planned Exposure

			To be most effective, exposure needs to be done the right way. Here are three essential aspects of successful planned exposure that allows for successful intentional practice. To be effective, exposure must be:

			
					Done willingly

					Manageable

					Aimed at the proper triggers

			

			Let’s take a look at these in more detail.

			Willingness

			If you are reading this section of the book, you most likely feel ample motivation to free yourself from the reassurance trap. You have experienced countless examples of how the need to know for sure limits your life, threatens relationships and careers, and results in a noisy mind that continually loops around questions of “Am I sure?”

			People wish there were some magic trick to get out of the trap, but we have shown that simple tricks or techniques that provide immediate relief are actually the engine that, in the long run, keep them more firmly stuck. The most recent scientific data suggests that tolerance of uncertainty—and the changes in your brain that allow you to stay with uncertainty more comfortably—requires “exposure plus activation” (Foa and McLean 2016). That is a scientific way of stating that you need to expose yourself to what causes your distress while you stay with the discomfort in order for your brain to learn new circuitry. This new circuitry—a form of brain “rewiring”—allows you to pay less intense attention to false alarm warnings and be able to do without your normal reassurance “fix.”

			Over time, new circuitry overrides the old; uncertainty begins to seem less dangerous and has less pull for the unproductive reassurance that was your prior default response.

			Manageability

			All exposure work needs to be manageable. We are not asking you to do something that you really can’t do. But few people have an accurate assessment of what they can actually manage. We have a combined total of over seventy years of experience, and we have seen that people cope with exposure (without any reassurance!) much more effectively than they anticipate. Patients often start with the initial reaction of “Oh no! I couldn’t possibly do that!” Often your imagination will play tricks on you and prompt you to demand unproductive reassurance—something like, “You have to guarantee me it will be okay.” It may feel that way at first, but that is just a feeling, and not fact. Then, if patients are willing to give it a legitimate try, most often they later say something like, “That wasn’t nearly as bad as I had imagined.” There are two major reasons why we tend to underestimate our ability to handle exposure: misidentifying uncertainty as dangerous, and anticipatory anxiety.

			Misidentifying Uncertainty as Dangerous

			As we explained in chapter 4, you have become sensitized to specific uncertainties. Thoughts about these situations trigger your amygdala to sound the flight, flight, or freeze alarm response, producing the altered state of awareness that we call anxious thinking. The resultant perceptual changes make the world seem threatening. So your brain actually makes uncertainty appear dangerous. You focus more on the consequences of something going wrong, and the probability—no matter how unlikely—makes little or no difference. This specific uncertainty feels catastrophic.

			Anticipatory Anxiety

			The second reason why exposures turn out to be more manageable than anticipated is simply the anxiety one experiences in anticipation of a triggering event. Two aspects of it are relevant here.

			First, anticipatory anxiety feels like a predictor of how you are going to feel. But in truth it is a very poor predictor: it tells you virtually nothing about the future experience. Second, anticipatory anxiety increases with indecision: “Will I be able to tolerate that uncertainty, or will it be too much for me?” “Should I try to leave without checking one more time, or should I do it again one more time?” Staying uncommitted to action, or “sitting on the fence”—should I or shouldn’t I?—serves to drive up your anticipatory anxiety and make planned exposure more uncomfortable to imagine.

			Anticipatory anxiety is stubbornly resistant to change, even though it tells you nothing about what will really happen. However, here are a few mindful suggestions for establishing the best possible relationship with it, so that it interferes less with your planned exposures and intentional practices.

			Acknowledge that although anticipatory anxiety is real anxiety that you are experiencing in the present, it is not a prediction of the anxiety you will be experiencing in the future. It truly isn’t. It also helps to remind yourself that the anxiety you are having in the present is triggered by a thought (and your own imagination), but the content of that thought concerns a future event that has not yet occurred and cannot be known. Despite any concerns you might have, we firmly believe that part of our goal is to push you a bit. We are asking you to stretch your limits and try things that will feel uncomfortable. While it is not possible to guarantee success, we are confident that your life will be freer and more enjoyable as you extricate yourself from the compulsive need to know for sure.

			Proper Triggers

			Planned exposure needs to be aimed at the proper triggers. The most activating trigger is almost always the experience of uncertainty, and it’s best to word your thought exposure in ways that maximize this fact. So, for example, if you are caught in the religious scrupulosity trap, one trigger to deliberately practice with is “What if I offended God?” But an even more effective exposure would be phrased to accentuate the uncertainty: “I can never be sure whether my actions are offensive to God.” In a similar vein, a helpful parenting exposure is best rephrased from “What if my child is hurt by the kids in school?” to “I am unable to absolutely protect my child from being harmed.”

			Suggestions for Intentional Practice

			Since exposure is the opportunity to intentionally practice therapeutic surrender, intentional practice involves setting up a situation that intentionally triggers your reassurance trap. The figure offers suggested thought exposures for each of the reassurance traps. These are just examples to help you devise the exposures that capture your particular situation.
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			Here is how one of the examples might play out:

			Think Unthinkable Thoughts

			There are some thoughts you have that feel so uncomfortable that they trigger immediate checking and reassurance, in your attempt to utterly abolish your sense of uncertainty.

			If your trap is some form of Do No Harm, then the thought that you might lose control and hurt a child feels excruciating. That is precisely the type of thought that would be ideal for intentional practice. So the thought might be phrased in the form of “I might not be able to stop myself from hurting that beautiful, lovely, innocent child.” (Notice that the uncertainty component is accented, along with the vulnerability of the child.) You can say that to yourself, you can record that statement and play it back to yourself, or you might write it down and repeat it to yourself.

			When you get the whoosh, try to stay mindful and apply the DEAF steps of therapeutic surrender: Distinguish the anxious feeling as indicative of a trap rather than a true danger. (All you have really done is expressed that statement in thought, speech, or writing.) Embrace the feeling of uncertainty. Try not to be hijacked by the content of your thoughts; stay with your feelings (and not the meaning of the words), which center on the dread of uncertainty. Then avoid reassurance: resist the urge to partake in unproductive reassurance, since that would provide immediate relief while reinforcing the trap. Finally, float and let time pass. Surf your feelings; let them be. As time passes, so does the urge to check and seek reassurance, and the need to know for sure becomes less urgent.

			Congratulations! You have just experienced your first intentional practice. Your brain is now just a little bit more able to tolerate uncertainty than before this practice. You are on the right track!

			Modify the Unthinkable

			Sometimes it seems just too difficult to intentionally proceed with thought exposures. This may help: create an intentional exposure with a twist. Say it, or write it down, in a language that you don’t speak nearly as well as your mother tongue. Sing the words, whisper them, write them in backward order (!SIHT EKIL), make up a very pronounced foreign accent, say them in pig Latin, use Google Translate to write them in a language you don’t speak. Write it on many Post-Its and leave them everywhere. The purpose is to get exposure, but with the added touch of a little absurdity. Then embrace the feeling of uncertainty, avoid all reassurance, float, and let time pass.

			How Long Should Each Exposure Be?

			The answer is still being debated by those doing research in the field. The old answer was “until your distress over that uncertainty is gone, or decreasing significantly” (Benito and Walther 2015). The uncertainty will come back again, but each exposure should be long enough for distress to diminish significantly by the time you stop the exposure. This approach is called habituation.

			However, some newer research suggests a slightly different answer (Craske, Kircanski, Zelikowsky, Mystkowski, Chowdhury, and Baker 2008). The more frequently you practice, the better. And the more varied the exposures, the better the outcome. But practices can vary in length from relatively short to much longer. The goal is not so much having distress decrease significantly, but rather feeling less afraid of your distress, so that your experience shifts from an attitude of “I can’t handle the distress of this uncertainty” to “I can handle this distress.” The greatest gains are made when your expectations of being in distress don’t materialize and you discover that increased flexibility and confidence are worth the initial distress. The exposures become more tolerable and lead to improvement in your willingness to be uncertain and to refrain from reassurance and checking.

			Other Opportunities for Intentional Practice

			Be creative about your intentional practice. Keep in mind that any time you experience and stay with the feeling of uncertainty, you are working toward recovery. Let’s explore some more intentional practice possibilities for you to consider.

			Do It Yourself: Exposure to Uncertainty

			You can block sources of access to checking and reassurance. Make a list of all the sources of reassurance that you use on a daily basis. To compile this, it can be helpful to spend a week taking notes of your habitual unproductive reassurances. Then decide which ones you are going to stop doing, and for how long. Be as specific as you can about this, because making an explicit understanding with yourself will reduce the chances of your backpedaling or losing your courage in the moment. You will find that blocking your usual sources of reassurance will dramatically increase your distress, uncertainty, and doubts—creating fabulous opportunities to practice therapeutic surrender!

			Here are some suggestions:

			Turn off the phone and computer. Be sure to be clear with yourself on when and where you will make that break. Two hours after dinner? Could you turn off your phone while your children are away from home? While you are away from home? (Remember that twenty years ago virtually no one had a cell phone, or thirty years ago, a computer, and the world hasn’t become safer since their introduction.)

			Give away the BP cuff, the thermometer, the Fitbit. How often do you need to check your BP anyway? Ask for the advice of one trusted health professional. Follow her advice. You can have it checked at a pharmacy on her recommended schedule. Make her reassurance productive. Another wonderful opportunity to practice!

			Stay off social media for a week, a day, an hour? As a general rule, the longer the better. Be sure to stretch. Call the bluff of your anticipatory anxiety. What about email? Can you read it but not respond? Or not read it for twenty-four hours?

			Buy something on the Internet, sight unseen and without checking reviews. Do it within five minutes.

			Leave your front door unlocked on purpose. Can’t do it? Try your back door. Still too hard? Your car? A window?

			Go to bed without checking the stove. Or check it once, very slowly and mindfully, and then don’t go back into the kitchen. Recognize that if you start to review your memory of your actual checking, that is another form of checking. In that case, focus on step 3 of DEAF.

			And here is an important point to remember. There may be times when you can determine that you are in a trap rather than in a dangerous situation. But you might still be unable to embrace the feeling of uncertainty, or you may find it too difficult to avoid reassurance. You need to give yourself the room to say that your trap has won that round, and you will try to do better next time. This is a far better alternative than saying to yourself, “Well, maybe I was wrong. Maybe I was in a truly dangerous situation. I’m glad I ended up checking. Who knows? I may have averted a catastrophe.”

			Are you flying next week? Drop the weather channel, stop all notifications, and never check with flightturbulence.com!

			If you need to check constantly to make sure you aren’t running out of gas, put Post-its on your dashboard to cover your fuel gauge. Disconnect any audio warnings. Live with the uncertainty. Guess when to pull into a gas station.

			If you need to seek reassurance about harming your child, sit alone at his bedside for an hour and let your mind wander.

			Be creative. You already know—if you let yourself think about it—what you need to expose yourself to in order to practice not knowing for sure. A sense of humor is always helpful as you go through this book and work on your need to be sure. When we can see the absurdity and humor of something we are struggling with, that immediately helps us to disentangle ourselves from content. The mindful step back makes it easier to devise and plan exposures.

			Blocking Sources of Reassurance That Involve Others

			At a certain point in your recovery it will be enormously helpful to deal with the people in your life who serve as sources of reassurance for you. The solution to this is to make what we call a “Ulysses contract” with them.

			The Ulysses Contract: Outing Yourself to Block Reassurance

			In a Greek myth, the Sirens sang to sailors to enchant them, inducing them to crash into the rocky shores of the island they inhabited. While sailing past this island, Ulysses wanted to hear the Sirens’ song. He made a contract with his crew to tie him to the mast, while the crew members filled their ears with wax. He commanded the entire crew to refuse all his orders once they got in range of the Siren’s songs. He told them to keep steering forward “no matter what I say.” Once Ulysses came under the spell of the Sirens, his crew ignored his pleading to steer the ship toward the island, and they sailed safely past. He relied on his crew to be DEAF to the temptations.

			You might have to make a similar deal with the people who most often provide you with unproductive reassurance. The contract will sound something like this:

			I am working on my problem with compulsive reassurance seeking. You have probably noticed me [give a typical example of how you seek reassurance from this person]. I’d like your help in resisting my urge to ask for reassurance. If you notice me doing that, please don’t give it to me. Say “I think we are in Ulysses land” or “Remember, you asked me not to reassure you” or “This is one of those times, right?” or “Maybe we should both defer to your Wise Mind” or something else we can agree on. It’s possible I might wheedle, beg, cry, deny that I am asking for empty reassurance, try rephrasing the question so it seems innocent, and maybe even try to manipulate you into telling me something that I think is going to relieve my anxiety. I might even play that “just this once if you love me” card. I promise to do my best not to threaten you with anything. It would be helpful if you can get me to laugh, or give me a hug, or express empathy for my anxiety, but please try not to give me the reassurance I am seeking. I might seem angry or bereft at the time, but this is what I really need to practice. We will both screw this up sometimes, but hang in there with me, please.

			Here’s how a Ulysses contract dialogue might go:

			Worried Voice:	I need to know right now if Jane has really forgiven me for what I said to her four years ago. I have apologized repeatedly, and she said several times that she forgave me years ago, but I just keep thinking that she lost respect for me then, and it has damaged our relationship. Can we talk about it? I need to think this through.

			Supportive Friend:	You are asking again? Really? Please, Wise Mind, can you take over?

			Wise Mind:	Great job, Supportive Friend, for remembering I am here. Now, Worried Voice, do you remember that you have already told your friend that you have a problem with reassurance, that it doesn’t help you, and that you are trying to go without it?

			Worried Voice:	Yes, I know, but just one little word of reassurance would really make me feel better, because my doubts have come up again. I thought Jane had a sour expression when I showed up at her place.

			Wise Mind:	Do you remember when you told your friend about being in the reassurance trap? You asked her to not respond even if you begged and pleaded for “just this once”?

			Worried Voice:	Yes, but I didn’t think it would be this difficult, and she knows it would only take a moment. She told me last time that Jane has probably forgotten the whole thing by now. And that it was not that bad a thing to say anyway. But I just can’t get rid of the feeling that I messed up and the damage can’t be fixed. Please, if you love me, then ignore what I told you before and help me out now.

			Supportive Friend:	I am going to follow your previous instruction, act the way you explained, give you a hug, and refuse to get involved in yet another conversation about what happened four years ago. You told me to tell you: “This may hurt for a bit, but you are strong enough to handle the feeling of uncertainty.” Want to order a pizza delivery?

			Search and Destroy

			The purpose of Search and Destroy is to make sure you clean up even the smallest residue of your previous checking routines. People who need to know for sure collect unproductive reassurances as part of their daily routine. Even after you have substantially reduced your checking and reassurance seeking, there are mini-reassurances left over. Often you are barely aware of the extent to which you are checking or reassuring: much of it is habit, routine, or automatic. With Search and Destroy, you’ll eliminate every one of those unproductive reassurances. Remember, they are the mechanism that keeps the trap shut.

			Here’s how: make a list of all the unproductive reassurances you notice that you still do, no matter how small and insignificant they might seem. If you are mindful about this, the list will be longer than you initially expect. They can be subtle, like glancing at the date of the elevator certificate when you get on, or focusing for just a second on the face of a coworker when you make a suggestion. Most people whom we call reassurance junkies can make a list of dozens or even hundreds of small, sometimes subtle, ongoing unproductive reassurances that feed their need for more reassurance. If you put your mind to it, we are sure you can make an extensive list.

			Now you are going out to Search and Destroy these unproductive reassurances. One by one, you are going to eliminate all of them. Cross each one off your list. You will almost certainly find more as you go about this. Search and Destroy is one of the most important tools to ensure that you maintain the gains you work so hard for. Keeping track of and eliminating minor unproductive reassurances as they pop up will help you stay free of your reassurance traps. People who complete Search and Destroy are more resilient and are less likely to have setbacks under stress or to get entangled with content when confronted with a brand-new potential trap.

			Moving Forward

			In this chapter, we have described how to arrange deliberate exposure tasks so you can practice the four DEAF steps of therapeutic surrender and teach your brain how to respond differently to uncertainty, stepping out of the self-perpetuating cycle of unproductive reassurance. In the next chapter, we will look at some of the attitudes and patterns that can get in the way of recovery.

			Chapter 7: 

Addressing Obstacles to Recovery

			Because remaining DEAF to the insistent call to seek reassurance is initially so difficult, we will address some of the most common obstacles that make it hard to stay on track. You need both an attitude of willingness to be uncomfortable and the faith that this approach makes sense and will work, despite how upsetting and anxiety-provoking these ideas may sound at first. Knowing why you need to block sources of temporary comfort and the long-term benefits of doing so will take you a long way toward being able to do it.

			Here are some common obstacles to practicing therapeutic surrender, as well as some more complex ones.

			Obstacle One: How can I know this will work?

			You don’t! We are not able to provide guarantees, of course. What you do know is that what you have been doing is not resulting in change. You still feel bad, or you would not be reading this book. We acknowledge that there is a leap of faith involved here—that you will experience a feeling of risk by allowing doubts to remain and proceeding anyway. This book is based on contemporary psychological research findings and our own extensive experience helping patients, but there is no way for you to follow our lead without that surrender that requires a leap of faith. We know it is not dangerous (as well as we know anything), but we also know it does not feel completely safe to you. We hope you will take the chance.

			Here is what we can say with relative certainty: although you may doubt that this approach will help you, it is relatively certain that your old approach will not. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

			Obstacle Two: At least my way of coping works a bit. So why should I give it up?

			A perfectly understandable position—if it weren’t for the fact that your apparent coping is the reason the trap stays locked and your intense and distressing feelings keep returning. The illusion of certainty and the immediate relief of a bit of reassurance does not make you any better able to trust yourself, deal with uncertainty, or tolerate the very next time a worry thought or doubt arises. You may “white knuckle” for a while until you can check again, but this kind of struggling resistance is not the attitude of therapeutic surrender we are talking about.

			Practicing the four steps of DEAF requires that you let go of your old (and mostly ineffective) ways of coping. Holding on to old techniques undermines the attitude shift in sometimes subtle ways. “Accepting” discomfort (but then checking to see whether this is actually working to eliminate discomfort) misses an essential point: the four steps are how to be while you are allowing uncertainty, not in order to get rid of the anxiety. Your longer-term goal is to feel more willing to not know for sure and more okay with that. However, it is true that you might feel increased anxiety while making the switch.

			Here is a great way to picture it in your mind: Imagine that you are on a dock, trying to get into a canoe. You put one foot in the canoe while the other is still on the dock. The canoe is slipping away under your weight—and you will fall into the river if you don’t take the momentary scary action of moving your second foot to the canoe. We’re betting that, if you have read this far in the book, you have one foot in the canoe already. This is the time for that leap of faith that this new way of doing things will be better than the old way. We do not say it won’t be scary at first, but it will absolutely be worth it.

			Obstacle Three: I believe doubts warn us of problems that need to be resolved, and they shouldn’t be ignored.

			We are creatures of conflicting feelings, values, and beliefs. Despite how illogical it might seem, we often feel two opposing emotions, hold conflicting beliefs, and feel that our values pull us in opposite directions—all at the same time! This is what it means to doubt. It means allowing yourself to experience the full range of your conflicting perceptions and to distill them down to your best guess to inform action and decisions. And any time you are absolutely sure of something—entirely free of any doubt—the chances skyrocket that you are ignoring a part of your own conflicting feelings, beliefs, or values. A patient told Dr. W. that her mantra in life, the thing that keeps her going, is what her mother taught her as a child. She puts it this way: “That moment of absolute utter clarity you seek—it will never come.”

			Doubt is not a sign that something is wrong. Doubt is a sign that you are paying attention to all the signals, all the signs, all the information streaming into your senses. Doubt is an essential ingredient for making your best guess. It is said that fools and fanatics are often sure of themselves, while wiser people are full of doubt. Even Mother Teresa had doubts about the existence of God, yet it did not stop her from living a life according to her values.

			We all tolerate doubts all the time without altering our behavior. We never know for sure, for example, that our friends are 100-percent loyal. But we choose to trust our friends, which means we are willing to handle moments of doubt—not by assuming we have picked up on some subtle danger signal, but because it simply crossed our mind that something unwelcome could happen, no matter how unlikely. How difficult life could be if every time we had a stray moment of questioning ourselves, we had to stop in our tracks!

			Obstacle Four: I feel responsible to guard against all dangers, no matter how unlikely.

			Ironically, most of us caught in the reassurance trap feel powerless, anxious, and unsure of ourselves and often have grave doubts about our judgment. Yet we indulge in the conceit that we can exert enough control to catch and prevent all dangers. Do you honestly believe that you have that sort of power? If something terrible happens, how much control do you really have? And how possible is it to be truly flawless in anything that you do?

			No matter how much effort you put into it, there are human limits to your ability to guard against, perceive, prevent, and remove all danger in the world. And the more effort you put into that futile goal, the greater the price you pay for your efforts. In our description of the various traps (chapter 3), we showed various ways that people’s quest to be absolutely sure backfired and ended up being counterproductive.

			Besides, most of the bad things that happen in life are not the ones we guard against, anticipate, or worry about. Think about it. They come winging in from left field. It is impossible to cover all bases when we cannot predict the future.

			The goal we are looking for is enough. Be careful enough. Guard against danger enough. Weigh your efforts against the price you pay for vigilance.

			Obstacle Five: I have already made one mistake that could have had disastrous consequences; now I can’t afford to make any others.

			Of course you have made mistakes in the past! Everyone makes mistakes. Some of them are trivial, some are more important. Occasionally we make mistakes that could have led to a disastrous consequence, and we make a note to ourselves to be more careful next time. And yes, there are times we make mistakes that actually do lead to awful consequences. We grapple with that as best we can.

			But the worst way of coping with a mistake is to vow never to make another one. That is a sure path straight into a reassurance trap. First, mistakes are an inevitable and necessary part of learning. Have you ever spoken with a medical doctor about her training? Ask her about the mistakes she made that eventually led to mastery. There is no other way to learn.

			Second, there is only one way to absolutely, positively keep from making another mistake. And that is to do nothing, which means putting your life on hold. Are you willing to stop living your life in order to avoid mistakes? We certainly hope not, since our goal is for you to be more comfortable with uncertainty, which includes the possibility of making future mistakes.

			Obstacle Six: I see things as either right or wrong, true or false, perfect or flawed, and not some grey area of maybe.

			In fact, almost nothing in life is entirely right or entirely wrong. To see things that way is to avoid noticing the many different perspectives that make experiences interesting and challenging—and allow room for gradations and nuances.

			Perfection creates enormous limitations. There is a lot of truth to the adage, “Don’t let the perfect be the enemy of the good.” Perfectionism doesn’t allow room for learning from mistakes and growing with your experiences. Remember that the most accomplished person you know, in any field or profession, was once a beginner and made beginner’s mistakes in learning their skill. If you think in all-or-nothing ways, then aiming for anything less than perfect is akin to lowering your standards and accepting mediocrity. But aiming for excellence rather than perfection is how people learn most effectively.

			Many people hate being told to “Do your best.” They often tell us, “What’s my best? Could I have tried harder? I feel like I’ve failed because I think I could have tried harder and done better.” Remember that you can be both disciplined and gentle with yourself.

			You would do better to try for “good enough” than for “best” or “perfect,” since the only way to avoid mistakes for certain is to not do anything at all!

			With regard to “right and wrong,” clergy of all faiths, ethicists, and philosophers agree that while theoretically there may be an ideal right action, almost every instance in the real world has a context, practical limitations, and complex nuances that make perfectly right action impossible.

			Obstacle Seven: I’m too fragile and powerless to cope with uncertainty; I just can’t stand it.

			This is your anticipatory anxiety at work. Think about this: “I can’t stand it” is actually just a thought itself. It sounds like a fact, but it is your own imagination that is scaring you. Try this: “I am having the thought that I cannot cope with not knowing (something) for sure.” The irony of this statement is that you are already coping with uncertainty. You are standing it. You have been “standing it,” often alone and scared, for a long time. But you are doing it in a way that actually adds to your suffering. This approach is actually the way out of the trap, as uncomfortable as it may be. Think of the adage: “When you are going through hell, keep on going.”

			You may believe you are fragile because of how much distress you feel. However, distress is not a measure of fragility, nor is feeling helpless and stuck; neither is how much you believe you need to avoid. These are simply feelings and beliefs, not evidence of being fragile and breakable.

			Remember, too, that the seriousness of something has nothing to do with how much it hurts. You can have a seed stuck between your teeth and be in agony; you can have cancer and have no symptoms. How much you have struggled with anxiety and avoidance and checking and compulsive reassurance seeking is a measure of how much you have been suffering, but it has no relationship to how strong you really are.

			Obstacle Eight: I can’t accept the idea of “cold turkey” withdrawal from reassurance.

			Here is some good news. You don’t have to! We have a helpful suggestion for you and your friends and family to ease into step three of DEAF (avoid reassurance): imagine that you have a booklet of reassurance coupons. (Full credit to our colleague Carl Robbins for this concept.) You get one booklet a week. It has perhaps five coupons (you decide how many), and it has to last a week till you get your next booklet, which will have fewer coupons. You may cash them in with yourself or someone else, explicitly saying “I am using a coupon.” You will find that these coupons feel so precious that you are surprisingly reluctant to use them. You will suddenly notice yourself checking in with your own Wise Mind to see if you really truly need to spend a coupon right this minute. It helps you to become more mindful of your automatic assumption that you have to follow old patterns. If you accidentally give yourself or receive unproductive reassurance, you must surrender a coupon.

			These coupons are a great way to make tangible the double-edged sword of every unproductive reassurance—that is, immediate relief but more distress in the long term. They also give you much more control over when and where you can get your questions answered and gain temporary relief. Finally, they help your close friends and family cope with their own frustration. After all, relentlessly needing to know for sure can be a bother and annoyance to those around us. This helps them become part of the solution.

			Obstacle Nine: When my friends and family reassure me, I feel cared for; if they are not kind in this way, I feel hurt, angry, and disrespected.

			People who care about you want to provide a soothing voice; they’re trying to be helpful when they provide reassurance. This is why we recommend telling them directly that you have a new plan for managing your anxiety, guilt, and distress. Ask them to withdraw their customary efforts; explain to them why reassurance does not stick, and that you have been struggling with your problem in a self-defeating way. Blocking your sources of reassurance is your decision, not theirs. If they are withholding “kind words” because you have asked them to, it is not because they have given up on you, lost their patience, or are fed up with circular conversation. Rather, they are being respectful of your strength and resolve to deal with uncertainty in a different way.

			When we repeatedly depend on False Comfort or friends or family to keep us from feeling anxious, we may begin to feel even less sure of our decisions and more helpless to manage our daily lives. Constant reassurance undermines self-confidence. The message intended as patient, loving, supportive, selfless, and giving eventually becomes “I know you need me, so I promise to be there for you.” Over time this can translate into “I know you need me, so you are weak, fragile, and needy.” This perpetuates the cycle. We call this phenomenon unintentional disrespectful nurturance. It is never intended to be disrespectful. It is intended to be loving, patient support. But the underlying message is that you can’t manage on your own.

			Obstacle Ten: I’m too impatient for this to work for me.

			But your impatience is precisely what you want to work on! Impatience, an inability to slow down, a constant feeling of urgency—these are all aspects of the anxiety that drives compulsive checking and reassurance seeking for everyone. Your belief that you can’t learn is similar to looking at the final exam of a course, deciding you don’t know the answers, and dropping the course before taking a single class. The shift into an attitude of therapeutic surrender can be remarkably transformative. Letting go of paradoxical effort in the way we describe leads to little moments of realizing you feel better while working less hard, rather than more. Most likely you won’t really believe this until you experience it. The impatience you feel now has no relationship to whether or not this approach will be effective.

			However, your amygdala may keep firing false alarms for quite a while. Remember that you have become sensitized to certain triggering doubts. As you practice the four mindful steps of therapeutic surrender (DEAF), your brain is learning to respond differently. Each time you respond in a slightly less sensitized manner makes the next time easier to handle. Your impatience will diminish over time.

			Obstacle Eleven: I tried mindfulness meditation, and I can’t do it.

			A patient once said, “I’m not good with this mindfulness stuff. I tried a mindfulness meditation class at my gym, and I just couldn’t do it. I don’t see any hope for me.”

			Not true! And we are going to prove it to you right now, in three steps and in one minute. Read all of the steps before starting.

			
					Sit comfortably.

					Close your eyes and breathe normally.

					Count five breaths.

					However that went, that was fine. No judgment.

			

			You are done! You just mindfully observed your breathing! It’s that simple. You start with what you can do and work upward from there. Remember, this is a skill you are born with—and one that you can also practice and improve.

			There are also various resources you can use to develop your ability to be mindful. A series of eight short videos featuring Jon Kabat-Zinn serves as an excellent introduction to the practice of mindfulness. They are available at no cost on YouTube (and at https://themindfulnesssummit.com/sessions/9-powerful­-­meditation-tips-jon-kabat-zinn/).

			There are excellent books, too, that help with the practice of mindfulness, such as A Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction Workbook (Stahl, Goldstein, and Kabat-Zinn 2010).

			Finally, there is also a number of highly rated apps for practicing mindfulness. Some are free; others charge for specialized sections. In alphabetical order they are Aura; Calm; Headspace; and Stop, Breathe & Think.

			Complex Obstacles

			Now we’ll look at some of the more complex obstacles that can arise as you’re learning to practice therapeutic surrender to overcome a compulsive need to know for sure.

			The Co-Compulsing Dance

			We define co-compulsing as inadvertently providing unproductive reassurance that masquerades as empathy, rational discussion, suggested coping skills, and factual reminders. False Comfort is a champion at co-compulsing. You might talk about an issue or problem that you want to feel more sure about, and a friend or family member, wanting to be helpful and supportive, provides you with reassurance, which gives comfort. However, the reassurance is unproductive, so the relief is temporary, and you then ask for additional reassurance. Rather than being helped or reminded to invoke the four steps of DEAF, they unknowingly dignify your impossible desire to be certain with an attempt to answer unanswerable questions. The conversation continues as if the content of the doubts is worth exploring. There is no resolution, and this circular process only reinforces your need to know for sure.

			Here is a dialogue between two friends who are co-compulsing:

			Andrea:	I can’t seem to get a thought out of my head. It is driving me crazy.

			Joan:	What is it?

			Andrea:	You know there is a recall on romaine lettuce because of an E. coli outbreak in California. I feel like I might have made a huge mistake, but I can’t remember if I did or not. I may have served my niece romaine on her sandwich two weeks ago. I keep telling myself there are no cases in Maryland, but the lettuce could have been from California, and two weeks ago I wouldn’t have checked.

			Joan:	I don’t think there is anything to worry about. That was two weeks ago, and she would surely have been sick by now.

			Andrea:	That’s good to hear. But my sister said she had a tummy ache yesterday. It could be my fault.

			Joan:	I would not blame yourself; there was no recall then. I don’t remember hearing about anything in Maryland. Why don’t you just check to totally relieve your concerns?

			Andrea:	But it wouldn’t take two weeks, would it?

			Joan:	I honestly doubt it. But you could look it up to be absolutely certain.

			Andrea:	I started reading about E. coli, but I got so freaked out I couldn’t keep reading. Can you look it up for me?

			Joan:	Of course! Anything for a friend. Are you sure it was romaine on the sandwich?

			Andrea:	It could have been. I don’t know.

			Joan:	I think grocery stores have computer records of purchases. Maybe you could call them and ask if you bought romaine there two weeks ago.

			Andrea:	They will think I am crazy.

			Joan:	No, they won’t! But would you like me to do it?

			Andrea:	Oh, yes, please. Thank you so much. I need to know for sure.

			Joan:	They might want your sister to make a report to the health department.

			Unfortunately, unwitting co-compulsing is also common in interactions with counselors and therapists who do not have specialized training in handling compulsive checking and reassurance seeking.

			The Family Tangle

			Consider this situation: “My child [spouse, parent] is always calling with a crisis; it makes me very anxious, and I constantly check back with them. We have long conversations whenever there is a crisis, but it is never enough. She feels better by the time I hang up, but I know there will be another call [text, Facetime, Skype] with another crisis very soon. I am constantly worrying about them.”

			In this complex interaction, you and someone you love are caught in a trap together. Part of you knows that you are overreacting to an alarm (she sounds upset, and that upsets you), and part of you feels so responsible for and connected to her that you can’t take even the smallest chance that something terrible will happen. Does this sound familiar?

			This situation is surprisingly common, as anxiety runs in families, and a lot of people with sticky minds who are prone to reassurance seeking and checking have children or parents with the same biological predisposition. Families can get easily get caught in reassurance traps together. These traps escalate in intensity and distress as both people seek and give reassurance. We call this particular version of co-compulsing the family tangle.

			For example, imagine that you have always been overly focused on the health and safety of your children. Your older son has been an anxious kid, prone to worry and bouts of insecurity. Your most triggering thought is that he might commit suicide. Your son is now having a rough time in his freshman year of college. It is pretty clear he is having anxiety about picking a major, and he tells you he is having disturbing intrusive thoughts about being worthless and choosing the wrong path. His girlfriend is concerned.

			Your son has started calling and texting about his distress. You spend long stretches on the phone with him, “talking him down” until he feels better. You ask him if he wants to come home; you encourage him to go to the counseling center; you suggest he drop a class. You have many ideas. He doesn’t take any of your suggestions, but each time you talk you both feel that the crisis has passed and things will get better. And then the process repeats: an upsetting text from him, a spike of fear that he is suicidal, another long emergency call, a sigh of relief—which you know is only temporary until he calls again. You both believe that you have a special, close relationship and that no one understands or supports him the way you can. You can’t let him know that you are constantly worried, waking at night, fearing that he might be suicidal. You are sleeping with your phone at hand in case he needs you. If he doesn’t call, you start to worry that he has already killed himself, so when the phone rings, there is both relief that he is alive and dread that this time you won’t be able to help him. You could not live with knowing you failed him. You know you are overreacting, but you can’t take the chance of not helping. Like any loving parent, you are just trying to keep your son safe!

			However, you may be blind to the fact that you and your son are caught in a trap together. You are providing him unproductive, short-lived reassurance, and he is giving you temporary relief in the form of hidden reassurance when he feels slightly better after each talk. At the same time, you are asking for (and probably receiving) unproductive reassurance about him from your therapist, your friends, and your family. This is a self-reinforcing cycle that does no one good.

			It is helpful to pose the following questions to your own Wise Mind right at the moment you are feeling urgently compelled to check or reassure:

			
					What are the downsides to providing unproductive reassurance right now?

					What price do we both pay for keeping this trap going?

					Is there possibly another way of helping that is not more unproductive reassurance?

			

			There is indeed some risk involved in changing this pattern, and it will take some frank discussions to extricate yourselves from this trap, but we can almost guarantee that more of this way of doing things will maintain the same trap.

			A Way Out of the Co-Compulsing Dance

			The dance goes on indefinitely—until one member of the duet steps out and finds a way to stop. This must be done compassionately and with a very clear explanation of why this action is needed. Otherwise you may seem to be rejecting, disloyal, or cruel. If you are trapped in a co-compulsing dance, sharing this book may be a first step.

			Here is another dialogue, in which one of the co-compulsing dancers proposes to end the dance:

			Harry:	I think I might be one of those guys who could explode and shoot up a school.

			Sunil:	I find that so hard to believe. I don’t see a violent bone in your body.

			Harry:	That helps me feel better. But last night I dreamed I was one of those goth guys in a black raincoat and the feds were after me. I had a rifle. I liked it.

			Sunil:	Scary, sure. But it was just a dream—people have nightmares all the time. And you don’t own a gun, do you?

			Harry:	No, thank goodness I don’t. But I do know where my uncle keeps his. And the dream felt so real. You know that every time there is a shooter, the neighbors all say he seemed fine before it happened.

			Sunil:	I still find it very hard to see you as a shooter. But, just in case, maybe you should ask your uncle to keep his gun locked up, even though I know you would never do something like that. How much are you thinking about shooting up schools?

			Harry:	Actually the thought has been haunting me since that shooting was in the news last month. I keep thinking “Could that be me?”

			Sunil:	Maybe you should go talk to someone.

			Harry:	You don’t think I need therapy, do you? You are scaring me.

			Sunil:	It was just a thought. But I do get the feeling that our conversation is not actually helping you.

			Harry:	You are right, but I don’t know what I would do without you.

			Sunil:	I’m glad to help, but it just seems like more of the same exploring and analyzing. Maybe there is a different way to be helpful.

			Harry:	You are right: I don’t feel better. I guess I should just be upset with my goofy mind. Part of me knows this is all nonsense.

			Once these two friends notice that this co-compulsing is not helpful, they can seek other options. Researching “unwanted intrusive thoughts” will lead to resources to reduce their reliance on reassurance-seeking and co-compulsing. Reading this book is another option!

			Substance Abuse and Depression

			In some cases, other problems can present overwhelming obstacles to using DEAF to recover from the compulsive need to know for sure. DEAF requires a temporary increase in discomfort as you dismantle the paradoxical effort, negative reinforcement, and struggling attitude that maintain the reassurance and checking trap. There may be reasons why this is simply not possible for some individuals. If you are unable to tolerate any increase at all in discomfort, or if you cannot even see the point of tackling your compulsive reassurance seeking, you’ll need to get help for those other problems first. Your reassurance trap may not be the priority.

			These conditions are complex, but they are highly treatable and respond to a wide variety of interventions. They often run in families, and you may very well have a biological predisposition to them. If you receive treatment for your depression or substance abuse that is sufficient to significantly reduce your symptoms, then you may feel ready to take on your compulsive need to know for sure. Here are some indicators that suggest you should discuss your situation with your family doctor or a mental health professional to develop an effective treatment plan:

			
					Loss of appetite

					Trouble sleeping, especially waking up too early

					Anhedonia (inability to enjoy anything)

					No motivation or energy

					Persistent feelings of worthlessness or hopelessness

					Actual suicidal ideation (wish to die)

					Agitation, trouble concentrating, crying spells

					Dependence on alcohol, marijuana, or other substances

			

			Check in with your Wise Mind; ask it to tell you if you are really in need of additional consultation and help. Please do listen to it. It is also okay to ask your family, friends, or doctor for assistance finding professional help if you are despairing or unable to do it yourself.

			We welcome you back to therapeutic surrender whenever you are ready.

			Chapter 8: 

The Benefits of Tolerating Uncertainty

			Living in a World of Maybe and Good Enough

			We hope that you have not only read the book but also done your homework and put what you’ve learned here into practice. And if you have not yet applied what you have read to your own life, we hope that you can take that leap of faith and try out the steps of DEAF. It is our desire that you continue to practice each time you find yourself in a trap and also create opportunities for practice, using intentional exposure as a way to practice the four mindful steps of therapeutic surrender. Further, we urge you to continue with your Search and Destroy missions, rooting out those subtle unproductive reassurances to help to maintain recovery.

			Despite some discomfort, if you’ve been actively applying the lessons of this book, uncertainty is no longer your enemy. You are wasting less and less time checking on things that don’t need to be checked, and you do not have to be embarrassed by asking others for help with decisions. Temporarily comforting—but empty—reassurance is no longer dominating your day. What is your life starting to look like now? Well, “good enough” is beginning to replace “perfect” or “best,” and your ability to take reasonable risks in the service of flexibility and valued action is increasing. As you make your own decisions, your confidence increases. Being released from the tyranny of the need to know for sure can have an enduring effect on the rest of your life.

			Here is a story about PJ, who was paralyzed from moving forward in his life until he finally acknowledged and dealt with his reassurance seeking.

			PJ has spent the last two decades looking for a partner. Each time he was drawn to a possible mate, he was wracked with doubts, focusing on one feature or another. Smart enough? Committed enough? Attractive enough? Interesting enough? He would battle himself internally to quash all these questions, listing pros and cons endlessly, bring his life partner “candidate” to meet his friends and family, and later collect everyone’s opinion. He began and ended at least a dozen relationships. Eventually he came to therapy and grasped the idea that he was in a reassurance trap, and that seeking “feedback” from others and relying on his own False Comfort voice to answer his questions was a never-ending, self-defeating cycle. He was introduced to the attitude shift of therapeutic surrender. Through mindful practice, he became acquainted with his own Wise Mind. When he met someone new, he listened to his Wise Mind and let himself float past his typical unanswerable “what ifs?” His four steps were (1) distinguishing that he was indeed in a trap, (2) embracing the pop-up doubts that arose after each date, (3) avoiding asking others for their opinions about this person, and (4) floating and letting time pass. No guarantees, no perfection—but no compulsive reassurance seeking, no internal battles with doubts. In just a few months, he was able to take the risk, acknowledge his love with all its ambiguities and uncertainties—and is happily married now.

			Another success story:

			Esther’s favorite phrase was “Well, you never know…” She annoyed everyone she cared about by checking in daily to make sure everyone was all right. Her entire evening had once been occupied with phone calls, messages, and waiting for return calls. Now, with modern technology, she could text—which was much more efficient—but this still created resentment. She let everyone knew that she would fret and worry until she got her response. It was such a small thing; it showed how much she cared about everyone. How hard could it be to send back a word or two?

			Esther went to a counselor when her granddaughter—who was studying abroad—would not respond to her repeated texts, emails, and voicemails. Esther just wanted confirmation that her granddaughter was okay, and she imagined all kinds of disasters on foreign soil. She wanted better coping skills because her own attempts to reassure herself (like telling herself it was unlikely, or that maybe her granddaughter had just lost her phone) just did not seem to help for long. Her counselor identified her as having checking compulsions and explained the mechanisms that were keeping her trapped. Rather than teach Esther how to reassure herself, her counselor encouraged her to deliberately undertake a program to stop texting and learn to tolerate the uncertainty that arose. At first Esther doubted she could do it and was tempted to walk away. She was sure she would not be able to sleep. She tried a mantra: “No news is good news.” Her counselor pointed out that this was also reassurance and reminded her that the key was to change her relationship with uncertainty and avoid False Comfort. With a little mindful practice at tolerating the initial discomfort, she was surprised to find her anxiety slowly decreasing the less she texted. Within six weeks she had stopped seeking routine reassurance that everyone was all right. To her delight, her granddaughter called her on her birthday!

			Trusting Your Judgment

			Becoming familiar with your own Wise Mind has a powerful positive effect on trusting your own judgment. You realize that you actually do know the best way to proceed in situations of uncertainty or apparent confusion. You are no longer duped by the extra noise made by your anxiety or awareness of potential problems. You realize that, just like everyone else, you have an internal compass that is pretty reliable. As you begin to act on your best guess, you learn how to navigate decisions without repeated checking.

			If you are always trying to avoid the anxiety associated with needing to know for sure, then risk-taking is top of the avoidance list. But stepping out into unknown territory is precisely how we grow, how we become aware of our resilience, and how we expand our world. Trying new experiences without guarantees of success is how we incorporate new learning. In fact, we learn more when we violate our own expectations of ourselves, whether we stumble when we did not expect it or we manage a challenge that we had some doubts about. Accepting a world of maybe results in a less tentative, more flexible, more resilient life.

			Without Uncertainty, Creativity Is Lost

			Uncertainty is an essential aspect of creativity. Being uncertain opens you up to the possibility that there might be other ways of doing things—better ways—because you don’t know everything, and you can’t be absolutely certain of what you do know. Being sure, however, is a killer for creativity. After all, why look for something better when you already have the answer?

			It’s said that Steve Jobs, the founder of Apple Computers, considered the original Apple Macintosh to be “the perfect computer.” Imagine if he was certain of that. Where would the iPod, the iPhone, and the Apple Watch be? Imagine if the Wright brothers were certain that a flying machine couldn’t be made? If Galileo had acceded to the certainty of the church at that time that the earth was the center of the universe? If every doctor from the middle ages were certain that humours were the culprit in spreading diseases?

			Not knowing for sure is the starting point for creative discovery.

			Children’s play is enormously creative. They use their imagination to have fun! They aren’t made uncomfortable about not knowing where they will end up. Writing is also creative. Authors experiment with words and ideas, trying to create a novel or essay or poem that seems good enough to put to paper. They can’t know for sure, and when they try too hard to be certain, they experience what we call writer’s block.

			Science, business, financial dealings—these are also creative ventures. But they require the understanding that uncertainty asks questions that seek answers, and being creative means taking risks, not knowing for sure, and determining if you can come up with a better answer. In Lesley Hazleton’s essay “In Doubt We Trust,” she describes Einstein as finding “the eternally unattainable in the field of art and scientific research” to be exhilarating (Hazelton 2017).

			Finally, uncertainty provides the cognitive flexibility that creativity requires. Creativity, after all, is about bending the rules. It’s about perceiving things as they have not yet been perceived. It demands positioning reality in a way that it has not yet been positioned. And it is about flexing your thinking in a way that allows you to see new perspectives. None of this is possible if you need to know for sure.

			Living Well Although Bad Things Happen and We All Die

			It is possible to know that none of us gets to avoid eventual death, and that most of us suffer losses, mishaps, and mistakes, some severe—and to still live with joy and meaning. We can know things, not deny them, and yet not become preoccupied with them. We want lasting health, lasting pleasure, lasting security, but the world is constantly changing and dynamic. Wasting time on preparing for unknown future catastrophes carries the illusion of being responsible and somehow more ready to endure what lies ahead. But what really happens is that you spend your time and energy on useless worry, anger, regret, guilt, and recriminations.

			There is wisdom in a responsible “Que sera, sera”; this is a stance of radical acceptance, faith, detachment, serenity, or however one wants to label the willingness to live in the present moment, regardless of what might be in the cards we cannot see and the things we cannot change. It is an attitude that acknowledges that this is the way life is—what it means to be a human being and the struggle to hold back the tide that you see in your imagination produces only suffering.

			The Buddhist monk Pema Chödrön says “it’s not impermanence per se that is the cause of our suffering… Rather, it’s our resistance to the fundamental uncertainty of our situation… When we resist change, it’s called suffering… But when we can completely let go and not struggle against it, that’s called enlightenment… Another word for this is freedom” (Chödrön 2013).

			The four steps of therapeutic surrender embody this attitude and free up our energy to grow, experiment, learn, and take pleasure, even while we know there are no guarantees. This is not a recommendation for reckless behavior or hedonism or impulsive poor judgment. It is about allowing the presence of uncertainty or even tragedy to occupy a spot in awareness alongside a good life, without interference.

			We have all heard the advice “just let go”; however, most people who have a sticky mind or are caught in reassurance traps find this impossible. The effort to let go seems to work backward. The harder you try to peel the doubts or worries away, the more closely they cling to you. We suggest a more helpful attitude: “Let it be,” or even more precisely, “Let be.” This is about allowing the worry and distress to be there, expanding your awareness so that you can take in the rest of the world, and pivoting your attention to whatever you are currently doing or what you would like to be doing. It is not the same as distraction, whereby you “think this to make that go away.” Rather, there is room for everything—even distressing stuff—but “I will attend to what matters.” Do not engage, do not banish, do not dignify the doubt or distress with any effort to remove, dispute, or analyze it: just let it be.

			Faith, Doubt, and Uncertainty

			Faith is confidence or trust in someone or something. It is a belief that is based not on proof, but rather on a sense or feeling about something. When I say to someone, “I have faith in your ability to handle this job,” I am describing a feeling that is consistent with my information but lacks the note of certainty that comes from established fact. You may have faith in the goodness of mankind, faith that a particular political platform will benefit your community, or faith in your religious beliefs, but you aren’t asking for proof, because asking for certainty is inconsistent with the concept of faith.

			Doubt and uncertainty are an essential part of faith. Not only does doubt enhance leadership and faith, but the lack of doubt has the potential to distort our view of the world. Robert Pirsig, in Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, claims that our addiction to certainty leads to fanaticism: “You are never dedicated to something you have complete confidence in. No one is fanatically shouting that the sun is going to rise tomorrow. They know it’s going to rise tomorrow. When people are fanatically dedicated to political or religious faiths or any other kinds of dogmas or goals, it’s always because these dogmas or goals are in doubt” (Pirsig 1999).

			What Pirsig is saying—and we’ve touched on it in this book—is that when you need to know for sure, doubt becomes your enemy. And a way of coping with this doubt is to deny it, pretend it isn’t there, and become more stringent in your actions and stated beliefs. So acting like you know for sure is really a method of covering up your own doubts. And this, as Pirsig notes, creates fertile ground for fanaticism.

			Leaving room for doubt enables us to take the leap of faith to be “certain enough.” It helps avoid the distortions that lead to fanaticism and guides us to the recognition we can’t know everything, we can’t control everything, and indeed we aren’t responsible for everything. We all have limits, and the recognition of this reality avoids the perils of arrogance and encourages the benefits of humility. The great leaders—both religious and secular—had faith in their mission, but also the humility to allow themselves to feel unsure.

			Recovery Is an Ongoing Process

			We previously defined recovery as a state in which ordinary doubts no longer matter and being uncertain does not stop you from doing what you want to do, or make you feel bad, or launch you into the paralysis or misery of a reassurance trap. Practicing the attitude of therapeutic surrender becomes a normal part of daily life. What happens eventually is that the four steps blend naturally into a simple, graceful attitude shift as soon as you notice the pull of uncertainty or doubts. Occasionally the urge to check will resurface if you are stressed, tired, or upset, and sometimes you will feel that compulsion to seek reassurance suddenly resurface for no apparent reason. At times like that, figuring out why is not the priority; more helpful is a simple, nonjudgmental return to the conscious application of DEAF.

			Recovery does not mean being free of doubts. It means the doubts are manageable, they are not running the show, and they do not restrict your freedom or your full engagement in life. Recovery does not mean being certain. You can and will be uncertain when you notice the realities of life—no guarantees, no perfection, no foreknowledge, a lot of things we can’t control.

			But recovery does mean no longer struggling with trying to control the uncontrollable, predict the future, or avoid all risk. Recovery means flexibility, curiosity, excitement, growth. Recovery means no more being trapped in loops of reassurance seeking and checking. It is stepping out into the uncertain world of maybe and good enough, and learning how to thrive there.

			Let’s see how our voices are doing!

			Worried Voice:	I was going along just fine with trusting myself and not checking–and then I checked the trash to make sure I had not thrown out something important. Now I am wanting to go outside to the big bins and check there. IT’S BACK!! Please just tell me how unlikely it is and that there is no need to check. I will be fine, right?

			False Comfort:	Remember how you made me promise not to reassure you? I don’t want you to suffer, but reassurance just makes it worse.

			Worried Voice:	Just this once, OK? I have been doing fine up to now.

			False Comfort:	We were hoping for a chance to practice DEAF. It has been a while. Here it is. Setbacks are opportunities. Let’s do it.

			Wise Mind:	Nice job, False Comfort. Pull back and take a look. This feels like danger, but it is most likely just distress from a thought. That’s D for distinguish. Feeling unsure is unpleasant, but don’t start debating and struggling. Let it be there. That’s E for embrace. Avoidance is the A, so checking is a way of trying to avoid this distress of uncertainty. Don’t check the bins. The F for Float is letting some time pass by without getting involved. You can do this.

			False Comfort:	I am so proud that Worried Voice is not checking right now. It can’t be easy.

			Worried Voice:	And I just gave up the secret plan I was hatching to check later. That was reassurance too. It is so automatic.

			Wise Mind:	Yes, it is about the attitude, the willingness, the ability to see what is happening without urgency or judgment.

			Worried Voice and False Comfort:	(together) Thank you, Wise Mind.
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