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“This is the best book avail able address ing the seri ous prob lems that OCD can

cause in fam i lies. Lov ing Some one with OCD is a uniquely help ful and won der ful

book because it pro vides step-by-step, eas ily under stand able plans for deal ing with

every prob lem that com monly arises between OCD suf fer ers and their loved ones.

The for mat of the book makes devel op ing a suc cess ful plan for over com ing fam ily

prob lems a cinch.”

—Ian Osborn, MD, psy chi a trist, assis tant pro fes sor of psy chi a try at the 

Uni ver sity of New Mex ico Health Sci ence Cen ter, and author of 

Tor ment ing Thoughts and Secret Rit u als: The Hid den Epi demic 

of Obses sive-Com pul sive Dis or der

“I am excited to read this book, with its very spe cific and detailed instruc tions 

on how to help a loved one deal with and hope fully recover from his or her

OCD. The chap ters on design ing and imple ment ing fam ily con tracts, with their

step-by-step direc tions, should be espe cially help ful in the day-by-day bat tle with

OCD. This book should also be par tic u larly help ful for those of us who do not

have a qual i fied ther a pist avail able for treat ment. I rec om mend that every fam ily

with an OCD mem ber—child, sib ling, spouse, and so forth—pur chase a copy of

this work book. I only wish we had had access to it twenty years ago.”

—Jac que line Stout, owner of the online sup port list Par ents of Adults with

OCD, six teen-year mem ber of the Obses sive-Com pul sive Foun da tion, and

mother of an adult who has had severe OCD for twenty-three years

“Lov ing Some one with OCD is a long over due book that pro vides solid and 

accu rate infor ma tion along with extremely prac ti cal advice for any one who has 

a loved one with OCD. This book is a tre men dous resource! I am thrilled to 

be able to pro vide this to all fam i lies of my patients with OCD. If some one you

love has OCD, read this book first.” 

—Mark E. Crawford, Ph.D., licensed clin i cal psy chol o gist and author of 

The Obses sive-Com pul sive Trap



“Lov ing Some one with OCD is unique in the lit er a ture on obses sive-com pul sive 

dis or der because it is not for the per son suf fer ing with the dis or der—it’s for the

fam ily or friends of the suf ferer. If you live with or love some one with this 

prob lem, this is the one book on the sub ject you should read. The authors lay 

out, step-by-step, what a fam ily needs to do to stop sup port ing the OCD and 

start sup port ing the per son with OCD while he or she deals with the dis or der.

This book is the next best thing to bring ing a ther a pist home to live with you.”

—Patri cia Perkins, JD, exec u tive direc tor of the Obses sive-Com pul sive 

Foun da tion, Inc. 

“All too often the fam i lies of those suf fer ing from OCD are ignored. Lov ing 

Some one with OCD goes beyond other books for fam i lies of OCD suf fer ers; rather

than sim ply pro vid ing them with under stand ing, it gives them the tools to help

them selves as well as their loved ones.”

—Jon a than B. Grayson, Ph.D., direc tor of the Anx i ety and Ago ra pho bia 

Treat ment Cen ter and assis tant clin i cal pro fes sor of psy chi a try at Tem ple

Uni ver sity Med i cal School

“This excel lent book is just what fam i lies need when they are stuck in the web of

OCD. It goes beyond sim ply help ing fam i lies under stand what needs to change by

offer ing a prac ti cal, step-by-step guide to doing it. Very easy to read—clear and

pos i tive—this book will bring hope and help to many in despair.”

—Aureen Pinto Wag ner, Ph.D., clin i cal asso ci ate pro fes sor of neu rol ogy at 

the Uni ver sity of Roch es ter School of Med i cine and Den tistry, direc tor of 

the OCD and Anx i ety Con sul tancy in Roch es ter, NY, and author of What

to do when your Child has OCD, Up and Down the Worry Hill, and

Treat ment of OCD in Chil dren and Ado les cents
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Foreword

The trag edy of psy chi at ric ill nesses such as obses sive-com pul sive dis or der (OCD) is not 

just in the suf fer ing of those afflicted but also in the pro found impact the symp toms

have upon all mem bers of the fam ily liv ing in close con tact with the per son. Fam i lies

are fre quently pushed to the break ing point by the emo tional and phys i cal demands

made by per sis tent obses sive thoughts and unabated com pul sive behav iors. It is as if a

bully has invaded and occu pied the home and then imposed its own tyran ni cal set of

arbi trary rules upon the fam ily. It’s not uncom mon for fam ily mem bers to be “required”

to devote hours per day to clean ing, check ing, and reas sur ance behav iors demanded by

the per son with OCD. Thou sands of dol lars may be wasted on replac ing objects need -

lessly dis carded as “con tam i nated” or on cleans ers used to clean objects until they are

deemed “per fectly safe.” The ten sion that results from the day-to-day demands of the

dis ease and the emo tional and phys i cal out bursts between fam ily mem bers cre ate a

maladaptive envi ron ment that fur ther inflames OCD symp toms.

The book you are about to read rep re sents the cumu la tive think ing from decades

of the ory, research, and clin i cal obser va tions attempt ing to both describe and under -

stand the pat terns of fam ily inter ac tion and func tion ing under the strain of psy chi at ric

ill ness such as OCD. The book is illu mi nated by Karen Lands man’s and Kathleen

Rupertus’s per sonal expe ri ences as expert cli ni cians treat ing OCD using cog ni tive

behav ioral prin ci ples and by Cherry Pedrick’s per spec tive as a per son who has recov -

ered from OCD and whose own fam ily was greatly affected by the dis ease. The result -

ing  volume pres ents a highly prac ti cal and effec tive approach that gives  concerned

fam ily mem bers a road map and strat egy for effec tively revers ing the cor ro sive effects of 

day-to-day accom mo da tion to the dis ease. The approach empha sizes an accu rate



under stand ing of OCD and an alli ance between fam ily mem bers against the true cul -

prit—the dis ease of OCD. It fos ters improved com mu ni ca tion, greater empa thy, and

coop er a tion between fam ily mem bers. Lov ing Some one with OCD lays out a col lab o ra -

tive pro cess whereby the fam ily and the per son with OCD grad u ally relin quish auto -

matic accom mo da tion responses to the symp toms and embrace risk tak ing. By mutu ally 

alter ing the cul ture of auto matic accom mo da tion and keep ing the peace, recov ery from 

OCD is pos si ble. 

This is a unique book because, while many vol umes have been writ ten out lin ing

the basic prin ci ples and the o ries of help ing fam i lies cope with a men tally ill mem ber,

few offer a spe cific, step-by-step strat egy for doing so. A thor ough self-exam i na tion of

your own reac tions as a fam ily mem ber to the per son with OCD and the symp toms is a

large com po nent of the approach. The work book-style for mat lends itself to reflec tion

upon maladaptive feel ings, atti tudes, and reac tions that main tain the OCD sta tus quo.

This book guides the reader toward more pos i tive responses that coun ter act the

 rampant emo tion al ity that fuels coun ter pro duc tive (quick-fix) responses which fur ther

rein force and imbed OCD symp toms. The per sis tent over focus of fam ily mem bers upon 

the per son with OCD and “fix ing the prob lem” fos ters a state of neglect of your own

men tal, phys i cal, and spir i tual well-being, which leads to men tal burn out, fatigue, and

depres sion. The authors empha size strength en ing indi vid ual  resilience by find ing a

health ier bal ance between self-care and focus on the prob lem.

While not a sub sti tute for treat ment from a qual i fied men tal-health pro fes sional

trained in the treat ment of OCD and fam i lies, this book can be safely uti lized as a first

step toward change. Peo ple who are already receiv ing cog ni tive behav ioral ther apy for

OCD can use the ideas in the book to fur ther effect changes in home envi ron ments

that have not been opti mally sup port ive of recov ery efforts.

Per haps the most valu able aspect of the book is the mes sage of hope that unmis -

tak ably rever ber ates through its pages. Fam ily mem bers can make an impor tant dif fer -

ence in affect ing the course and out come of treat ment for OCD in a fam ily mem ber.

This book pro vides the knowl edge and tools that can be valu able to any fam ily mem ber 

seek ing to sup port the heal ing pro cess in his or her loved one. Through care ful and

con sci en tious atten tion to the many pearls con tained within this book, com bined with

qual i fied pro fes sional assis tance, fam ily mem bers can suc cess fully reclaim their fam ily

from the grip of the OCD.

—Bruce M. Hyman, Ph.D., LCSW

    Direc tor, OCD Resource Cen ter of Florida

    Hol ly wood, Florida

    www.ocdhope.com
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Introduction

About 2.5 per cent of the pop u la tion, or 6.6 mil lion peo ple, will develop  obsessive-

 compulsive dis or der (OCD) in their life time (Niehous and Stein 1997). They aren’t the 

only ones affected. Those num bers jump dra mat i cally when you add fam ily and friends.

Obses sive-com pul sive dis or der affects almost every one around the per son with the

 disorder. The effects are dis tinctly dif fer ent from those of other ill nesses. Loved ones, in 

their desire to help ease the anx i ety and dis tress, are sucked into a life style filled with

rit u als and avoid ance. They often feel boxed into a cor ner by OCD, almost as much as

their loved one who has the dis or der.

The main focus of this book is not help ing your loved one break free from OCD.

That might sur prise you! You may have pur chased this book for that very rea son. The

real ity is this: you can not free your loved one; the best ther a pist in the world can not

free your loved one from OCD. You can help and the right ther apy can help, but your

loved one will play the most impor tant role in break ing free from OCD. The prin ci pal

focus of this book is help ing you take care of your self and your fam ily. You’ll learn to

make changes that will help you break free from the tyr anny of OCD. These changes

will make it more dif fi cult for your loved one to stay bound by OCD. If your loved one

is not pur su ing recov ery, we’ll pre pare you to be ready with infor ma tion as their desire

to break free from OCD also grows.



HOW THIS BOOK CAN HELP

The needs of fam ily mem bers whose loved one is receiv ing treat ment for OCD are

quite dif fer ent from those of fam ily mem bers of some one who has received treat ment

and is learn ing the impor tance of relapse pre ven tion. Your fam ily mem ber may not yet

be diag nosed; per haps you sus pect he or she has OCD and you’re in the pro cess of col -

lect ing infor ma tion. Through out the book, we will strive to meet you where you are,

pro vid ing infor ma tion for all of these stages: prediagnosis, diag no sis, treat ment, and

main te nance. This book is not intended as a sub sti tute for fam ily ther apy or psy cho log i -

cal treat ment by a qual i fied men tal-health pro fes sional. Rather, it should be used in the 

fol low ing ways:

1. To help  fam ily mem bers and friends learn how they can best sup port their

loved one who is work ing though the pro cess of break ing free from OCD,

either with the help of a men tal-health pro fes sional or through a self-help pro -

gram, such as the one pre sented in The OCD Work book: Your Guide to Break -

ing Free from Obses sive-Com pul sive Dis or der (Hyman and Pedrick 1999). You’ll

learn how to best sup port your loved one’s recov ery.

2. To assist  peo ple whose fam ily mem ber is reluc tant to seek pro fes sional help for

one rea son or another. Edu cat ing your self and mak ing sig nif i cant changes in

how you respond to OCD symp toms may encour age a fam ily mem ber to seek

help.

3. As a source of infor ma tion for men tal-health pro fes sion als who seek a better

under stand ing of the effects of OCD on fam i lies and friends of peo ple with

OCD. This book can assist you as you pro vide sup port for these fam i lies.

This book will help you under stand OCD, how it is diag nosed, its symp toms, the

most effec tive treat ments, and how fam ily mem bers are affected by OCD. It will help

you develop a plan of action that can help each fam ily mem ber make pos i tive changes

to loosen the grip of OCD on your fam ily. You will also learn the impor tance of car ing

for your self and deal ing effec tively with stress. 

Spe cific direc tions for apply ing the prin ci ples in this book are pro vided for spouses,

friends, parents, and adult chil dren of par ents with OCD. Obses sive- com pul sive  dis or der 

is often com pli cated by other ill nesses such as depres sion, alco hol and drug addic tion,

trichotillomania, and body dysmorphic dis or der. This book will dis cuss these and prob -

lems other fam ily mem bers may have, includ ing OCD of their own. You’ll learn how to

find appro pri ate treat ment for OCD and how to assess the treat ment your loved one is

receiv ing. This book will also give cop ing strat e gies for fam i lies whose loved ones are

refus ing treat ment. 

2  Loving Someone with OCD



ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Karen J. Landsman, Ph.D., Clinical Psychologist

I am a licensed clin i cal psy chol o gist spe cial iz ing in the treat ment of anx i ety dis or -
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help ing those with OCD and related dis or ders through the use of cog ni tive behav ioral
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sey  Obsessive- Compulsive Foun da tion.
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part of my prac tice. In addi tion to tak ing a toll on the per son with OCD, fam i lies are

also sub stan tially impacted by OCD. Reach ing for out side help can be dif fi cult for fam i -

lies, but with out it, loved ones are not sure how to pro vide help ful sup port and are

often left feel ing dis cour aged. When peo ple with OCD and their fam i lies con front the

fears and obses sions of OCD, pos i tive changes are always soon to fol low. I am con fi dent 

that shar ing with you through this book will con trib ute to the health and well-being of

your fam ily.

Kathleen M. Rupertus, MA, MS

I am a psy cho ther a pist who has spe cial ized in the treat ment of anx i ety dis or ders

since 1995. I work with chil dren, ado les cents, adults, and their fam ily mem bers at the

Anx i ety and Ago ra pho bia Treat ment Cen ter in Bala Cynwyd, Penn syl va nia. My true

pas sion is work ing with peo ple who have OCD because I have had my own per sonal

expe ri ence with OCD. As sur pris ing as it may sound, I am truly thank ful that OCD has 

been a part of my life. Even if I was some how given the chance to have lived life with -

out OCD, I would n’t choose it. My pain ful strug gle and even tual tri umph over OCD

has helped pre pare me for where I am now in both my per sonal and pro fes sional life. I

have learned and can teach oth ers that there is joy and peace beyond the dark ness of

OCD.

Your loved one with OCD is for tu nate that you have com mit ted your self to

becom ing a part of the recov ery pro cess. After read ing this book and com plet ing the

exer cises, you and your loved will be in the posi tion to fight OCD through coop er a tion, 

ded i ca tion, and the use of proven behav ioral strat e gies. Together, you and your loved

one will become a pow er ful team. With that approach, OCD does n’t stand a chance. 
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Cherry Pedrick, RN

After twenty years work ing as a reg is tered nurse, I made a career change. In 1995, 

I was diag nosed with OCD and applied cog ni tive behav ioral ther apy prin ci ples to break 

free. Writ ing helps me con tinue my prog ress keep ing OCD at bay. I wrote sev eral

 articles, then coauthored The OCD Work book with Bruce Hyman, Ph.D., in 1999. Dr.

Hyman and I teamed up again to write Obses sive-Com pul sive Dis or der and Anx i ety Dis or -

ders, books to help teens under stand OCD and other anx i ety disorders. I also

coauthored The Habit Change Work book and The BDD Work book with James Claiborn,

Ph.D., and Help ing Your Child with OCD with Lee Fitzgibbons, Ph.D. 

Over the years, I’ve met many fam i lies strug gling with OCD. My hus band Jim and 

son James have been very sup port ive of me as I’ve dealt with OCD. I’ve wit nessed the

toll of OCD on their lives and rec og nize the great need fam ily mem bers like them have 

for sup port, knowl edge, and a plan of action for meet ing the chal lenge of liv ing with

OCD. I’m pleased to have the oppor tu nity to assist Dr. Karen Lands man and Kathy

Rupertus as they draw on their many years of expe ri ence with fam i lies strug gling with

OCD.
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Chapter 1

OCD Defined

Do you feel like your home has been invaded? If you’re liv ing with some one with

 obsessive- compulsive dis or der, in a way, it has been. You’ve been con fronted by OCD,

and your fam ily needs to face the chal lenge as allies against a com mon oppo nent. OCD 

can be a bru tal tyrant, demand ing steadily increas ing hours, money, and anguish. The

goals of this book are to help you dis cover and con front how OCD is affect ing you, to

help you exam ine your rela tion ship with the per son with OCD and your fam ily life, and 

to help you take pos i tive steps toward a health ier, more con struc tive rela tion ship with

the per son with OCD. This book will help you break free from the tyr anny of OCD in

your fam ily.

You may be new to psy chi at ric ill ness and OCD, or per haps it’s been an ongo ing

strug gle. Your loved one may be deny ing he or she even has OCD or may be fin ished

with a course of treat ment and strug gling to pre vent relapse. Wher ever you are, the

first step toward break ing free from the hold OCD has on your fam ily is edu ca tion. You 

need to know your oppo nent, OCD. This chap ter will pro vide you with basic infor ma -

tion about OCD: its def i ni tion, cause, and symp toms. Chap ter 2 will give you a brief

over view of the treat ment of OCD.

We urge you to learn more about OCD and its treat ment so you will know what

your loved one is going through. The OCD Work book: Your Key to Break ing Free from

Obses sive-Com pul sive Dis or der (Hyman and Pedrick 1999) is an excel lent place to start

your pur suit of knowl edge. There are a great many other excel lent resources, and we’ve 

listed many in the resources sec tion. With edu ca tion, you’ll be more equipped to pro -

vide sup port, help eval u ate treat ment options, and exam ine your response to OCD.



Knowl edge of OCD and improv ed com mu ni ca tion with your loved one will help

you put the prob lems you’re fac ing in per spec tive. With increas ing knowl edge and

greater per spec tive, you’ll be ready to make some impor tant changes. Edu ca tion and

com mu ni ca tion will pro vide a new per spec tive for under stand ing OCD symp toms and

the ill-fated strat e gies fam ily mem bers have been using to deal with the symp toms. As

you dis cover how OCD affects your fam ily, you’ll learn to change the way you respond

to OCD symp toms. Health ier responses will help you break free from the effects of

OCD. As you’ll see, most of your changes will also make an impact on how your loved

one han dles OCD symp toms. Your grad ual with drawal from par tic i pat ing in rit u als and

avoid ance, for exam ple, will mean big changes in his or her response to obses sions. 

WHAT IS OCD?

Obses sive-com pul sive dis or der is a neurobiobehavioral dis or der char ac ter ized by obses -

sions and/or com pul sions that are dis tress ful, time-con sum ing, or inter fere with rou tine

daily func tion ing or rela tion ships with oth ers. Say ing a dis ease is a neurobiobehavioral

dis or der means that it involves both dysregulation of the chem is try and cir cuitry of the

brain and dys func tional, learned pat terns of thought and behav ior. Men tal-health pro -

fes sion als rely on the Diag nos tic and Sta tis ti cal Man ual of Men tal Dis or ders (DSM-IV-TR) 

to diag nose psy chi at ric ill nesses. It states the fol low ing: “The essen tial fea tures of

Obses sive-Com pul sive Dis or der are recur rent obses sions or com pul sions that are severe 

enough to be time con sum ing (i.e., they take more than one hour a day) or cause

marked dis tress or sig nif i cant impair ment. At some point dur ing the course of the dis -

or der, the per son has rec og nized that the obses sions or com pul sions are exces sive or

unrea son able” (Amer i can Psy chi at ric Asso ci a tion [APA] 2000, 456-457).

Obses sions are per sis tent thoughts, impulses, ideas, or images that intrude into a

per son’s think ing and cause exces sive worry, anx i ety, and dis tress. The thoughts are

not what the per son would expect or want to have, and he or she feels lit tle con trol

over them. Even so, the per son does under stand that the thoughts are a prod uct of his

or her own mind and are not imposed by oth ers. 

Com pul sions are repet i tive behav iors or men tal acts that are per formed in response 

to obses sions in order to relieve or pre vent worry, anx i ety, and dis tress. There may also

be a vague goal of pre vent ing or avoid ing a dreaded event such as death, ill ness, or

harm com ing to self or oth ers. Often the com pul sions are uncon nected to what they

are meant to pre vent. For exam ple, turn ing a light switch on and off a lucky num ber of

times may serve to keep a loved one safe from harm. This form of OCD is referred to as 

“mag i cal think ing.” When com pul sions are log i cally con nected to the feared out come,

such as hand wash ing to remove germs, they are clearly exces sive. Repet i tive men tal

acts can include count ing, repeat ing words silently, pray ing, or going over events.

Repet i tive behav iors can include any type of behav ior and are often called rit u als. An

impor tant dis tinc tion between OCD and addic tions is this: no grat i fi ca tion or plea sure

is derived from com pul sions. Peo ple with OCD get anx i ety relief but no enjoy ment

from their com pul sions.
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Types of OCD

The obses sions and com pul sions of OCD come in a vari ety of forms. Here, they

are divided accord ing to the type of com pul sion. While some peo ple have just one type

of com pul sion, many have symp toms from two or more cat e go ries. Often, you can also

see a theme run ning through the obses sions. One per son could have a gen eral fear of

harm or con tam i na tion com ing to him- or herself, while another could have a fear of

caus ing harm to oth ers by doing some thing or neglect ing to do some thing.

Check ing

Peo ple with check ing com pul sions have irra tio nal fears of harm com ing to them -

selves or oth ers if they don’t engage in cer tain behav iors. They check such things as

door locks, house hold appli ances, ste reo equip ment, home work, and bills. Some peo ple

check on the health or well-being of oth ers. Check ing relieves the anx i ety and dis tress

of obses sive thoughts—at first. But the obses sive thoughts and wor ries soon return, and 

the per son feels a need to check again. Over time, con tin ued check ing calls for more

and more check ing, accom pa nied by less relief.

Obses sive fears are usu ally related to the items checked, such as check ing a light

switch to make cer tain a light is off or turn ing a door knob to make cer tain a door is

locked. Some times, how ever, the fears and items checked are totally unre lated and

have a mag i cal qual ity, as in mag i cal think ing. A per son might have a fear that if

 electrical wires are touch ing, a loved one will get sick. 

Wash ing and Clean ing 

Peo ple with wash ing and clean ing com pul sions engage in clean ing rit u als in

response to obses sions about con tam i na tion by germs, viruses, dirt, bodily flu ids, chem i -

cals, or other for eign sub stances. They relieve the dis tress caused by obses sive thoughts

by wash ing their hands, show er ing, or clean ing things around them. They often

demand that other fam ily mem bers par tic i pate in laun dry or clean ing rit u als. Over

time, wash ing and clean ing brings less relief of anx i ety, and rit u als increase. 

Order ing and Repeat ing

Some peo ple with OCD relieve anx ious thoughts by arrang ing cer tain items in

par tic u lar ways. They may get upset if their per sonal belong ings are rear ranged and

even insist that fur ni ture in the house be arranged in a cer tain way. Over time, the

demands for order con tinue to increase. There may also be a com pul sion for sym me try

or for the need to have cer tain things even. What if things are not in order or even?

The result might be a vague feel ing of uneas i ness. It may include an aspect of mag i cal

think ing, such as fear of harm com ing to a loved one or some disas ter occur ring. Oth ers 

repeat rou tine activ i ties over and over until they “feel right” or com plete. They may do
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