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Powerful skills based in cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) to help you break free from the fear
of uncertainty and put a stop to compulsive checking and reassurance seeking.“How do I know I
made the right decision?” “What if I’m wrong?” “I need to know for sure.”Do you have thoughts
like these—thoughts that cause you to second-guess yourself, and lead to anxiety, stress, and
worry? Do you find yourself repeatedly checking your email for no reason, asking others for their
opinions about something again and again, or lying awake at night overanalyzing and planning
ahead in an attempt to feel less anxious? If so, you probably have a problem with compulsive
reassurance seeking. The good news is that you can break free from this “reassurance trap”—
this book will show you how.In this unique guide, you’ll find proven-effective tips and tools using
CBT to help you tolerate uncertainty, face specific worrying scenarios, and gradually reduce the
compulsion to incessantly seek reassurance. Most importantly, you’ll learn to deal with those
pesky “doubt attacks” and trust your own judgment.Asking for reassurance is a self-reinforcing
behavior—if you do it, you’re less likely to handle stressful situations without needing further
reassurance. And so the cycle continues. The CBT skills in this book will help you break this
exhausting and painful pattern, so you can build self-confidence and improve your life.

“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 --This text refers to the paperback edition.About the AuthorMartin N. Seif, PhD, is
cofounder of the Anxiety and Depression Association of America. He maintains a private
practice in New York, New York, and Greenwich, Connecticut, and is coauthor of What Every
Therapist Needs to Know About Anxiety Disorders and Overcoming Unwanted Intrusive
Thoughts. Sally M. Winston, PsyD, is founder and codirector of the Anxiety and Stress Disorders
Institute of Maryland. She served as the first chair of the ADAA's Clinical Advisory Board, and
received their prestigious Jerilyn Ross Clinician Advocate Award. She is a master clinician who
has given sought-after workshops for therapists for decades. She is coauthor of What Every
Therapist Needs to Know About Anxiety Disorders and Overcoming Unwanted Intrusive
Thoughts. --This text refers to the audioCD edition.
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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 HeadPublisher’s NoteThis 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 BooksCopyright © 2019 by
Martin N. Seif and Sally M. WinstonNew Harbinger Publications, Inc.5674 Shattuck
AvenueOakland, CA 94609www.newharbinger.comGrateful 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 ChristianText design by Michele Waters-Kermes and Tracy
CarlsonAcquired by Jess O’BrienEdited by Kristi HeinAll Rights ReservedLibrary of Congress
Cataloging-in-Publication Data on fileIn memory of Dr. Morton
WinstonContentsContentsIntroductionChapter 1: The Limits of ReassuranceChapter 2: How
Voices of the Mind Can Set and Release the TrapChapter 3: Recognizing Your TrapChapter 4:
“Are You Sure?”Chapter 5: Therapeutic SurrenderChapter 6: Breaking the Bonds of Compulsive
Reassurance SeekingChapter 7: Addressing Obstacles to RecoveryChapter 8: The Benefits of
Tolerating UncertaintyAcknowledgmentsReferencesIntroductionBenjamin 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 BookIn 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 YouMost 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 ReassuranceThere 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 NotHave 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 ReassuranceThe 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
ReassuranceThis 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.Hidden ReassuranceHidden 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.
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Nirvair, “I’m uncertain this book will work for anyone, lol. 8 months ago, I had my first panic
attack, which within a couple of weeks had developed into a whole range of different anxiety
disorders.. depersonalisation, generalized anxiety disorder, derealisation, OCD.. depression, of
course still having panic attacks ontop of it. Today I have little anxiety at all. I think what I did right
was to face my fears.. I was afraid of going insane above all else, actually dying was way bellow
it on the ladder of my many fears at the time. There was 1 thing that really stood out for me in
my.. toolbox of life, and that was and still is my ability to problemsolve.. I had a problem, anxiety,
and I would spend all my energy on solving it.What I feared the most changed with time after I
sort of did exposure therapy on myself. My first dominant fear was that of developing a Seizure..
So while it paralyzed me at first, eventually I reached the point where I said "F it, I wanna know
what this thing ruining my life really is" so I researched it, I read about, I talked to people who had
it, until Seizure had become something I thought "ok.. if it happens, it's not so bad, I could live
with that and actually many people do.I’ve tried multiple therapies, medications, meditations,
supplements, diets, hypnosis and whatnot. I mean you name it and I probably have tried it.
Although all these things helped me a lot in my recovery process, still I was feeling stuck. Coz
with everything new technique, I was reassuring myself that this is gonna work and it never did!
Lastly, I’ve started doing my own work. I ordered almost every good book I could find on Anxiety,
Fear, Depression and OCD. I started reading intensively from morning to evening and did most
of the exercises they tell you to do. Again, everything worked for a short period of time but
nothing sticked. Or better say, I didn’t stick to one thing.Of all the books I’ve read so far, most of
them are based on Therapies like CBT and ACT. I’d say this book stands out of every other book.
A few factors I realized make this my top list are:1. It’s the most recent book, the authors have
combined 80 years of experience in treating people. So, you’d find most recent examples of
people and their thoughts(which brings you kind of relief like you’re not alone)2. The treatment
method, the therapy they’ve explained is the most advance, easier(not lengthy) and to the point.
Moreover, it focuses on the root cause of the issue. You’d clearly understand the workings of
your mind once you go through the book. I can clearly see what I was doing wrong and Why I
was stuck and most importantly how to get out of stuck state. I’m seeing far more improvement in
me now than I used to before after my first read though I wanna read it again.Even though, Im
not entirely through it yet. I still have some bad days, that due to my mind still having the anxious
tendency tends to be worse than a regular bad day for a person usually is. I'm grateful for my
fears. I was already in a pretty dark place way way before I had my first panic attack but that
panic attack who invited more darkness into my life, also got me looking for sources of light to
my darkness and I've found so much. Much more then I ever had to start with.. like a tough
teacher who teaches you the value of positivity in your character and world by filling them with
the opposite.Fear is an illusion of your mind, only fears that should be taken seriously.. seriously
as in letting your fear take control of you, is that of the immediate physical nature. Such as a car



headed straight for you or neighbors dog running for your grill with food on it, lolIn the end, if
you’re like me and you’ve tried all other different methods, read books but couldn’t see much
progress then you should give this book a shot. I’m positive this book can and will bring a change
into your life, you just have to read it probably many times and trust the process. I’m not a
therapist but I promise you it’d be worth every penny of yours”

Pattie Yu, “This is a must have for clients with excessive worry. Winston and Seif hit the mark
once again! This time addressing uncertainty and reassurance seeking in ways in which so
many are intimately acquainted. I can’t wait to recommend this book to my clients. Just like
Overcoming Unwanted Intrusive Thoughts and What Every Therapist Needs to Know About
Anxiety Disorders, this one will be on the shortlist of suggested reading for my many clients with
anxiety, worry, and compulsions.I was happy to see the re-appearance of Worried Voice, False
Comfort and Wise Mind, with Wise Mind fleshed out more fully than in previous books. Also, the
case examples seemed to come directly from my therapy room couch. I know they will resonate
with clients as they read about themselves, feeling both normalized and hopeful.Like with any
good read, I found myself having a hard time putting the book down while simultaneously not
wanting to reach the end.A.Yu, Licensed Psychologist”

Jacquelyn Walsh, “Excellent toolkit for those struggling with anxiety. This book really helped me
understand how my brain and my thinking patterns are the root cause of my anxiety. Just
knowing that is the case gives me the feeling of having some power back in my relationship with
anxiety. The book is easy to understand but packed with information and strategies. It’s all
marked up with underlines and notes to myself and I can’t wait to go back and read it a second
time!”

Susan L, “So far, so excellent!. I have not yet finished reading this book - perhaps because I
spend time highlighting and re-reading so many sections. I find it very thought-provoking. The
authors challenge my way of thinking in a manner I find compelling and, ultimately, comforting.
While making me "work", at the same time it is a pleasurable read. Drs. Winston and Seif have
managed to combine what must be individual writing styles into a seamless presentation. I find
that to be quite an accomplishment - one not often found in books by multiple authors. I'll check
in again when I finish but, for now, I can confidently recommend this as a book that will help
anyone better understand the causes, impacts and, finally, the ways to overcome the
compulsion of 'needing to know for sure'.”

Que Sera, “This is what you are looking for:. Excellent, Well Written and Practical.A majority of
the mental suffering I have endured from adolescence on couls have been dealt with if I had just
gotten this.The authors did a fantastic job in their explanations and the use of empirically based
methods to walk one through recovery.As a sufferer OCD and other diagnosed illnesses.Yes!



This is what you are looking for.Great read”

Gitty R., “A MUST read for anyone who is treating clients with Anxiety and OCD.. Dr. Winston
has done it again! In her engaging and imitable style, she has captured the essence of how to
overcome the need to seek reassurance. With her compassionate and clear language, Dr.
Winston walks her readers through the process of how to help our clients feel less anxious by
dealing with their sticky thoughts which maintain the anxiety cycle. This book has helped me
offer my clients a path to help them accept uncertainty as part of life. I will recommend this book
to my clients and can be certain that it will be an investment which they will forever be grateful
for.”

Gary Anderson, “Amazing. One of the most important and helpful books I have read in facing my
struggle with anxiety and OCD , really powerful!”

James H, “Life changing book!. I did not expect any single book to be so revolutionary in
improving my mental health and anxiety, but this book truly was. I was in tears at times as I read
it because it elucidates exactly what goes on in my head, in a way that I could never have
explained it. That validation alone was helpful, but beyond that it explains how these anxious
thought cycles function and how to break them. If you are considering buying this book, I can't
recommend it enough!”

Satisfied Reader, “If you have an anxiety disorder such as OCD then you must read this book.
This book is brilliant and is really a sequel to their other brilliant book- Overcoming Unwanted
Intrusive Thoughts. The authors of this book certainly know how to apply the CBT model in a
way that works for anxiety disorders such as OCD. If you do not apply the CBT model properly
then the therapy can become part of the problem. For the OCD people I have met compulsive
checking and reassurance seeking are important factors in maintaining their OCD and they have
warmly welcomed this book.In order to get out of the reassurance trap you need to understand
that it is not the content of the worries, thoughts or imaginings your are struggling against it is not
knowing for sure. The reassurance or checking are your way of trying to become 100%
sure.People caught in the reassurance trap end up in and endless loop of worry and the quest
for reassurance that will provide them with 100% certainty, for example, that they do not have
Coronavirus.Rather than trying to live with 100% certainty, you have to understand that in order
to live a life out of the reassurance trap you must be willing to live with an element of doubt ( the
doubt may be that you could have coronavirus).This book came out on January 30th 2020 in the
UK and was immediately explained to some people I know with OCD and they are coping
remarkably well with the coronavirus crisis. Other OCD people I know who have not had the
book explained to them remain in the reassurance trap in a constant state of worrying whether
they may have coronavirus.”



Mr N.J. Dodd, “This book changed my life.. I can't recommend this book strongly enough. I've
read numerous books on OCD, some of which have been helpful, some useless - but none have
managed to change my relationship with OCD the way this has. It not only explains to you nature
of OCD and why your compulsions bother you, but gives you the tools you need to combat those
moments and prevent from falling into "the reassurance trap." I'm calmer, not stressed and my
mind is quiet.The book is very well written and flows really well which makes it an easy read.
Also, it's interesting and I genuinely didn't want to put it down.If you're tired of being controlled by
mind and want to take control if it, buy this book, read it and stick to the advice. It works.”

Michalis, “Excellent !. This is clearly the best book I bought for OCD. I like the fact it is written
very clearly and most importantly the authors know very well the topic they explain. And so I plan
to buy the other book from the same authors with unwanted intrusive thoughts as my mind likes
to play tricks with me. I had doubts all my life due to my anxiety and OCD. The doubts can make
you disable and not being able to take simple decisions so you rely on reassurance and WANT
TO KNOW FOR SURE . You may have a healthy body , but If you have these thoughts and
doubts you are no different to any disable person that CAN NOT leave the house. What an
awesome conclusion Certainty is a killer of creativty! I was reading 2 pages a day so i can
understand the book and to be able to apply what is recommended.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Wow! This book is very good and really helped me with health anxiety.
Having suffered with many types of anxiety for a long time, recently i decided to do something
about it. I actually 'attacked' it at all angles including medication, cold showers, diet changes,
meditation and this book. They actually all complimented each other well. The book was great
because it was a drip feed of useful information that really allowed me to unlock the way my
mind behaves. Once i could understand how i had become trapped, using the tips and advice of
this book, i've been able to consider a better approach. So far, one that's working really well.
Thank you.”

Ellie, “Best book to understand OCD. This book is amazing! If you suffer from intrusive thoughts,
please read this book to understand what is going on and what is actually happening in you
brain. It helped me so much in a time where therapy was not available. Read this book with a
marker or pen to highlight things that speak to you, it makes it so much easier to find important
words of hope if things get though again.”

The book by Martin N. Seif has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 305 people have provided feedback.
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