
CHAPTER 12 

Hit-and-Run OCD: 
Hyperresponsibility Behind the Wheel 

I believe that anyone can conquer fear by doing the things he fears to do, provided he keeps doing 
them until he gets a record of successful experiences behind him. 

-Eleanor Roosevelt . 

Hyperresponsibility is a common theme among people with OCD. It involves repetitive thoughts about 
the possibility of causing harm to others as a result of one's negligence or carelessness. One of the more 
crippling types of OCD problems related to hyperresponsibility involves a preoccupation with the pos
sibility of accidentally hitting, injuring, or killing someone while driving a car. "Hit-and-run" OCD was 
aptly named by a long-suffering patient with the disorder. People with this form of OCD live a nightmare 
of worry, fear, and dread every time they get behind the wheel. 

Remember Robert, from chapter 1? For him, a simple bump in the road or an unexpected noise, 
shadow, or flash of light triggered a heart-pounding, tire-screeching return to the site where he thought 
he might have hit someone or caused an accident. Once at the site, he felt reassured that no accident 
had occurred. This relieved his anxiety-but only briefly. Feelings of intense doubt and fear would recur, 
compelling Robert to do yet another U-turn back t<? the scene of the "crime." He would repeat this 
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many times, until at last he felt "right" could drive on. Yet even then, he experienced lingering feelings 
of doubt and anxiety that persisted for hours or even days. 

For people with hit-and-run OCD, driving near schools, children, and bicyclists can be especially 
nerve-wracking. Potholes and speed bumps may feel like hitting a body, triggering the compulsion to 
go back and check the site. Checking behaviors may go to such extremes as routinely reading accident 
reports in newspapers or online, watching TV news programs specifically for information on local acci
dents, and chasing ambulances to accident scenes. Some people with hit-and-run OCD repeatedly check 
the surfaces of their vehicles for dents or bloodstains. 

Some people with this problem may actually endanger themselves by getting out of their cars in 
traffic to check underneath the car for signs of injured pedestrians . The number of people who suffer 
from hit-and-run OCD isn't known, but from Dr. Hyman's anecdotal experience it appears as a symptom 
at some time in as many as 30 percent of his patients. It seems to occur equally in males and females. 

People with hit-and-run OCD suffer a particular sense of shame and humiliation about their problem. 
Like most people with OCD, they are aware that their behavior is irrational and makes no sense, but 
they can't control it. Many resort to driving only with a suitable "witness" in the car, and s~me avoid 
driving altogether. 

SELF-DIRECTED PROGRAM FOR 
HIT-AND-RUN OCD 

The self-directed program for hit-and-run OCD follows the same general guidelines for exposure and 
response prevention as outlined in part 2 of the book. The basic steps are as follows: 

1. Assess your hit-and-run probiem by keeping a record of your obsessions and compulsions. 

2. Make an anxiety/exposure hierarchy. 

3. Devise an ERP plan and carry it out. 

4. Use imaginal exposure concurrently with ERP to assist in habituation to thoughts. 

Step I. Asses_s Your Hit-and-Run Problem 
Before you can devise an effective plan, you need a good understanding of your problem with hit

and-run OCD. We'll start with some questions that will help you describe the problem in detail, and 
then you'll record what you actually experience for one week before developing an ERP program. (You 
may also use your journal to do the exercises in this chapter.) 

How often do you feel anxious while driving? (For example, all the time, some of the time, rarely, only 
when anxious about other things, or when driving alone.) 
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What places and driving situations cause you the most anxiety and fear? __________ _ 

What are your specific triggers for anxiety? (For example, bumps in the road, pedestrians passing by, 
children walking by, emergency sirens, or cyclists.) 

Overall, how anxious do you feel when driving? (Indicate your average anxiety by assigning a SUDS 
rating from O to 100, where O is no distress and 100 is the greatest distress possible.) 

What other factors affect how anxious you are? (For example, fatigue, alcohol, or a "witness.") 

How much do you avoid driving? (All the time, some of the time, rarely, or not at all?) 

Are there any special circumstances in which you avoid driving, or places or situations you avoid? _ 

What do you do to relieve the anxiety when it occurs? (For example, returning to the scene, asking for 
re~ssurance, checking the car for signs of blood or dents, checking accident reports, or calling the police 
department.) 

Next, use the following Hit-and-Run Monitoring Form to record what you experience in actual 
driving situations for one week. Make several copies to last the week and carry the form with you when
ever you drive, but don't try to fill it out while driving; just do so as soon afterward as possible. (If you 
currently avoid driving, you might still make a few entries by thinking about past driving experiences.) 
Note specific anxiety-provoking situations and the date they occurred, the SUDS level associated with 
each situation, associated intrusive thoughts and images that trigger anxiety and worry, and the com
pulsive rituals or behaviors you use to neutralize the anxiety. We've provided an example to help you 
see how to use the form. 
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Hit-and-Run Monitoring Form (Example) 

Date Situation that SUDS Intrusive thought Compulsion 
triggers discomfort level 

(0~100) 

2/3/09 Driving by a bicyclist 95 Maybe I hit him. Checked in the rearview mirror 
and returned to the area to check 
to see if an accident occurred. 

2/3/09 Switching lanes 75 Maybe I forced someone Returned to check whether an 
off the road, causing an accident occurred. Asked my 
accident. passenger for reassurance that I 

didn't hit anyone. 

2/4/09 Driving over a bump 90 Maybe I ran over Turned around and returned 
in road someone. to place where it occurred. 

Checked for signs of an 
accident, harm, or injury. 

2/4/09 Pulling out of a 85 Maybe I ran over a Got out of the car and checked 
parking space child behind the car. to make sure· no one was 

behind or under the car. 

2/4/09 Hearing police sirens, 100 Maybe I caused that Checked police reports of 
then seeing a police accident. accidents occurring in the area 
car racing to an where I'd driven. 
accident scene 

2/5/09 Turning my head 75 Maybe I didn't see what Checked in the rearview mirror 
while driving was in front of me and to make sure I hadn't caused an 

I hit someone. accident. 

2/6/09 Parking and getting 80 Maybe I injured Checked around car for signs of 
out of the car someone. I'd better dents or blood. 

make sure. 

2/7/09 Driving by a school 95 I've run over a child I must avoid driving near 
where children are and will be punished schools in the future. 
walking on the for it. 
sidewalk 
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Hit-and-Run Monitoring Form 

Date Situation that SUDS Intrusive thought Compulsion 
triggers discomfort level 

(0-100) 
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Step 2. Make an Anxiety/Exposure Hierarchy 

After you've compiled a record of the situatiot)s that cause you distress while driving, use the fol
lowing form to list them in order, from least distressing at the bottom of the list to most distressing at 
the top. Again, we've provided an example. 

Robert's anxiety/exposure hierarchy for driving 

Hearing a police siren, then seeing a police car racing to an accident scene without following 
the police car to the accident scene 

Driving by a sc1wol where children are walking on the sidewalk without checking 

Driving by a bicyclist on a residential street without turning around to check 

Driving by a bicyclist on a main street without turning around to check 

Driving over a bump in the road without turning around to check 

Driving by an elementary school during recess without turning around 

Backing out of a parking space without getting out of car· to check for harm 

Parking and getting out of the car without checking under the car for body parts 

Turning my head for half a second while driving on a residential side street 
after school 

Turning my head for half a second while driving on a four-lane highway 

Switching lanes while driving on a four-lane highway 

Blinking my eyes while driving with the radio on, on a residential side street after sc1wol is 
out 

Blinking my eyes while driving, on a four-lane highway with the radio on 

Blinking my eyes while driving on a residential side street 
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Anxiety/exposure hierarchy for driving 
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SUDS level 
(0-100) 
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Step 3. Devise and Carry Out an ERP Plan 
The key to overcoming anxiety associated with driving lies in an effective ERP program: exposure 

to fear-provoking driving situations, combined with blocking the behaviors you typically use to neutralize 
anxiety, such as returning to the ~cene, checking the exterior of the car, and checking accident reports. 
When planning your exposure strategy, it's important to not repeat the same exposure activity in the 
same location on the same day, as that would allow you to check and reassure yourself that no accident 
occurred. Instead, do several different exposures in different locations during one session, starting with 
those at the bottom of your hierarchy. For fastest results, incorporate as many different triggers as pos
sible into each session. The more discomfort you experience while also resisting the urge to check, the 
faster your progress will be. 

Once your SUDS levels for the first set of triggers has reduced by half for three days in a row, move 
to items higher on your hierarchy, and proceed in this way until you've confronted all of your triggers 
and your overall SUDS level while driving is 20 or less. 

Here's Robert's ERP plan for his hit-and-run OCD, followed by a blank form for your use. Make 
copies of the blank form so you can fine-tune your plan later or make a new plan, if need be. 
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Robert's Hit-and-Run ERP Planning Worksheet 

Target intrusive thought: What if I ran over someone or caused an accident without knowing 
it? 

Target compulsion: Turning around and returning to the scene of the possible accident to check 
that nothing happened 

ERP strategy: For the first week, practice daily exposures to items at the bottom of my hierar
chy, with a SUDS level of 40 to 60, without turning around or checking in mirrors for reassurance. 
When my SUDS level for those items reduces by half, hopefully within a week, move to items 
higher up on the hierarchy-. with SUDS levels of 60 to 80. Continue with this strategy until I've 
conquered all items on my list. 

How often (times per day or week): Practice daily for three to four weeks-or as long as 
it takes. 

How long (minutes or hours) per exposure: About one hour per session, fitting in as many 
different triggers as I can manage in one driving session. 

' 
Target SUDS level: 20 or less whenever driving 

Avoidances to be stopped: Stop avoiding driving near schools or near bicyclists, or in heavy 
traffic. . 

Additional instructions: Adjust all mirrors out of position for exposure sessions. Don't turn 
around or otherwise return to any location during an exposure session. 
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Carrying Out Robert's Plan 

Week I, days 1-3: Drive on residential side streets for 20 minutes, purposely blinking every 
minute or so. Tum on the radio and drive on a four-lane highway for 20 minutes, again blinking 
every minute or so. With the radio still on, drive through a different neighborhood for 20 minutes, 
still blinking every minute or so.

Week I, days 4-7: In the a�emoon, about the time school lets out, drive on a four-lane 
highway for 20 minutes, changing lanes every few minutes. While still driving on the highway for 
another 20 minutes, tum my head for a half second every couple of minutes. Then drive through 
a residential neighborhood for 20 minutes, continuing to tum my head every couple of minutes. 

Week 2, days 1-3: Drive to an area with a lot of stores. For an hour, drive to different stores, 
get out of the car, and go into a store for a few minutes. Return to the car, back out, and drive 
away, to another store, without ever checking the car for signs that I hit someone. 

Week 2, days 4-7: Drive by a couple of local schools during recess, just once, without turning 
around to check. Find some nearby roads with potholes or other damage and drive down those 
once without turning around to check. Find an apartment complex or neighborhood where I can 
drive over speed bumps. 

Week 3, days 1-3: In the �emoon once kids are home from school, take ha_/f an hour to drive 
on streets near the university or near the bike path in the park. Spend the other half hour driving 
through a neighborhood with lots of kids who might be out riding their bikes. 

Week 3, days 4-7: At about the time school lets out, drive around the local schools. Once I've 
driven by both schools, I could work on the bicycle exposures a bit more. /'II look for an oppor
tunity to resist my urge to not follow police cars. 

210 



Hit-and-Run OCD : Hyperresponsibility Behind the Wheel 

-Hit-and-Run ERP Planning Worksheet 

Target intrusive thought: ____________________ _ 

Target compulsion: ______________________ _ 

ERP strategy: ________________________ _ 

. How often (times per day or week): ________________ _ 

How long (minutes or hours) per exposure: _____________ _ 

Target SUDS level: _____________________ _ 

Avoidances to be stopped: ___________________ _ 

Additional instructions: ---------------------
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Carrying Out the Plan 

Week I, days 1-3: ____________________ _ 

Week I, days 4-7: ____________________ _ 

Week 2, days 1-3: ____________________ _ 

Week 2, days 4-7: ____________________ _ 

Week 3, days 1-3: ____________________ _ 

Week 3, days 4-7: -------------~-------
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Step 4. Use lmaginal Exposure to Assist in Habituation 

Because hit-and-run OCD involves hyperresponsibility and obsessional ideas about being responsible 
for causing awful things to happen in the future, it's a good idea to use imaginal exposure to enhance 
your real-life ERP practice. We highly recommend that you employ this approach. Turn back to chapter 
7 for full · details on imaginal exposure. In that chapter, you'll find an example of Robert's imaginal 
exposure for hit-and-run OCD, which may help you in devising your own narrative. Once you have a 
vivid, cohesive narrative, follow the instructions in chapter 7 for using your narrative to conduct ima
ginal exposure. 

REALlSTIC SELF-TALK FOR HIT-AND-RUN OCD 
In breaking free from hit-and-run OCD, you may find it helpful to use realistic selftalk to challenge your 
unrealistic anxiety-provoking thoughts. (If you need a refresher on this approach, see chapter 8.) Here 
are some examples of typical OCD thoughts related to driving, with more accurate appraisals for each. 

Self-Talk Strategies to Deal with Intrusive Thoughts and Urges to Check 

Intrusive thought Realistic self-talk 

I can't stand it if I don't check. I can resist the magnetic pull of the urge to check. 

If I just wait, the urge will reduce to manageable 
levels. 

Maybe I hit or ran over someone. I'U surely It's just my OCD brain giving me false messages. 
go to jail. It's just ghosts and goblins-they look real, but they 

aren't. 

I'll have to give in and check later. If I check, it will only make my OCD worse. 
Instead of checking, I can do something different 
now. 
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Keys to Breaking Free from Hit-and-Run OCD 

• When doing ERP for hit-and-run OCD, expect your compulsions to be very strong at the 
beginning. The urge to check or tum around will probably be powerful, and you're likely to 
feel worse for a while before you start feeling better. With repeated ERP practice, the urges 
will lessen over time. Persistence and resistance are the keys. 

• It's helpful to use props to simulate the actual sensation of hitting or driving over a large 
object. You can use twenty-five-pound sacks of concrete mix, sand, or mulch or a two-by
four to simulate driving over bumps in the road. To simulate hitting a body, use a padded 
department store mannequin or a rolled-up piece of heavy carpet. Have a friend or helper . 
toss the mannequin or carpet at the car while it's moving to simulate the feeling of the 
car hitting a heavy object. 

• If the urge to check or perform another compulsion is too strong during your exposures, 
move to items that are lower on your hierarchy and work to master those first, before trying 
the more challenging exposures. 

• Beware of overly relying on safety signals such as rearview mirrors, which enable you to easily 
see behind you to check that no harm was done. As you work your way up your hierarchy, 
place your mirrors purposefully out of position to activate more discomfort. Other safety 
behaviors include driving way under the speed limit or having a "witness'' in the car-a 
person you rely on for reassurance that no accident happened. 

THE ROLE OF HYPERRESPONSIBILITY 

Hit-and-run OCD is similar to other types of OCD problems that involve hyperresponsibility, such as 
scrupulosity and checking compulsions intended to prevent harm and danger to others. At the heart 
of hyperresponsibility is the feeling of a dark cloud always hanging overhead, as though if you aren't 
constantly on guard, disaster could strike at any moment, you'll be held responsible, and life will tum 
into a horror show of perpetual guilt and suffering. 

Because driving is an activity that places you in a machine well-known to potentially inflict pain 
and death, it's a perfect breeding ground for hyperresponsibility. Progress with hit-and-run OCD, and all 
types of OCD that involve hyperresponsibility, requires accepting the risks inherent in living life fully. 
Fear and an excessive need to control events can prevent you from being fully in charge of your life. 
Only by letting go of the need for control do we truly gain the freedom to choose how to live our lives. 
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