
OVERCOMING COMPULSIVE SEXUAL BEHAVIORS 
 

 

“Jesus saw sin as wrong but was also able to see sin as springing from 

deep and unmet needs on the part of the sinner.  This permitted Him to 

condemn the sin without condemning the individual. . .  We need to be able to 

look keenly enough into the lives of others to see the basic causes for their 

failures and shortcomings.”  Pres. Spencer W. Kimball (Teachings of SWK, p. 

481) 

 

 

 

Overcoming sexually compulsive behaviors can be extremely challenging.  

Many began this struggle in their early youth.  If you struggle with this issue, you 

likely find yourself turning to sexually compulsive behaviors in an effort to cope 

with various emotional issues in your life.  However, this compulsive behavior 

serves as a poor substitute for stress reduction, social connection, sleep, etc.  In 

fact, the compulsive behavior leads to feelings of shame, and shame only keeps 

you stuck in the compulsive behavior. 

In the course of your healing, you will come to challenge several myths.  We 

share two with you here.  The first myth is that only bad people become involved 

in compulsive behaviors.  Know that even the best people can find it challenging to 

free themselves from these habits once they are established.  Consider how often 

people use physically or emotionally gratifying behaviors to avoid dealing with a 

problem or troubling emotion.  For instance, many of us use food, sleep, shopping, 

or watching TV as a distraction from stress.  Compulsive behaviors arise when a 

person uses an “escape” behavior often enough to form a habit or even an 

addiction.   

In the first few instances of using masturbation or porn, it is often done out 

of curiosity and has some degree of innocence.  But within short order, when the 

person next feels triggered, the natural instinct is to seek a way of escape from 

those sensations—which often lead the person to using some kind of sexual outlet 

again.  Soon, whenever a person feels triggered, the automatic response will be to 

“fix it” by masturbating, viewing porn, etc.  Now, being triggered AND acting out 

sexually are connected psychologically (and even in the very chemistry responses 

of the body). 

Basic spiritual and behavioral suggestions sometimes resolve the problem 

for individuals who only experiment with the behavior.  Yet for those people who 

develop habitual or addictive patterns, more intervention is needed.  While there 

are no quick fixes, the ideas and concepts that follow will help a person tune into 

their real needs and travel the path to hope and healing.   

This last statement about no quick fixes brings up the second myth.  The 

second myth is that you just need to simply stop the compulsive behavior(s) for a 



few months, and then you will never be tempted again.  Healing does happen, but 

the more complete healing often takes a more extensive period of time with 

considerable effort being required for the first 6-12 months.  Over time, lapses will 

decrease in frequency, and temptation will subside and be more manageable.  

Recovery requires hard and consistent work, but you can do it.  

 

Two Cycles Essential To Understand 

 

 

THE REACTIVE CYCLE 

 

The Reactive Cycle is a way of dealing with life and triggers where a person 

is on the defensive, merely reacting to the various waves of life pressures and 

struggles that come to us.  The Cycle continues until we take charge of our live in a 

more proactive and ongoing manner. 

 

 

 
 

The Reactive Cycle begins with feeling triggered.  Feelings of being 

triggered include body neglect, strong emotions, stress, tiredness, boredom, low 

esteem, loneliness, trials, spiritual deficiets, hormonal upswings, being in a 

triggering environment, escape patterns, or physical or emotional pain. As you 

experienced these distressing  triggers at some time in the past, you may have 

stumbled into or been introduced to the compulsive behavior.  You likely began to 

notice that the physical or emotional sensations temporarily blocked your 

awareness of emotional isolation.  Over time you turned to this escape strategy 

more often until a habit was formed.  Because these actions provide pleasure, yet 

poison your soul and your relationships, they are called acts of self-

indulgence/selfishness.  Over time you need a more frequent and intense “fix” of 

your compulsive behavior to cover up the feelings of isolation and distress.  This 

escalation of use gives rise to feeling more out of control as well as to neglecting 

or disrespecting family and friends. 

 Your sense of diminished self-control and quality of life leads to the next 

step in the compulsive cycle: feelings of shame/self-hate. After the act of self-

indulgence, you likely experience an intense emotional letdown, characterized by 

regret, sadness, discouragement, guilt, and intense shame.  The feelings of shame 

and self-hatred move you to the next step in the cycle, that of acts of 
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concealment/deception.  A person who struggles with an addiction, almost always 

copes with the shame through the use of deception, designed to hide the addiction.  

The deception then becomes a way of life, as more and more lies are required to 

disguise the compulsive cycle.  After a while, you may have developed a kind of 

double identity: a “good” self and a “bad” self.  You often see the bad self as your 

real self.  The thought of sharing this problem openly with your spouse, bishop, 

parent, or close friends often feels completely overwhelming.  The concealment 

and hiding lead to more emotional and spiritual isolation: the original conditions 

that led you to acting out, and the cycle begins again. 

 

THE PROACTIVE CYCLE 

 

The Proactive Cycle is exactly the opposite of the Reactive Cycle and leads 

to ongoing intimacy and connection.  Proactive living involves establishing new 

habits and patterns that prepare for, and even anticipate the triggers of life. 

 

 
 

Fulfilling legitimate needs always requires some effort and often takes time 

before the social, emotional, mental, physical or spiritual need is fully met.  This 

will be a new way of living for you, and will take some time to establish fully.  Old 

Reactive Cycle approaches to living will likely take some serious effort to replace, 

but I assure you that you can do it.  But you must understand that using Reactive 

behaviors will NEVER fill your emotional needs.  Short-term pleasure can never 

truly help you escape the distress of your unmet needs.   

  

The Causes of Sexual Addiction 

 

Most people with any version of sexual addiction, along with people around 

them (family, friends, clergy, etc.) assume that this problem is merely a “sexual 

issue,” or one of “moral character.”  However, you need to understand that this IS 

NOT a sex problem.  NOR is it a primarily a problem of moral character (though 

one’s character can disintegrate over time).  Most people who struggle with this are 

good people who sincerely want nothing more than to get rid of it. 

If this is not a sex or a character issue, then what is the problem?  Simply 

put, the problem has to do with the person’s struggle to deal with the TRIGGERS 

in his life (see the section about BEST BELT SHEEP).  Dealing poorly with 
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triggers such as: stress, intense emotion, tiredness, boredom, loneliness, etc., are 

what must be addressed. In other words this is not a sex problem as much as it is a 

problem dealing with emotion, connection to self and others, and overall how we 

deal with the various triggers that come into our lives.  A simple way of looking at 

it is that “pornography is not THE problem.  It is a SYMPTOM of the problem.” 

Remember the driving forces of an addiction problem are often deficits in 

intimacy, social connection and emotional awareness.  For some, the use of 

pornography/masturbation become counterfeits to intimacy and relationships.  

They provide the illusion of acceptance and a false sense of security because the 

user is never rejected or required to work to form a truly connected and deep 

relationship.  Yet, the illusion does not allow the user to develop the relationship 

skills and confidence needed to effectively build and nurture healthy physical or 

non-physical relationships. 

Some strugglers minimize these deficits, assuming that they experience real 

intimacy, because they do have relationships with family, friends, or 

acquaintances.  These people in the struggler’s life often see the deficits and feel 

the emotional distance much more clearly than does the individual himself.  Being 

outgoing or talkative, does not necessarily mean that you are as skilled as you need 

to be in truly emotionally connecting with others.  To exit the compulsive cycle 

and reenter the joy cycle requires significant effort.   

 

What doesn’t work: The “Hold Your Breath” Strategy 

 

Most people make a concerted effort to overcome compulsive behaviors.  

Willpower becomes the one and only tool used to fight the behavior.  A man may 

say to himself: “OK, that’s it!  I’m simply not going to do (the compulsive 

behavior) anymore.”  He determines that he will be more disciplined and will try 

harder!  It is as though he vows to hold his breath and never inhale again.  

Strugglers hold their breath “psychologically” in at least two ways. 

 

 

1) By trying to numb feelings in hopes that you will not be tempted, 

 AND/OR 

2) By trying to keep yourself busy (e.g., workaholic, computer games, etc.,) 

 

By hoping to never feel tempted again and numbing yourself, may 

temporarily keep your mind on something other than sexual things, but it will 

NEVER meet the needs you have. 

Keeping yourself busy, even with good things, still will not meet the needs 

that are being neglected.  Simply put, doing something as good as working hard at 

your job, will never make you feel less lonely, or less stressed, or make your upset 



emotions magically go away.  You must learn to DIRECTLY deal with these 

triggers.    

The “Holding Your Breath” approach always results in you having a relapse 

back into addictive behaviors.  These relapses become intensely discouraging and 

shameful as you have tried with all of your might to stop the behavior.  You may 

wonder why you can give his best effort only to fall short.  This is why you must 

stop trying to use only willpower to stop.  You MUST learn to address the triggers. 

 

What Works: ATM 
 

A real solution to overcoming these compulsive patterns in your life requires 

taking a new and Proactive approach.  I refer to this intervention as the ATM 

strategy.   

ATM stands for Admit out loud that you are being triggered, Tune into 

your emotional state, and Meet the needs in a healthy and timely way.  The 

following section provides some detail about ATM. 

  

ATM - The 3 Step Intervention: 
 

You can take back control of your life instead of living life reactively, like a 

car on “cruise control.”  The three steps to taking back control of your life are 

represented by an acronym: ATM.   Note that each step is necessary to succeed. 

 

STEP ONE: ADMIT – Admit out loud to yourself AND to another person, 

that you are feeling triggered (which I think is a better term than “feeling 

tempted”).  The moment you notice an urge to act out, you say out loud to yourself 

(or at least verbalize it in your mind if not alone): “I feel like (compulsive 

behavior) right now.”   You now have conscious awareness of the urge.  You now 

have a few moments to use your agency to regain your freedom.  Admitting it 

quickly to someone you trust greatly increases the POWER. 

 

STEP TWO: TUNE IN – You must learn to tune into the feeling or 

emotional state that stems from the trigger(s) you are experienceing.  This is a big 

task for an addict who has trained himself over years to tune out.   

If you want to succeed, you would be wise to memorize what the BEST 

BELT SHEEP acronyms stand for, so you can review it even in moments of 

temptation.   

 

STEP THREE: MEET THE NEEDS – You should then ask yourself “What 

can I do right now about my stress, my loneliness, my upset emotions, my 

boredom, or any of the various needs and triggers?”  Find a healthy way to meet 

your needs.  Know that there are often two or three triggers/needs that may 



currently need your attention.  You now have a choice regarding your action, 

instead of just drifting into doing the compulsive behavior as if on cruise control.  

Remember to act PROMPLY to meet the needs rather than just putting it off, 

which is the pattern that fuels addiction.  Avoidance leads to numbing out or to 

simple distraction, in other words, holding your breath. 

Part of meeting needs in healthy ways also involves learning to tolerate 

some degree of distress.  Distress is one of life’s teachers, and you can learn to 

tolerate it!   

Now, here’s key part of all of this: “Our object is NOT to COMPLETELY 

eliminate all triggers.  Our object is to learn to minimize the triggers and learn to 

manage them in a healthy way.”   

  

 The BEST BELT SHEEP Ways to Meet Needs 
           

Three acronyms will help you remember these triggering states.  Commit 

them to memory!   

The first acronym is BEST.  BEST stands for Body neglect, strong 

Emotions, Stress, and Tiredness.   

The second acronym is BELT.  BELT stands for Boredom, Esteem issues, 

Loneliness, and Trials.  

The third acronym is SHEEP, which represents triggers like Spirituality 

deficits, Hormones, Environmental influences, Escape patterns, and Pain that is 

either physical or emotional. 

 

The following is a more in-depth description of these triggers. 

Body Neglect:   
When you are not taking care of your body the way you should with food or 

exercise, you may be more vulnerable.  You may also experience hunger and 

headaches from skipping meals or from a poor diet.  Meet the need by eating three, 

nutritious meals a day.  Also exercise for 20-30 minutes four or more times a week.  

If you are ill, do the things you can to help your body recover from illness.   

 

Emotional Distress:   
When you do not manage strong emotions in a healthy way, you increase the 

risk of lapsing into compulsive behaviors.  Feelings/Emotions serve a motivational 

purpose.  Each one is meant to move us to build or repair relationships, to promote 

growth in others or self, or to protect others or self.   

Even unpleasant emotions like loneliness, frustration, or fear serve a 

motivational purpose.  For example, we feel frustrated when someone has offended 

us or interfered with a personal goal. To follow the motivational purpose, we need 

to communicate with that person to 1) get an apology, 2) set a limit, or 3) discover 



that we have perceived an offense where there was none or none intended.  

Forgiveness can then follow.   

 

Stress:   

Stress is simply internal pressure we feel.  We effectively deal with stress by 

a) simplifying things in our live, and b) getting on top of things that we may be 

avoiding.  Learn to plan more effively and to truly use your plan.  Learn to cut 

back on things you ought to, and focus more on the more important aspects of your 

life.  Learn to relax and to properly use recreation.  

 

Tiredness:   
When you stay up too late at night or sleep away the day, it may result in 

you feeling run down which will increase your vulnerability to relapse.  Make a 

commitment to get the rest you need.  Go to bed on time and get up on time.  

Avoid oversleeping.   If you are physically tired, you may need to take a very short 

power nap before resuming your work.  Be careful to never take long naps, or take 

them too late in the day, which will mess up your sleep rhythms.   

 

Boredom:   
There are two types of boredom.  First is when we have little to do, or 

something is not mentally engaging to us.  The second, is when we have plenty to 

do, but we are burned out doing it.   

 

Esteem Issues:   
When you feel down about yourself, you can feel tempted to escape the 

distress through the compulsive behavior.  Understand the real need, which has 

two dimensions: 1) an appreciation of your identity and self worth as a child of 

God and 2) an appreciation of the fact that you do have something to offer.   

In regards to the first dimension, remember that God’s love is constant, 

stable, and unconditional.  Find ways to reconnect with God and how he feels 

about you.     

In regards to the second dimension, take time to think of specific 

experiences that demonstrate your talents and qualities.  We all have strengths and 

weaknesses, even great men and women.  Engage in activities that use and remind 

you of your strengths.  You will come to realize that you do have something 

valuable to offer, especially to your family and friends.   

 

Loneliness:   
When we are not feeling loved, cared for, or emotionally close to others, it 

can leave you in a vulnerable state.  The loneliness is uncomfortable and is 

designed to motivate you to connect or feel emotional intimacy with another.  You 

can connect with God, with family, or with close friends.  You may also need to 



tolerate some discomfort while you develop deeper friendships and relationships.  

It can take time, but the connection is worth the effort.  God will give you spiritual 

sustenance while you work on developing close relationships.  Actively seek the 

spirit and invite him to be a regular visitor in your life.   

 

Trials:   
Trials may include such things as unemployment, chronic illness, financial 

stress, or personal challenges.  The need in such cases is endurance and 

perspective, and above all—connecting to others and not going through it alone.  

Understand that trials come to everyone--absolutely everyone.  Remember 

that gratitude is often part of the key to putting things into perspective.  Make a list 

each day of things specific to that day for which you can be grateful.  You will see 

more clearly as you practice gratitude daily.    

 

Spirituality:  
We all instinctively know that we must feed our spiritual needs on a regular 

basis and in a quality way.  Find specific ways through which you feel the Spirit. 

Find connection with God through serious scripture study, prayer, music, and 

through service to others. 

 

Hormones: 

 Though we must be very careful not to routinely blame the hormonal 

responses of our bodies, there are cycles with every person where hormonal 

arousal is present.  In a man in his 20’s for example, there may be a great deal of 

testosterone present from time to time that results in a natural tendency to be 

aroused. 

Environment: 

 We are creatures of habit, and when we spend time doing certain things, or 

being in certain settings, it can trigger the natural responses in the brain to promote 

seeking sexual arousal.  For example, sitting at the computer alone in a room 

feeling bored, can be dangerous.  This is one of the very settings that are 

“associated” in your mind with porn use.   

 

Escape:  

 Any type of behavior that is avoidant or seeks escape can trigger you toward 

masturbation or porn use.  This escape pattern is used so that you don’t have to 

deal with the various triggers, such as feeling upset, or stressed.  But, the issues 

causing the problem have not magically gone away because you temporarily 

escaped from it. 

Pain: 

 When a person struggles with ongoing physical pain, there is tendency to try 

to escape it by sexually acting out.  The same is true of emotional pain.  However, 



as mentioned, the pain never really goes away through the use of addictive 

behaviors. 

The “Role” of Sexual Addiction 

 

Almost all behavior, positive or negative, fills a purpose or role in our 

everyday living.  Sexually addictive behaviors have purposes (obviously negative) 

as well.  Whenever a person is slipping back into these types of behaviors it is 

because of the ABC’s of addiction.                                                                                                           

 

First, sexually addictive behaviors are all about AVOIDANCE (and escape).  

A person will masturbate to escape feeling stressed, upset emotions, lonely, low 

self worth, or any of the other triggers.  The feelings of masturbation (remember 

the chemical cocktail that makes a person feel good) help him avoid or escape 

from the triggers that occur in his everyday life.                                                                                                     

 

Second, sexually addictive behaviors are all about BELIEFS (we’ll refer to 

them as CORE BELIEFS).  All of us develop beliefs throughout our lifetime about 

ourselves and the world around us.  Remember the powerful Old Testament verse 

that teaches us that, “For as he thinketh in his heart, so is he.” (Prov. 23: 7) If some 

of the key beliefs that we hold on to are negative, and they return to our thoughts 

over and over again through the years, then we will literally reflect in our feelings 

and behaviors these destructive core beliefs.  An example might be: “I am such a 

loser, and will never overcome this problem. I’ve got dozens of feeble attempts to 

be a better person that are proof of my hopeless condition.”  When a person is 

triggered, some of these core beliefs begin to rattle around in our head, and play a 

role in keeping a person stuck in the addiction.                                                                       

 

We can and we must replace these negative core beliefs with more accurate 

and positive core beliefs.  In essence, we must identify the negative belief 

influencing us; challenge the thought with a new positive core belief until we 

relieve the pressure.                                                                                                                 

 

Lastly, sexually addictive behaviors are all about COMFORTING 

ourselves.  Instead of feeling lousy, sexually addictive behaviors can make us feel 

better, at least in a temporary and counterfeit way.  Each time a person masturbates 

or uses porn, powerful chemical reactions occur in the body and brain.  An upsurge 

in testosterone (for males), an upsurge in adrenalin, and an upsurge in other 

naturally produced chemicals such as Dopamine or Endorphins (feel good 

chemicals in the brain), combine to provide a powerful HIGH, much like when a 

person is high on a drug.  A dependency can soon develop that promotes seeking 

that same high (or more).                              

How Do I “Fix the Problem?” 



 

Most strugglers attempt time after time to STOP doing the sexual behavior.  

At some point, this is likely to end up with a relapse.  However, when a person 

not only tries to stop those behaviors, but now is also trying to START dealing 

with his/her triggers more effectively—success will come.   

In a sense, the solution is like a football team.  Having a DEFENSE and 

learning to stop doing certain things is indeed a part of the solution.  However, 

there must also be an OFFENSE wherein a person is actively learning to address 

his/her triggers better, by more effective emotional, spiritual, physical, and social 

living.  We can’t win by only having a defense without also having an offense to 

put points on the board.  The following “tasks” of healing are a part of the offense 

and defense needed. 

The Five Major Tasks of Healing 
 

1) INFUSE HOPE / REDUCE SHAME  
There is zero hope felt when the shame is felt.  Yet, when godly sorrow 

replaces shame, we can feel hope.  Hope increases motivation and keeps you 

going.  Shame saps your energies and sends you into self-criticism.   

You will maintain hope more easily and learn from your lapses when you 

focus on progress. For example, focus more upon what overall direction you are 

going rather than looking only at the amount of time that has passed since yoru last 

relapse.   Healing is a journey much like a hike up a mountain with a gradual 

climb.  While a slip is not desirable, you do not fall to the bottom of the mountain.  

You have lost only a few feet.  Get back up, dust yourself off by learning necessary 

lessons, and begin climbing up the mountain again. You will get to the summit of 

sobriety with consistent effort and the help of God.   

 

 

 

2) STRENGTHEN RELATIONSHIPS / REGULATE EMOTION 

Relationships provide much of the meaning in our lives.  Relationships 

involve some risk, and sometimes we get hurt.  However, relationships also bring 

love, joy, and growth as well.  As God has taught us, “Man is not meant to be 

alone.”  Learn to truly emotionally connect with people around you.  Don’t put 

unrealistic pressure upon yourself to do this overnight.  This is a skill that will take 

some time and a real commitment to do. 

 

3) SET AND KEEP BOUNDARIES                                                           
Addicts cannot be “easy” on themselves regarding boundaries. You must 

take a hard and honest look at what things you must say NO to.  Set clear and strict 

boundaries.  Write them down and carry a copy with you always. 



Identify what specific situations or signals increase the risk of lapsing into 

the compulsive behavior.  Take steps to avoid those situations, so you do not have 

to exercise extreme willpower in the moment of temptation.  For example, an 

alcoholic would be wise to a) avoid the bar and b) make new groups of friends.  

 The following suggestions will help you follow through on keeping such 

boundaries.  For example, use post-it notes around your home, your office, and 

your computer screen as visual reminders of your goals (e.g., notes with the 

acronyms ATM and BEST BELT SHEEP).  Also consider carrying a 3x5 card that 

lists your boundaries.  On your 3x5 card, you might also include a plan for 

handling temptation.  For example, you might write, “When temptation comes I 

will: 1) pray for strength, 2) remind myself to take it just one day or one hour at a 

time, 3) call a friend, 4) get out of the house or apartment, 5) get busy on a task, 

and 6) figure out what legitimate need should be addressed.”    Your plan should 

include specific people, places and resources. 

 

4) ANALYZE AND MANAGE LAPSES  
You may have learned to suppress any thought about the actual lapses that 

occur.  You may have become so skilled at suppressing such memories that you 

may have some difficulty remembering the details at first.  Do not worry.  With 

effort, you can start to remember the events surrounding the lapses.  Remember too 

that while analyzing the lapses may be unpleasant for you, you can only learn how 

to manage and avoid the lapses through analyzing them.  Healing is a process 

much like hiking a mountain.  You make steady progress toward the summit, but 

the terrain is uneven.  There are ups and downs on the path.  Trust that as you learn 

from lapses you are still moving toward the summit.    

 

5) ESTABLISH AND DRAW SUPPORT FROM A TEAM  
Addicts believe they can fix this alone.  How well has that worked so far?  

You CANNOT master this problem alone!  Set up a team of three or more people 

you trust to draw support from.  These people must know about your compulsive 

behavior, so you do not have to conceal (see the Reactive Cycle chart).  Go to them 

in moments of temptation.  Let them listen to you, encourage you, and help you see 

what you can do to meet your needs in healthy ways.   Share not only your 

moments of temptation and struggle, but share your successes, concerns, hopes, 

and dreams as well. 

Spiritual Strategies and Conclusion 

 

Sometimes people take too limited a view of what constitutes a spiritual 

solution.  For example, you may have said to yourself, “I just need to read my 

scriptures more,” or “I need to pray more intently and frequently.”  You may have 

mistakenly looked for overly simple spiritual solutions. But, as the Savior taught 

about getting rid of devils (any type of devils—such as addiction), “This kind 



goeth not out but by prayer and fasting.”  I think Christ was teaching us that some 

of the tough changes we need to make in life, must take EXTRA effort, faith, 

commitment, and steady patterns.    

Invite the Lord to walk with you as you walk the path of healing.  I love my 

field of work (psychology/counseling) and personally think that we know much 

about changing men’s behaviors.  However, God knows about changing men’s 

natures, which is even more important.  We need Him and the power of the gospel 

in our lives to get these “devils” out of our lives permanently.   

The spirit’s influence will lift you up when you tune in.  Engage in any 

activity that invites the spirit.  Spend time at or around sacred places, like the 

temple.  Watch a church video or listen to uplifting music.  Sing a hymn or read 

your scriptures.  Read and ponder the conference sermons from church leaders.  

Lose yourself in service to others.  Pray meaningfully.  Review your Patriarchal 

blessing.  Counsel with your bishop.  Receive priesthood blessings as needed.  

Make these activities meaningful, so that you can feel the spirit.  

To conclude, perhaps the most important thing to remember is that Christ’s 

atonement applies to you.  His atonement offers you both cleansing and 

strengthening powers.  Persist in your efforts to heal, and constantly acknowledge 

your dependence upon the Lord.  Even when your progress slows or you stumble a 

bit, remember that God is with you and is pleased with your sincere efforts.  Elder 

Packer has stated, “It is contrary to the order of heaven for any soul to be locked 

into compulsive immoral behavior with no way out.”  You can heal.  It may not be 

easy, but you can walk the path of healing. 

 

 

The following are various assignments and tools to help you as you proceed on this 

journey of healing and self mastery.   

Evaluation of Progress Toward Overcoming Sexually Compulsive Behaviors 
 

 Sadly, progress in overcoming sexually compulsive behaviors often seems 

restricted for many strugglers (and those around them) to whether or not a 

“relapse” such as masturbation or viewing porn has occurred.  The following offers 

a broader and more accurate evaluation of progress.  These are in no particular 

order of significance. 

 

1) BIG PICTURE: Is the person better able to keep a big picture perspective 

of progress, taking into account his life, behaviors, thoughts, etc., “as a 

whole,” and does not evaluate himself solely re: relapse events?  Does he 

have less “black and white–all or nothing” types of thoughts about himself, 

his worth, his potential, his worthiness, and his future, or is he more able to 

focus upon “progress and direction” than upon “perfection?” 

 



2) SHAME ISSUES: Is the person better able to recognize shame feelings and 

behavior patterns, and is moving toward keeping shame and discouragement 

at bay, while still feeling appropriate guilt (godly sorrow), and 

accountability? 

 

3) RELATIONSHIPS: Is the person actively working to emotionally deepen 

his relationships with those close to him and with people in general? Is he 

having more frequent “true connections” and is he truly using a “team” in 

his recovery efforts? Is he isolating or being superficial? 

 

4) TUNING IN: Is the person tuning in to (accurately) and responding 

(quicker) to his feelings and needs, and the feelings and needs of others? 

 

5) BOUNDARIES: Is he becoming very serious in his setting and keeping of 

boundaries re: his addiction?  Does he share his boundaries with “team” 

members? 

 

6) AUTHENTIC LIVING/DISCLOSING: Is he moving toward a more open, 

honest and authentic way of living his life?  Is he disclosing what he needs 

to quickly and accurately (triggers building up, close calls, and actual 

relapses)?  Is he still keeping “secrets” in his life? 

 

7) PROACTIVE: Is he moving from merely a “reactive” use of the ATM 

concepts (either after a relapse or right in the moment of temptation), to a 

more “proactive style” (incorporating the principles into his daily life 

planning to meet his needs, anticipating triggers that lay ahead, etc.)? 

 

8) SPIRITUAL GROWTH: Are spiritual things beginning to matter more?  Is 

he feeling the influence of the Spirit more in his life?  Is he becoming more 

consistent in developing daily habits doing things that bring the Spirit more 

into his life (ex: prayer, scripture study, service)? 

 

9) FREQUENCY: Are the frequency of his relapses of masturbation, porn use, 

etc., becoming further apart? 

 

10) SEVERITY: Is the severity of the type of relapse becoming less toxic and 

destructive?  Is he moving “away” from the more destructive choices and 

types of addictive material? 

 

11) BALANCE: Is there greater evidence of living a more balanced life with 

more movement toward choosing “best” things (good, better, best). 

 



1) BIG PICTURE  0   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 

2) SHAME   0   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 

3) RELATIONSHIPS 0   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 

4) TUNING IN   0   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 

5) BOUNDARIES  0   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10  

6) DISCLOSING  0   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 

7) PROACTIVE  0   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 

8) SPIRITUALITY  0   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 

9) FREQUENCY  0   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 

10) INTENSITY  0   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 

11) BALANCE   0   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 

 

 (Scales 0 = Ext poor, 5 = OK, 10 = About Perfect) 

                                               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ASSIGNMENT SECTION 

Complete ALL the following assignments thoroughly, and thoughtfully.  Don’t 

skip on “quality” re: the effort you put it.  If you have questions, ask your 

therapist!  To aide in your accountability, get feedback from more than one person 

on your “team.” 

 

BEST BELT SHEEP 

Assignment: Fill in at least 3 options (primary if possible) under each 

What can I do about taking care of my BODY instead of acting out? 

1 

 

2 

 

3  

 



What can I do about my upsetting EMOTIONS instead of acting out? 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

What can I do about my STRESS instead of acting out? 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

What can I do to deal with my TIREDNESS instead of acting out? 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

What can I do to deal with my BOREDOM instead of acting out? 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

What can I do with my poor self-ESTEEM/self-worth instead of acting out? 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

What can I do about my LONELINESS instead of acting out? 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

What can I do to deal with my TRIALS instead of acting out? 

1 



 

2 

 

3 

 

What can I do to feed my SPIRITUAL need instead of acting out? 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

What can I do to keep from letting my HORMONES get the best of me? 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

What can I do to be more aware and to stay away from ENVIRONMENTAL cues? 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

 

What can I do to face things promptly, instead of ESCAPING? 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

What can I do to more effectively deal with my physical or emotional PAIN? 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

OTHER HELPFUL TOOLS 



 

1) Visual Reminders 
 

Placing pictures, post it notes, etc., around the home/apartment can be helpful.  Use 

pictures of people and places that mean a lot to you (ex: spouse, girlfriend, the 

Savior, prophet, temple, children, and converts you baptized).  Also, it can be very 

helpful to place post it notes of ATM and BEST BELTS on the computer or TV 

screen.  Posting copies of your List of Triggers, your Boundary List, your 

Temptation Plan, etc., can all be very helpful.  

 

 

2) Boundary List 
 

There are some people, places, and things that a person with an addiction should 

not be around.  A boundary list is to write out in very specific terms, the absolute 

limits you commit to have regarding these things.  For example, one boundary 

might be to never be alone on the computer. Another might be to never go into a 

certain bookstore.  Or, to never again spend any time with a certain friend.  

Another example would be to never again go to movies that have certain ratings. 

The key is to be very specific, and very complete.   Keep a copy of this list on the 

wall in your room, and a copy in your wallet or planner.   It must be reviewed 

frequently. 

 

3) Personal Trigger List 
 

Write a list of things that “set your relapse or slip up in motion.”  For example, 

arguments with your girlfriend or spouse.  Or, that on weekends you tend to stay 

up very late and become fatigued.  This list might include the specific events or 

people that tend to set off a time of emotional upset (family, work, school, etc.).  

Review this list frequently. 

 

4) Temptation Plan 
 

What will you do when you are tempted to relapse?  You literally only have a few 

minutes to get yourself out of the intense internal pressure to slip.  You must have 

in place a plan of action.  Is there someplace you could go (go for a walk, drive 

down to the temple, and go to the library)?  Is there something you could do (read 

scriptures, pray, exercise)?  Are there people you could call or go see (family, 

friends, mentor/sponsor, and bishop)?   Have this plan written down and review it 

often so that you can think of options when the time of struggle is upon you. 

 

5) Discard Pornography 



 

You must get out of your reach any types of pornography.  If you have magazines 

that have any kind of porn (including “soft porn” such as SI Swimsuit edition), get 

rid of them now!  Get a filter put on your computer!  Have someone put blocks on 

your cable TV channels.  Have someone put a password on your computer.  If you 

err, do so on the side of safety.  Even if you are inconvenienced, get rid of the easy 

options of accessing porn. 

 

6) Identify Mentors/Team Members 
 

It is essential for you to work to identify people who can be available to you when 

you are either “feeling a relapse coming on,” or if you are literally in the thick of a 

relapse.  You need someone who you can count on.  Ideally, it should be people 

that you can trust, and people who can be both supportive and confrontive of you.  

You must be able to contact them day or night.   Preferably, they should be people 

that are further in their progress than you are.   

 

 

7) Practice Visual Victories 
 

The power of the human mind is immense.  It can work for or against us.  At this 

point, your mind is accustomed to going into a sort of “cruise control” which 

means that when you are experiencing “Triggers” that your mind automatically 

reverts to old patterns in which you deal with these triggers in an unhealthy way 

such as masturbation and pornography use.  You must teach your mind that there is 

another option.  One way of doing this is to use visual images (victories).  To do 

this, you would close your eyes and visualize a scene in which you see yourself in 

some setting (bedroom, bathroom, etc.,) and play out the scene where you relapsed.  

Then, in your mind, “rewind the tape,” and go back to the beginning of the scene.  

Now, this time, play it again but as you get to the point of slipping, change the 

image.  See yourself going through ATM and BEST BELT, and then see yourself 

having a victory over that temptation.  Replay it a couple of times.   This technique 

can be helpful, but only if you use it frequently.  The more detail you see in your 

mind, the better this works.   

 

8) Put An Effective filter On Your Computer 

 

Obtain and place upon your computer a proper filter.  Examples might be: Net 

Nanny (which is now going by the name Contentwatch.com), K-9 or Covenant 

Eyes.  These types of filters both screen and block inappropriate sites, and in some 

cases can be set up to send an email to a designated person whenever you attempt 

to (or succeed in) looking up pornographic sites and images.  There is sometimes a 



cost for these kinds of filters, but they are worth it.  You may need like having a 

filter on your computer, and when you are doing great you may not need it.  

However, there will come a day when you are triggered enough that you might 

seek porn and having a filter in place will be nothing short of a blessing. 

 

CORE BELIEFS ASSIGNMENT 

 

 Every behavior we do is highly impacted by beliefs we have about ourselves 

and the world around us.  These beliefs began to form while we were young, and 

have continually grown.  Frankly, many of the beliefs we have about ourselves are 

negative and irrational.  These Negative Core Beliefs are one of the main obstacles 

to breaking away from sexual addiction.  We must develop a capacity to a) notice 

when we are having these type of negative thoughts, b) label them in our mind as 

negative and irrational (not true), and then c) we must replace them with a more 

rational and positive type of thought and belief. 

 I asked some clients who struggle with sexual addiction to identify some of 

the Negative Core Beliefs that they struggle with.  The following is an extensive 

list I compiled.  Circle any on this list that you have wrestled with. 

 I have provided a blank sheet where you can write down the negative core 

beliefs that impact you, and where you can write down more appropriate positive 

core beliefs to replace them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IRRATIONAL CORE BELIEFS SEX ADDICTS TELL 

THEMSELVES 
 

I’ll never conquer masturbation. 

The fact that I have tried more times than I can count to overcome this, and haven’t, is proof I’m 

doomed. 

My failure to overcome this shows that I do not have faith in God, or any real goodness in me. 

The only way out of my addiction is death. 

Even partaking of the sacrament only reminds me of how big of a hypocrite I am. 

Pornography will inevitably return, which shows just how weak and pathetic I am. 

I’ll never be truly worthy to attend the temple, nor worthy enough to marry in the temple. 

I have already lost most of the blessings promised to me in my Patriarchal Blessing. 

Even if I marry in the temple, I will never be able to keep porn from destroying my marriage. 

If somebody loves me, they will always end up going away. 

I will be forever alone. 

I cannot ever enter into a serious relationship until I have mastered this problem. 

I hurt everybody around me. 



Though other people try to help me, in reality I am just a burden in their life. 

I’m just a bad guy on the inside, who can fake it on the outside that I am ok. 

There is no real hope, because I have never once been able to keep my commitment to stop for 

good. 

I’m weak and will never be strong enough. 

My past has made me who I am and there is no escape from it. 

I should be better than I am, I should be strong, I should be good—none of which I really am. 

No one has ever truly understood me, and they never will. 

I’m not capable of a normal healthy relationship, because I’m not healthy. 

I’m cursed when it comes to girls and relationships—it is only a matter of time before failure or 

rejection. 

I don’t deserve a righteous girl and she certainly deserves someone better than me. 

No one should have to deal with what I bring to a relationship. 

I must be emotionally crazy and I cannot figure out how to get better. 

I’m a pervert with secrets about the vile and ugly things I have thought and done. 

I’m “broken” emotionally and spiritually and can never be fixed. 

Everyone deserves the Atonement, except for a sinner as bad as me. 

Maybe if I punish and punish myself and atone more for my sins—then I’ll feel better. 

God has abandoned me and will no longer answer my prayers because of my wickedness. 

No matter how well I do to overcome my problem, my addiction will always define me. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CORE BELIEFS 

NEGATIVE CORE BELIEFS 
 

POSITIVE CORE BELIEFS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CORE BELIEFS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At a recent training session for General Authorities, the question was asked: “How 

can we help those struggling with pornography?”  Elder Russell M. Nelson stood and 

replied, “Teach them their identity and their purpose.”        Elder Tad R. Callister 

 

ASSIGNMENT: 

 

 Having a clear and true sense of our “eternal identity and purpose,” is one of 

the keys to overcoming Compulsive Sexual Behaviors.  The assignment is for you to 

put serious thought and prayer toward understanding these key aspects about 

yourself, and to write them down.  Consider teachings from the scriptures, the 

temple, your Patriarchal blessing, other priesthood blessings you have received, 



Conference Talks, and any other source of truth about who you really are, and what 

your real purpose is. 

 

My True and Comprehensive Eternal Identity: 

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________ 

 

My True and Comprehensive Eternal Purpose: 

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________ 
 

 This last page is a summary of the ATM, and BEST BELT SHEEP concepts.  Commit 

them to memory quickly.  If you don’t know them, you are not likely to use them. 

 

 

TRIGGERS, REASONS, AND CYCLES 
 

INTERVENTION PATTERN 

 

A = Admit BOTH to self and one other person you are feeling triggered 

T = Tune in to Triggers and Cycles 

M = Manage the Needs 

 

 



TRIGGERS 

 

B = Body Care Poor nutrition, sickness, etc. 

E = Emotions Feelings, especially negative ones 

S = Stress  Pressure, worry, perfectionism 

T = Tiredness Fatigue, poor sleep patterns 

 

 

B = Boredom Too little or too much to do (burned out) 

E = Esteem  A sense of failure, low confidence 

L = Loneliness Not enough emotional connection 

T = Trials  Unexpected difficult events 

 

 

S = Spirituality Deficit of spiritually strengthening experiences 

H = Hormones Normal cycles of sexual arousal 

E = Environment Places, things, people, events that spark sexual thoughts, feelings           

E = Escaping Procrastinating, putting off, not facing  

P = Pain  Emotional or physical 

 

 

REASONS WE USE PORN 
 

A = Avoidance Trying to escape triggers 

B = Beliefs  Long held negative core beliefs about self and others 

C = Comforting Looking to find something to soothe self 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This handout has been adapted and developed (11/2014) primarily by Reed 

Hendricks. Other contributors include Doug Craig, Dan Barnes, and Rebecca 

Jorgensen.  Some concepts are taken from Breaking the Cycle of Compulsive 

Behavior by John and Martha Beck, Willpower is Not Enough by A. Dean Byrd 

and Mark D. Chamberlain, “Pornography Use: Consequences and Cures,” by 

Paul James Birch, Homosexuality: Symptoms & Free Agency by Scott & Kae 

Andersen, and Human Intimacy: Illusion and Reality by Victor L. Brown, Jr.   


