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Help for Phobias: Exposure 

The most effective way to overcome a phobia is simply to face it. Continuing to avoid a situa
tion that frightens you is, more than anything else, what keeps the phobia alive. 

Having to face a particular situation you have been avoiding for years may at the outset 
seem an impossible task. Yet this task can be made manageable by breaking it down into suf
ficiently small steps. Instead of entering a situation all at once, you can do it very gradually 
in small or even minute increments. 

Phobias develop as a result of sensitization. This is a process of becoming sensitized to 
a particular stimulus. In essence, you learn to associate anxiety with a particular situation. 
Perhaps you once panicked while sitting in a restaurant or by yourself at home. If your anxiety 
level was high, it's likely that you acquired a strong association between being in that par
ticular situation and being anxious. Thereafter, being in, being near, or perhaps just thinking 
about that situation automatically triggered your anxiety: a connection between the situation 
and a strong anxiety response was established. Because this connection was automatic and 
seemingly beyond your control, you probably did all you could to avoid putting yourself in 
the situation again. Your avoidance was rewarded because it saved you from reexperiencing 
your anxiety. At the point where you began to always avoid the situation, you developed a 
full-fledged phobia. 

Desensitization-or exposure-is the process of-unlearning the connection between anxiety 
. and a particular situation. For desensitization to occur, you need to enter a phobic situa
tion while in a relatively relaxed state. With real-life desensitization, you confront a phobic 
situation directly, letting your anxiety rise and then subside while in the situation. (If your 
anxiety rises to the point where you're concerned it might get out of control, you temporarily 
retreat from the situation and then return to it as soon as possible.) The point is to 1) unlearn 
a connection between a phobic situation (such as driving on the freeway) and an anxiety 
response and 2) reassociate feelings of relaxation and safety with that particular situation. 
Repeatedly entering the situation while relaxed will eventually allow you to overcome your 
tendency to respond with anxiety. If you can train yourself to relax and feel safe in response 
to something, you will no longer feel anxious about it. Relaxation and anxiety are incompat
ible responses, so the goal of desensitization is to learn to remain in the phobic situation and 
be calm at the same time. 

Real-life desensitization, or exposure, is the single most effective available treatment for 
phobias. In many controlled studies, direct exposure to phobic situations has consistently been 
found to be more effective than other, nonbehavioral treatments, such as insight therapy, cog-
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