
Exposure Techniques Handout 
Overview 
Exposure techniques involve confronting feared situations, objects, or memories in a controlled 
and systematic way. These techniques are often used in the treatment of anxiety disorders, 
phobias, PTSD, and OCD. 

Benefits of Exposure Techniques 
• Reduces Fear and Avoidance: Desensitizes individuals to feared stimuli. 
• Improves Emotional Regulation: Enhances coping strategies for managing anxiety. 
• Promotes Empowerment: Builds confidence in facing challenging situations. 
• Encourages Long-Term Recovery: Reduces symptoms of anxiety and avoidance 

behaviors. 

Common Exposure Techniques 
1. In Vivo Exposure 

2. Imaginal Exposure 

3. Interoceptive Exposure 

4. Virtual Reality Exposure 

5. Systematic Desensitization 

General Tips for Practicing Exposure Techniques 
• Work Gradually: Start with less distressing triggers and gradually increase difficulty. 
• Be Consistent: Regular practice is essential for reducing fear and avoidance. 
• Use Relaxation Techniques: Incorporate relaxation methods to manage anxiety. 
• Seek Professional Guidance: Consider working with a therapist for complex fears or 

traumas. 

When to Use Exposure Techniques 
• For overcoming specific phobias and fears. 
• To reduce avoidance behaviors associated with anxiety disorders. 
• As part of a comprehensive treatment plan for PTSD or OCD. 

These handouts are designed to provide clients with practical tools and techniques that they can use to manage various mental health issues. 
Each handout is structured to offer a comprehensive understanding of the techniques, allowing clients to practice and implement them 
effectively in their daily lives. Feel free to adjust and expand on these materials to suit your specific needs and preferences.  
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1. In Vivo Exposure 

Purpose: To confront feared situations or objects in real life. 

Steps: 

1. Identify Fear Triggers: 
o List specific situations or objects that cause fear or anxiety. 

2. Create a Hierarchy: 
o Rank the triggers from least to most distressing. 

3. Gradual Exposure: 
o Start with the least distressing trigger and gradually work up the hierarchy. 

4. Repeat and Progress: 
o Repeatedly expose yourself to each trigger until anxiety decreases. 

Example: 
• Fear of elevators: 

o Start by looking at pictures of elevators. 
o Progress to standing near an elevator. 
o Eventually ride an elevator for a short duration. 

Tips: 
• Practice regularly to build desensitization. 
• Use relaxation techniques to manage anxiety during exposure. 

General Tips for Practicing Exposure Techniques 
• Work Gradually: Start with less distressing triggers and gradually increase difficulty. 
• Be Consistent: Regular practice is essential for reducing fear and avoidance. 
• Use Relaxation Techniques: Incorporate relaxation methods to manage anxiety. 
• Seek Professional Guidance: Consider working with a therapist for complex fears or 

traumas. 

These handouts are designed to provide clients with practical tools and techniques that they can use to manage various mental health issues. 
Each handout is structured to offer a comprehensive understanding of the techniques, allowing clients to practice and implement them 
effectively in their daily lives. Feel free to adjust and expand on these materials to suit your specific needs and preferences.  
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2. Imaginal Exposure 

Purpose: To confront feared thoughts, memories, or situations through visualization. 

Steps: 

1. Identify Fearful Memories or Thoughts: 
o Choose specific thoughts or memories that cause distress. 

2. Create a Detailed Script: 
o Write a detailed account of the feared situation or memory. 

3. Visualize the Scenario: 
o Spend time visualizing the scenario in a safe environment. 

4. Process Emotions: 
o Allow yourself to experience and process emotions during visualization. 

Example: 
• Fear of a past traumatic event: 

o Visualize the event in detail, focusing on sensory experiences. 
o Reflect on emotions and gradually process the memory. 

Tips: 
• Practice with the guidance of a therapist for complex traumas. 
• Use relaxation techniques to remain grounded during visualization. 

General Tips for Practicing Exposure Techniques 
• Work Gradually: Start with less distressing triggers and gradually increase difficulty. 
• Be Consistent: Regular practice is essential for reducing fear and avoidance. 
• Use Relaxation Techniques: Incorporate relaxation methods to manage anxiety. 
• Seek Professional Guidance: Consider working with a therapist for complex fears or 

traumas. 

These handouts are designed to provide clients with practical tools and techniques that they can use to manage various mental health issues. 
Each handout is structured to offer a comprehensive understanding of the techniques, allowing clients to practice and implement them 
effectively in their daily lives. Feel free to adjust and expand on these materials to suit your specific needs and preferences.  
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3. Interoceptive Exposure 

Purpose: To confront feared bodily sensations associated with anxiety or panic. 

Steps: 

1. Identify Feared Sensations: 
o List physical sensations that trigger anxiety or panic. 

2. Create a Sensation List: 
o Rank the sensations from least to most distressing. 

3. Induce Sensations: 
o Recreate the sensations through specific exercises (e.g., hyperventilation, 

spinning). 

4. Experience and Process: 
o Allow yourself to experience the sensations without avoidance. 

Example: 
• Fear of dizziness: 

o Spin in a chair to induce dizziness. 
o Sit quietly and process the sensation without reacting. 

Tips: 
• Practice regularly to build tolerance to bodily sensations. 
• Use relaxation techniques to manage anxiety during exposure. 

General Tips for Practicing Exposure Techniques 
• Work Gradually: Start with less distressing triggers and gradually increase difficulty. 
• Be Consistent: Regular practice is essential for reducing fear and avoidance. 
• Use Relaxation Techniques: Incorporate relaxation methods to manage anxiety. 
• Seek Professional Guidance: Consider working with a therapist for complex fears or 

traumas. 

These handouts are designed to provide clients with practical tools and techniques that they can use to manage various mental health issues. 
Each handout is structured to offer a comprehensive understanding of the techniques, allowing clients to practice and implement them 
effectively in their daily lives. Feel free to adjust and expand on these materials to suit your specific needs and preferences.  
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4. Virtual Reality Exposure 

Purpose: To confront feared situations or objects through virtual reality simulations. 

Steps: 

1. Identify Fear Triggers: 
o Choose specific situations or objects for exposure. 

2. Select a Virtual Reality Program: 
o Use a virtual reality simulation designed for exposure therapy. 

3. Gradual Exposure: 
o Start with low-intensity scenarios and gradually increase difficulty. 

4. Repeat and Progress: 
o Repeatedly engage with virtual scenarios until anxiety decreases. 

Example: 
• Fear of flying: 

o Start with a virtual simulation of an airport. 
o Progress to boarding and flying in a virtual airplane. 

Tips: 
• Work with a therapist experienced in virtual reality exposure. 
• Use virtual exposure as a supplement to real-life exposure techniques. 

General Tips for Practicing Exposure Techniques 
• Work Gradually: Start with less distressing triggers and gradually increase difficulty. 
• Be Consistent: Regular practice is essential for reducing fear and avoidance. 
• Use Relaxation Techniques: Incorporate relaxation methods to manage anxiety. 
• Seek Professional Guidance: Consider working with a therapist for complex fears or 

traumas. 

These handouts are designed to provide clients with practical tools and techniques that they can use to manage various mental health issues. 
Each handout is structured to offer a comprehensive understanding of the techniques, allowing clients to practice and implement them 
effectively in their daily lives. Feel free to adjust and expand on these materials to suit your specific needs and preferences.  
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5. Systematic Desensitization 

Purpose: To gradually reduce fear response through relaxation and exposure. 

Steps: 

1. Identify Fear Triggers: 
o List specific situations or objects that cause fear or anxiety. 

2. Create a Hierarchy: 
o Rank the triggers from least to most distressing. 

3. Learn Relaxation Techniques: 
o Practice deep breathing or progressive muscle relaxation. 

4. Gradual Exposure with Relaxation: 
o Gradually confront each trigger while using relaxation techniques. 

Example: 
• Fear of dogs: 

o Look at pictures of dogs while practicing deep breathing. 
o Progress to being near a calm dog with relaxation techniques. 

Tips: 
• Practice relaxation techniques regularly to build skills. 
• Work with a therapist to ensure safe and effective desensitization. 

General Tips for Practicing Exposure Techniques 
• Work Gradually: Start with less distressing triggers and gradually increase difficulty. 
• Be Consistent: Regular practice is essential for reducing fear and avoidance. 
• Use Relaxation Techniques: Incorporate relaxation methods to manage anxiety. 
• Seek Professional Guidance: Consider working with a therapist for complex fears or 

traumas. 

These handouts are designed to provide clients with practical tools and techniques that they can use to manage various mental health issues. 
Each handout is structured to offer a comprehensive understanding of the techniques, allowing clients to practice and implement them 
effectively in their daily lives. Feel free to adjust and expand on these materials to suit your specific needs and preferences.  
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