
 Systematic Desensitization

Systematic desensitization is a cornerstone technique within Cognitive Behavioral Therapy 
(CBT) for addressing and reducing phobic responses and anxiety disorders. Developed by 
Joseph Wolpe in the 1950s, this technique combines the elements of relaxation and gradual 
exposure to the feared object or situation, with the ultimate goal of extinguishing the phobic 
reaction. It operates on the principles of classical conditioning, aiming to replace the 
response of fear with one of relaxation.

At the heart of systematic desensitization is the creation of an anxiety hierarchy — a 
structured list of situations related to the phobia, arranged in order of increasing anxiety 
levels. For someone with a fear of flying, this hierarchy might start with thinking about 
flying, progress to looking at pictures of airplanes, and culminate in taking an actual flight. 

Parallel to constructing this hierarchy, individuals are trained in relaxation techniques, such 
as deep breathing, progressive muscle relaxation, or mindfulness. These practices are 
crucial as they equip the individual with the tools to counteract feelings of anxiety during 
exposure. 

The process of systematic desensitization unfolds in gradual, controlled steps. Initially, the 
person practices relaxation techniques until they can evoke calmness at will. Following this, 
they are exposed to the least anxiety-inducing scenario on their hierarchy while in a state of 
relaxation. This step is repeated until the individual can confront the situation without 
significant distress, at which point they move on to the next item on the hierarchy.

An illustrative example of successful systematic desensitization involves "Anna," who had a 



profound fear of dogs stemming from a childhood incident. After establishing her anxiety 
hierarchy and mastering relaxation techniques, Anna began her exposure with looking at 
pictures of dogs, progressively working up to petting a friendly dog. Over time, Anna’s fear 
diminished, allowing her to enjoy interactions with dogs without overwhelming anxiety.

This technique not only helps reduce specific phobias but also illustrates the power of 
incremental exposure combined with self-regulation strategies. Systematic desensitization 
empowers individuals, showing them that they can control their reactions and face their 
fears.

While systematic desensitization is highly effective, it requires patience, persistence, and 
the guidance of a skilled therapist. The structured and gradual approach ensures safety and 
builds confidence as individuals work through their anxieties.

Key Takeaways:
- Systematic desensitization is a technique used to extinguish phobic reactions through 
gradual exposure and relaxation.
- An anxiety hierarchy is developed to list situations related to the phobia in ascending 
order of anxiety.
- Relaxation techniques are employed to manage anxiety during exposure.
- The process involves gradual exposure to feared situations, starting with the least anxiety-
inducing and systematically working upwards.
- Success stories, like that of "Anna," highlight the technique's effectiveness in overcoming 
specific phobias.
- Patience, persistence, and professional guidance are essential for the successful 
application of systematic desensitization.


