
Cognitive Exposure

All forms of anxiety require exposure to the feared whatever-whatever, in order to develop tolerance 
and increase one’s ability to manage anxiety.  Think of it like exposure to weather.  When it first gets 
cold in the fall (here in Canada), we shiver and find it hard to go outside in temperatures which – just a
couple of months later – we cheerfully walk around in, wearing a t-shirt and thinking, “Gosh, it’s nice 
out today.”

“Cognitive exposure” was developed as a method to provide exposure therapy for potential problems, 
and/or problems for which exposure is just not reasonable or ethical.  For example, if one worries 
intensely about family members falling ill and possibly dying, it is obviously out of the question to 
practice exposure, by somehow messing with family members’ health.

However, one can imagine such situations and experience sufficient anxiety to successfully complete 
exposure therapy.

Dr. Michel Dugas and his colleagues at Concordia University and University du Quebec created a 
method for doing this.  It involves writing about the feared scenario, in a way that evokes strong 
emotion and anxiety.

The Core Fear

To do this, it is first necessary to identify the core fear.  Core fears are epic; the Godzilla of anxieties.  
Death was mentioned above.  Other examples might be some form of great failure in life, or ending up
completely alone and isolated.  People do not always worry about the core fears in day-to-day life.  
The smaller, less significant everyday worries however, tend to be connected to the much bigger, 
badder core fear(s).

So a bit of detective work is first needed.  Consider the worries which nag at you.  You can use the 
space below to jot them down and keep track of them.  This can help to pick out patterns, and to avoid
forgetting details when you are ready to focus on the work.

Next, take a look at the worries and ask yourself, “If that actually happened, then what?”  You might 
need to do this a number of times.  Keep asking yourself, “And then what would happen?”  This hunts 
down and eventually reveals the big boss fear.

For example, let’s say you worry about the rising price of food.  If food prices keep rising, what would 
happen then?  You might find yourself unable to afford groceries.  If that happened, then what?  You 
might have to sell your car and walk everywhere, in order to eat.  If so, then what?  People would 
notice you walking, and look down on you for your inability to afford the status symbol of a vehicle.  If 



that happened, then what?  Talk might spread about what a loser you are, and people might no longer 
want to be seen with you.  If so, what would that mean?  You might end up friendless and all alone.

Notice in this example how the original worries about money and the necessities of life are not  directly
featured in the final, worst-case scenario.  For another person, it might be different.  The chain of 
worries might begin with the same focus on rising food prices, but end with lying in a gutter, starving.  
The core fear is not always obvious, from day-to-day worries.

Neutralizing

We’re talking about imagining horrible and painful things.  It’s easy to see how tempting it can be to 
soften the blow, so to speak.  This is normal; we all do it.  But don’t.  If you want this to work, it is very 
important to avoid neutralizing the core fear scenario.

Neutralizing is anything we do to make the scary a little bit less scary.  To lessen discomfort.  One 
method is distraction; thinking about something else can neutralize uncomfortable feelings.  Another 
method is telling yourself, “It won’t be that bad.”

For this to work, it needs to be bad.  That’s the point.  This is worst-case, not almost-but-not-quite-
worst-case.  Done right, this will be stressful and unpleasant.

It’s kind of like surgery.  Getting cut open so your appendix can be removed is painful; but it also 
doesn’t happen very often.  It is a targeted intervention.  Nobody is ever going to say you should have 
surgery every day in order to be healthy.  

Similarly, I’m not saying you should never, ever distract yourself or tell yourself, “It won’t be that bad.”  
However, while you are completing this intervention, I am absolutely saying those things.  If you’re 
going to do it; do it.  Taking shortcuts and neutralizing the feelings undermine the effectiveness of the 
intervention.  Then it might need to be done again.  That would stink.

This may sound harsh.  I want you to understand what you’re getting into, so that you can make an 
informed choice, rather than walk into it not knowing what is involved.  There is no obligation to do 
this.  It is best to consider whether you really want to before moving forward.

It is also best to do this with the support of a therapist, or a supportive and trusted friend or family 
member, who understands the purpose of the intervention as well as the procedure.

Writing It Out

You could just daydream about the feared situation; but it is almost impossible to maintain sufficient 
focus this way, to effectively reach the goal.  Instead, the core fear is written down, according to the 
guidelines below, to make it as vivid and powerful as possible.  Then you read the scenario out loud – 
slowly and with real expression – to bring the feelings to life.

Here are the rules for writing the core fear scenario:

1.  Reading it out loud should take 1 to 5 minutes.  This means it must be more than one or two 
sentences.  Think of it as writing a short story, or a screenplay for a movie scene.

2.  Watch out for neutralization!  For example, words like “maybe” and phrases like “not so bad” should
not be used.  First write a draft.  You may need to edit it a number of times (with help from a therapist 
or friend/family member) to remove neutralizing elements, and beef up the feelings.

3.  Write in the first person, and in the present tense.  “I walk slowly through the charred wreckage of 
the crash scene...”  This is a story you are living, right here and right now.



4.  It should be frightening, but realistic.  Worst case scenario does need to stay within the limits of real
life.  Your real life.  A zombie apocalypse is certainly scary, and worst-case; but not realistic.  Secret 
service agents with guns should only show up if this is possible in your real life.  

5.  Make good use of sensory description.  Use as many of your five senses (see, hear, touch,  smell, 
taste) as possible, to describe the situation.  Keep in mind that abstract and general description is not 
nearly as effective as concrete and specific.  In other words, “I realize my family died in a car crash,” is
unpleasant, but weak.  It does not come even close to the emotional impact of something like: “I walk 
slowly through the charred wreckage of the crash scene.  The smell of gasoline and smoke, mixed 
with the reek of burnt hair makes me retch.  I spot something orange, fuzzy and familiar.  When I reach
down, I feel the soft form of my son’s favourite stuffed animal.  Then I see...”  (I’ll stop there.  You 
probably get the idea.)

Whew!  That’s nasty.  Guess what?  It gets worse before it gets better.  You write the scenario and 
read it out loud (slowly and with expression, remember); but not just once.  Exposure therapy requires 
lots of exposure.  So you read it two or three times per day, over the course of two to three weeks.  
Watch out for neutralization here; “two or three” is not an invitation to pick “two” rather than “three.”

Over the course of this, you might write more.  This would be to add new details which have occurred 
to you.  

Please keep in mind you are writing this to help yourself feel better, not for a writing competition or an 
English class.  Spelling, grammar and fancy words are totally unimportant.  “But I’m not a good writer” 
should never be the reason for not doing this.  If you absolutely cannot write, I might suggest recording
it on your phone.  You can then repeatedly recite the story out loud, just as with the standard 
method.  Have the recording on hand in case you forget parts.  (I have not talked with Dr. Dugas about
this modification, and am not completely sure if it would work.  It should only be used if you are unable
to write; not just because you don’t like writing, or think your writing is bad.)

You’ll know that it’s working when you experience intense feelings, especially anxiety.  There’s a good 
chance you will cry.  If it doesn’t move you like that, there are a few possible reasons:

• the core fear was not yet reached; more “And then what?” is needed
• there are neutralizing elements in the story
• one or more of the guidelines above needs improvement.

Check with your therapist, or trusted friend to help identify what changes need to be made.

Here’s the good news.  When this is done well, by the end of the intervention you will be able to read 
the scenario without feeling terrified.  Depending on the scenario, you might feel a bit sad.  For 
example, if the scenario is about losing a loved one.  However, it will not be a strong feeling, as the 
scenario has not actually happened.  Anxiety will be manageable, and worries should be rare or gone 
completely.

The bottom line is: it sucks to do this, but the pay-off makes it worthwhile.  

All credit for this intervention goes to Dr. M. Dugas and his colleagues.  For more information, check out Dr. D’s 
book on the subject: Cognitive-Behavioral Treatment for Generalized Anxiety Disorder: From Science to 
Practice.  (2007).  Dugas, M. and Robichaud, M.


