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you’d like to avoid in an ideal world in order not 
to have a panic attack, but actually have to come 
into contact with because they are simply un-
avoidable. Common examples include refusing to 
go to particular places, such as busy supermarkets, 
crowded restaurants or cinemas. The task now is to 
gradually face these situations without your typical 
safety behaviours. A step-by-step approach to these 
challenges works best.  

Graded exposure

The way to confront situations that you usually try 
to avoid is to start with the ones that make you the 
least anxious and work up to the ones that make 
you the most anxious. This is known as graded 
exposure. 

Stopping safety behaviours and facing up to situ-
ations that you fear will probably make you feel 
anxious. However, you do need to experience the 
anxiety without the help of your safety behaviours 
in order to get rid of any remaining belief that the 
scenario you fear may actually happen.

Also, the longer you’re able to stay in the situation, 
the less anxious you’ll eventually start to feel, be-
cause you are showing your brain that it needn’t 
make you anxious. This is known as desensitisation.
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You will need to rate the intensity of your feelings of 
anxiety using a scale of 0 to 100, where 100 means 
the worst anxiety that you have ever experienced, 
while 0 means a state where you are completely 
calm. Look at how Emily ranked the situations that 
she’d usually avoid:

Rank 
0–100

Situation Anxiety 
rating 
0–100

1
Presenting a seminar to 

boss and clients

95

2 Taking a train to London 90

3
Attending weekly business 

meetings

85

4
Shopping at the 

supermarket

55

5 Going out for dinner 45

Using the table below, and with the help of your 
list of situations that you avoid or must endure only 
in very specific situations with safety behaviours 
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(see page 55), rate each one according to how anx-
ious you think you would be if you were in that 
situation.

Rank 
0–100

Situation Anxiety 
rating 
0–100

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 




