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Description

Traditional models of exposure therapy are built upon 
the behavioral foundation of habituation. During an 
exposure trial, habituation is said to occur when a fear 
response to a stimulus diminishes following repeated 
presentations of the stimulus. Clinicians are interested in 
two types of habituation:

• Within-session habituation (WSH) describes peak fear 
level during an exposure minus ending for level.

• Between-session habituation (BSH) describes peak 
fear level during an exposure minus peak fear level 
during the subsequent exposure.

When providing the rationale for exposure, therapists 
explain that repeated and prolonged exposure 
(during which safety behaviors are not used) leads to a 
reduction in anxiety during the exposure session, and 
across sessions. A clinical guideline which is often used 
to determine the length of an exposure session is a 50% 
reduction from the starting level of anxiety, and in which 
anxiety-reducing behaviors are judged not to have been 
responsible for the anxiety decrease.

The Habituation information sheets are designed to 
help clinicians to explain the concept of habituation 
and its role in exposure therapy. The handout 
discusses: expectations (appraisals, predictions) when 
fear increases quickly, the role of avoidance in the 
maintenance of fear, and the effects of exposure.

Clinicians should be aware that newer understandings 
of exposure therapy based upon inhibitory learning 
theory (ILT) place less emphasis upon the importance 
of habituation. The ILT model emphasizes the 
importance of client learning during exposure trials 
and de-emphasizes the importance of within-session 
habituation. Nevertheless, habituation remains a helpful 
way of socializing clients to exposure therapy.
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Instructions

This is a Psychology Tools information handout. 
Suggested uses include:

• Client handout – use as a psychoeducation resource.

• Discussion point – use to provoke a discussion and 
explore client beliefs.

• Therapist learning tool – improve your familiarity 
with a psychological construct.

• Teaching resource – use as a learning tool during 
training.
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Habituation
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6. Exposure to the situation we fear means
    having to tolerate the anxiety for a while.
    This might feel uncomfortable but it
    gives us a chance to learn that the anxiety
    will peak and then pass.
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7. The more times we expose ourselves
    to the feared situation the lower our
    peak fear will be, and the quicker it will
    pass.

1. You encounter something
    that you are afraid of and
    your fear quickly rises.

2. At this point many people expect the fear to keep
    rising until something catastrophic happens. 
    You might feel highly motivated to escape.
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Time

4. If you escape your
    feelings of fear will
    quickly reduce...

Prediction

5. ...but the same thing
    is likely to happen
    the next time.
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3. Exposing ourselves to the
    situation we fear means having
    to tolerate the anxiety for a
    while. This gives us a chance
    to learn that the anxiety doesn’t
    persist forever.
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2. At this point many people expect the fear to keep
    rising until something catastrophic happens. 
    If you escape at this point your anxiety quickly
    comes down. 

4. The more times we expose ourselves
    to the feared situation the lower our
    peak fear will be, and the quicker it will
    dissipate.

Habituation

1. You encounter something
    that you are afraid of and
    your fear quickly rises.
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Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in accordance with our terms and conditions which 
can be found at: https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering 
from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is 
correct, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own competencies, using your own skill and 
knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2023 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Psychology Tools develops and publishes evidence-based psychotherapy resources. We support mental health 
professionals to deliver effective therapy, whatever their theoretical orientation or level of experience.

Our digital library encompasses information handouts, worksheets, workbooks, exercises, guides, and audio skills-
development resources. 

Our tools are flexible enough to be used both in-session and between-session, and during all stages of assessment, 
formulation, and intervention. Written by highly qualified clinicians and academics, materials are available in digital and 
printable formats across a wide range of languages.

Resource details
Title: Habituation
Type: Information Handout
Language: English (US) 
Translated title: Habituation

URL: https://www.psychologytools.com/resource/habituation
Resource format: Professional
Version: 20230721
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