Teaching the Amygdala to Respond Differently to a Trigger

Once you have identified a trigger that is keeping you from working toward a goal that you have,
you need to plan how to use exposure to teach the amygdala.

1.

Make a list of experiences that you might have involving the trigger that would be
anxiety-provoking. Focus on experiences and activities that you would be interesting in
accomplishing. Think of situations that could be mildly anxiety-provoking and situations
that could be very anxiety-provoking, but only list situations that you would be interested
in accomplishing ifit were possible. Use the Exposure Hierarchy Worksheet attached.

For example, Leticia wants to get over her fear of dogs because she is dating someone who has a
dog, and she would like to be more comfortable visiting with him. She lists these situations, in
no particular order, including only activities that she is interested in accomplishing:

Being avound a dog whew it is onv av leash,, being held by someone.
Being avound a dog whew it is invthe cor withv me:.

Having to-pet o dog:

Being avound av dog wheav it is moving avround freely in the room.

2. After listing several (4-8) different situations, rate each situation by putting a number

3.

next to it, rating the level of anxiety that you would experience in that situation from 1
(Extremely Low) to 100 (Extremely High).

Now, enter the situations into the 2" Exposure Hierarchy Worksheet, entering the lowest
rated situation first, and putting the situations in order from lowest to highest anxiety
rating.

You can use the Exposure Hierarchy Worksheet to design Exposure experiences for
yourself. Depending on the rating of anxiety for a given situation, you may need to seek
assistance from a therapist trained in exposure therapy. Sometimes an individual can
accomplish some exposure sessions on their own, if the anxiety rating are low ones, less
than 40 on a scale of 1-100.

If you do want to attempt exposure on your own, it is important that you follow these
guidelines carefully, or, instead of teaching the amygdala that the situationis safe, you
may increase your anxiety about the situation.

a. Make sure that the situation s a safe situation where you may feel anxious, but no
injury or distressing event (other than anxiety) will occur.



b. You must commit yourself to remaining in the situation until your anxiety is
reduced by half. If you begin with an anxiety level of 30, you stay in the situation
as long as it takes for you to reduce your anxiety levelto 15 or less. You never
need to achieve an anxiety level of 0, only a level half of the highest level you
experience.

c. You need to be prepared for experiencing anxiety and to allow yourselfto accept
the fact that your anxiety will rise as you approach the situation.

d. Other than the daily medications that you take, you cannot use medications or
alcohol or other substances prior to the exposure session in order to reduce the
anxiety that you experience during exposure. The goal is to activate the amygdala
so that the amygdala will learn. Alcohol and benzodiazepines sedate the
amygdala and prevent any learning from occurring.

e. Your anxiety level may rise higher than the level you rated the situation. For
example, you may only expect an anxiety level of 30, but it may rise to 40. In this
case, you need to get to an anxiety rating of 20 or less before leaving the situation.

f.  You must be able to be honest about rating your anxiety, and committed to
staying in the situation in order to show your amygdala that you are safe, even
though you are experiencing the trigger.

g. You need to be able to stay in this exposure situation, committed to providing a
learning experience for the amygdala, and wait to feel a reduction in anxiety that
shows you the amygdala is indeed learning from the experience.

6. If you do not feel able to follow the guidelines above, it is recommended that you seek
the assistance of a therapist trained in exposure therapy, who can assist you with the
process.

7. If anything unexpected happens that causes injury or distress, it is recommended that you
seek a therapist experienced in exposure therapy, because therapists are most able to can
guarantee that you will have a safe exposure experience.

8. It is not recommended that you work on exposure situations that have anxiety ratings
over 40 without an experienced therapist unless you have been successful with other
exposure experiences and confident you can be safe and successful.



Exposure Hierarchy Worksheets

Fill out the 1* worksheet by describing various situations that elicit anxiety.

Anxiety Description of Situation
Rating

Fill out the following worksheet by listing the situations above in order, from least anxiety-
provoking to most anxiety provoking:

Anxiety Description of Situation
Rating




