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How to use this workbook

- Use this workbook selectively and collaboratively; it is educational and does not replace individualized assessment, diagnosis,
treatment, medical care, or crisis services.

- Skip, pause, or modify any activity that increases distress, danger, shame, or loss of functioning. Adapt language for culture,
disability, neurodivergence, health, resources, and lived context.

- Ratings in this workbook are reflection tools unless a named, validated measure and interpretation are explicitly provided.
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Identify Sources of Your Phobia 

 

Many phobias start because of a bad experience or panic attack related to 

a specific object or situation (e.g. Fear of heights developing after a fall, 

phobia of enclosed spaces after experiencing a panic attack while in an 

elevator, etc.) 

Here are some common sources of phobias to consider: 

1. Personal experiences:  

Think about any past traumatic experiences or distressing events that 

may have triggered your phobia. Write down specific incidents or 

situations that stand out in your memory. 

             

             

             

             

             

2. Childhood influences:  

Reflect on your upbringing and early childhood experiences. Consider 

any fears or phobias exhibited by your family members or close relatives. 

Note any situations or events during your childhood that may have 

contributed to the formation of your phobia. 
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3. Learned behavior:  

Explore whether your phobia may have been learned through observation 

or social conditioning. Did you witness someone else experiencing fear or 

anxiety related to the same object or situation? Were you repeatedly 

exposed to negative information about the phobia? 

             

             

             

             

             

             

4. Media and cultural influences:  

Consider the impact of media, movies, television shows, or books on your 

perception of the feared object or situation. Sometimes, exposure to 

exaggerated or sensationalized portrayals can contribute to the 

development of phobias. 
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Assess Your Phobia 

 

1. Name your phobia:          

2. Fear sensation:  

List the physical symptoms you experience when confronted with your 

phobia and rate their intensity. Following are some examples: 

 Increased heart rate 

 Rapid breathing or shortness of breath 

 Sweating 

 Trembling or shaking 

 Feeling lightheaded or dizzy 

 Nausea or stomach discomfort 

 Chest tightness or pain 

 Choking sensation 

 Hot or cold flashes 

 Tingling or numbness in the body 

 Dry mouth 

 Muscle tension or stiffness 

 Restlessness or agitation 

 Fatigue or weakness 

 Needing to use the bathroom frequently (urinary urgency) 

 Blurred vision or tunnel vision 

             

             

             
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3. Triggers:  

Identify the specific situations, objects, or scenarios that trigger your 

phobia. What is it about these triggers that elicits such a strong fear 

response? 

             

             

             

             

             

4. Onset and duration:  

Consider how long you have been experiencing this phobia and how long 

each episode lasts. 

             

             

5. Impact on daily life:  

Describe how your phobia affects your everyday activities and routines. 

Does it limit your ability to engage in certain activities or go to certain 

places? How does it interfere with your social or professional life? 
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A Letter to Your Phobia 

 

1. Begin by addressing the letter to your specific phobia. For example, if 

you have a fear of spiders, you can start with "Dear Spider Phobia" or use 

any other name you feel comfortable with. 

2. Reflect on how the phobia has impacted you. Be specific about the 

emotions, situations, and limitations it has caused. 

3. Express your determination to confront and overcome the phobia. 

Emphasize your commitment to personal growth and a future free from 

the constraints of fear. 

Dear       

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

Sincerely, 
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Identify Avoidance Behavior 

 

Avoidance reinforces the belief that the feared object or situation is truly 

dangerous. When we avoid, we never have the opportunity to learn that 

anxiety may decrease naturally or that the feared outcomes may not 

occur.  

Avoidance behaviors can be obvious (e.g. staying away the phobic object 

or situation) or subtle (e.g. using strategies for dealing with the object or 

situation to minimize its impact). 

List any behaviors you engage in to avoid the phobia.  

 Subtly redirecting conversations away from topics related to the 

phobia. 

 Avoiding eye contact or physical proximity with the phobic 

stimulus. 

 Using distractions, such as music or phone apps, to divert attention 

from the phobic stimulus. 

 Choosing specific routes or paths to minimize encounters with the 

phobic stimulus. 

 Changing daily routines to avoid situations or people associated 

with the phobia. 

 Declining invitations or opportunities that may involve exposure to 

the phobic stimulus. 

 Avoiding watching or reading about events or incidents involving 

the phobic stimulus. 

             

             
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Phobic Encounter Log 

Situation Sensations/ 

Intensity 

(1-10) 

Thoughts/ 

Feelings 

Avoidance 

behavior  

Post-Encounter Reflection 

e.g. Seeing a 

spider (phobic 

stimuli) while 

shopping 

Rapid 

heartbeat (8) 

I thought the spider 

would jump on me and 

bite me. I felt disgust 

and fear. 

I quickly walked 

away from the 

produce section and 

didn’t finish shopping 

I realized how intense my fear of 

spiders is and how it’s affecting my 

daily life. I can see the need to work 

on overcoming this fear. 
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Changing Your Thoughts 

 

 

1. Phobia: ______________________________________ 

2. Automatic Negative Thoughts (ANTs):  

These are the automatic thoughts that arise when you encounter or think 

about the phobic stimulus. Write down any negative thoughts that come 

to mind.  

e.g. ANT: "I'm going to die if I encounter a spider." 

             

             

             

             

             

3. Identify Thinking Errors:  

Common thinking errors or cognitive distortions can contribute to the 

maintenance of phobias. Review the list below and identify which ones 

are present in your negative thoughts. 

a) All-or-Nothing Thinking: Seeing things in extreme, binary terms 

without considering any middle ground.  

Example: "If I can't completely eliminate my fear of flying, then I'll never 

be able to travel or visit my family." 

b) Emotional Reasoning: Believing that your intense emotions reflect 

the objective reality of a situation.  
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Example: "I feel so terrified of heights, so being on the 10th floor of a 

building must be extremely dangerous." 

c) Catastrophizing: Overestimating the likelihood or severity of harm 

associated with the phobic stimulus.  

Example: "If I encounter a snake, it will definitely attack and kill me." 

d) Underestimating Coping Abilities: Underestimating your ability 

to handle or manage the phobic situation when faced with it.  

Example: "I can't possibly handle being in an elevator; I'll panic and 

embarrass myself." 

e) Selective Attention: Only focusing on information or cues that 

confirm your phobic beliefs while ignoring contradictory evidence.  

Example: "I read a news article about a shark attack, which proves that 

going into the ocean is extremely risky." 

f) Jumping to Conclusions: Drawing negative conclusions without 

sufficient evidence or rational reasoning.  

Example: "I saw a spider web near my bed, which means there are 

probably numerous spiders hiding in my room." 

e.g. ANT: "I'm going to die if I encounter a spider." 

Thinking Error: Catastrophizing. 

ANT:              

             

Thinking Error:            
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4. Challenge the Thinking Errors: 

Now, challenge each thinking error by providing evidence that contradicts 

the negative thought or offering a more rational alternative perspective. 

e.g. ANT: "I'm going to die if I encounter a spider." 

Thinking Error: Catastrophizing. 

Challenge: "In reality, encountering a spider is not life-threatening. 

Many people encounter spiders daily without any harm. My fear is 

irrational, and my exaggerated perception is not supported by evidence." 

ANT:              

             

Thinking Error:            

Challenge:            

             

             

             

             

5. Reframe the Thought:  

Based on the evidence you collected, reframe the negative thought into a 

more rational and balanced statement. 

e.g., Reframed Thought: "Encountering a spider may be frightening, 

but it is not life-threatening. I can take precautions and use coping 

strategies to manage my fear." 

Reframed Thought:          
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Relaxation Techniques 

 

1. Deep Breathing: 

- Find a comfortable position, either sitting or lying down. 

- Close your eyes and take a slow, deep breath in through your nose, 

filling your lungs completely. 

- Hold your breath for a moment, and then exhale slowly through your 

mouth, emptying your lungs fully. 

- Continue this deep breathing pattern for a few minutes, focusing on the 

sensation of breath entering and leaving your body. 

2. Progressive Muscle Relaxation: 

- Start by tensing and releasing each muscle group in your body, one at a 

time. 

- Begin with your feet and work your way up to your head. 

- As you tense each muscle group, hold the tension for a few seconds, and 

then release it, allowing the muscles to relax fully. 

- Pay attention to the contrast between the feeling of tension and 

relaxation in each muscle group. 

3. Visualization: 

- Close your eyes and imagine yourself in a calm and peaceful place, such 

as a beach, forest, or any location that brings you comfort. 

- Engage your senses by visualizing the colors, textures, smells, and 

sounds in this imaginary place. 

- Take some time to explore this scene and immerse yourself in its 

tranquility. 
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4. Grounding Techniques: 

- Focus on your immediate surroundings by using your senses. 

- Identify five things you can see, four things you can touch, three things 

you can hear, two things you can smell, and one thing you can taste (if 

applicable). 

- This exercise helps bring your attention to the present moment and 

promotes a sense of grounding and stability. 

5. Mindfulness Meditation: 

- Sit comfortably and bring your attention to your breath. 

- Notice the sensation of breath entering and leaving your body without 

trying to control or change it. 

- If your mind wanders, gently guide your attention back to your breath 

without judgment. 

- Practice this for a few minutes, gradually increasing the duration over 

time. 

6. Positive Self-Talk: 

Here are some examples of positive self-talk statements that you can use: 

 "I am strong and capable of facing my fears." 

 "I have successfully managed my phobia before, and I can do it 

again." 

 "Fear is just a feeling, and I can choose how to react to it." 

 "I am learning and growing from each experience with my phobia." 

 "I am gradually becoming more comfortable in situations that used 

to trigger my fear." 

 "I am building resilience and strength by confronting my phobia 

head-on." 

 "I deserve to live a life free from the constraints of my fears." 
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 "I believe in my ability to gradually overcome my phobia and live a 

fulfilling life." 

             

             

             

             

             

7. Other relaxation techniques you want to try: 

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

 

These relaxation techniques can help manage anxiety and promote a 

sense of calmness. It's important to practice them regularly, even when 

you're not experiencing phobic symptoms, to build resilience and 

enhance overall well-being.  
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Gradual Exposure 

 

Exposure therapy is a widely recognized and effective treatment for 

phobias. Through repeated exposures, your brain learns that the feared 

object or situation is not actually dangerous. Exposure involves gradually 

exposing individuals to the feared object or situation in a controlled and 

safe manner. 

1. Identify the Phobic Stimulus: 

Write down the specific object, situation, or event that triggers your phobia.  

e.g., "Seeing a spider." 

             

             

2. Create a Hierarchy: 

Make a list of situations related to your phobia, starting from the least 

anxiety-provoking to the most anxiety-provoking.  

e.g., a) Looking at pictures of spiders 

b) Watching videos of spiders 

c) Being in the same room as a spider in a closed container 

d) Being in the same room as a spider in an open container 
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3. Start at the Lowest Level: 

Begin by exposing yourself to the least anxiety-provoking item on your 

hierarchy.  

e.g., looking at pictures of spiders. 

             

             

4. Stay in the Exposure: 

Spend some time engaging with the phobic stimulus without immediately 

seeking reassurance or escaping the situation. Gradually increase the 

duration as you feel more comfortable. 

5. Use Coping Strategies: 

Employ coping strategies during exposure to manage anxiety. These might 

include deep breathing, progressive muscle relaxation, or positive self-talk. 

             

             

6. Repeat and Gradually Move Up: 

Once you feel comfortable with the item at the lowest level of your 

hierarchy, move on to the next more anxiety-provoking item. Repeat the 

exposure process until you can comfortably face each level on your 

hierarchy. 

7. Monitor Anxiety Levels: 

Continuously rate your anxiety levels during each exposure. Note any 

changes or improvements over time. 
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Imaginal Exposure 

 

Imaginal exposure (visualizing the feared situation or object) can be more 

accessible and less overwhelming, especially for phobias that are difficult 

to replicate in real-life situations. 

1. Identify the Phobic Stimulus: 

Write down the specific object, situation, or event that triggers your phobia.  

e.g., "Seeing a spider." 

             

             

2. Rate the intensity of your fear or anxiety from 0 to 10: 

0 being no anxiety at all and 10 being the highest level of anxiety possible. 

 

3. Close your eyes, take deep breaths, and relax your body: 

You may want to use relaxation techniques like progressive muscle 

relaxation or deep breathing exercises before starting the imaginal 

exposure. 

4. Imagine the feared object, situation, or scenario vividly in 

your mind: 

Try to create a mental image that is as detailed and realistic as possible. 

Visualize yourself being exposed to the phobic stimulus and experiencing 

the associated fear or anxiety. 

Phobia · Dr. Jonathan E. Procter Page 19



20 

5. Maintain this mental image for a few minutes: 

Allow yourself to fully immerse in the imagined scenario. Notice any 

physical sensations, thoughts, or emotions that arise during this process. 

             

             

             

             

6. Rate your current anxiety level from 0 to 10: 

Assess how anxious or fearful you feel after engaging in the imaginal 

exposure exercise. 

 

7. Repeat steps 3-6 multiple times: 

Practice the imaginal exposure exercise several times, gradually 

increasing the duration or intensity of the scenario. 

8. Gradually increase the difficulty level: 

Once you begin to feel more comfortable with the initial scenario, 

consider challenging yourself with more difficult or anxiety-provoking 

imagined situations. 
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Exposure Log 

Anxiety-

Provoking 

Situation 

Fear Intensity 

Before  

(1-10) 

Coping Strategy 

Used 

Fear Intensity 

After  

(1-10) 

Notes 

e.g. looking at 

pictures of spiders 

7 Deep breathing, 

grounding techniques 

5 I felt slightly anxious, but managed to 

stay calm and focused on the task. 
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2026 Clinical Alignment
DSM-5-TR (including Sept. 2025 update) · ICD-11 CDDR / 2026 MMS

Classification status

- DSM-5-TR: Specific phobia · Formal diagnosis when threshold is met; subtype may describe the
  stimulus.

- ICD-11 CDDR: 6B03 Specific phobia · Formal diagnosis.

- This workbook is non-diagnostic. A title, checklist, or completed activity never establishes a
  diagnosis.

Pages requiring the updated interpretation

- The audit identified source pages 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 12, 15, 17, 18, 19, 20. The statements below
  supersede incompatible diagnostic, scoring, safety, or resource wording on those pages.

Diagnostic and differential limits

- Confirm persistent, excessive fear with avoidance/endurance and impairment; exclude medical danger,
  trauma-related disorders, OCD, panic/agoraphobia, illness anxiety, and culturally proportionate
  fear.

Document-specific corrections

- Pages [2, 4] · Frame ·Phobia· using the DSM/ICD status below; add duration, impairment, exclusions,
  and differentials without reproducing criteria. The title alone must never be treated as a
  diagnosis.

- Pages [1, 2, 12, 18, 20] · Treat the Phobia ratings/checklists as author-created reflection tools
  only. Remove unsupported severity bands, cutoffs, totals, or language suggesting diagnostic
  validity; label response anchors and recall period explicitly.

- Pages [1, 3, 4, 17, 19, 20] · Exposure should follow an individualized hierarchy with informed
  consent, repeated learning-focused practice, response-prevention guidance, and screening for medical
  danger, trauma cues, dissociation, fainting risk, panic-related medical mimics, and substance
  effects; avoid reassurance that guarantees safety. Apply this specifically to the workbook·s
  Identify Sources of Your Phobia, Assess Your Phobia, A Letter to Your Phobia, Identify Avoidance
  Behavior sections.

- Pages [1, 6, 15, 19, 20] · Review all medical assertions in Phobia with a qualified medical
  professional; distinguish psychoeducation from individualized advice and add referral thresholds,
  contraindications, and medication/procedure cautions appropriate to this population.

Measures, scoring, and permissions

- Treat the Phobia ratings/checklists as author-created reflection tools only. Remove unsupported
  severity bands, cutoffs, totals, or language suggesting diagnostic validity; label response anchors
  and recall period explicitly. custom/unvalidated unless evidence is supplied confirm no third-party
  item wording was adapted

Intervention scope and contraindications

- Exposure should follow an individualized hierarchy with informed consent, repeated learning-focused
  practice, response-prevention guidance, and screening for medical danger, trauma cues, dissociation,
  fainting risk, panic-related medical mimics, and substance effects; avoid reassurance that
  guarantees safety.

- Exposure work should be formulation-driven, collaborative, graded, and designed to reduce avoidance
  and unhelpful safety behavior·not delivered as forced flooding. Screen medical and trauma-related
  explanations when relevant.

Crisis and current resources

- For immediate danger or a medical emergency, call 911 or go to the nearest emergency department. In
  the U.S., call or text 988 or use 988lifeline.org. Outside the U.S., use verified local emergency
  and crisis services. A workbook is not a crisis service or safety plan.

Authoritative references

- https://www.psychiatry.org/psychiatrists/practice/dsm/updates-to-dsm/updates-to-dsm-5-tr-criteria-te
  xt

- https://icd.who.int/browse/2026-01/mms/en

- https://www.ptsd.va.gov/professional/treat/txessentials/prolonged_exposure_pro.asp
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2026 Clinical Alignment
DSM-5-TR (including Sept. 2025 update) · ICD-11 CDDR / 2026 MMS

- https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240077263

- https://988lifeline.org/

- https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/cg113/chapter/recommendations
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