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Exposure Ladder
for Social Anxiety

A step-by-step guide to gradual exposure therapy — the evidence-based method used
in CBT for social anxiety disorder.

Exposure therapy is one of the most well-supported interventions in clinical psychology. Randomized
controlled trials led by researchers such as Richard Heimberg have repeatedly shown that systematic,
graded exposure to feared social situations reduces avoidance and anxiety more reliably than
avoidance-based coping. This guide walks through building your own exposure ladder using the same
principles used in structured CBT protocols.

WHAT'S INSIDE

01  The science behind exposure therapy

02  How to build your personal fear ladder

03  The SUDS scale for rating anxiety

04  Rules for effective exposure practice

05  A worked example ladder

06  Common mistakes that stall progress



CALM VERITAS EVIDENCE-BASED WELLNESS

© 2026 Calm Veritas · calm-veritas.com 2

The Science Behind It

Social anxiety disorder is maintained largely through avoidance. Each time you avoid a feared
situation, the brain encodes a false lesson: that avoidance was necessary for survival. This is
negative reinforcement, and it strengthens the fear response over time rather than weakening it.

Exposure therapy reverses this. By deliberately entering feared situations — without using safety
behaviors like avoiding eye contact or rehearsing scripts — you allow the nervous system to
learn, through direct experience, that the feared outcome either doesn't happen or is survivable.
This process is called inhibitory learning, a model developed by Michelle Craske and colleagues
that has largely replaced the older 'habituation only' explanation of why exposure works.

A graded ladder — moving from mildly uncomfortable to highly anxiety-provoking situations —
makes this process tolerable and sustainable, rather than overwhelming.
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Rate Your Fear: The SUDS Scale

Before building your ladder, learn to rate anxiety using SUDS (Subjective Units of Distress Scale),
a 0-100 scale used throughout clinical exposure protocols.

0-20 Minimal discomfort. Barely noticeable.

21-40 Mild anxiety. Noticeable but manageable.

41-60 Moderate anxiety. Uncomfortable, some avoidance urge.

61-80 High anxiety. Strong urge to escape or avoid.

81-100 Severe anxiety. Peak distress, panic-level.

Building Your Ladder

1. List 10-15 social situations you currently avoid or dread, from mildly to severely anxiety-provoking.

2. Rate each one using the SUDS scale above.

3. Order them from lowest to highest SUDS score. This is your ladder.

4. Start at the bottom rung only — resist the urge to skip ahead.

5. Stay in the situation until your SUDS rating drops by at least 50%, not until it hits zero.

6. Repeat the same rung 2-4 times across different days until it consistently rates as mild.

7. Move up one rung. Repeat the process.
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A Worked Example Ladder

20 Order coffee and make small talk with the barista

30 Ask a stranger for directions

40 Make a phone call to a business (e.g. book an appointment)

50 Give a compliment to someone you don't know well

60 Eat alone at a restaurant

70 Speak up with an opinion in a group conversation

80 Attend a party where you know few people

90 Give a short toast or speak at a small gathering

Your own ladder should reflect situations specific to your life and goals — this example is a template, not a
prescription.
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Rules for Effective Practice

Drop safety behaviors. Rehearsed scripts, avoiding eye contact, or exiting early all block the learning
process, even if you technically stayed in the situation.

Practice regularly. Once or twice a week is far less effective than several times per week —
consistency matters more than intensity.

Don't rate success by comfort. Success is showing up and staying, not feeling calm. Anxiety during
exposure is expected and useful.

Vary the context. Practicing the same exposure in the same place repeatedly generalizes less well
than varying settings once a rung feels manageable.

Common Mistakes

Starting too high on the ladder and getting overwhelmed, which reinforces avoidance instead of
reducing it.

Leaving a situation the moment anxiety peaks, rather than staying until it decreases — this teaches
escape, not tolerance.

Treating one successful exposure as "done" rather than repeating it until it's reliably easy.

This guide is educational and not a substitute for professional care. If social anxiety significantly interferes with

daily life, work with a licensed therapist trained in CBT or exposure-based treatment — they can tailor pacing and

support you through higher-SUDS exposures safely.


