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Hierarchy Of Fears

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Clinical Psychology, Cognitive Behavioral Therapy

1. Core Definition

The Hierarchy of Fears, often referred to as an anxiety or fear hierarchy, is a fundamental tool

used primarily within the framework of behavioral therapy, most notably in systematic

desensitization and exposure therapy. It constitutes a meticulously organized list of specific

situations, objects, thoughts, or sensations that elicit a fear response in an individual. The core

principle guiding its construction is the systematic ranking of these stimuli based on the intensity of

the anxiety or fear they provoke. This ranking typically progresses from items that generate the

least intense or mildest level of distress at the top of the list, gradually ascending to those that

trigger the most profound and overwhelming fear at the bottom.

The primary purpose of developing a fear hierarchy is to provide a structured and manageable

pathway for individuals to confront and ultimately overcome their fears in a controlled and

incremental manner. By breaking down a complex and overwhelming phobia or anxiety into a

series of smaller, more approachable steps, the hierarchy allows for a gradual process of

desensitization. This methodical approach ensures that the individual is not prematurely exposed

to stimuli that would cause excessive distress, which could be counterproductive to the therapeutic

process. Instead, each step builds upon the successful mastery of the preceding one, fostering a

sense of accomplishment and self-efficacy.

At its heart, the Hierarchy of Fears serves as a personalized roadmap for therapeutic intervention.

It acknowledges the highly subjective nature of fear and anxiety, recognizing that what might be

mildly distressing for one person could be profoundly terrifying for another. Therefore, the

construction of an effective fear hierarchy is a collaborative process between the therapist and the

client, ensuring that it accurately reflects the client's unique experiences of fear and their individual

capacity for confronting these challenges. This tailored approach is crucial for optimizing

therapeutic outcomes and promoting lasting change in an individual's relationship with their fears.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The conceptual underpinning of the Hierarchy of Fears is deeply rooted in the early developments

of behaviorism and the empirical study of learning. Its origins are inextricably linked to the work of

South African psychiatrist Joseph Wolpe in the 1950s. Wolpe is widely credited with the

development of Systematic Desensitization, a pioneering therapeutic technique designed to treat

phobias and other anxiety disorders. Central to Wolpe's method was the idea that fear responses

could be unlearned through a process of reciprocal inhibition, where a new, incompatible response

(like relaxation) is paired with the anxiety-provoking stimulus.
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Wolpe's innovation required a systematic way to introduce the feared stimulus, leading directly to

the concept of an anxiety hierarchy. He posited that for desensitization to be effective, exposure to

the feared object or situation must be gradual, starting with the least threatening aspects and

slowly progressing to the most threatening. This sequential presentation of anxiety-provoking

stimuli, carefully ranked by intensity, became the cornerstone of his therapeutic approach. The

hierarchy provided the necessary structure to ensure that the desensitization process was

controlled, preventing overwhelming anxiety that could reinforce the fear rather than extinguish it.

Since its inception, the Hierarchy of Fears has remained a vital component of various Cognitive

Behavioral Therapy (CBT) approaches, particularly those involving exposure-based interventions.

While the fundamental concept has endured, its application has evolved. Modern therapeutic

practices may integrate cognitive restructuring alongside exposure, but the core principle of a

graded, individualized list of feared stimuli for incremental exposure continues to be a powerful and

effective strategy in treating a wide spectrum of anxiety-related conditions. The historical

development of this concept underscores a significant shift towards evidence-based, structured

psychological interventions.

3. Key Characteristics

Individualized Nature: A hierarchy of fears is always highly personal and tailored to the

individual's specific fears and anxiety responses. No two hierarchies are exactly alike, even for

people with the same general phobia, as the specific triggers and their perceived intensity will vary.

Graded Intensity: The list is meticulously organized from the least anxiety-provoking item to the

most. This graduation is crucial for the effectiveness of desensitization, allowing the individual to

habituate to each step before moving to a more challenging one.

Specificity of Items: Each item on the hierarchy should be clearly defined and specific. Vague

entries like "being anxious" are less useful than concrete scenarios such as "seeing a picture of a

spider" or "walking past a dog on a leash." This specificity aids in accurate ranking and targeted

exposure.

Measurable Distress Levels: Often, clients are asked to rate each item on a subjective scale,

such as the Subjective Units of Distress (SUDS) scale (typically 0-100), to quantify the anticipated

anxiety. This provides an objective measure for both the client and therapist to track progress and

adjust the hierarchy as needed.

Action-Oriented Steps: The items in the hierarchy are typically behaviors or situations that the

individual can actively engage with or confront. This makes the hierarchy a practical guide for

exposure exercises rather than just a list of thoughts.

These characteristics collectively ensure that the Hierarchy of Fears is a practical, adaptable, and

client-centered tool. Its design allows for a systematic and progressive approach to anxiety

reduction, making the daunting task of confronting deep-seated fears feel achievable. The careful
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delineation of each step, from the least to the most fear-inducing, provides a clear pathway for

therapeutic intervention, empowering individuals to reclaim control over their responses to anxiety-

provoking stimuli.

4. Construction Methodology

The construction of a fear hierarchy is a collaborative process that begins with a comprehensive

assessment of the client's fears. The therapist typically guides the client through a brainstorming

session to identify all potential triggers related to their primary fear. This might involve discussing

various scenarios, contexts, sensory inputs, and cognitive aspects that contribute to their anxiety.

For instance, a person with arachnophobia might list items ranging from "thinking about a spider"

to "seeing a large spider on my hand." The goal at this stage is to be exhaustive, capturing every

conceivable element that contributes to the fear response, no matter how minor it may seem

initially.

Once a broad list of fear-inducing stimuli is generated, the next critical step is to rank them

according to their perceived anxiety-provoking potential. Clients are usually instructed to assign a

numerical rating (e.g., 0-100 SUDS) to each item, where 0 represents no anxiety and 100

represents extreme panic. This subjective rating forms the basis of the ordered list. It is common

for the initial list to be somewhat uneven, requiring refinement. The therapist helps the client to

break down large, overwhelming steps into smaller, more manageable increments, ensuring a

smooth and gradual progression from one level of fear to the next. This might involve adding

intermediate steps or modifying existing ones to create a truly graduated scale. For example, if

"touching a spider" is rated 90 and "seeing a spider in a jar" is 40, intermediate steps like "touching

a picture of a spider" or "watching a video of a spider" might be inserted to bridge the gap.

To illustrate, consider the example of a soldier suffering from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder

(PTSD) who develops an intense fear of firearms. The hierarchy could begin with conceptually

distant triggers and progress to direct interaction. An initial step might be "looking at a picture of a

gun on a screen" (SUDS 10). Subsequent steps could include "looking at a real gun from a

distance" (SUDS 30), "touching an unloaded gun while supervised" (SUDS 50), "holding an

unloaded gun" (SUDS 70), "being near a gun being fired by someone else" (SUDS 85), and finally,

"shooting a gun at a range" (SUDS 100). This structured progression allows the individual to

gradually habituate to each level of exposure, effectively reducing the intensity of their fear

response and rebuilding a sense of safety and control. The continuous re-evaluation and

adjustment of the hierarchy throughout therapy are essential to ensure its ongoing relevance and

effectiveness.

5. Significance and Impact
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The Hierarchy of Fears holds profound significance in clinical psychology due to its instrumental

role in the effective treatment of a wide array of anxiety disorders, phobias, and Post-Traumatic

Stress Disorder (PTSD). Its structured approach provides a clear, manageable framework for

individuals to confront their deepest fears, moving away from avoidance behaviors that often

perpetuate and intensify anxiety. By systematically exposing clients to feared stimuli in a controlled

environment, the hierarchy facilitates the process of habituation, where the initial anxiety response

gradually diminishes with repeated, non-aversive exposure.

The impact of this concept extends beyond mere symptom reduction; it empowers individuals by

demonstrating that their fears are conquerable. As clients successfully navigate each step of their

hierarchy, they gain a tangible sense of mastery and self-efficacy. This progressive success

reinforces coping mechanisms and reduces anticipatory anxiety, which is often as debilitating as

the actual fear response itself. The ability to actively engage with and overcome previously avoided

situations leads to significant improvements in quality of life, allowing individuals to participate

more fully in social, occupational, and personal activities that were once restricted by their fears.

Furthermore, the Hierarchy of Fears has provided a robust, evidence-based methodology that is

highly adaptable. While initially conceived for systematic desensitization, its principles are

fundamental to other exposure-based therapies, including in-vivo exposure and imaginal exposure.

Its simplicity and effectiveness have made it a staple in clinical practice, serving as a practical

guide for both therapists and clients. The enduring impact lies in its ability to transform abstract,

overwhelming fears into concrete, actionable steps, thereby demystifying the process of

overcoming anxiety and offering a clear path towards psychological well-being.

6. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its widespread acceptance and proven efficacy, the Hierarchy of Fears, and by extension,

the exposure therapies it underpins, is not without its debates and criticisms. One primary concern

revolves around the potential for client dropout rates. The process of confronting feared stimuli,

even gradually, can be intensely uncomfortable and distressing. Some clients may find the initial

anxiety too overwhelming, leading them to discontinue therapy before significant progress can be

made. Ensuring client motivation and providing robust coping strategies are therefore crucial but

can still be challenging.

Another point of contention relates to the purely behavioral focus of the traditional hierarchy. Critics

argue that while it effectively addresses overt behavioral avoidance and physiological fear

responses, it may not sufficiently tackle the underlying cognitive components of anxiety disorders.

For instance, maladaptive thought patterns, distorted beliefs, or core schemas that contribute to

the maintenance of fear might not be directly challenged or restructured solely through exposure.

This has led to the integration of the hierarchy into broader Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT)
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models, where cognitive restructuring is combined with exposure techniques to provide a more

holistic approach.

Furthermore, constructing an effective and comprehensive hierarchy can be challenging,

particularly for complex anxiety disorders like Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD), where fears are

often diffuse, abstract, and not tied to specific external stimuli. In such cases, identifying and

ranking specific "fear items" becomes more difficult, and the utility of a traditional hierarchy may

diminish. Similarly, for individuals with multiple, highly interconnected fears, developing a single,

linear hierarchy might prove insufficient, potentially requiring multiple hierarchies or alternative

therapeutic strategies. The subjective nature of fear ratings also introduces variability, and while

SUDS scales help, they rely heavily on the client's introspection and consistent application.
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