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Designing desensitisation... How would you cure a phobia?

This resource is to make sure students understand the principles behind systematic
desensitisation by applying the therapy to a novel situation.

They are essentially designing interventions for phobias, thinking about how they
would work through a client’s hierarchy of fears.

The design sheet includes case studies and a series of boxes in which the student
should state what the next step would be in the therapeutic process.

Teacher instructions
After speaking to students about systematic desensitisation, give them the sheet 
to complete. 

This activity could be completed in pairs, individually or as a small group.

How would you cure a phobia?
Using the principles of systematic desensitisation, design 
an 8 week programme to treat the 
following case studies. 

Please note week 1 will always be 
teaching deep relaxation so that 
the therapist can talk about the 
phobia to the client and establish 
what their main source of fear is. Assuming 
it only takes one week to do this, continue with 
your ideas on how to treat the client. Be careful to 
go through the steps gently as too big a leap would 
result in potentially making the phobia worse.

Designing Desensitisation



Case study 1:
Imogen has a phobia of cotton wool. She cannot bear to 
touch it at all, and even seeing it in a supermarket can 
cause her to run away. She has had this phobia for 3 years.

Relaxation and 
discussion

Case study 2:
Jonathan has a phobia of computers. This is impinging on his
everyday life and restricts his ability to apply for some jobs.
He has problems interacting with technology, including mobile

phones and thinks that if he uses them he could be hurt.

Relaxation and 
discussion



Case study 3:
Marsha has a fear of eating in restaurants. She also does not
like people to prepare food or drinks for her. She thinks she
could be poisoned and be seriously ill.

Relaxation and 
discussion


